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1

Above Edsall Dark, a pair of portals glowed bright and constant. The two flat disks were filled with dazzling energy that looked like billions of flashes of lightning within a ring of three hundred and sixty metal cylinders. The portals were bright enough to be seen from the planet’s surface, like two-dimensional suns orbiting the world below.

Between the dual portals and the planet’s surface, in the highest reaches of Edsall Dark’s atmosphere, six Round Table flagships hovered in a holding pattern. Two groups of three faced each other as enemies. A Solar Carrier, an Athens Destroyer, and an HC Ballistic Cruiser were on one side. Across from them were a Solar Carrier, an Athens Destroyer, and a Havoc Gunship. All six vessels of war were decorated with the Round Table’s crest of blue, red, and yellow cogs. The ships and their crews once had a common allegiance defined by the Round Table that had united them, but were now aligned into opposing factions.

On the planet’s surface, outside the Great Hall, two groups of soldiers faced each other. A line of Round Table guards was on one side. Each held a pike longer than the guards were tall. Each guard also had a small blaster strapped to his hip. Except for the Round Table insignia on their chests, their uniforms were varying shades of gray. Octo and Winchester stood in front of them.

They faced a line of Round Table soldiers, each dressed in battle armor. Through the narrow slits of their untinted helmets were the faces of men and women who had fought in the blood tunnels years earlier. Cash and Cimber stood in front of them.

In the center of the courtyard, Lancelot stood three paces from Julian’s son. Between them, Hector’s lifeless body hovered in the air atop his energy transport. His arms hung down by his sides and his head slumped forward.

General Reiser’s son took a step forward and said, “Now who will lead us against the Hannibal?”

The air left Lancelot’s lungs. “The Hannibal?”

The heavier of the two representatives standing near the guards said, “They’re a race of aliens past the Cartha—”

“I know what they are,” she said, her voice booming through the modulator in her helmet.

The young man in front of her said, “They’re headed toward Edsall Dark. We think they mean to destroy the Round Table. We currently have a fleet of ships confronting them two sectors away.”

“If you ever want to see any of the people on those ships again, you’ll call them off.”

The young Reiser shook his head. “It’s too late. The battle has already begun.”

Lancelot’s voice dropped. She was already thinking of returning to her ship and leaving the planet.

“Then they’re already dead,” she said. “And so is everyone here when the Hannibal arrive.”

One of the representatives standing in front of the soldiers shouted at her. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you killed Hector.”

She turned her lances toward him and rose up on her hind legs. The man’s eyes grew large. His hands quivered. Lancelot guessed that if he weren’t frozen in place by fear he would have scurried behind the soldiers who each raised their weapons and pointed them at her.

One of the representatives on the other side of the courtyard turned to that man and shouted, “Julian was the leader we needed, you fool.”

Lancelot gripped both lances tighter. Her patience was running out. She told both men to shut their mouths. This caused the Round Table guards to raise their weapons at her as well.

Julian’s son put both hands up, palms facing her as he took a step forward, his way of showing he meant no harm—as if he could have caused her any in the first place.

“Listen,” he said, his voice low. “I don’t know why you’re here, but you have to be careful. They will use their weapons if they have to.”

Lancelot thought for a moment the young man in front of her was joking.

“These people?” she said, waving one lance at the soldiers and the other at the guards.

But before anyone could unite against her, the representatives on either side began shouting at each other again. A bald man with bushy eyebrows accused one of the representatives across from him of participating in Julian’s assassination. That man replied by shouting that, unlike Julian and his associates, he and Hector had actually cared about keeping the Round Table intact.

A moment later, the two sides were once again pointing their weapons at each other instead of at Lancelot.

“It looks like they’re too busy trying to kill one another,” Lancelot said to Julian’s son. “Heroic action in a post-heroic galaxy.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.”

Lancelot scanned the courtyard and motioned to the representatives and soldiers alike.

“They all want to be heroes but none of them actually are.”

Talbot shrugged and shook his head, not understanding what she had been saying.

“What are you doing here, Carthagen? We left your sector.”

“And your name is?” she said, taking time to observe him for the first time.

“Talbot Reiser.”

“You still don’t understand, do you, Talbot?”

She took a long step forward. Before Talbot could move, his neck was in her hand and he was standing on the tips of his toes so he wouldn’t choke.

“You still think you can go anywhere you want, don’t you?” Frustration made her tighten her fist around Talbot’s neck. “I guess all you have to do is tell the Hannibal you turned around and everything will be fine.”

“You think they would listen?” he said, his eyes raising with hope as he coughed under the force of her grip around his throat.

“You’re even more oblivious than your father was.” And with that, she flung him across the courtyard.
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On the command deck of the Solar Carrier Legacy, Brigadier En-O-En watched and waited. To one side of his vessel was an HC Ballistic Cruiser. On the other side, an Athens Destroyer. The captains of those flagships, one an officer in the former Vonnegan Empire and the other from Kaiser Doom’s kingdom, hadn’t known Hector the way En-O-En had. Decades earlier, En-O-En had been an ensign fresh out of the academy, serving his first mission aboard a Solar Carrier commanded by Hector. It had ended up being the mission in which En-O-En’s idol had lost his legs and most of his crew. It had ended Hector’s military career, but it had also given En-O-En a glimpse of a greater type of leader.

Although he hadn’t left the military like his mentor, he had followed Hector’s example in many other ways. He had fought above Edsall Dark both times Mowbray’s Athens Destroyers had threatened the sector. Other than that, however, he only volunteered for humanitarian missions. He had gone to Dietrich-2 with a flagship full of food and supplies after a catastrophic sandstorm decimated the moon colony. Following a series of raids by Drickdorian pirates, he had opted to go to the outer rim and spend an entire year protecting a pair of colonies most people had never heard of. He was fine with other officers accepting the high-profile missions that could lead to promotions because Hector had taught him there was a better way.

To him, the greatest thing the Round Table ever did was remind everyone how similar they were to one another by doing away with kingdoms and empires. People had different political views and religious beliefs, but almost everyone just wanted to live in peace and be happy. When the Round Table was formed and various fleets were brought under one banner, more people remembered that.

Like En-O-En, Captain Mogston hadn’t joined the Vonnegan forces to help conquer the galaxy. Rather, he had been a boy and seen a Vonnegan officer delivering food to villages before lifting off in his great space vessel. Mogston had wanted to do the same. Now, he was in command of the Athens Destroyer beside En-O-En’s Solar Carrier.

To the other side of the Solar Carrier was Captain Ruction’s HC Ballistic Cruiser. Ruction hadn’t cared much for Kaiser Doom’s ambition. But he had understood that HC Ballistic Cruisers were the most feared vessel in the entire sector and he had wanted to command one in order to protect farmers from galactic bandits and miners from space pirates.

These were officers who knew what Hector had stood for and would fight to maintain his vision of the Round Table. They were officers who saw Julian go to the Cartha sector in search of glory while Hector had gone to the Great Hall and argued in favor of peace and restraint. They were there when Julian acted the part of the reluctant ruler, and they were there when mobs went through the streets, half of them cheering a potential tyrant’s death and half of them calling for revenge against the assassins. The Round Table was at a crossroads and these officers knew they had to do something.

However, both of Brigadier En-O-En’s greatest fears had both occurred within minutes of each other. His mentor had been killed. Not in some foreign land or while protecting the Round Table but in the streets of CamaLon. With the Solar Carrier’s visuals up, En-O-En saw a magnified hologram of exactly what was happening in the courtyard outside the Great Hall as the Carthagen drove a vibro lance through Hector’s gut.

He didn’t need a projection to see his other fear playing out. Directly out the main viewport of his Solar Carrier, he saw another Solar Carrier facing him, ready for battle. It was something he had only experienced during drills and war games, not anything he thought would actually happen in real life. On one side of that vessel was an Athens Destroyer. On the other side was a Havoc Gunship.

Hector was dead. En-O-En was preparing to battle a Solar Carrier.

The unthinkable was unfolding.
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Talbot flew ten feet across the courtyard before landing on his back and skidding across the stone. The skin underneath his shirt felt as if it had been ripped apart as it tore across the ground.

He thought the guards and soldiers might break away from their alliances and target the Carthagen that had thrown him, but when he raised himself to one shoulder he saw the two sides were still aiming their weapons at each other.

“I order you to arrest them,” Octo said to the Round Table guards, pointing at Cimber and Cash.

The nearest guard took a small step toward the middle of the courtyard. When he did, the others on either side of him followed.

“Arrest us?” Cash yelled. “For stopping a dictator’s rise?”

Cimber turned to the soldiers with him and pointed at Octo and Winchester. “Those men should be put on trial for treason.”

The Round Table soldiers, many of whom glanced at the dead body of their still-hovering idol, stepped toward the middle of the courtyard.

“Murderers,” Winchester shouted at the representatives across from him.

“Traitors,” Cimber called back.

Octo withdrew a small blaster from his vest, which he aimed and shot at Cimber. As soon as one shot was fired, the courtyard broke into a blaze of lasers and yelling. Talbot expected the Carthagen to join the fray but instead it snorted with derision and shook its head.

He scanned the area for the best way to stop the fighting. As he did, a soldier got thrown back into him, knocking both of them to the ground. A guard with a pike came racing at that same soldier, not caring whether anyone else was struck. Without space to draw his Meursault and defend himself, without time to push the body on top of him away, Talbot’s instinct was to close his eyes and accept what was going to happen next.

He expected his life to end, but a moment later he opened his eyes to see the ion pike was gone. Instead, the guard standing over him was holding onto a stub. The rest of the weapon sailed through the air in an arc and lodged into the ground.

Without understanding what was happening, Talbot heard the guard who was standing over him grunt, then fly across the courtyard. He turned to see the Carthagen’s front boot come back down to the ground.

“You closed your eyes?” the Carthagen said to him. “Seriously?”

“I—” Before he could say anything else, he was yanked off the ground so he was standing again.

The Carthagen spun him by the shoulders so he could see what was happening. All around him, the guards and soldiers were fighting. Most were too close to use any weapons on each other and were instead wrestling on the ground. A few, though, had managed to back away and create space between them and their opponents. From around the stone pillars, they fired sporadic laser blasts toward the fellow Round Table forces they had once fought alongside.

Just as fast, he was spun a second time so he was looking directly into the helmet of one of the alien warriors that had slaughtered the Round Table officers in the Orleans asteroid cave.

“Do you see what’s happening?” the Carthagen asked in a booming voice.

“Yes, of course.”

“And you’re going to stand around and let it happen?”

“No, I—”

“Follow me if you want to prevent more war.”

“I’m not following you anywhere, Carthagen.”

“Oh, now you have your courage back?”

Talbot’s face burned with the shame of having closed his eyes in the face of death only moments earlier.

“Why are you here, Carthagen?” he asked again.

He had said the final word as an insult, but he still wasn’t ready for the thick glove that once against grabbed him by the throat with such speed he didn’t even see it coming.

“Your people are killing each other and you’re worried why I’m here?”

Before he could respond, the Carthagen let go of his neck, then pushed him back so hard he went tumbling over a soldier and guard who were fighting each other on the ground. When he got up, the Carthagen was already running. The four-legged alien took ten giant leaping paces to get in front of Octo and Winchester. With the Round Table guards engaged in battle, the pair of representatives had only two alternatives: flee or stand their ground. To their credit, neither man turned and ran.

“The Cartha campaign was—” Octo began to say.

Two swishes of mist appeared in the air and a second later, both Octo’s and Winchester’s heads fell to the ground, followed by their bodies.

Talbot reached for his own Meursault. The Carthagen turned and faced him with its own pair of invisible blades.

“You don’t want to do that, Talbot. I’m trying to help.”

“By killing the two men my father trusted?”

“Your father is dead. These two men wanted others to fight their battles for them. Everyone will be better off without them.”

“What about them?” Talbot said, pointing at Cash and Cimber.

He expected the alien to take sides. Instead, it galloped off across the courtyard at the two representatives. With two flashes of mist through the air, both fell to the ground, their heads hitting the stone and rolling away from their bodies.

The Carthagen galloped back toward him, but instead of stopping, continued past him.

When he didn’t follow, the alien paused and said, “I thought you wanted to save these people.”

Talbot shook his head and reached down to pull a guard off a soldier. The Carthagen let out a sigh of impatience.

“Two dozen people? I’m more concerned with the thousands that will die if we don’t get those flagships to stand down.”

Then the Carthagen began to run again and Talbot had no choice but to follow.
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Captain Cornelious stood on the command deck of the Solar Carrier Heroic. Alongside him were Captain Mudrow’s Athens Destroyer and Space Commander Yoesh-Ser’s Havoc Gunship. Opposite him was the Legacy, led by Brigadier En-O-En and two other flagships that were loyal to Hector.

Like En-O-En, Cornelious was watching a magnified image of what was going on in the courtyard outside the Great Hall. A Carthagen had arrived and revealed the decapitated head of the warlord Arc-Mi-Die before slaying Hector.

“How about that,” Cornelious had said with relief, thinking any need for violence that day might have been averted. Julian’s assassination had been avenged, albeit by the unlikely hand of a Carthagen, but avenged all the same. But then the fighting had broken out between the Round Table guards that had been protecting Octo and Winchester and the Round Table soldiers that had been protecting Cash and Cimber. Amidst the violence, that same Carthagen had slain all four representatives.

Without Julian, there was still a chance for peace. Talbot was young and naïve but he was the spitting image of his father and had also come back from the Cartha campaign as a hero of sorts. Octo and Winchester would have done whatever it took to ensure their plan for Julian came about through Talbot instead. Now, however, both representatives were gone. The opportunity for peace was over.

“Ready the cannons,” he said to his weapons officer.

He also had his comms officer send word to Captain Mudrow and Space Commander Yoesh-Ser to do the same.

Captain Cornelious hadn’t gone on the Cartha campaign with General Reiser, but he had been visited by the general a week earlier. Julian had made it clear that the Round Table wasn’t able to keep everyone safe because that it was barely functioning. He has also said that the fragile collective of former empires and kingdoms would shatter if someone didn’t take the lead and instill confidence in the governing body. Cornelious had shared that vision and accepted it as truth. He had seen firsthand how paralyzed the representatives had been in trying to decide how to deal with Arc-Mi-Die.

That was why, following Julian’s assassination, he took to the skies. Hector and the others like him, the people who didn’t realize how ineffectual the Round Table was, were rallying troops of their own. The sooner people like Cornelious acted, the quicker the other side would be forced to either cooperate or fall by the wayside.

If Julian’s vision was ever going to come to pass it needed to be now. Cornelious wasn’t going to let the galaxy devolve back into endless conflict between warring factions. Future generations would forever be aghast at how many people had lost their lives in the senseless battles that had come before the Round Table.

He was aware of the irony of trying to prevent further war by firing on the flagships in front of him. He also knew that one Solar Carrier had never attacked another. For the greater good, however, things that had never happened before needed to happen now. If the Round Table wasn’t altered as Julian had recommended, the entire body would fall apart. To prevent that, to prevent millions or even billions of deaths, he would accept the loss of the lives aboard the three flagships across from him.

“All cannons ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Fire at will.”
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Talbot and Lancelot looked up just in time to see the first blast. One of the Solar Carriers fired lasers into the other. A second later, the other ship returned fire. And a moment after that, all six flagships, all belonging to the Round Table but following two different allegiances, began to unleash their weapons.

Civil war was breaking out directly above the planet.

Lancelot grabbed Talbot by the shoulder. “A control room or command center. Where is it?”

He pointed to the building next to the Great Hall. Without pause, she turned and galloped toward the main door. By the time he caught up to her, she had reared back and was kicking forward with her front two boots. The metal door that provided perimeter security whined. After a second kick, the thick panel broke from the frame.

They ran through a twist of narrow corridors before coming to another steel door. This one was reinforced and covered in blast-proof coating.

“Do you have a code?” she asked, nodding to the security keypad beside the door.

“My father did, but not me.”

“What good does that do us?”

“None,” Talbot said, looking down at his feet.

In his resignation she saw a glimpse of his father after she had bested him in combat. In her private living quarters, Julian had realized he was in over his head. Outside the door to the control room, Talbot had the same understanding.

Rather than argue with him, she drew both Meursaults and brought them down in a pair of horizontal and then vertical slashes. As she had done many times in the past weeks, she then slammed her shoulder into the square she had cut and watched the chunk of metal fall away from the rest of the door and slam against the ground.

She was immediately pelted with laser blasts from inside the control room. With a growl, she darted forward. Her pair of Meursaults cut the hands off of two of the soldiers aiming blasters at her. Before the other two could react, their hands were gone as well. Each cried out and instead of continuing the fight, held their remaining hand over the injury.

She moved to the side to allow all but one of them to leave the room, then told them to get medical attention. Each realized they were being allowed to live another day and did as she ordered.

“I don‘t get it,” Talbot said. “You killed the representatives out in the courtyard but you’re letting them go?”

“You’d prefer I killed them?”

The final technician, the one she had spared so he could help them, withdrew a blaster and aimed it at her.

“That’s what I get for trying to help,” she muttered before striking the man down.

Talbot grimaced, but rather than acknowledge the latest fatality he said, “You could have spared the representatives.”

“The men who got us into this mess?”

Even in the cold, inexpressive voice of her modulator, her hot scorn for the four politicians was obvious. Without waiting for him to provide a retort, she asked if he knew how to contact the flagships fighting above them.

“How would I know?” he said, genuinely baffled. She was giving him far too much credit. He nodded toward the body on the ground and said, “He surely knew.”

“Listen, you,” she said, starting toward him.

He backed away and put his hands up in surrender. 

“We can push buttons,” he said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

However, with hundreds of buttons across the wall, they would have to be much more than lucky. Her head hurt from the absurdity of it. She was on a planet she didn’t care about, trying to save people she didn’t know or want to know, all because a pair of robed phantoms had told her it was worth doing. Perhaps it was she who was irrational and everyone else was perfectly reasonable.

“Honestly, I don’t see why you care, Carthagen.”

In her mood, she had no patience for anything Talbot said. Her upper right hand snatched him by the neck. Her upper left hand grabbed his wrist before he was able to bring his Meursault up to defend himself. Talbot coughed under the force of her grip but otherwise was motionless.

Her lower arms reached up and unlatched the clasps of her helmet. Then her neck craned forward and her helmet was in her hands. Her blond her fell down over her shoulders. Her eyes shone with blue ferocity.

“I don’t care if you call me a Carthagen or anything else, but you should know two things.” Her grip tightened on his neck. “First, if you say it with disdain you’ll irritate me, and you don’t want that. And second, calling me that only shows how little you know of what’s really going on.”

She let him take in the features of her very human face. He made no noise but his eyes were wide with shock.

He didn’t beg to be let go. He didn’t ask why a human was dressed in Carthagen armor. When he did finally speak, he uttered the same two words Julian had said weeks earlier.

“You’re beautiful,” he gasped.

For the second time, he reminded her of his father.

With a disgusted sigh, she dropped him to the floor and turned her attention back to trying to figure out how to operate the control panel.
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In an instant, an already utterly baffling situation became so incomprehensible that Talbot thought he might be losing his sanity. The thought actually crossed his mind that perhaps he had never gotten off the Carthagen asteroid after all. Maybe everything in the weeks following the Cartha campaign had been a part of another highly advanced Carthagen trick. That would be the only explanation for the same alien who had taken his father prisoner somehow showing up on Edsall Dark and revealing itself—herself—to be a human. Not just any human, though, but the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes upon.

One of the many differences between him and his father was that Julian didn’t care about the why of things, he was focused on the when and the how. That was what had made him such a decisive leader that soldiers and citizens alike wanted to follow. Talbot knew those things were important but he had always been more focused on the why.

As a result, his mind was unable to get past the immediate shock of a Carthagen warrior, who had ambushed them many sectors away, now being in CamaLon, being a human, and for some reason, wanting to stop the civil war before it spread throughout the rest of the Round Table. Why did she care if the flagships destroyed each other or not? Why was she wearing Carthagen armor? None of it made sense and it brought on a stupor of inaction.

After once more having been thrown by the warrior, he slowly picked himself off the ground and asked what he could do to help. The woman had her back to him and was scanning the console in front of her for any indication of which controls she needed to use.

“You can either sit there and do nothing while your people kill each other, or you can figure out how to communicate with the flagships and convince them to stop fighting.”

He moved beside her to the main console and began reviewing the buttons. Some were white, yellow, or red. Others were unlit. A few were green. Some blinked and some were constant. None conveniently said exactly what they did but most had indicators as to what system they were connected to.

“Maybe this?” he said, reaching over one of her four arms and pressing a glowing white button.

Nothing happened.

She sighed and continued pressing other buttons around the console.

“Freeze!” someone shouted from the doorway behind them.

Talbot turned to see who it was. Lancelot’s only acknowledgement of the new arrival was to put her helmet back on. Other than that, she didn’t even dignify them by turning to see who was there. Instead, she continued to press button after button in hopes that one would bring up a comms signal with the ships above them.

In a different situation, Talbot would have been glad to see more Round Table forces. Now, though, he had no idea if the four soldiers in the doorway, blasters pointed at him, were loyal to his father or to Hector.

As was becoming a habit, he brought his hands up, palms out to show he meant no harm, and began shuffling toward them in slow and small paces.

“We’re trying to bring an end to the fighting,” he said.

None of the guards replied. He noticed too that none of them moved their blasters away from their targets. Two weapons were pointed at him and two were pointed at the Carthagen. He stopped moving toward them and smiled.

“If we can agree on one thing, it’s that we don’t need more bloodshed, right?”

One of the soldiers moved the barrel of his blaster from pointing at Talbot’s chest to aiming directly at his face. “Easy for you to say now that Hector’s dead.”

“My father is dead too. What we need to do now is focus on stopping the killing.”

None of the blasters moved away from their targets.

He pleaded with them to lower their weapons. When he still didn’t get a response, he heard the Carthagen slam her fists down on the console and turn around. She then taunted the soldiers by asking them if they were going to point their weapons at her all day or if they were actually going to fire them.

Without speaking, the two guards that were focused on her each let out a pair of blasts. All four shots deflected off the Carthagen armor or were absorbed. Just as fast, she reached over her back, ignited both vibro lances, and hurled them across the room so they impaled the soldiers through their stomachs. Both men grunted and fell backward.

Talbot planned on moving to the side to get out of the line of sight of the two remaining soldiers. Before he could, the Carthagen was rushing past him. Both of her Meursaults were out.

“Stop,” Talbot shouted.

The Carthagen turned, her swords ready to strike. One of the soldiers ran for reinforcements and disappeared. The other tripped over the body of one of the dead soldiers and looked up at her with helplessness.

“We need him to help us figure out how the console works.”

The soldier grimaced. “I don’t know how it works either.”

The woman in Carthagen armor reached down, took hold of the soldier by his neck, then picked him up so his feet were unable to touch the ground. “That’s the wrong thing to say.”

“But I can call someone who does,” the soldier gasped through labored breaths.

She released her grip and let the soldier fall to the ground. “That’s more like it.”
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From the window of her home, Margaret watched the battle taking place in the sky. It was occurring too far above Edsall Dark for her to see much until she turned on the device beside her. An image appeared in the air a second later. Instead of seeing faint glimmers of light, she zoomed in so she could see what was happening.

The sight made her heart sink. Never in her life did she imagine she would see Solar Carriers fighting each other.

Her husband was dead, killed by his best friend. Her son was off in the capital somewhere, most likely in danger of his own. And instead of protecting the Round Table against the approaching threat of the Hannibal, six flagships were using their arsenals against each other. It was madness. If her husband were there he would think it signaled the end of the galaxy. She turned to see his reaction before remembering once again that he was no longer alive, which in turn made her cringe.

As much as she had wanted to spend the rest of her life with Julian, she had known the risk she was taking by marrying a career officer. He had always wanted to be out among the stars, accepting the missions no one else wanted, putting his life in jeopardy in order to serve the greater good.

What she hadn’t planned for was that he would be cut down in the streets of his own capital, by his own friend. Julian wouldn’t have wanted to have died that way, but being the honorable man he was, he would have accepted it if it had guaranteed peace.

Instead, the exact opposite was occurring.

There had been a time, many years earlier, when Athens Destroyers had arrived and tried to conquer the CasterLan Kingdom. Solar Carriers had met the threat and the two sides had engaged in bloody war. Now, an Athens Destroyer fought beside either Solar Carrier, as the two sides unleashed their cannons on each other.

As she watched, the HC Ballistic Cruiser and Athens Destroyers ignited their main thrusters in an attempt to outflank the opposing flagships. In response, the opposing Havoc Gunship and Solar Carrier diverted their cannons away from the remaining ship in front of them while the Athens Destroyer fighting alongside them remained entirely engaged with the second Solar Carrier.

She had no way of knowing which of the three flagships were loyal to her husband and which were loyal to Hector. She did know, however, that neither Julian nor Hector would agree with what was happening. Both men would have been outraged by the violence between vessels emblazoned with the Round Table insignia.

The HC Ballistic Cruiser took an incredible amount of cannon fire as its flanking maneuver failed, forcing it to move away from the fighting before it suffered a catastrophic systems failure. The two Solar Carriers resumed firing their cannons on one another.

Julian was dead and the Round table was falling apart. Margaret wiped tears from her eye.
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The Round Table soldier glanced at Talbot while they waited for a communications officer to arrive. He coughed and casually tapped on the Round Table insignia on his uniform as if to remind Julian’s son which side he should be on. Lancelot acted as though she didn’t notice. It was clear Talbot wouldn’t soon forget the same soldier had recently pointed a weapon at him. After the soldier nodded to Talbot and then to a cache of blasters on the far wall, Lancelot reached down and took the man by his throat.

“What’s your name?”

“DeMichaelis.”

“Well, DeMichaelis, if you haven’t noticed, a civil war is beginning. See those ships?”

She pointed to a hologram of the battle in the corner of the control room. The soldier nodded.

Lancelot said, “Hundreds, if not thousands, of your fellow Round Table friends will die if that battle continues.”

DeMichaelis gave a look of disgust. “What do you care, Carthagen? I heard about what you did to the officers who went into the asteroid tunnels.”

Lancelot’s first instinct was to yank the man off the ground and throw him into the wall. Her arm flexed and her suit prepared for action.

Her second instinct was to collect herself and work on her patience as Vere had often suggested. Many of the stories Vere related to Lancelot involved her being young and quick to act rather than taking the time to think things through. In one story, Vere said she had accepted a game of chopping off a green knight’s head without thinking of the possible repercussions. She had almost paid with her own life. This thought made Lancelot take a deep breath, release her grip on DeMichaelis, and turn away from him.

The third idea that crossed her mind was that the soldier in front of her didn’t even know how to operate the control room’s console and someone else was arriving who did. That meant it didn’t matter what happened to him. Anyway, DeMichaelis had no regard for her even though she was trying to help, so why should she have any regard for him? The notion made it easy for her base instincts to take over.

She spun on her heels. Her hand grabbed at DeMichaelis’ neck.

“Don’t,” Talbot said. “There’s been enough bloodshed.”

“Has there?” she said, nodding in the direction of the hologram of the battle. “Tell that to them.”

He stared at her even though her face was obstructed by the fogged lens of her Carthagen helmet. They remained that way, saying nothing, as the holographic display showed the two sets of flagships unleash round after round of laser cannons on each other.

“What do you think?” she said to DeMichaelis, who wasn’t moving or speaking for fear of having his neck crushed.

The soldier remained silent, refusing to look at the holographic battle, only staring directly at her. His eyes were unwavering. Although she had lived most of her life in an asteroid, her time traveling across the galaxy in search of Arc-Mi-Die had given her enough experience with the lowlifes of the universe to know why he was staring at her. He was trying to maintain her attention so she didn’t realize what his hands were doing...

Her hands darted from the man’s neck to Talbot’s shoulders. Without speaking, she threw him behind her. With her lower arms she retrieved her Meursaults and slashed at him. DeMichaelis was cut in half with one blade and his arms were cut off at the elbow with the other. The invisible swords left a trail of mist through the air that momentarily became red where they passed through the soldier.

DeMichaelis lay dead on the ground.

“Wh—”

Before Talbot could ask why she had done that, Lancelot drew a vibro lance and drove it down into the ground at the very edge of a flashing ion grenade. The tip of the lance glanced off the edge of the explosive, sending it through the air. It flew to the doorway of the control room before erupting into a blaze of light and destruction.

“He was going to kill us?” Talbot said, his voice weak.

“He was going to kill me. You just happened to be here. A lovely group of associates you have on this planet.”

“It’s not usually like this,” he said softly, his eyes looking down at the ground.

Lancelot walked to the smoke-filled doorway and stuck her head out. A man was there, dressed in what she guessed was an engineer’s or specialist’s uniform because of the lack of armor and weapons.

“You must be the comms officer,” she said.

The man’s eyes grew wide at the sight of her alien armor and he stopped breathing. Before he could turn and run she grabbed him by the collar and yanked him inside the control room.

“What... what... what’s going on?” he stammered.

“Not much,” she said, knowing her helmet would make her voice sound ominous and cold. “We just need you to help us stop a civil war. That’s all.”

The man looked at her, then at Talbot, then back at her. Then he fainted.
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The Crown, the five-barreled cannon capable of ripping flagships apart, was the tallest structure in all of CamaLon. Underneath it was the chamber that CasterLan rulers had resided in for centuries. Following Artan the Good’s death, the chamber had been converted into a museum that children could visit in order to understand why people had once thought kings and queens were necessary and why the Round Table had been formed.

Inside the chamber, red lights began flashing, but the room had already been evacuated. A Trakdorian teacher had ushered her children out of the room as soon as the two sets of flagships began firing upon one another. The room was silent as Vere and Mortimous watched the violence unfold above the planet. Both wore robes with hoods pulled over their heads.

Vere shook her head and groaned. “This is what our effort has achieved? A civil war? Friend fighting friend?”

Mortimous watched the same battle, and yet his perspective was vastly different. “When I took a chance on you, you were thieving and drinking every day. Look how you turned out.”

The counterpoint did nothing to improve Vere’s outlook. “Do you know how many times you’ve told me that?”

“I do tend to repeat myself,” the old man said with a smile.

“We brought the galaxy together and yet they still fight each other. Maybe it really is hopeless.”

“Hopeless? How can you say such a thing after all you’ve witnessed?”

“Because I’m watching ships that belong to the same banner fire on one another. Down below, men and women with the same insignia on their armor are killing each other. Maybe the Word is right,” she said, referring to the aliens that had moved beyond an existence of space and time. “Maybe we’ll never learn.”

“All hope is not lost. Lancelot is here.”

“Yes.”

“Arc-Mi-Die is gone.”

“Yes.”

When Mortimous didn’t say anything else, Vere turned from the fighting above Edsall Dark and looked at her teacher.

“And your point?”

“Progress, my dear Vere. Progress.”

She shook her head and motioned at the giant vessels destroying one another. “If this is progress, I’d hate to see defeat.”


10

“You didn’t have to scare him,” Talbot said, rushing to see if the technician was okay.

“You’re trying my patience, son of Julian.”

Rather than dignify this comment, Talbot lifted the technician’s head off the ground and lightly slapped his cheek. A moment later, the man’s eyelids fluttered open.

The comms officer squinted and asked where he was, but Talbot didn’t have time to waste. “We need you to contact the flagships. Can you do that?” When the response wasn’t forthcoming fast enough, he snapped, “Can you help or not?”

“Yeah,” the man said in confusion. Then, his senses coming back, “Yes, I can do that.”

Talbot reached his hands out, grabbed both of the man’s wrists, and pulled him to his feet.

They walked over to the main console while Lancelot remained on the other side of the room so as to not spook the man anymore.

“My name’s Talbot. What’s yours?”

“Grecco,” the officer said. Then, looking at Talbot instead of at the controls. “Julian’s son?”

“Yes.”

Grecco turned back to the controls without indicating if he had been loyal to Julian or Hector.

One by one, holograms formed in the air in a line until there were six. Each showed a senior officer staring straight ahead, with a glimpse of what was going on behind them on the command decks of their flagships. A separate hologram showed all six vessels still engaged in battle.

“This is Talbot Reiser, General Reiser’s son.” None of the six senior officers said anything. “I know I don’t outrank any of you. I’m not even an officer anymore. But at least three of you were loyal to my father. And the other three of you were loyal to a man who detested violence.” Three of the senior officers began to interrupt him but he spoke over them. “So I implore each of you to stop firing and talk this through. We can’t fight each other; we’re supposed to be friends. I’m sure we can come to an understanding.”

“They fired on us first,” Brigadier En-O-En said. “We wanted a peaceful resolution, but I can’t sit here and be attacked and not defend my crew.”

Captain Cornelious shouted, “You fired the first shot when your allies assassinated General Reiser.”

“I had nothing to do with that.”

“You didn’t complain when he was dead, though!”

All six men broke into shouting.

“Mute,” Lancelot said to Grecco.

The animated holograms still hung in the air but went silent.

Lancelot crossed the room and put a hand on Grecco’s back as she spoke to Talbot. “The longer this fighting goes on, the more of a chance it spreads to other planets and other sectors. We need to end it right here, right now.”

“I’m trying to talk sense to them.”

“From my experience, your kind doesn’t listen to sense. You only understand brute force.”

“Hey, don’t group me in with them, I’m trying to—”

Lancelot motioned for silence, then said, “The Crown. If they won’t stop fighting right now, we destroy them. That’s the only form of reason they’ll listen to.”

Upon hearing Lancelot’s plan, Grecco tried to get away from his chair and run but Lancelot’s hand held him in place.

“You can’t be serious,” Talbot said. “We can’t shoot our own people.”

“They already are,” Lancelot said, motioning to the hologram that showed the two rows of flagships firing upon each other.

“We can’t shoot our own,” he said again, this time without conviction.

“We end this fighting right now or there’s no Round Table, civil war spreads throughout the galaxy, and the Hannibal come here and destroy everything. Which do you prefer?”

Talbot groaned. In the Carthagen tunnels he had faced certain death and had watched officers who outranked him get cut down in battle. He had risen to the challenge because he had no choice if he wanted to live. That was one thing. This, deciding the fate of men and women who wore identical uniforms, was quite another.

Again, Lancelot told him that if they didn’t end this fighting immediately it was going to spread across the entire galaxy. She added that the deaths of hundreds of officers who were willing to fire upon their own brethren was nothing compared to the deaths of millions or billions of innocent men, women, and children all across the galaxy.

Talbot rubbed his eyes, then let his hands fall back to his sides.

“Unmute,” he said to Grecco. Then, to the six holographic faces, “As Julian’s son, as someone who knew and respected Hector, I order all of you to cease firing immediately.”

A Vonnegan captain of an Athens Destroyer laughed and said, “Kid, I’m fighting for the honor and vision of your father. I respected General Reiser, but if you think you can order me to do anything just because you’re his son, you’re out of your mind.”

Unflustered, Talbot said, “Any vessel that doesn’t disengage from the battle will be targeted by the Crown.” He gave them a moment to consider this before adding, “This is your only warning. Cease fire immediately if you want to live. We cannot allow civil war to spread throughout the galaxy.”

Captain Cornelious laughed and said they were fighting on behalf of Talbot’s own father. Brigadier En-O-En said nothing but he did end the comms feed, which caused his holographic face to vanish. Talbot noticed on the hologram of the battle, however, that the brigadier’s Solar Carrier had engaged its thrusters and was backing away from the battle. The Athens Destroyer and HC Ballistic Cruiser beside it followed suit, continuing to fire as they backed away. The blasts decreased as the flagships drew farther away.

On the other side, the three flagships continued to fire.

“Captain Cornelious, stop your cannons right now.”

Cornelious, rather than respond with words, responded with actions. His Solar Carrier’s engines ignited and he began straight ahead, toward the retreating vessels. His Solar Carrier continued to unleash beams of laser as closed the distance.

“Captain,” Talbot said again. “Don’t do this.”

The comms feed went dark. The captains of the other Athens Destroyer and the Havoc Gunship told Talbot they were standing down unless fired upon again. Only Captain Cornelious continued ahead, set on the path he had chosen.

“Fire,” Lancelot said to Grecco.

The technician’s shoulders tensed even though he didn’t enter the command into the console. Lancelot’s hand squeezed his neck and the technician let out an involuntary cry.

“Fire,” she said, “or you’re partly responsible for the civil war.”

On the holographic feed of the battle, Brigadier En-O-En’s Solar Carrier was backing off, as were the other two flagships with him. Two of the three opposing flagships were stationary, which gave enough space between the two sides for both to feel safe. The only exception was Captain Cornelious’ Solar Carrier, which was chasing down the retreating flagships.

“It’s okay,” Talbot said to Grecco. “You don’t have to fire.”

The technician’s entire body relaxed. Lancelot began to protest but Talbot said, “You don’t have to fire. Just show me which button to press.”

Grecco looked at the son of General Reiser, then up at the holographic image of the captain fighting for the Reiser name, then he let out a long breath.

“This one,” Grecco said. “The targeting is automatic, all you have to do is—”

Before Grecco could say anything else, Talbot reached over and pressed the button.

A whirring noise sounded in the walls. Somewhere below the surface of the planet, the generator was funneling tremendous amounts of energy through a chamber that would lead into one of the five barrels of the Crown. A moment later he saw a streak of light appear on the holographic feed. The thick stream of laser ripped through Cornelious’ Solar Carrier. The flagship broke into two large sections, each of which became engulfed in flames as explosions racked the vessel’s inner workings.

Lancelot released her grip on Grecco. Rather than get up and run, the technician sat motionless, watching the symbol of the former CasterLan Kingdom, now one of the many pieces of the Round Table, explode above the very planet it was meant to protect.

“There,” Talbot said. “It’s done.”
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Following the confrontation with Brigadier Desttro’s Round Table forces, the Hannibal proceeded into the Mardigan Sector, the former center of the Vonnegan Empire. There, the Juggernaut’s first destination was Proseidan-H, a small moon colony that had once been controlled by Mowbray Vonnegan. It took the four mechs no time to extinguish the few lives on Proseidan-H.

Hour later, farther into what had been Vonnegan territory, the Juggernaut arrived at Terror-Dhome, the lava planet containing the Cauldrons of Dagda, the prison where Vere had once been an inmate.

The prison was still considered the most feared place in the galaxy, even though the guards no longer ensured the average prisoner only lived a few days. No longer were prisoners beaten and killed. No longer did they perform manual labor designed to break their spirits and bodies. It was also no longer populated with dissidents and those who had crossed Mowbray. Instead, the Round Table sent inmates there who had managed to break out of other galactic prisons or kill guards or other inmates. The guards tried to keep the peace among prisoners of various alien species. Some of the inmates were strong enough to rip steel panels in half, others had poisonous skin or venomous saliva, and many of them wanted to kill everyone else around them.

The warden of the Cauldrons wasn’t considered a butcher, as previous officers in his position had. Penn Pierre had been educated in the finest schools and prided himself on using new and innovative ways to rehabilitate the people sent to his facility, no matter how barbaric and unending their list of violent deeds.

He received news of the Round Table defeat straight from CamaLon. The same string of updates told him about the Juggernaut entering the Mardigan Sector and of the destruction at Proseidan-H. He was told in no uncertain terms that the Hannibal were likely to arrive at Terror-Dhome next.

“What should we do?” his second-in-command asked.

“Send word to the miners. Make sure they leave the planet.”

After that order was carried out, Penn Pierre called the Cauldron’s staff together.

“The Hannibal are coming,” he told them. “All personnel, essential and non-essential, are to evacuate immediately.”

“And the prisoners?” someone asked.

The warden shook his head. “They stay here.” He smiled then, and added, “They’re an angry group. Maybe they can take some of that anger out on the invaders.”

Two hours later, the miners were finishing up collecting all of their equipment and were reviewing their last passenger manifest to make sure everyone was accounted for. The staff at the Cauldrons were also readying to depart on the Round Table’s cargo vessels and passenger ships.

Penn Pierre’s second-in-command found the warden in the control room of the Cauldrons.

“We’re ready to leave, sir.”

“Very well.” Penn turned and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Get everyone out of the Mardigan Sector safely.”

“You aren’t staying here, sir.”

“I am.”

Any amount of decorum in the senior officer immediately vanished. “That’s crazy. You aren’t the captain of some damaged vessel. This is a prison filled with the worst of the galaxy. They don’t deserve to have you go down with them.”

Penn Pierre smiled. “All the same, it’s a post I have been charged with.”

He turned back to the main window overlooking the courtyard. Lava surrounded the work area on three sides. It was the site of the horrors that the Cauldrons of Dagda had become notorious for.

His second-in-command opened his mouth to say something but thought better of it. He saluted, then said it had been an honor serving with him. Penn, still facing the window, nodded but said nothing.

Half an hour later, the Round Table ships departed. The prisoners didn’t know of the approaching invaders or that Penn was the only officer still at the facility. They were about to find out, however.

The warden walked to the side wall and turned on the facility-wide communications system. Speakers in every part of the Cauldrons buzzed with life.

“Everyone, this is Penn Pierre, your warden here.” He smiled, sure that many of the aliens were giving their species’ version of curses and threats even though he had never mistreated any of them. “An enemy is approaching. They have destroyed all life on every planet and moon they have visited on their way here, and they will kill everyone at the Cauldrons as well. All prison personnel have evacuated except for myself.”

Many of the inmates, no doubt, were thinking of ways to find him and murder him simply because it was their nature and they couldn’t help themselves. Others were surely thinking of ways to kill any inmates that had annoyed them.

“The enemy employs four large mechs, each bigger than a single-man space jet. The Cauldrons has an open courtyard. We also have individual cells, some narrow corridors, and some open rooms. Think about where your, ah, talents would best be put to use. When I see the mechs descend toward the planet surface, I will override all security measures and all prisoners will be free to go anywhere they want in the facility in order to face the mechs the way they think is best.”

Although he couldn’t hear the prisoners down in the cells of the Cauldrons, he was sure there was a commotion at being given this news. He gave them time to get it out of their systems before he continued.

“The rest of society has deemed you too dangerous to be anywhere else in the entire galaxy. That’s why you’re here. So, let’s show them they were right, by greeting these mechs in true Cauldrons of Dagda fashion.”
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Lancelot watched as masses of citizens gathered in the courtyard outside the Great Hall. The fighting between the soldiers and guards had stopped.

Guards loyal to Julian had managed to subdue the soldiers loyal to Hector and now held them as prisoners.

“Let them go,” said Talbot.

One of the guards pulled the visor up on his helmet and said, “But they were loyal to Hector and the representatives who killed your father.”

“Let them go,” Talbot said again. “If we detain these soldiers, we also have to do the same to entire flagship crews.” He pointed to the empty sky where the flagships had faced each other. “And if we arrest them, we should track down everyone who marched in the streets in support of Hector because many of them fought against my father’s supporters. Where will it end, with us locking up half the city? Half the planet?”

The guards were slow to obey the order but they eventually did release their prisoners. Lancelot saw a group of men, women, and aliens dressed in the same robes as the four representatives she had decapitated. One of them shouted that it wasn’t up to Talbot to decide what should happen.

“After all,” the man said, “four of our own died at the hands of that Carthagen.”

Lancelot stood perfectly upright so she was twice as tall as the human who had been speaking. Her hands inched closer to the handles of her four weapons. Before the situation could escalate, Talbot stepped in between the two sides.

“Four representatives do not come close to equaling the hundreds of crew members aboard Captain Cornelious’ Solar Carrier. If you’re going to decide on punishments, you should discuss mine first.”

He held his wrists out to be handcuffed but no one approached him.

“While you’re thinking,” Lancelot said, “keep in mind that he saved millions of lives by doing what he did.”

One of the aliens in robes, a slender creature with translucent skin and tentacles down her dozen arms, said, “And what’s your excuse, Carthagen, for taking the heads off the four representatives?”

But again Talbot spoke on her behalf. “Two of them were responsible for my father’s death. The other two plotted to take over the Round Table. If anyone is going to judge Lancelot for what happened, you should remind yourselves that the culprits behind an impending coup have been killed. And don’t forget Arc-Mi-Die was brought to justice. You would seek to punish the person who did all of that?”

The alien tried to take Talbot’s speech as a rhetorical question that could be ignored, but the crowd in the courtyard demanded an answer.

“Of course not,” the alien said quietly. “It’s just that...” but the representative had nothing else to say and moved a step backward.

“It’s settled then,” Talbot said. “And the same should apply to the crews coming through the gates, regardless of which side they were on. We welcome them back as part of the Round Table or we risk dividing the entire galaxy. Agreed?”

But when he said the last part, Talbot turned away from the representatives and turned instead to pose the question to the crowd that had gathered.

There was hesitation at first, but then Talbot reminded them that he would be the first on trial if anyone was to be judged. They could do that, and he would accept their punishment. But then the same people who had stood for his father would realize the same divisions still existed. Or, they could accept that Julian and Hector, best friends, both heroes, were dead and that those still living should learn the lessons both had tried to teach.

“What’s important now is that we come together to face the Hannibal. We can’t afford to be divided.”

When the crowd had first gathered and the representatives appeared, Lancelot had been ready to ignite her vibro lances and draw her Meursaults. As Talbot spoke, however, she found herself overwhelmed with a new sensation. Admiration.

“Not bad,” she said after he was done speaking. “Maybe you’re more like your father than you give yourself credit for.”

“Thanks. I—”

But she was already walking away, back to her ship.
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Inside the control room of the Cauldrons of Dagda, Penn Pierre noticed a vessel appear in the radar hologram. It was dozens of times larger than the Athens Destroyers that used to patrol the area. The Hannibal and their Juggernaut had arrived.

Turning on the microphone for the facilities communication system, he said, “The invaders are here. They mean to leave no one alive. I’m now disengaging every security feature in the facility. You have free rein to go wherever you want. Face them in the yard or in the halls or your cells, but wherever you face them, have no doubt they are coming. There’s a weapons cache in room L-234 and another in R-017. Both will be unlocked.” He was about to sign off when he thought of one last thing to add. “Good luck to each of you.”

He switched the system off and walked to the far side of the room. A series of buttons he pressed in a sequence would release the locks on every cell door, security door, and stopgap bulkhead. He pressed another pair of buttons to open the weapons caches.

He retrieved one of the MB Assault Blaster rifles in the corner of the room, carried it to his chair, then watched as the Juggernaut came into sight above the planet.

It was impossibly large. An Athens Destroyer at the same distance would have been nothing more than a tiny dot in the sky. The Juggernaut, even from space, could be seen as a massive, oblong giant. Four specks of light appeared from the vessel and began making their way toward the planet’s surface.

Pierre waited there, hoping his inmates would make him proud in their final moments.
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“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Talbot said, trying to keep up with Lancelot.

Lancelot looked over at him and asked what he was referring to.

“All of it.” He motioned back toward the direction of the public square. “As far as they know, you’re a Carthagen who appeared out of nowhere carrying the head of the most wanted criminal in the galaxy.”

He laughed and told her that kids would grow up and tell the amazing story to their own children some day. Rather than leave immediately, Lancelot allowed herself to be convinced to remain on CamaLon for at least one more day so she could see the place that was considered the center of the Round Table.

She and Talbot walked across the fields of Aromath the Solemn because she wanted to see the land Vere had enjoyed walking over many years earlier. As they walked, Talbot mentioned that it had also been the site of the battle to defeat the Vonnegan Empire once and for all.

During the silences he feared she might compliment him for taking action and destroying the Solar Carrier. It wasn’t an act, no matter how necessary it had been, that he ever wanted to be congratulated for. However, not only did she not congratulate him, she scarcely spoke at all. When she did, it wasn’t to focus on his past but on his future.

“What does the son of the great General Reiser plan on doing with the rest of his life?”

It wasn’t how he wanted her to refer to him, and he guessed this was her brand of sarcasm. And from the way she asked, he got the impression that she had an answer for him but wasn’t ready yet to say what it was.

“No idea. I’ve been asking myself the same thing.”

When they got over the second hill leading away from the capital wall and were out of sight of anyone else, she finally took off her Carthagen helmet and let her long blond hair fall over her armor. When Talbot looked over at her and laughed, she asked what was so funny.

“A Carthagen arriving here wouldn’t want anyone to know they were a member of the race that ambushed our fleet. You do the exact opposite—you don’t want anyone to know you’re human.”

“Human or Carthagen, I was part of the group that ambushed the invading army.”

He almost told her they weren’t invaders but he guessed that was what she wanted him to say. She knew he hadn’t agreed with the campaign and probably wouldn’t defend the fleet’s appearance in the Orleans asteroid field.

When he didn’t take the bait, she eventually tapped a finger against her helmet and added, “It’s for comfort more than anything. Anytime I wasn’t in my private chamber I had it on. It became my identity.”

“As a Carthagen?”

“As a warrior.”

The further they got from the capital wall, the more they revealed about their lives. He told her about not wanting to be in the academy or following in his father’s footsteps. He related the conversation he had with his father during the return trip in which he said he was no longer interested in being a soldier.

“How did he take it?”

Talbot shrugged. “He was disappointed. Parents have a lot of expectations for their kids. Some fair, some not so much.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

She went on to explain how Arc-Mi-Die had murdered her family except for her father, who had been able to get as far as the Orleans asteroid field before BookKnow took her in, built her a suit of armor that would make everyone think a Carthagen was underneath it, and then raised her as best as he could.

“I don’t know what my father’s expectations for me would have been. Or my mother’s. Or anyone else’s.”

“It sounds like he wanted you to survive. And that’s what you did.”

The comment made her smile, which in turn made Talbot smile. After an hour they turned around. Facing civilization again, she put her helmet on.

“What are you doing tonight?” he asked. “Where are you sleeping?”

“Aboard my vessel,” she said, her voice monotone and mechanical again.

“It’s odd talking to you when your voice sounds like that.”

She reached up and pressed a button underneath her chin. When she spoke next her voice was muffled but normal.

“My ship is the only place I’m comfortable.”

“Would you like company?”

His voice rose when he asked the question, and he was sure his face turned red. Her helmet swiveled to the side but through the dark lens of her visor he couldn’t see if she was offended or amused.

To make matters worse, he laughed as if joking, and said, “I mean, of course I’m in love, but that’s not why. I just thought you might want company.”

Another nervous laugh did nothing to make the silence less awkward.

She sighed and said, “And I thought I was the one without social graces after spending my life in an asteroid.”

She didn’t say no, though, and he took that as a victory.
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Rather than break off in different directions across the lava planet, all four mechs headed straight for the Cauldrons of Dagda. Penn Pierre thought it likely that the deadly machines had sensors to search out life forms to destroy. With everyone else on Terror-Dhome already gone, the Hannibal would know they only had one remaining target.

“They will be here in thirty seconds,” he said into the facility comms system, guessing they would be the last words he would speak into it.

At the main console, he could choose from hundreds of holographic security feeds. He brought up twenty main views, including two angles of the lava yards, one of the mess hall, and one of the primary corridor leading to the prisoners’ cells. He watched in the hope he would get to see what his prisoners were capable of before the mechs came for him.

Above the facility, two of the mechs, one white with an ion bow and the other matte gray with a scythe, went toward the lava yard. The other two, a black mech with a scale in its hand and a reddish brown mech holding an ion sword, went toward the spaceport and the main entrance.

Pierre’s attention went to the pair of holographic feeds showing the lava yard. There, a Rakitick, a reptile twice as tall as a human, with spikes at the end of its tail, hissed and darted toward a large boulder, which it picked up and threw at the white mech. An ion arrow from the mech disintegrated the boulder. The next one forced the Rakitick to dart for cover. Penn had no doubt that the alien would reassess and find a more efficient way to harm the mech. After all, it was at the Cauldrons because it had killed officers and inmates at three different prisons in the galaxy.

A human with no hair and no eyebrows poked his head out from one of the prison tunnels leading to the courtyard. The man, known as “the Butcher of Tillisdale,” fired shot after shot from a heavy assault blaster. Only half of the shots were directed at the mechs, however. The other half were aimed at anything else that moved. The Butcher shot a Vonnegan through the chest, laughed, then shot at the gray mech, then fired at a winged creature that was trying to get behind the mechs so as to have the element of surprise in whatever attack it had planned.

A Ragnor, an alien roughly the same height as a human but three times as wide, roared with anger at being threatened by the mechs. The Ragnor was at the Cauldrons because it had been unable to conform to even a high security prison’s rules. Once it went into a fit of rage, Penn knew there would be no stopping it. Without a weapon with which to reach the hovering mechs, the Ragnor reached a hand into the molten lava, scooped as much as he could, then hurled it at the mechs. Both mechs were able to avoid the lava but only barely. The Ragnor was not impervious to the intense heat of lava. In fact, its hand burned away to nothing. The beast was simply so angry at the disturbance that not even its own well-being mattered. It scooped its other hand into the lava and did the same thing. This time, some of the lava hit the gray mech’s hover platform, causing it to sizzle. The white mech turned, fired an ion arrow, and sent the Ragnor plunging backward into the lava seas.

Dozens of aliens streamed out of the tunnels, into the courtyard. Only a few were human. Four were Vonnegans. The rest were creatures of various sizes, shapes, and colors. Some had scales and others had feathers. Some were covered in natural defenses like shells or rock skin. Others had evolved with defensive tools such as claws and long fangs.

An alien with glowing blue skin and long white hair let out a hissing spit. The alien’s saliva was deadly and sprayed fifty feet into the air. The gray mech moved to the side, then brought its scythe down, sending a wave of energy down at the glowing alien. When the flash of light evaporated, the only thing left of the alien were bones and scraps of cloth.

A human and a Gthothch with a longstanding grudge ignored the mechs, found each other in the courtyard, and without security personnel to keep the peace, fought each other. A winged creature the size of a human infant found an alien that had stolen many of its meals and sank its claws into the other prisoner’s back.

All the while, the pair of mechs hovered at a relatively safe distance, one of them sending ion arrows down at the prisoners and the other sending waves of deadly energy from its scythe. An alien with thousands of tiny legs was scorched into nothing by the gray mech. The Gthothch, after winning his grudge against the human, was shot through the back by the white mech.

But the prisoners didn’t go down without a fight. At least a dozen had found the unlocked weapons caches and were launching ion grenades and firing heavy blasters at the mechs. Another dozen were on top of the prison wall, hundreds of feet above the surface. Some of them had blasters. Two had moved a tripod-mounted cannon into place. An amphibian prisoner, capable of jumping a thousand feet, leapt through the air. The gray mech saw it coming, moved to the side, and sliced it in half with its scythe. Both halves of the alien fell into the lava below.

The white mech turned and began sending one ion arrow after another at the wall. One struck the tripod cannon, causing it to erupt into an explosion, triggering its ion cell cartridge to explode as well. The resulting blast took out six of the nearby prisoners. The blasters that the prisoners fired deflected harmlessly off the mechs, but the ion arrows fired by the white mech destroyed everything they hit. After only a few seconds, every prisoner that had been atop the wall was dead and the white mech turned its attention back to the ground.

The gray mech’s hover platform was splashed a second time with lava. The front edge of the device boiled and part of it melted away. It spun and unleashed a wave of energy from its scythe, directly at a Chee-Ruck, a short, wart-covered alien. Chee-Rucks were known for their intelligence. They were also almost entirely peaceful. The one exception that Penn Pierre knew of was the inmate at his prison, who had performed experiments on innocent civilians. He had killed hundreds of aliens across two sectors by various ingenious and technologically advanced means. Now, he had rigged two pieces of old excavating equipment together and was using it to hurl gallons of lava at the mechs.

The mech’s next energy wave hit the machine, causing it to burst into flames and spray the Chee-Ruck with the same lava that was moments away from being tossed at it. The alien, screaming and clenching his burning face, stumbled backward into the molten seas.

A Gorillian grabbed a human by his waist, picked him up, then smashed him against the ground. He tossed the lifeless body aside, then picked up a boulder and threw it at the mechs. When another prisoner got close to him, the Gorillian attacked it as well.

The entire prison yard was chaos.
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For almost all of her life, Lancelot had lived under a shell of armor that concealed who she actually was. In the time since leaving the Cartha sector, she routinely spoke to Mortimous and Vere without her helmet on. It was through their visits that she learned not only more about who she could be but also about the rest of the galaxy. She considered both of them more as teachers than friends. 

That was why she talked to Talbot so long when they got back to her ship. It was her first chance to create a genuine friendship. He laid on a cushioned bench across from her. After she got out of her armor, she laid on the bench opposite from him. For the rest of the night, they talked about anything and everything.

He asked if she had ever been in love and she replied, “I lived my entire life in a Carthagen asteroid. Who was I going to fall in love with?”

Rather than return the question, she asked what subjects he learned about in school, which battles he knew of, and what books he had read, because those things were all much more interesting to her than romance.

When he asked what she had learned, she said, “I never got a formal education. BookKnow, the Carthagen who saved me, brought me books to read. That was how I learned everything.”

“So all you learned about was Carthagen history and their battles?”

She couldn’t help but give a mocking smile. “For a guy who trespassed into Carthagen territory, you sure are forgetful.” She winked to let him know she was only giving him a hard time, then added, “Traders and nomads came through the territory. Unlike those who arrived in warships, they were mostly welcomed as long as they followed our protocols. Any time BookKnow was chosen to greet them he would trade something for whatever books they had. So, no, I didn’t learn only about Carthagen history. I probably know more about a larger part of the galaxy than a certain someone who’s quick to judge.” The mood changed and her smile faded. “That’s how I know about the Hannibal.”

He asked how they could be beaten and she said she didn’t know if they could be.

For a while the two of them sat in the dark without speaking.

“We should escape,” he said.

“Run away?”

“Together. Go somewhere far away from here. Somewhere the Hannibal won’t bother us. I didn’t want to be a part of the Cartha campaign. You don’t owe these people anything. We could leave here and live a quiet life.”

She sat up straight and shook her head in disbelief.

“I don’t run from anyone. No one. I never have, and I never will.”

“But from what you say, you’ll die.”

“We’re all going to die. Would you rather die an old man who left his mother here to fend for herself? Or would you die young, knowing you stood for something that mattered?”

“Don’t bring my mother into this,” he said softly.

“Why not? Do you think the Hannibal will spare her? They haven’t spared anyone else. If you don’t want to think about it, if you want to run away and leave your friends and family to fend for themselves, that’s your decision. Maybe you aren’t the person I thought you were.”

His face reddened and he looked away from her.

“It was only a suggestion,” he mumbled. When he spoke again, his voice was soft and pained. “But I’m not the person anyone thinks I am. Look at me. I’m not someone people should rally around. You’re the one who defeated us in the tunnels. You’re the one who brought Arc-Mi-Die’s head. You killed the representatives responsible for nearly starting a civil war. You’re the one who should be leading, not me.”

“You can be anyone you want,” she told him. “Trust me, I would know. If you want to be a leader, you can.”

He groaned and put his head back down on the thin strip of cushion between himself and the bench.

“That’s just it, I don’t want to be.”
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Penn Pierre turned his attention to another set of holographic feeds. In one, the rust colored mech and the black mech were making their way through a series of tunnels. Some of the hallways were made for human-sized prisoners and guards and were too small for the mechs to fit through. For these, the black mech held out the scale in its hand. Black gas seeped from a cylinder on one side of the scale. Black liquid bubbled out of the other side. When the two touched, a black cloud of energy formed and began flowing down the hallways. It slid under doors, through vents, around corners. Penn had no doubt that it was killing anything it touched.

On another holographic feed, his suspicion was confirmed. A prisoner, a small winged creature that had always insisted it was innocent, was huddled behind a desk. The warden watched as the alien’s mouth and feathers were covered with the toxin. It screamed as its skin melted away to bone. Eventually, even that dissolved away.

Elsewhere, a Gthothch, a Vonnegan, and a shell-covered brown alien appeared from a doorway, launched a half dozen ion grenades, then filled the hallway with blaster fire. The rust colored mech traveled on its platform with surprising speed, cutting down all three prisoners with one slash of its ion sword. Penn saw that the mech’s hover disc faltered for a moment. The mech stood on solid ground as it attacked another prisoner. When the hover platform finished recalibrating, the mech got back on and continued into the prison.

The two mechs were met by a Dracorian serial killer. The Dracorian ate everyone it murdered and so it had been difficult to determine exactly how many people it had killed. Its teeth were as long as human fingers and were covered in saliva that paralyzed its victims. The Dracorian seemed to know its method of killing was ill-suited for the enemy in front of it. It also knew its time was coming to an end. Because of this, instead of facing them, the alien darted into a side room, knowing the mechs would be right behind it. There, it detonated a stack of directional explosives that were positioned against the far wall.

“Burn!” it yelled with a maniacal laugh.

Blowing up an exterior wall would allow lava to pour in until the entire floor was flooded with molten fire. The galactic serial killer would be burned alive before the mechs could harm it, and they would be destroyed as well.

But it wasn't an exterior wall. Instead, the Dracorian had blown out the wall to an adjoining supply room.

The reddish brown mech brought its ion sword down on the prisoner before turning and continuing through the corridors. At a set of small security tunnels, purposefully narrow in order to give security guards a way to control larger prisoners, the black mech once more held out its scale and let energy fill the hallway and side corridors.

When the mechs got to the cavernous room with hundreds of individual cells, they were met by roughly fifty prisoners. Some had blasters. Some lobbed grenades. An entire group had vibro whips. Two were able to breathe fire and roared out streams of blazing yellow and orange flames from their leathery mouths. In an instant, the room became filled with laser blasts, fire, screaming, and poisonous black gas. It was like nothing Pierre had ever seen before.

One crazed prisoner held out a shiv he had carved from rock and shouted at anyone and everyone to stay away from him. He was blasted by a Lerrk who was annoyed by the outburst and who then went on to shoot at the mechs.

The rust-colored mech brought its ion sword down in a sweeping strike, killing four prisoners who rushed to tackle it. A swarm of another ten prisoners trampled over their bodies and grabbed hold of the mech’s legs and arms. The black mech moved backward and held out its scale. Its deadly energy enveloped the nearby area and surrounded the other mech. When it dissipated, none of the prisoners were there anymore. They were nothing more than ash on the ground. The reddish-brown mech waited for the energy to move away from it, then hovered to a new part of the room.

A half-human, half-reptilian prisoner lashed out with a vibro whip. The energized cord caught the black mech by the same arm that was holding the scale. Instead of paralyzing the mech with pain as the vibro whip was intended to do, the mech simply turned to identify what was hampering its movement. It yanked its wrist down, making the prisoner stumble forward. The mech caught the man by his torso with one of its giant metal gauntlets, then held him in place while the toxic scale, only feet away from the man’s face, delivered its brand of execution.

The reddish brown mech went after the two fire-breathing prisoners next. Both tried to scramble away but neither could move fast enough to evade the enemy’s long ion sword After they were gone, the mech moved back toward the black mech, which held the scale up and allowed black gas to fill the rest of the room. Blasters still fired and the prisoners still yelled threats and attacked each other and the mechs, but gradually, the yelling and blaster fire slowed until there was none at all.

Penn Pierre turned his attention back to the lava yard. All of the prisoners were dead. He knew there was only one other place the mechs would go. In front of him, at the window that overlooked the main prison yard—the same window where a previous warden had thrown himself to his death—Penn saw the white mech hovering higher and higher. He knew what was going to happen next. Even though the act was futile, he would fire his assault blaster at the enemy. The white mech would return fire with an ion arrow that would kill him instantly. Then the mechs would go back to the Juggernaut and make their way to their next stop.

And that was exactly what happened.
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Talbot and Lancelot talked for much of the night, but over time there were longer gaps in the conversation. Eventually, Talbot went silent and his breathing deepened and she knew he was asleep. Rather than close her eyes and do the same, she stood and walked to the cockpit. There, she sat in the pilot’s seat and imagined facing the Juggernaut. Every scenario she envisioned ended the same way.

Because her vessel was still on the main CamaLon landing pad, she was surrounded by ships of various makes and purposes. Some were there to load cargo for delivery to colonies in the outer sectors. Some belonged to those visiting loved ones. All of them had unique stories and reasons for being at that specific place in the galaxy at that specific time. All around her were thousands of people whose paths led them to within feet of her, only to go their separate ways into the galaxy once more. An infinite amount of interactions and courses for her life were in front of her, and yet only one would unfold. The thought distracted her from contemplating her potential encounter with the Hannibal.

Behind her, she sensed someone was there. Not Talbot, though. She would have heard him.

“Funny time for you to stop by,” she said quietly, so she didn’t wake the man in the next room.

“Mind if I sit?” Vere said, her face hidden under her hood.

Lancelot waved a hand toward the empty chair. For a while they remained silent, and Lancelot got the impression that Vere was seeing the same thing she had envisioned—countless possibilities in front of them—as she looked out the cockpit.

“What will you do?” Vere asked finally.

“About?”

“The Hannibal,” Vere said, knowing Lancelot enough to realize she wouldn’t be able to flee the approaching threat.

Lancelot shrugged. “I know what a few warriors can do against an entire army. A couple of Carthagen warriors defeated the mighty Round Table.”

“True.”

“I was one person against the galaxy’s most powerful warlord and I defeated him as well.”

Vere nodded. “That’s also true.”

“But this is something different. I don’t see any scenario in which I can defeat them. It’s not that I’m scared or doubt my ability. I just don’t know if it’s even possible.”

“Everything is possible.”

Lancelot turned and looked at the hooded and robed figure sitting an arm’s length away from her. “So is this where you, the wise galactic traveler, tell me, the young and able warrior, how to defeat them?”

There was an audible smile when Vere said, “I wish it were that easy.”

Lancelot grinned. “In the legends, it usually is.”

“The truth is, I don’t know how to defeat them any more than you do.”

“And Mortimous?”

Vere gave a half-hearted sigh. “You know him. Even when he says something, you don’t really know more than you did before.”

Lancelot thought that was going to be the extent of what Vere had to say but then her guest continued, “From the bits and pieces he’s told me, the same ancient alien race that built the Excalibur Armada, the ones I call the Word, did so because they also knew of the Hannibal and they wanted a fleet that could destroy them. Before they ever used the Excalibur ships, the Word realized there was a better course.  In doing so, they began to transcend our concept of time and space. Mortimous thinks the Word encased their fleet in rock to let the Hannibal know they had learned the error of their ways. By the time the Juggernaut arrived, the Word were gone.”

“How does that help me?” Lancelot said in a tone that wasn’t sarcastic or ungrateful but genuinely in need of assistance.

“It doesn’t.”

“You said one time that Mortimous convinced the Word to send the Green Knight. If there’s ever been a time when I could use some help it would be now.”

“I’m sorry, Lancelot. I’ve asked the same thing of Mortimous countless times. Every time I do, he tells me he was only able to convince them on the promise they would never be asked to interfere again.”

“Interfere? Billions of people are going to die. The average person who had nothing to do with Julian’s fleet or with the decisions the representatives made has to pay the price?”

“I know it’s not fair,” Vere said. “But if everyone had chosen the path that the Word took, none of this would be happening.”

“You’re going to sit there and watch Edsall Dark and everything you worked for get turned to ash?”

“No. I’m going to help as much as I can.”

Lancelot’s head rose and her voice had barely contained excitement. “What can you do?”

The enthusiasm immediately deflated when Vere said, “Not much, I’m afraid.”

“Oh.”

“There is one thing I know, however. You can’t do it alone.”

“I just asked if you could summon the Green Knight,” Lancelot said.

“I don’t mean some form of miraculous help that you can’t depend on. I mean assembling a team and—”

“I work alone.”

“And you’ll die alone if you face the Hannibal by yourself.”

“According to you, if I face them with a team the only difference is that I’ll get to be around other people as we all die. No thanks, I’d rather go it alone.”

Rather than grow irritated, Vere laughed. “I swear, sometimes you sound so much like a younger version of me that I want to go back in time and shake myself by the shoulders.”

Lancelot scoffed but said nothing. Outside the cockpit, a Turgdorian pilot was carrying a box to his modest spacejet before departing from CamaLon. Behind her in the next room, Talbot let out a slight snore before falling silent again.

“What about him?” Vere said.

Lancelot laughed. “He doesn’t have it in him.”

“Give him a chance. He may surprise you.”

“I’d rather—”

“I know, I know, you’d rather go it alone. But you need him. And you need others like him. Who’s going to pilot the ship while you face the four mechs? Who’s going to distract one of the mechs so you can cut it to pieces?” She paused to let the questions sink in. “You need a team.”

“And I guess teams just happen to grow on trees?”

“No. I’m going to help you find one.”

“I don’t want to be responsible for their deaths. I don’t want to be the one to take Talbot away from his mother.”

“You won’t be. If they fight alongside you, they are responsible for themselves. And anyway, we all are reunited eventually.”

The way Vere said it, Lancelot knew it to be a truth the other woman had learned either from Mortimous or from her own journey. Rather than question the notion, she only nodded.

“What else? A team won’t help me do what an entire fleet couldn’t manage.”

“I have an idea. I don’t know if it will work, but it’s worth a try.”

They spoke for another hour as Vere explained everything she knew and everything she thought might be done. She spoke of Avalon and the place where time and space no longer existed. She spoke of the lesson the Word had learned and the ways that knowledge could be used in a fight.

“The key is Avalon,” Vere said. “Some people think of it as the afterlife. Others think of it as the realm where the Word exists beyond time and space. Forget all of that and think of it as the way to defeat the Hannibal.”

After they had a rough plan, Lancelot finally walked back to the passenger cabin. Across from her, Talbot frowned and mumbled in his sleep. She watched him for a moment, then closed her eyes.
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For as long as the Vonnegan Empire had existed, each ruler had been protected by nine silent and elite guards clad in purple armor. Their demon helmets had become the symbol of Vonnegan cruelty and domination. In the blood tunnels, the nine Fianna that had accompanied Mowbray Vonnegan had all perished.

However, the Fianna weren’t dead. Not all of them, anyway.

Since their creation by Mowbai the Crippler, each Vonnegan ruler had not only allowed the rest of the Vonnegan population and the galaxy to think it was a single set of nine Fianna who guarded them, they actively encouraged it. After all, if nine guards were ready to kill every hour of every day, it augmented the aura around them, elevating them from elite warriors into something unnatural or even supernatural. In reality, only androids could go without sleep forever, so people should have known the Fianna had to rest some time. As a result, different sets of guards alternated in shifts.

The various groups of guards never saw each other, but they knew other Fianna must have been protecting Mowbray when they themselves were not. By the time Enobarbus found out Mowbray and nine of his Fianna had died below the surface of Edsall Dark, it didn’t matter anymore. His only job in the Vonnegan Empire had been to protect his ruler and carry out any killings or punishments that were ordered. After the battle to form the Round Table, not only was Mowbray dead, the entire Vonnegan Empire also faded away as it became part of the Round Table.

That left Enobarbus in a difficult position. He and the other eight Fianna in his detail were still back on EndoKroy, the Vonnegan capital, when the battle of the Round Table took place. When they got news of the defeat, of Mowbray’s death, and of the empire’s imminent collapse, the nine demon-faced fighters looked at each other.

It had been Enobarbus who had taken off his helmet first. He was also the first to speak.

“What are we going to do?”

It was the first thing he or any of the other Fianna had said since entering the secret Vonnegan training academy as teenagers.

The other Fianna around him had also taken off their helmets. One at a time, ghoulish metal faces were removed, revealing ordinary Vonnegan faces, each of which had a different skin tone and features but were otherwise fairly similar.

“If they catch us, they’ll put us on trial,” Enobarbus had said. “The empire is gone. We were the face of the terror it brought to everyone.”

“We were only protecting our ruler,” one said.

“We were only carrying out orders,” another said.

Enobarbus shook his head. “Our ruler is dead. We carried out orders to kill women and children, to kill people simply for questioning Mowbray. The people beyond these walls won’t view that as honorable. They’ll view it as criminal.”

He hated verbalizing such things but it needed to be said. If they didn’t flee, and fast, they would either be behind ion bars the rest of their lives or they would be executed. Formerly, such a death sentence would have meant he or one of the other Fianna slowly cutting someone to pieces with the blade of a vibro halberd. Now, it could mean anything. Being tossed off the roof of the royal quarters by an angry mob and falling hundreds of stories to the ground. Being tied to a post while the families of everyone he had killed took turns pelting him with rocks. Dropping him into Lake Mishoff so the Inovian monster could feed on him.

“I’d like to see someone try to arrest us,” the Fianna across from him said. “We could easily kill anyone who came for us.”

“That’s your answer?” Enobarbus replied. “We don’t have an excuse for this anymore. Maybe we never did. Anyone you kill now just makes you a murderer.” And then, cringing, he added, “Of course, to the rest of the galaxy, that’s what we already are.”

The others remained quiet. Each of them knew that what Enobarbus said was true. He told them they had to hide their armor and that no one could ever find out what they had done.

The other eight Fianna nodded in agreement. Each of them made their own plans for what they would do after they left EndoKroy. None of them shared those plans with the others in case one of them were to be caught. It was the last time he saw any of the people he had spent every waking hour of his adult life with.

He ended up on the remote forest colony on Tritive-L. The colony took up much of the moon’s surface but had fewer than two hundred residents. The expansive depths of trees across hundreds of miles gave him a place where he could disappear, where he could start a new life as a recluse.

In the remote woods, he built a small shelter out of tree limbs and leaves. He hunted for his food. Only occasionally did he walk back into the one small town when he needed supplies. It was quiet and no one knew who he was. It was the best he could have hoped for.

In the years since his arrival on Tritive-L, he had only spoken to three people: the pilot of the cargo vessel that had taken him there, the owner of the general store Enobarbus sometimes visited, and a boy who had wandered far into the woods. Each of them would have been terrified if they had met him back when he was protecting Mowbray. That would have meant seeing him dressed in ghoulish armor and knowing that they had somehow earned a death sentence. Now, each of them regarded Enobarbus as nothing more than a hermit who preferred the forest to civilization.

In the years since his self-imposed exile, Enobarbus had come to many realizations about his time as a Fianna. He wasn’t any closer to reconciling all the things he had done in the name of serving Mowbray, but he was able to realize that by being recruited as a teenager, he couldn’t be blamed for getting caught up in the supposed honor and glory of his role. Maybe, if he died an old man, he would live long enough to forgive himself for all of the death and cruelty he had delivered on his ruler’s behalf. However, he was still far from that.

Running low on fuel, Enobarbus once again entered the little town in the northeast corner of the otherwise barren colony. Instead of seeing kids playing in the street and the occasional trader visiting to buy or sell goods, he saw emptiness. The general store was vacant. Not even the owner was inside. The lone tavern was the same. Not a single person was in sight.

Around the corner, where the space vessels were located, he heard a humming—the sound of a craft getting ready to take off—and went in search of it. After approaching the miniscule spaceport, he saw only one vessel remained.

Through the cockpit window, he saw the pilot. She was a Vonnegan woman who looked to be twice his age. They waved to each other and then she turned and left the cockpit. A moment later the ramp lowered and she appeared.

“What’s going on?” Enobarbus said after walking to the bottom of the ramp.

The pilot waved him aboard. “Everyone has already left. Get aboard and I’ll take you to safety.”

The former Fianna remained where he was. It was impossible not to ask the next question.

“Safety? What are you talking about?”

“A vessel is coming,” the woman said. “The Hannibal. Their ship is destroying everything in its path. It’s due to arrive here in”—she looked at her wrist, then back at him—“in less than an hour. If you want to live, come with me.”

Instead of answering or moving, he simply closed his eyes and thought. When he re-opened them a couple seconds later the pilot’s expression indicated her patience and bravery were both rapidly running out.

“I’ll stay,” he said. “But thank you very much for the offer. It means a lot.”

She squinted at him, more perplexed at why the sentiment would matter to him than by his decision to stay.

“They’ll kill you,” she said. “They’re killing everyone. They destroyed three Round Table flagships back in the 16-D-10 sector and dozens more in the Thurndorian sector.”

“Why are they doing it?”

He knew it was a silly question but he had to ask. It was the question that had been posed to him by crying family members who were being tortured and didn’t know what they had done to earn Mowbray’s wrath. He had never given them the answer, which was, “Because my ruler commanded it.” Instead, he and the other Fianna had remained silent and done what had been expected of them.

“The only communication they’ve sent said they are delivering judgment.”

This made Enobarbus smile.

What he said was, “A worthy deed.”

Those words, combined with his grin, made the woman take an involuntary step backward, and Enobarbus knew that as much as he had tried to vanquish the inhumanity that had grown inside him, a part of it still existed.

“Thank you,” he said again to the pilot before turning away and walking back in the direction of the woods.

“But they’ll kill you,” the Vonnegan woman called after him as he walked away.

He was barely to the town’s edge when he saw the small passenger vessel lift off from the spaceport, pass through Tritive-L’s containment field, and soar up into space.

The sun was setting as he walked back to his shelter. By the time he had walked the four miles into the forest to where he lived, he could see the Hannibal vessel above him. Even from space, it would have been large enough to eclipse Tritive-L’s sun if the two objects had been aligned.

Piece by piece, he took his Fianna armor out of a small chest and put it back on. It was the first time he had done so in years. None of it fit the way it had when he was in peak physical condition. The chest plate felt tight and restrictive. The belt wouldn’t latch, even on the farthest setting. Under different circumstances, it would have been disheartening.

As he put the helmet over his head, he heard a droning noise and looked up to see four small craft descend from the large vessel and approach the colony. As he watched, one of the four changed courses and began to head in the general direction of his hut. He picked up the vibro halberd and scrambled fifty feet to a nearby ditch. There, he remained hidden and waited for the enemy to approach.

As it got closer, he saw it wasn’t a craft but a mech standing atop a transport disk of some kind. Both the mech and the platform it stood upon were black, which made it difficult for Enobarbus to see in the growing darkness.

He hoped it would assess the area and determine the site to be clear. Instead, as it hovered four stories off the ground, just high enough that the force of the transport made the trees sway and the leaves fall to the ground, it held out what looked to be a scale. Two clicks sounded. Black bubbles seeped from one side and black gas from the other. When the two sides touched, dark energy formed and began to disperse toward him. The mech, he saw, was able to somehow command the energy cloud’s direction.

It was coming directly for his hiding spot.

Realizing he hadn’t been hidden at all, he jumped from the ditch, vibro halberd in hand. The enemy was too far away for him to use his blade on it. He could run, but it would serve no purpose. The mech would easily ride atop its transport without getting tired and could clearly track his location.

“Fine,” Enobarbus said. “If you’re here for judgment, have it.”

He took off his helmet and laid it on a fallen tree beside him, then waited for the black energy cloud to engulf him.
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“Come on, wake up.”

Talbot blinked awake. Lancelot, dressed in all of her armor except for her helmet, stood over him.

“What time is it?” he said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“Time to go.”

“Are we in a hurry?” he said, his throat dry and scratchy.

He got the message when one of her thick, Carthagen gloves reached down, took hold of him by his upper arm, and lifted his entire weight into a standing position.

“I guess we are,” he mumbled.

All of the niceties from the previous night were gone. In one evening, he had told her more about himself than he had anyone else, even his parents. Surely, after having lived in near seclusion, she had done the same. He blinked, trying to understand what had changed. At the least, they were friends. For her to act like they had only business ahead of them seemed cruel. He wanted to reach out and take hold of her arm so she had no choice but to look at him and acknowledge the bond that had been formed.

However, he did no such thing. From their time together he knew she despised having any form of control imposed on her. Trying to force her to stop and listen to him would only push her further away. And anyway, she had just yanked his entire body weight into an upright position without much effort; there was no way he could actually force her to do anything. If he tried, he would just end up with a broken hand or jaw.

Lancelot disappeared into a back bay then returned a moment later with a satchel slung over her shoulders.

“But, I thought...” he said, trailing off. “Last night...”

He cringed, hating the way he sounded. His eyes went down toward Lancelot’s boots so he didn’t have to see the contempt she had for his display. He sensed she was getting ready to hurt his feelings, which made his stomach grumble and turn.

A moment later, however, she took a breath and forced herself to curl her lips into something that wasn’t exactly a smile.

“It’s okay, whatever,” he said, not looking at her, instead reaching down to put on his boots. He mumbled the words so quietly that it was doubtful she had heard them.

He was in the middle of tying his second boot when he felt one of her hands touch his shoulder. It took a moment for him to realize she had taken off the thick metal glove and was touching him with her skin and not armor. Her fingers traced along his collarbone, then up to his chin, where she guided his head to look up from his feet and stare directly into her eyes.

His face went red, mostly with shame at how he was acting but also at how extraordinarily beautiful she was. He could stare at those eyes and lips and cheeks for the rest of his life and never get used to how miraculous and perfect they were.

“I enjoyed last night too,” she said. “I did. I wish we could do the same thing today and the next day.”

“We can—”

The sweetness that had been in her voice faded when she cut him off to say, “But we can’t. Not when the Hannibal are approaching. Billions of people will die if we don’t do something.”

He shook his head in exasperation. “They defeated a large part of the fleet. What can two people do besides get ourselves killed?”

“I have a plan.”

“You have a plan?”

Her confidence faltered. “Sort of.”

“You sort of have a plan?” He couldn’t help but laugh. “After I went to sleep, you came up with a way to defeat the Hannibal when no one else has been able to?”

“Not me, really,” she said. “A friend offered suggestions.”

“That was nice of him.”

“Her.”

“That was nice of her.”

Her mouth opened to say something but she forced herself to remain composed. “I get it—you’re skeptical. I would be too. But we’re running out of time and I can’t waste a moment trying to convince you. You’re either with me or you’re not. If you are, we need to act right now.”

“And if I’m not?” he said, knowing it was juvenile to have his feelings hurt so easily.

“Then you stay here and enjoy the rest of your days.”

“Until the Hannibal come and kill everyone?”

“Yes.”

“Or come with you and die sooner?”

“Most likely, yes.”

“You really think you can save the Round Table?” His voice grew louder. “And why should you even care?”

“I don’t care about the Round Table. Empires fall. Kingdoms are made of clay. One way or another, the Round Table will eventually end. Maybe in a month or maybe in ten millennia but it will end all the same. Nothing is permanent.”

“Then why?”

“Because it’s filled with innocent people who didn’t sign up for any of this.”

He looked around the cabin of the vessel he had never seen prior to the previous day. There were no personal effects, nothing to note it mattered to Lancelot at all.

“Okay,” he said. “Give me an hour.” Then, embarrassed to have to say it, he mumbled, “I need to say goodbye to my mom.”

She shook her head and said, “Get started on your part of the plan first. You’ll need all the time you can get. After that, then say goodbye to your mother.”

“My part of the plan?”

She picked up a second satchel and flung it over her other shoulder, then pressed the button for the ramp to lower.

On her way down the ramp she said, “I need a ship.”

It made so little sense to him that he remained where he was until she was out of sight. Only then did he run down the ramp to catch up to her.

“You have a ship.”

“No, it’s yours now. I’ll explain as we walk.”
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Following the defeat of the Round Table flagships at the edge of the Turgdorian sector, one of the greatest humanitarian efforts in galactic history began. Athens Destroyers, Solar Carriers, and other flagships went to Greater Mazuma as fast as they could. They were joined by cargo haulers, space freighters, and any other vessel that could be used to transport people away from the former financial center of the Vonnegan Empire.

Each flagship had enormous cargo bays, weapons bays, and storage chambers capable of transporting just over one hundred thousand people. Sleeping quarters were cramped. There wasn’t much food. But it got millions of people away from Greater Mazuma and from the Juggernaut’s path.

The effort wasn’t easy, however. With the majority of the ships in the Mardigan sector having left to join Brigadier Desttro’s forces, there were few large vessels near Greater Mazuma. There was no way enough ships would be available to move the entire planet’s population.

Most places around the galaxy had artificial living conditions, with fairly small communities to fill each colony. They ranged in size from hundreds of people to hundreds of thousands. In contrast, Greater Mazuma was one of the few planets with a naturally safe and inhabitable environment and large concentrations of people all over the planet.

The planet was small compared to EndoKroy and other Vonnegan worlds. But the entire planet had been developed into an urban sprawl of skyscrapers, transports, and structures centered around economic trade. With the exception of the oceans and rivers and lakes, buildings covered every part of the planet. Its population was nearly three billion.

That meant that even if each flagship could transport one hundred thousand people to safety and each could make two trips before the Juggernaut arrived, it would take fifteen thousand flagships to carry everyone to safety. The entire Round Table didn’t have that many flagships. It didn’t have a fraction of that. The sad truth was that after most of the available nearby vessels had been lost against the Juggernaut, only four flagships were close enough to offer immediate help. The local freighters and cargo vessels provided space equal to roughly another two dozen flagships. That meant that out of the nearly three billion people living on Greater Mazuma, not even one percent of the population could be saved.

That assumed everyone wanted to be taken away. Rather than be taken to another home, the most likely destination would be some barren colony where they would wait in hopes of being able to return to Greater Mazuma. If anything went wrong, they and the hundreds of thousands of others around them would all be stranded. The fact was that the Vonnegans were a proud people. The majority of them chose to stay and face the approaching enemy rather than flee.

Years earlier, a galactic sociologist, a tiny Trydactil man with three wings and delicate silvery skin, had proposed that it was not the Vonnegan rulers who had an endless thirst for war and expansion but the Vonnegan people, who had a culture of not backing down, of being proud and strong. It had been that society, the Trydactil proposed, that had created the type of leader necessary to turn the Vonnegans into an empire who warred against their neighbors.

Whatever the reason, even without a ruler to order them to remain and fight, that was what almost every Vonnegan decided to do. The flagships and freighters would take the children to safety. The teenagers, the women, and the men, would stay on Greater Mazuma and fight the Hannibal as best as they could. They even believed they had a chance to defeat the mechs. To date, the Hannibal had encountered little resistance. They had visited colonies and outposts with few defenses. Even at the Cauldrons of Dagda, where they had killed the galaxy’s most feared inmates, they had done so mostly from a distance and had faced fewer than two hundred prisoners.

The plan that the leaders of the Vonnegan resistance came up with was simple. Tell all Round Table vessels to leave the area. They had already proven to be no match for the Juggernaut. Instead of meeting the mechs head-on and making their chore of mass extermination simple, the Vonnegans would hide. They would lure the mechs into various traps. On a planet with hundreds of skycrapers, an underground system of tunnels that stretched for thousands of miles, and a transportation system that could carry small bands of fighters to street corners within moments, the Vonnegan resistance went to work.

It was possible they might all die, that they might not even take any of the mechs with them, but it was a better strategy than running and hoping to be able to return to a home that may no longer exist.

And while they hadn’t been in favor of Mowbray Vonnegan’s style of rule or his campaigns to extend the empire, they knew that their resolve in fighting to the death would have made the Vonnegan ruler proud.
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In the room that had once been her father’s royal chamber, Vere stood alone with Mortimous. Hundreds of stories below, Talbot was going to the representatives of the Round Table so he could begin enacting the plan that Lancelot had given him.

“I know you disapprove of my trying to actively help,” Vere said.

“Everyone must make their own decisions.”

“It’s no different than you getting the Word to send the Green Knight to Eastcheap.”

“What you say is true,” Mortimous agreed. “I do not agree, and yet it is no different than what I did.”

She knew from the smile in his voice that even the wisest of wise men relied on the old adage, Do as I say and not as I do.

She told him she needed to speak with the Word. Her expectation was for him to remind her that the Word wanted no part in the trials and tribulations of warring civilizations.

Instead, he nodded and said, “Any time.”

“Any time?”

He turned his attention away from CamaLon’s spaceport, courtyard, and markets and focused instead on Vere.

“Of course. I don’t hold the key to them. You control whether you see them or communicate with them. Everyone does. If it were up to me what people do, I would have found a way to convince everyone to stop partaking in silly conflicts and battles all around the galaxy.” He turned back to the goings-on far below and added, “I would caution you, though, that the Word has no patience for the weaknesses of our species.”

“What do I do then?” she said. “We’re just supposed to sit back and watch everyone die?”

“The universe is a book of infinite secrets,” he said. “I know but a few of them. There are many I will never know. The best any of us can do is try to be a little better than the day before and hope for the best.”

His answer gave her a case of déjà vu. He might have very well said the exact same thing to her years earlier.

“Edsall Dark will be ash if we base our plan around hopes.”

“What else is there?” Mortimous said, sounding tired, as if this were an impasse he had arrived at a million times before. “It took all of my begging and pleading to get the Word to intervene on your behalf back in Eastcheap. They won’t listen to me a second time, I’m sure of it.”

“Then I’ll ask them.”

The problem was clear, though. She had progressed enough in her learning to know the Word existed. She could sense their presence. Sometimes she was even able to glimpse what she thought was their essence near her. But she had never been able to communicate with them.

Sensing her next question, Mortimous said, “It won’t be easy. They don’t communicate in a way mortals can easily comprehend. Try to visualize what you want to say. Focus on it. Not on the words in your head but the ideas in your heart. Quiet all other notions and thoughts. Only then do you have a chance of hearing them and of being heard.”

As he said this, a Llyushin transport departed from the spaceport and soared toward the sky. Both of them knew it was piloted by Lancelot.

“Your fortunes are alike,” Mortimous said. “She will do good, just like you did.” Then, shaking his head and sighing, he added, “We just have to hope it’s enough.”
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The controls in the Llyushin transport were different from the few other vessels Lancelot had piloted. But after a brief overview, which was more than she had gotten after stealing Thrice Won’s or J’s ships, she was on her way.

CamaLon got smaller as her vessel soared into the sky. On her way to Edsall Dark, the pocket of civilization had meant nothing more to her than any of the other planets or colonies she had stopped at in pursuit of Arc-Mi-Die. But after walking through the fields with Talbot, after seeing the children playing in the streets, she had an odd affinity for it.

The few memories she had of her childhood were disjointed and vague—her father carrying her on his back, him doing silly impressions to make her laugh. They hadn’t lived anywhere near Edsall Dark, but in the happy faces she saw in the streets she recognized a place that could have been her home.

In the minute it took her Llyushin transport to reach the upper layers of Edsall Dark’s atmosphere, the details of the place she had been gave way to vague outlines. Gone were the individual buildings. In their place was a gray circle of a city surrounded by mountains and fields. Gone was Talbot and his hopeful glances. Instead, she was alone again.

Once her ship was beyond Edsall Dark’s gravity, she pulled right on the controls, sending the transport toward the second of the two portals above the planet. Unable to wait for the line of other ships ahead of her, she lowered the tinder walls and aimed the transport at the upper edge of the portal. After jamming the throttle, the ship raced into the oblivion of light. She was on her way to recruiting the first member of her team.
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The emergency session of the Round Table was bedlam. Five of the representative’s seats were vacant because Hector, Cash, Cimber, Octo, and Winchester had all been killed, all of them at the hand of the Carthagen that had asked for Talbot’s help. The rest of the seats were filled, however, and aliens from around the galaxy all spoke in panicked tones that they were supposed to be the elected leaders of the galaxy and yet they had no idea what was going on or what to do next. That idea was reaffirmed by the fact that Talbot had called for the emergency session to be held rather than one of the representatives.

“A man with absolutely no authority is calling a session?” a Ttomdorian yelled.

A MaqMac blurted a series of noises that were translated as, “General Reiser’s son deserves to be shown some respect.”

While many seemed resistant, Talbot knew enough about the nature of the Round Table representatives to understand they wanted nothing more than some form of positive news. Civil war had almost broken out. The general whom many had wanted to install as leader of the Round Table had been assassinated. The men and women around him just wanted something to feel like an ordinary existence could be saved.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with little notice,” he said to everyone seated around the enormous room.

The representatives stared back in silence. 

“I am not here because of anything to do with my father or his assassination.”

There was a rumble around the room as many of the representatives had assumed that was the only reason the son of Julian Reiser should be there. He had intentionally chosen to stand halfway between where Hector used to sit and where Octo and Winchester had sat just to reiterate the idea that he was neutral.

“I’m here because of the threat the Hannibal pose.”

A louder rumble passed through the Great Hall. A Hooshrak squawked. Its wings fluttered so rapidly that it inadvertently rose from its chair. A human man gave a whimper and put his hands in his face. The entire room was flooded with concern and fear. Talbot raised both hands for the room to quiet.

“There is no time for hysteria. I understand the concerns that fill this room, but we cannot let them destroy our will to act. I have met with the Carthagen who arrived with Arc-Mi-Die’s head.”

Again, the room began to fill with shouts until Talbot slammed a hand down on the Round Table and a hush fell over the room.

“She is familiar with stories of the Hannibal and has relayed much of it to me in order to help us in our preparations.”

“Stories?” a reptilian representative said with a snide grin. “What good are stories when we’re facing an enemy that defeats all of our ships?”

“They give us a better idea of the threat we face,” Talbot said. “The more information we have, the better.”

“I’ve never heard of something so foolish,” the representative hissed.

From the faces he scanned on either side of the reptile, Talbot recognized the expression of people who didn’t know what to think. They were looking for something to give them comfort, and many of them could easily choose the pleasure of sarcasm and denial over the realities of what he had to say.

“Then leave,” Talbot said, his face devoid of emotion. “If you don’t like what I have to say, excuse yourself.”

“Well! I have never—”

“No, I don’t gather you have,” Talbot said. “Because it’s easier to disagree and belittle than to commit to something. For too long the Round Table has chosen the first option rather than actually governing. Well, the time to lead is now if you are serious.” He turned his attention away from the individual representative and scanned the entire room. “The Carthagen also gave me her ship, which contains technology we will need to—”

“Who do you think you are?” the reptilian representative said, standing from his chair on the other side of the room.

Most of the people assembled in the Great Hall expected Talbot to say he was the son of the general many of those very people had tried to install as leader. Instead, Talbot said he was just an ordinary man trying to help save the Round Table.

“A lot of people want to save the Round Table,” the representative said. “Including everyone in this room.”

“Then sit down and be quiet,” Talbot said. “And I’ll explain how we can do that.”

“I don’t know who you think you are,” the representative said, his tongue darting in and out of his mouth in exasperation.

Talbot began the long walk around the massive wood table that had been continually expanded to accommodate the growing number of representatives. As he did, he took out the Meursault from the sheath at his hip. The invisible blade left a trail of vapor around the room as he walked.

“I already told you who I am. I’m trying to save the billions of lives that make up the Round Table.” He thought of Lancelot’s cold-blooded killing in the courtyard the previous day. “If I have to extinguish one life to save billions, that’s not a difficult decision to make.”

At first, the representative offered a hissing laugh. Then, seeing Talbot get closer, seeing neither bravado nor nervousness, nothing other than cold determination, he began to look for someone to come to his defense.

As Talbot continued around the table, he said, “I have a plan, given to me by Lancelot, to save the Round Table. But we need to begin setting it in motion right this instant. We cannot wait. Precious time is wasting. I cannot be more adamant about that. Nothing else matters, especially not minor grievances.”

Talbot was within ten seats of the jeering representative when the man hissed and slammed his tail against the ground. Seeing that the display had no effect on Talbot’s resolve, the representative darted from the Great Hall.

“Why would the Carthagen want to help us?” a woman said from the other side of the room.

Talbot turned, spotted her among the many faces, and smiled.

“A fair question,” he said, putting the Meursault back in its sheath. “Because the Round Table can be fixed. Because she has fought all of her life and just wants the galaxy to be able to live in peace.”

A rustle of excitement ran from one chair to the next.

“But we have to act now,” he said again.

Then, seeing the faces all staring expectantly at him, he knew he had captured their attention, and he began conveying Lancelot’s plan to everyone assembled.


25

Philo, Pompey, and Thidian were the de facto leaders of the resistance on Greater Mazuma. The three Vonnegans, one middle-aged and two in their later years, oversaw the preparations to turn the former financial capital into the site of what they hoped would be a prolonged battle against the Hannibal mechs.

Philo, like Enobarbus, had been a member of Mowbray’s elite Fianna. No one who knew him on Greater Mazuma was aware of his past life. All they knew was that he had served in the Vonnegan Empire in some military capacity. From his quiet and stoic nature, they assumed he had seen his share of death. He refused to offer details and for good reason.

After the establishment of the Round Table, almost all Vonnegans were forgiven for their parts in the empire that had brought misery to its own people and to much of the galaxy. There were exceptions, however. The highest level of Vonnegans were charged with crimes, their fates determined by a jury of their peers. It was reserved for those who made policy, led battles, or were directly responsible for overseeing the misery. Three generals were found guilty. The few advisors Mowbray trusted suffered the same fate. Le Savage, former warden of the Cauldrons of Dagda, would have been arrested if he hadn’t taken his own life. The only others who experienced the same outcome were a pair of Mowbray’s Fianna who stubbornly refused to go quietly into the night and start new lives.

Unlike Philo and Enobarbus, who both hid their armor, the other two men flaunted who they were and what they had been. When they were arrested by Vonnegan security forces, now operating under the banner of the Round Table, they each killed a dozen of their fellow Vonnegans with their vibro halberds before being subdued. At their trials, both men insisted on wearing their Fianna armor, which they were eventually executed in as well.

Philo knew better. He was proud of having been considered an elite warrior. If he had been born to parents in another part of the galaxy that might have translated to protecting a king who was actually concerned with the well-being of his people. But because he was born in the Mardigan sector, it meant ruthlessly silencing any dissent, accompanying Mowbray during public executions, or killing the family members of those who had crossed the Vonnegan ruler.

As soon as Mowbray was dead and the Vonnegan Empire extinct, he finally reconsidered everything he had done. Only after it was over did he start to think of the true extent of the horrors he had carried out. Women forced to watch their babies die. Men forced to watch their wives die. There was no limit to the depravity Mowbray had ordered and the misery Philo had carried out.

In the years since the Round Table’s formation, he had paid his penance in blood and sweat in the golstan mines deep underneath Greater Mazuma. Due to the banking, trade, and business jobs located there, Greater Mazuma was considered to be the wealthiest planet in the entire galaxy. Philo went as far from that lifestyle as he could, found the hardest work available, then broke rock two miles under the planet’s surface for sixteen hours a day. He kept just enough finances to survive and donated the rest to a shelter that gave rooms and food to Vonnegan troopers who were too emotionally ravaged by war to care for themselves.

When Brigadier Desttro’s forces were defeated and news spread through Greater Mazuma of the approaching Juggernaut, Philo put his chisel and hammer aside and asked what he could do to help. His unblinking fearlessness about the Hannibal’s march across the galaxy offered a sense of comfort to those around him. In his cold stare they saw someone who knew death and resolve. Without volunteering to lead, without telling anyone what he had done during Mowbray’s reign, Philo’s reputation spread across the resistance as someone who would greet the approaching mechs with pure determination. It was the type of resolve Vonnegans prided themselves on and so they rallied around him.

He was joined by Pompey, a former general in the Vonnegan Empire. He wasn’t charged with war crimes because he had long ago retired. Pompey had been a general for Mowbray’s father. He had commanded many of the largest victories on behalf of the empire and was renowned by military minds for relying on superior tactics rather than the brute force Mowbray would later employ.

As the former ruler grew sick and Pompey knew Mowbray would take power, he retired from the Vonnegan Empire rather than serve a young tyrant who cared only about expansion and conquest.

Appreciating history, knowing how young despots were quick to take offense, he knew Mowbray might take the retirement as a personal slight. A week after he was back home on Greater Mazuma, he was visited by Mowbray and his nine Fianna. The guards stood in a semicircle around Mowbray as Pompey invited him inside his home. Part of him thought it would be his final day of life.

“Funny time to choose to retire,” Mowbray had said, staring directly at Pompey for any sign of treachery or offense.

“My health has been failing me for a while, my lord. Your father’s own illness, which so grieves me, reminded me of my mortality.”

“Do you not think it is best to die on behalf of the Vonnegan Empire?”

Pompey understood how it was going to be; any answer could be a potential slight against the empire or its new leader, and thus an excuse for the Fianna to slice him to pieces.

“I agree it is, my lord. But I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I lost an Athens Destroyer and its crew because I didn’t have my faculties about me. I would have not only let them down but also my ruler, and that is something I cannot do.”

Mowbray sighed and looked around the room to which Pompey had invited him. After a moment he asked what Pompey intended to do. The truth was that he had always been fond of the idea of teaching, but he knew, seeing Mowbray’s posture and his glances at the guards on either side of him, that any work at all would be proof that Pompey had indeed intended to slight the new Vonnegan ruler.

“Nothing, my lord. My poor health will not allow it. I am old and sick. I plan to remain here, in quiet, until I die.”

It was the only possible answer that could have saved him and it had worked. Mowbray and his Fianna left and Pompey exchanged command of the Vonnegan fleet for a pair of gardening gloves and the trials and tribulations of trying to grow vegetables in Greater Mazuma’s long and rainless summers.

He didn’t know if it was the new hobby or working fewer hours but he soon realized he felt strong and fit. Not only was his health fine, although he could never let on to the contrary, he felt as if with each passing day he were becoming younger rather than older.

When Mowbray died, various Vonnegan leaders visited him to ask what the Vonnegan Empire should do.

“Is there a Vonnegan Empire?” he had responded as he planted a new batch of seeds.

Some took his answer to mean he was still playing the role of the sick and delusional old man. Others interpreted it to mean the Vonnegan Empire hadn’t been a tangible thing but rather an idea. If Mowbray’s death and the army’s defeat meant one idea was to be replaced with another, it was of little consequence to him or anyone else on Greater Mazuma. However, he never explained his answer.

After Brigadier Desttro’s defeat, he was visited again. This time, instead of being asked for advice, he was asked if he would lead the effort to defend Greater Mazuma from an approaching enemy who intended to spare no one.

Pompey used his index finger to dig a hole in the dirt. He then dropped in a yellow seed, covered it, and sprinkled a tiny amount of water over it.

Looking up, he said, “You’ll find someone to care for my garden?”

“Of course,” the other man said.

Pompey stood and brushed the dirt from his pants. “Very well. One final battle to lead.”

In the days since, almost everyone on Greater Mazuma considered him to be the general in charge of the entire resistance.

The third member of the triumvirate was a Vonnegan by the name of Thidian. He was not an elite warrior like Philo. He was not a military tactician like Pompey. He was the planner of the metropolis that covered all of Greater Mazuma’s lands. What he brought was a complete understanding of the streets, underground tunnels, building schematics, utility pathways, and everything else that kept the planet, which was basically one giant city, functioning.

He didn’t want any part in actually leading the resistance, but he was happy to supply endless information to Pompey and Philo. He explained why one tunnel had been built to a dead-end while another tunnel broke off into three forks. He detailed which buildings were made to the latest structural specifications and which were the oldest. Through the information he provided, he offered a means to turn a cityscape into the site of a counteroffensive.


26

Between Greater Mazuma and Terror-Dhome, where the Cauldrons of Dagda was located, was a small outpost used for asteroid mining. The Juggernaut came to a stop a short distance from the colony floating in space. The outpost was a collection of interconnected pods one-tenth the size of a Round Table flagship. The Juggernaut was so much larger than the outpost that the small society could almost have escaped notice as a place where people might actually live.

A beam of light shone from the colossal Hannibal craft and scanned the outpost for any sign of life. Finding none, the light faded and the Juggernaut’s engines powered back up.

As it began forward again, it did not bother to try and go around the tiny outpost. Instead, its massive frame pushed the collection of intertwined cylinders for a few seconds before the structure broke into dozens of pieces.

The Hannibal vessel continued toward Greater Mazuma.
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Talbot stood at the edge of CamaLon’s spaceport. Across from him, the vessel Lancelot had arrived on, a Type B Strain transport, was being disassembled. A team of scientists and engineers gave orders as a group of mechanics took apart whichever piece of the ship they requested next.

They were not trying to find a secret weapon or some type of treasure. They knew the vessel was a threat. Rather, they were trying to figure out how to reverse engineer its shield technology.

Now that Talbot realized the scientists had been kidnapped for their abilities and not as bargaining chips, everything made more sense. The only reason Arc-Mi-Die had managed to evade capture had been because some very talented scientists had worked on a project in exchange for the empty promise of being returned to their families. Their work evolving the technology that established artificial atmospheres around colonies had allowed ships to become impervious even to the impossibly harsh environment of a supergiant star.

Now, it was the first step in Lancelot’s plan to defeat the Hannibal.

As soon as the engineers and scientists figured out how the containment field worked, they intended to install similar devices on as many Round Tables vessels as possible. After that, they would go into the same star Arc-Mi-Die had hidden himself inside.
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Lancelot’s Llyushin transport appeared from a portal in the Kerchin sector and continued to a barren planet hours from any other sign of civilization.

Life on Kerchin-Joshua was hard. The surface consisted of either frozen seas or frozen tundra. There were no developed colonies, no infrastructure of any kind. Few people lived on the planet and the ones who did valued solitude and privacy above all else. That was the only thing Kerchin-Joshua did offer—a quiet reprieve from other people. Which meant Lancelot’s first potential recruit was someone who clearly didn’t want to be bothered.

“Over there,” Vere said from behind Lancelot’s seat in the cockpit. “He’ll be over there.”

Lancelot pulled the transport’s controls to the side. The ship banked to the left.

There were no buildings visible anywhere on the planet’s surface. Kerchin-Joshua’s environment prohibited any kind of sustained life above ground. The planet’s surface did contain some oxygen but also large amounts of hydrogen and helium and would be fatal to anyone not wearing a suit to protect from the air and the cold. Underground, though, caves had an atmosphere with ample oxygen and thermal pockets provided natural heat.

The ship’s sensors found no signs of life across the horizon. Vere said this was because the few people scattered around the planet lived deep underground. With so many metals and exotic minerals comprising the rocky and frozen surface, not even the transport could offer reliable scans of where people were living.

“Bring it in lower,” Vere said. “The second cave on the right.”

Without asking how Vere knew all of this, Lancelot brought the ship down so it landed at the edge of a cavernous opening. The pathway down into the planet’s depths looked large enough for her transport to navigate but she felt safer exploring new terrain on her feet rather than in a ship she wasn’t familiar with. Through the cockpit viewport, she was able to peer down a length of tunnel roughly a hundred yards long. After that, the tunnel curved and she couldn’t see anything except darkness.

She unbuckled herself from the pilot’s seat, stood, and made her way to the rear hatch.

“You won’t need your weapons,” Vere said.

Lancelot smiled. “Have you ever known me to go anywhere without them?”

As she walked down the ramp and set foot on Kerchin-Joshua’s surface, she sensed that Vere was no longer with her. She could hear the wind howling its toxic mix of elements, but with her Carthagen suit on, she was protected from both the cold and the poisonous air.

Facing the length of tunnel descending farther underground, she saw a figure appear. With the lens in her visor, she zoomed in to see a man wearing a thick coat and a mask that covered only his mouth and nose. She guessed he wore only that level of protection because he didn’t intend to come any closer to the toxic surface.

“Hello, Quickly,” Lancelot called, her voice echoing through the tunnel. “Vere sent me. I need your help.”
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“Hello, Quickly,” the figure called from the top of the cave entrance.

The computerized voice echoed as if greeting him a dozen times. The visitor then said that Vere had recommended him for his piloting skills.

Nothing about the scene made any sense to Quickly. Even from a hundred yards and in the poor lighting of the Kerchin-Joshua dawn, he could recognize the outline of a Llyushin transport. He would recognize that ship anywhere. He had logged more hours in various Llyushin ships than anyone he knew.

But the person disembarking the ship wasn’t anyone who should be in possession of the craft. He was taken aback by having any visitor at all, much less a Carthagen. He didn’t know much about them. He had only seen photos of them and heard stories from traders, but they were supposed to be a highly reclusive and secretive race. Surely, from what he had heard, they would want nothing to do with the Round Table. And yet, the four-armed and four-legged creature at the mouth of the cave tunnel was almost certainly a Carthagen. Adding to his confusion, the Carthagen not only knew Vere but also that Quickly had been an associate of hers. In the three years he had spent living on Kerchin-Joshua, no one had ever come looking for him. The string of nonsensical connections made him wonder if he wasn’t perhaps losing his mind. Isolation, he had read, could do that.

He was so perplexed that he didn’t speak, didn’t move, didn’t do anything. Only when the Carthagen was halfway down the cave tunnel did he get his speech back.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

It sounded less than welcoming but that was the least of his concerns.

The Carthagen paused and held all four palms out to show it meant no harm. “I come in peace,” it said. “Vere told me you could help.”

Again, he didn’t know what he was supposed to say. Hearing no response, the Carthagen began down the cave pathway again.

Quickly glanced behind him to see if Enid was observing the scene. His wife, however, was nowhere to be found.

Without even realizing he was doing so, his fingers moved to the small blaster strapped to his hip. The Carthagen, ten yards away, saw this and paused once more. Quickly didn’t think the blaster would have an effect on the heavy armor the Carthagen was wearing but he would do anything he needed to protect his wife. Two of the Carthagen’s hands also moved, but not toward a weapon. Instead, they reached up to its brown and bronze helmet. After unlatching four clips, the Carthagen removed its head protection. Quickly saw long blond hair and a very human face.

“Hello, Quickly,” the visitor said again, this time in a musical and soft voice. “I need your help.”

“Put your helmet back on until we get further down the tunnel,” he said. “The air here isn’t as bad as up on the surface, but you don’t want to try your luck.”

It was also colder than was healthy for prolonged exposure. Already, his right arm was numbing from the cold. His left arm, lost to a meteor years earlier while trying to free the Excalibur ships, was made of metal and impervious to the temperature change.

Nodding toward the depths of Kerchin-Joshua’s underground caves, he turned and began back toward his home. As he walked back into the darkness, he heard the clunk of the four boots following behind him.
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Although dozens of Vonnegans sat in the same room, Pompey and Thidian did most of the talking. Everyone else was gathered around them in the chamber that had once been Mowbray’s main royal meeting hall. Philo scanned the room, expecting someone in attendance to realize how much time he had spent there under the guise of his Fianna uniform while protecting the Vonnegan ruler.

In discussing the basic concepts of defense, Pompey told the crowd there were three key approaches.

“We can fortify defenses and force the invaders into a prolonged siege. If we can design a nearly impenetrable series of walls, the Hannibal might eventually give up.”

Someone in the corner asked how long was prolonged.

Thidian said they could have a nearly unlimited supply of power and air. Food and clean drinking water would be the primary concerns.

Pompey added, “That, and actually designing a defensive system that could hold off the mechs for an extended period of time.”

The man in the corner of the room rephrased his question. “I meant, how long do you think the siege would last?”

“Before they gave up?” Pompey said. “Could be years. Perhaps a decade. The Siege of Lisbonne lasted ninety years.”

Not a single person, save for Philo and Pompey, breathed after this was said. Only to the two of them did a lifelong battle seem like a reasonable suggestion.

Pompey said, “If we could hold them off for ten years, think of all the flagships the Round Table could build and send here.”

“So they could be destroyed, like all the other ships?” a middle-aged Vonnegan woman said from behind Thidian.

“I agree, it’s not the most effective tactic, or even the most desirable,” Pompey said. “I merely want to share all relevant ideas so we can make an informed decision together.”

He said this even though everyone in the room would most likely defer to his advanced knowledge of offensive and defensive military strategy.

“Second,” he said, “we could take the fight to the mechs. Have gunners on the towers. Arm every adult with a blaster. Have Thunderbolts provide air cover and gravity tanks providing heavy cover in the streets.”

He looked to Philo for input but the other man, half Pompey’s age, said nothing. Instead, a businessman told everyone in the room that if the mechs destroyed flagships and space fighters with ease, not to mention the massacre at the Cauldrons of Dagda, where the galaxy’s most dangerous prisoners had been easily defeated, the people of Greater Mazuma couldn’t hope to put up any sort of meaningful fight.

“I agree,” Pompey said without inflection, neither disappointed nor offended that those gathered were discounting the first two ideas. “The third option, the one I recommend, is to neither defend nor attack but to evade and lure the enemy into a series of traps.”

In the time since that first meeting, that was exactly what Philo, Pompey, Thidian, and the others gathered in the planning sessions did. They identified more than twenty bunkered sites around the city that were large enough to protect over a million Vonnegans each. Various other sites were identified as offering an even greater level of fortification against the approaching threat and could house between ten thousand and one hundred thousand Vonnegans.

It all sounded like progress until they were reminded that the population consisted not of thirty million or even three hundred million Vonnegans but nearly three billion. Those were the times everyone except Philo and Pompey momentarily lost their resolve.

There were brighter moments, though.

Thidian said, “If we can entice the mechs into the west corridor of the sewage system, it leads to a pair of emergency trap doors that will seal them inside. The room ties to the water system and can be flooded in less than one minute.”

“I don’t think the mechs will drown,” Philo said. “A normal mech would have a living pilot inside. It would take hours for the oxygen supply to run out. They could free themselves from the water trap before that. From the footage I’ve seen, these mechs are even less likely to be affected by water. They have no pilot that we know of and no sense of fear when being attacked.”

Thidian smiled. It was a ghoulish grin, even by Vonnegan standards. “It’s a good thing the primary power supply connects at a terminal directly above that trap. The mechs won’t be drowned; they’ll be standing in water with one million kilowatts of electricity flowing through it.”

Philo nodded. “If that doesn’t kill a mech, nothing will.”

They set about identifying other traps that would be equally deadly.
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While the Vonnegans on Greater Mazuma worked to transform their planet into a series of complex traps to ensnare the Hannibal mechs and while available flagships and freighters transported as many children off the planet as possible, another strategy was being devised by an altogether different group of resistance fighters. A competition of sorts had emerged between local pirates, retired pilots, and other assorted daredevils.

It began after news spread of the Juggernaut’s persistence in continuing toward its ultimate goal and ignoring secondary threats. The Hannibal, it seemed, were undeterred by approaching ships and only slowed when confronted with a clear danger. A local pilot came back with news that he had flown within one mile of the ship and received no response from the Juggernaut. As a result, every other nearby daredevil wanted to see how close they could get to the colossal vessel before provoking some kind of response.

It helped by giving people on Greater Mazuma a little more time to prepare. It became each pilot’s goal to see if they could make the Juggernaut take them seriously. The problem was that without flagships or any significant arsenal, they would have to resort to extreme maneuvers to slow the approaching invader.

A retired Thunderbolt pilot unintentionally spurred the informal challenge by requesting the use of a fighter. The pilot had earned the nickname the Purple Hawk for his twenty-year career as a fighter pilot in the Vonnegan navy. Not many fighter pilots had a chance to retire. Eventually, each tempts fate one too many times. The Purple Hawk, named for the Vonnegan Warhawk banner that had invariably floated in space after he destroyed countless enemy vessels, was one of the few exceptions. Pompey, knowing the Purple Hawk’s reputation, immediately granted him the use of an available Thunderbolt and allowed him to do whatever he wanted with it.

The Purple Hawk didn’t let anyone down. With only one space fighter, equipped with weapons that wouldn’t harm the Juggernaut, he instead relied on flying so close to the enormous vessel and firing lasers at such short range that the Hannibal eventually had to respond. He got so close to the Juggernaut that he could have flown into the barrel of one of its giant laser cannons if that had been his goal.

From less than ten feet away, he would send a pair of laser blasts into the side of the Juggernaut, fly to the other side of the ship, and do the same thing. Initially, the Hannibal didn’t consider a single fighter to be enough of a nuisance to deploy their weapons. That changed when the Purple Hawk began firing shots near the back corner of the gigantic ship, near the thrusters. The Juggernaut immediately slowed, then opened four hangars. The pilot, knowing the mechs were about to appear and that he was no match for them, turned the Thunderbolt away from the Juggernaut, powered the engines to full, and raced away before the mechs could target him.

He flew for half an hour, guessing that would be enough time for the four armored units to rejoin the main ship. Then he turned his Thunderbolt around and prepared for a second run. As he approached this next time, the Juggernaut immediately slowed and released the four mechs. As soon as the hangar doors began to rise, the Purple Hawk turned his ship around and sped away. At least temporarily, he had once again succeeded in slowing the momentum of the Hannibal as they lumbered toward Greater Mazuma.

His progress was observed from afar by groups of pirates who initially waited for the Purple Hawk to make a mistake so they could salvage his ship, take whatever remained of his uniform, and anything else collectors of galactic military memorabilia might want to purchase. But as the lone Thunderbolt zipped all around the Juggernaut, they noticed other crafts arriving on the scene. Space jets. Fighters. Small cargo runners. Any vessel with a crew that cared more about helping the Round Table and the Vonnegans on Greater Mazuma than about steering clear of the Juggernaut, began joining the Purple Hawk in taunting the giant vessel.

As soon as other ships began to arrive, the Purple Hawk wisely joined the pirates on the sidelines. He had been on enough missions to know that anyone other than a highly trained combat pilot shouldn’t be attempting coordinated maneuvers around an enemy vessel. He was immediately proven right.

The first pilot to join in the distraction of the Juggernaut was flying a Type III Ion Racer. When it had been built three years earlier, it had been billed as the fastest one-man vessel available in the galaxy. The pilot, following the Purple Hawk’s example, raced along the length of the Juggernaut, close enough that the energy coming out of his thrusters almost touched the Hannibal vessel. But unlike the trained Thunderbolt pilot, he ignored the array of giant cannons positioned around the Juggernaut’s perimeter, either because he wasn’t used to evading enemy weapons or else because he thought his Ion Racer would be too fast for the enemy to target him. The pilot was wrong. A thick stream of energy erupted from one of the Juggernaut’s side cannons, vaporizing the Ion Racer.

The next craft to arrive, a Journey-C space jet, flown by a former stunt pilot, looped and spiraled for no apparent reason. Unlike the previous pilot, this one was smart enough to not fly within the target area of the Juggernaut’s cannons. But unlike the Purple Hawk, he underestimated how fast the four mechs could be launched. The pilot of the space jet was in the middle of turning in an arc around the stern of the Hannibal vessel when the hangar doors rose. By the time the space jet was approaching the side of the Juggernaut, the gray mech was there, its scythe at shoulder level. The space jet turned to flee but the bolt of energy shot out faster than the jet could move and the ship exploded into pieces seconds later.

The next vessel was also a Thunderbolt but looked like it had been salvaged from a junkyard rather than handed over through official channels. Its pilot flew in such wide circles around the Juggernaut that the giant vessel wasn’t dissuaded from it path.

It was joined by another ship that was the same size as a Thunderbolt, but cobbled together from spare parts. This vessel took the opposite approach of the junkyard Thunderbolt, flying parallel with the Juggernaut at almost the exact same speed. With the relative trajectories of the two crafts being identical, the pilot of the modified ship dared the fates by landing his craft on the Juggernaut. Seeing that the Hannibal were ignoring him, the pilot then lowered the ramp of his ship and, dressed in a suit of space armor, walked out onto the surface of the behemoth. Whether the Hannibal were offended by the pilot’s taunt or else perceived him to be a threat, they chose that exact moment to send full power to their engines. The modified ship that had been perched atop the moon-sized vessel disintegrated into hundreds of pieces.

Moments later, the Juggernaut slowed to its normal cruising speed again. No one could figure out why. Some suggested its design wasted too much energy if it traveled at faster speeds. Others guessed that it was part of the Hannibal’s tactic of terror—giving those who were facing impending death time to contemplate their mortality before their lives were taken from them.

A pair of pirate ships located near the Purple Hawk, much too far away for the Juggernaut to bother with them, decided to get in on the action next. Neither looked particularly fast, but both were sturdy and well-armed. Seeing what the other nearby pilots were doing, they couldn’t resist trying their luck.

Neither flew as close to the Juggernaut as the Purple Hawk or the pilot that had stood on the vessel before dying, but they also didn’t fly in wide arcing loops like the pilot of the junkyard Thunderbolt. Both, upon getting within firing range, released unusual weapons favored by pirates and other criminals. One released a magnetized depth charge filled with corrosive fluid. If it hit the Juggernaut, the canister would spray the ship’s hull with a substance that melted metal. Before that could happen, a thick stream of laser erupted from one of the Juggernaut’s cannons, destroying the depth charge. The other pirate vessel fired a pair of precision-drill torpedoes. These were designed not to destroy ships but to puncture holes in their sides so boarding parties could raid them and either plunder their contents or steal the entire craft. But before the torpedoes could reach their targets, dozens of tiny projectiles dispersed from the side of the Juggernaut. Each erupted into a circle of energy at different points around the Hannibal ship. The pair of torpedoes disappeared into one portal then reappeared from a portal facing the pirate ship that had fired on them. The ship’s captain was able to keep his own projectiles from hitting him but both sets of pirates, discouraged, learned not to try anything else and backed away from the approaching invader.

The Purple Hawk watched the scene unfold. He and the other pilots had accomplished their goal of temporarily slowing the Juggernaut. In his Thunderbolt, he tried to think of anything else he could do to slow the enemy.
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Quickly’s home was unlike anything Lancelot had seen. Despite the fact that she too had lived in a cavern for most of her life, the two living areas couldn’t have been more dissimilar. Hers had been hollowed out in gray and brown asteroid rock. All of the light in the Carthagen tunnels had been generated by artificial sources. There had been no water, trees, nor animals. Lancelot’s home had been a barren chunk of rock in outer space.

In contrast, the walls and ceiling of Quickly’s home were coated with tiny crystals. A single candle reflected off every surface to produce enough light to bathe the room in a bright prism of colors. A natural underground stream flowed beside the main room. White moss covered parts of the floor. The table in the center of the room looked to be made of the same crystals as the walls, but sanded smooth. The result was a piece of furniture in the middle of the living space that seemed to glow and make the walls and ceiling even more bright than they already were.

With her helmet off, Lancelot looked all around at the dazzling display of life and light. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said as she and Quickly sat on opposite sides of the table.

“It’s why this planet is worth living on,” a woman’s voice said from behind Lancelot.

Quickly smiled and said, “I’d like to introduce you to my wife, Enid.”

Only then did Lancelot realize she hadn’t given her own name.

“Lancelot,” she said, extending a hand to her hosts.

Quickly turned to his wife and told her that Lancelot had been sent by Vere. The woman’s good cheer faded, replaced by a grunt and a frown.

“I’ll leave the two of you to talk,” Enid said. Then, turning to Lancelot, she added, “Don’t be too long. A storm is approaching. Your ship won’t be in one piece if you leave it where it is.”

Without waiting for a response, Enid left.

“You’ll have to forgive her,” Quickly said. “She assumes if someone is coming here it’s because they’ll try to convince me that I’m needed on some mission or another.”

“That’s exactly why I’m here.”

As if Lancelot hadn’t spoke, Quickly said, “What she doesn’t understand is that it doesn’t matter if there is an urgent mission or not. I’m not leaving. This is my life now. I’ve told her that a thousand times but she always gets this skeptical expression and tells me I’ll give in. She doesn’t realize how stubborn I can be.”

At a loss for what to say, Lancelot remained silent. On the floor, the tiny stream continued to flow beside her feet.

Quickly said, “So, you’re talking to Vere? I assumed she was dead.”

“Have you heard the stories of people who joined the Word?”

The pilot shrugged and said, “That they vanish until one day someone claims to have seen them again?”

Lancelot gave a nod. “Vere told me that one time she saw her long lost friend in a cave underneath Edsall Dark. She also saw her mother on the surface of the Excalibur asteroid.”

“Well,” Quickly said, “Vere’s mother most certainly is dead. The surface of the Excalibur?” He tapped the fingertips of his human hand against the metal of his other arm. “Odd place to see a ghost.”

“I see Vere in the same way. She visited me in my old home even though there was no realistic way to get past the Carthagen detection system. And yet, somehow, she did. She has also been in my cockpit even though no one else was aboard when I took flight. It goes against what I grew up believing, and yet I’ve seen it with my own eyes so I know it’s true.”

Quickly gave a small grin and shook his head, clearly disbelieving what he was hearing. Lancelot imagined returning to her ship and having to endure Vere’s remarks that they would never defeat the Hannibal if Lancelot was unable to recruit a decent team.

“I know how pilots are,” Lancelot said, refocusing her argument. “You only believe what you can see.”

Quickly couldn’t help but laugh. “Do you always generalize so much?”

“You wouldn’t be a very good pilot otherwise. The best pilots rely on what they can see for themselves instead of what computer sensors and displays can show. Why do you think that is?”

Instead of answering, Quickly merely smiled and passed a hand through the air to signal she could feel free to answer her own question.

“I saw three types of people in the Orleans asteroid field,” she said. “Those who believed what they saw. Those were the best pilots because they kept themselves and their passengers alive by sensing the reality of what was there and what wasn’t.”

If someone from the Round Table’s Cartha campaign had been there, they would have remarked that believing what they saw had resulted in three flagships avoiding false asteroids and ramming into real ones. Of course, she kept that to herself.

“Then there were the traders. They were always living in the world of what-ifs because they had to try and convince you that what they were selling was worth more than it actually was or that you needed something you weren’t originally interested in. Their entire existence was based around creating something out of nothing.”

“And the third type?” Quickly said.

Lancelot leaned closer. “Warriors. Those who believe what they can see but have to plan for what they can’t see.”

“There’s one huge flaw in your theory.”

“What’s that?” Lancelot said, forcing herself to remain patient even though they were running out of time.

Quickly smiled and leaned back in his chair. “It ignores the thousands of other professions in the world.”

It was true, of course. Lancelot could have admitted that she had only ever encountered three types of people in Orleans because no one else would try to contact the Carthagens. Instead, she admitted the lapse with a smile of her own.

Quickly looked around the room. “If Vere is real, maybe she’d like to join us.”

“It doesn’t work like that.”

“That’s a shame.”

Under the table, Lancelot squeezed all four hands into tight fists in an attempt to relieve the irritation that was building up inside her.

Quickly, maybe sensing her impatience, smiled and said, “Do you know why I’m here?”

“Of course,” Lancelot said, and then, unable to keep from smiling, added, “Vere told me.”

“Oh yeah, what did she say?”

“She said you had witnessed too much death, that you felt like your luck was running out.”

Quickly closed his eyes and sighed. When he reopened them he said, “Be thankful you weren’t there during the battle for the Round Table. You wouldn’t believe the amount of casualties I saw all around me. I was flying next to a couple other Llyushin fighters and in the blink of an eye I was the only one left. On the surface, I saw both sides decimating the other. It’s impossible to live through something like that and not feel like you’re tempting fate. I knew as soon as that battle was over that if I tried my luck even one more time it would be the death of me.”

“You didn’t survive because you were lucky; you lived because you were a better pilot.”

“No,” Quickly said. “It was all luck. That was what made me so sure I needed to get away. I’ll never forget the things I saw that day. I’d be a fool if I lived through it and thought my destiny was any better than those who died. It isn’t better, it just hasn’t caught up with me yet.” He tapped his metal arm and added, “My luck was already running out before that battle took place.”

“Listen, I’ve seen my share of fighting and death. If anyone has tempted fate, it’s me. I can tell you one thing: my luck won’t be up until I say it is.”

Quickly looked at Lancelot’s armor and the handles of her weapons extending over her shoulders. “That’s definitely a warrior’s mentality. I wouldn’t want to face you on a battlefield, that’s for sure. But I don’t want to die. That’s why I stopped flying missions.”

“You are going to die, though.”

With her helmet on, her words would have sounded cold and emotionless. Quickly might have feared for his life. In fact, Lancelot had once said the exact same thing to a pair of human traders who came to the Orleans asteroid field and had refused to follow the simple guidelines given to them. They had died moments later. Without her helmet on, however, her voice was soft, her eyes sympathetic.

She added, “We’re all going to die sometime.”

“Well, not yet. I’ve finally found happiness, finally found someone to love. I’m not giving that up.”

“Edsall Dark will be destroyed,” she said.

He cringed but forced a shrug of the shoulders. She added that it wasn’t only Edsall Dark that would be destroyed but the billions of lives between where the Hannibal were currently located and where they were headed.

“The Hannibal?”

“An ancient race that lived in the unexplored regions of the galaxy. They’re destroying everything in their path.”

“Exactly why I shouldn’t be involved. Why can’t General Reiser face them?”

“General Reiser is dead.”

Quickly frowned at having been so disconnected from what was happening.

“Hector?”

“Dead.”

“Well, if their luck ran out, I know mine will as well.”

“Their deaths had nothing to do with luck or a lack of it. They made choices. Just like you have a choice to help innocent people. What if the Hannibal come here after they’re done at Edsall Dark?”

This time the shrug came more easily. “Then we’ll go somewhere else.”

“And if I promise you’ll see Enid again?”

Quickly gave a soft chuckle and leaned back in his chair. “You can’t promise that. No one can.”

“Vere disagrees. She says you’ll see your wife again. Maybe not tomorrow or next week, but you will see her again.”

She expected him to have some retort about not believing anything he was hearing. Instead, he sighed and told her he couldn’t leave Enid alone on the planet.

“She’ll be okay,” Lancelot said.

Quickly looked up from his hands. “You can’t know that.”

“Maybe not. But I know the two of you will see each other again. And that means you aren’t abandoning her. It also means that even if she has a rough patch, it won’t last forever.”

“Just give me some proof,” he said. “Anything.”

She knew what he meant. Like anyone else in his situation, he needed to know that all the things she was saying were true, that he wasn’t being sold a fantasy. Like the pilot he was, he needed to see proof for himself instead of relying on what might or might not be there.

Her problem was that she had no proof. Vere and Mortimous didn’t appear to just anyone.

“Close your eyes,” she said.

He sighed and shook his head.

“Trust me. Close your eyes.”

He looked again at where she was sitting and at the handles of her weapons, no doubt wondering if it was a mistake to have invited this stranger into his home. Finally, though, he did as she asked.

“Keeping your eyes closed, let your mind go. Let the silence take you away. Any time a thought comes into your head, let it go. Let everything go.”

As much as she was feeling rushed to get back to her mission and to get her ship away from the storm that Enid had said was approaching, she knew to let Quickly remain in silence for a couple of minutes before she said anything else.

“What now?” Quickly said, his eyes still closed.

“Shhh!”

They went back to sitting in the quiet of his underground home, the light still playing off the crystals all around them.

Another minute went by. Another after that. Lancelot could see the pilot’s neck and chest moving less often as his breathing slowed. When it looked as if he were barely breathing at all, she too closed her eyes.

Except for the sound of water flowing by her feet, the room was silent. There was still no sign, though, and Lancelot began to doubt what she was doing.

Then she heard it.

“Quickly...”

It was faint but it had been there. A woman’s voice. A voice Lancelot listened to every so often but that the pilot hadn’t heard since being on Edsall Dark years before.

Quickly’s eyes opened as he looked for where Vere was located.

“Where is she?” he said.

In that moment, Lancelot knew she had the first member of her team.
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While Thidian worked with Pompey to organize the bunkers, ambushes, and decoys that would be distributed across Greater Mazuma, Philo set about training a group of fighters in the heart of the metropolis. There was no point trying to prepare the entire population for an enemy like the one that approached. Hours or even days of constant training couldn’t turn a civilian into a fighter capable of defeating the Hannibal mechs. Philo had seen the footage of the most dangerous prisoners in the galaxy being wiped out. No one who earned a living in an office could have any hope of facing an enemy with the level of ferocity that the inmates had offered. The people he focused on training would be nothing more than bodies to distract the enemy and lead them to ambush points, but he focused on those who had come out of the Vonnegan military academy or had served in Mowbray’s empire. A group of roughly one hundred Vonnegans, mostly men but also two dozen women, gathered in the middle of the street.

During an ordinary day, the sidewalks would have been crowded with people in suits going from one meeting to another. Bots would have been zooming back and forth between buildings. The streets would have been packed with automated transports carrying people from one part of the worldwide city to another. With the Hannibal’s impending arrival, however, everything was deserted. The same street that would have been loud and hectic was empty, save for the people he was training.

“There’s no point trying to cause damage with your blasters,” he told the group. “We’ve seen footage of what it does, which is nothing. If you fire at all, it will be to cause a distraction or to trigger explosives.”

He walked around the group, handing out staffs as he spoke. The sticks didn’t have vibro blades or blaster cartridges like the weapons some of them would be armed with when the mechs arrived, but for the purpose of training and coordinating movements, they would suffice.

Some picked the staffs up and let them dangle from their hand and some rested their weight on them like a crutch. Several twirled them through the air and began practicing their strikes. Many of these people demonstrated the most common misconception—that being a good warrior meant striking with as much force as possible. As a Fianna, Philo knew there were much more important factors such as leverage, speed, and precision.

In seeing where their eyes were focused while they held their make-believe weapons and by whether they used them or not, he could tell more about them than they cared to admit.

If they were in the group that was resting on their staffs while also staring at Philo, their eyes unwavering, it meant they were comfortable with the idea of fighting, knew what would be expected of them, and were ready to fulfill their duty in combat. Even if they weren’t particularly good fighters, they were sought after because they knew they might die and had accepted their fate.

However, if they were resting against their weapon or were letting it dangle from their fingers while also staring into the distance, Philo knew these were the people who would run at the first sign of defeat. They would want to be in the rear of the fighting and look for an excuse to run. These were the people that forced commanders to tell their troops that if anyone retreated they would be shot. Their anxiety was an infectious pestilence to everyone else’s morale, and because of that they were usually the recipient of every other soldier’s mockery and scorn.

Differences also existed within the group of people who twirled their staffs but it was found in their feet rather than their eyes. If they gave jabs and sweeps of the staff while their feet were flat and their legs straight, it meant they didn’t really want to be holding the weapon at all, even though they were doing more with it than those who rested their weight on it like a prop. Not wanting to hold the weapon meant they also didn’t want to use it. And yet these people, he knew from experience, were in a different category from the cowards who let the weapon dangle while staring into the distance because they were willing to die. They might or might not be good fighters. They might or might not believe in what they were doing. But they would do what they were told and that made them dependable.

The last group consisted of those who picked up the staff, twirled it, tested its weight, but also bounced on their knees and shifted angles. These were the fighters who looked forward to battle. They knew the consequences, knew what to expect, and yet they still looked forward to the moment they could use a real weapon. Pain or the fear of pain was not something that kept them from following orders.

Philo kept a mental tally of which group everyone around him fell into. Some made it easy, like the tall, male Vonnegan who stepped forward and questioned why Philo was in charge and not himself. The man was part of the group that practiced with their weapon and looked forward to using a real one. Philo also noted that the man was taller and slightly more muscular than he was.

“I was in the Vonnegan elite units for a decade,” Philo said. “I’ve received extensive training in every kind of one-on-one and group combat situation. I feel like I have a lot I can teach.”

He did not mention having been a member of the Fianna because while everyone gathered around him was a Vonnegan like himself, and all of them had served in the military in one form or another, admitting to being part of Mowbray’s elite guard was vastly different than having been in the academy or being an officer on an Athens Destroyer. He might as well have said he was Mowbray reincarnated. The crowd would blame him for the deaths of anyone they had known while Mowbray lived and to some extent they would be right to do so.

The man across from Philo took another step forward, let the staff twirl in a series of circles.

“I was in the Vonnegan military for just as long and I was in the Purple Berets.”

Philo knew the Purple Berets. They were indeed the elite of the Vonnegan military and few fighters were qualified or skilled enough to be selected to join their ranks. They did the fighting that others couldn’t. In the Battle for the Round Table, the Purple Berets had been the forward units in some of the underground tunnels. It was in those parts of the battlefield that the Round Table forces suffered their greatest losses. But while they were lethal and fearless and made an average Vonnegan fighter look like an uncoordinated child, it was the very best of the Purple Berets’ ranks that were chosen to be Fianna. The man standing in front of Philo had no way of knowing he was looking at someone who had been a part of that group.

“My friend,” Philo said, knowing the Purple Beret would be useful when the mechs arrived, “Anything you have to add would be appreciated. We can teach them together if you like.”

The Purple Beret took another step forward, his staff twirling around his fingers with ease.

“Friend,” the man said, but there wasn’t any kindness in the word, only scorn. “Leave the training to me. I can handle it.”

Philo took a deep breath. If this same scene had happened a couple of years earlier, while he was wearing his Fianna armor and demon mask, the man across from him would already be gagging on the ground from having his neck sliced open. Now, though, no longer hiding his violence behind a mask, no longer wanting to kill at all save for the enemy that was approaching, he smiled and took a step backward.

The Purple Beret took this action as a sign of retreat rather than what it actually was—Philo ensuring he was outside the range of the staff in the man’s hand. Thinking he saw a moment of weakness, the Purple Beret stepped forward again, to where Philo had been, then turned to the crowd.

“I’ll be instructing you today,” the Purple Beret said to the group.

“Friend,” Philo said. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I am sure I can provide the best instruction. And it’s not egos that we are preserving; it’s the lives of those we care about.”

The Purple Beret turned only slightly toward Philo. Then he laughed for the benefit of the others gathered in the street.

“A duel to decide,” the Purple Beret said. “A test of skill.”

Philo’s hands tensed. His eyes narrowed.

“Every moment you waste with these games is a moment we could be training for the Hannibal.”

“It’ll be worth it to them,” the man said, motioning with the end of his staff toward everyone gathered around, “when they see the skill of their new instructor.”

Philo nodded, then forced himself to take a deep breath, which he held for a moment, then exhaled over the course of three seconds.

The Purple Beret moved from one foot to the other and then back again. He spun his staff in circles and let his head bob from side to side.

In one quick motion, Philo moved as if he were going to swipe at the man’s knees with one end of his staff, but then brought the other end up instead so it cracked against the Purple Beret’s right hand. The Purple Beret gave a shocked cry that he probably didn’t even know he had let slip, his hand dropping from the staff. Without pause, Philo brought the opposite side of his stick up to meet the man’s chin, then jabbed forward as hard as he could with the other end, connecting with the Purple Beret’s sternum.

The man crashed to the ground, his staff an abandoned prop rolling away from him on the ground. Philo’s movements had been so fast that no one gathered had seen exactly what happened. Some thought they saw a right cross. Others thought they saw a left sweep. All of them, though, saw the Purple Beret lying on the ground a split second after the fight had begun.

“It’s okay, friend,” Philo said without malice. “Get your breath back. You’ll be fine.”

After a minute, the Purple Beret got back up to his feet. His breathing was ragged and he was blinking faster than he had been before.

“The staff isn’t my weapon of choice,” the man said. “Do you think we’re going to beat the mechs with staffs?”

“What would you prefer?”

“Hand to hand.”

“Are we going to defeat the mechs with our hands?” Philo said in a rare moment of levity that made those around him smile, everyone except the elite trooper in front of him.

Without waiting for an invitation or an official start, the Purple Beret threw a jab with his left hand, then a cross with his right. Philo moved to the side. He had to admit that the man’s form was perfect. His elbows were tucked. His chin was down. His hands were up but he was also flat on his front foot, which Philo crushed with a kick.

The force of the leg strike made the Purple Beret stumble back a step. Without giving the taller and stronger fighter a chance to swing again, Philo dropped down, shot forward, and scooped the man’s legs out from under him. When the Purple Beret braced a hand against the ground to try to stand back up, Philo moved to the side and used his opponent’s momentum to pull himself onto the Purple Beret’s back, where he sank in a choke.

“Give up?” Philo said.

The Purple Beret didn’t nod or grunt or give any indication that he wanted to quit. Instead he growled in frustration as the blood drained from his face. A moment later, his eyes glazed over and he went limp.

Philo pushed the man to the side so he could get out from under his weight. Standing, he turned to the crowd.

When he saw their attention on the downed Purple Beret, he said, “Don’t worry, he’ll wake up in a few seconds. Just needs to get blood back to his head.”

The Purple Beret’s eyes opened. He looked around, trying to make sense of what had happened. Slowly, the people gathered in the street began to once again look at Philo to see what he would teach them.

“So, like I was saying...”
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“You’re leaving,” Enid said as she sat on the edge of their bed.

The ceiling of their bedroom had the same brilliant array of crystals as the main room. A single candle illuminated thousands of tiny reflections, giving the room a harsh brilliance as Quickly’s wife tried not to cry.

He hadn’t said anything, and yet she wasn’t asking if he was going to go; she was stating a fact. You’re leaving. The words made his lungs burn, took the life out of his arms and legs. And yet as sad as they made him, they didn’t change what he was going to do.

He hadn’t cheated on her, hadn’t lied to her, but he felt the same way he would have if he had done all of those things many times over. Part of him wanted to say it wasn’t true. He wanted to defend himself and what he was doing. His mouth opened but he thought better of saying anything and instead sat beside her. He took her hand in his. He would have understood if she pulled away but she didn’t.

While she sat in silence, all of the things she could have said to him played through his head. We came here together to build a life. You’re the only person I know on this entire desolate planet. We rely on each other to survive out here. All of it was true, and yet she sat quietly, staring up at the light reflecting off the crystals above them.

When she did finally speak, she said, “You always believed that if you did one more mission you wouldn’t make it back.”

The words forced his eyes shut. His head rested on her shoulder.

“I know.”

“So you’re okay with dying? You’d rather fly one more mission than spend another twenty or thirty years with me?”

“It’s not that,” he said, re-opening his eyes and lifting his head so they were looking at each other. “We’re going to see each other again. I know it. Maybe not on this planet. Maybe not in a day or a year, but we will.”

“How can you know that?”

There was no accusation in her question—maybe because she had grown up on Kerchin-Joshua. It was said mystics came to the planet because they saw things in the reflected light of the crystals, visions that revealed many of the galaxy’s secrets. For anyone who was familiar with the dazzling array of lights and colors that the underground caves offered, anything could seem possible.

“Lancelot told me,” he said. “And I believe her. Somehow, she knows Vere, and I truly think Vere understands things about life and death that most of us don’t understand yet. Vere said I’ll see you again, so I believe it.”

It was her turn to put her head on his shoulder. His arm slipped around her and pulled her closer. A moment later, he felt the cloth of his shirt grow wet. In addition to never seeing her lose her temper, he had never seen her cry. The strength she exhibited every day, not just in accepting life in a place like Kerchin-Joshua where the elements were brutal and life was hard, but in her general outlook, was one of the reasons he had fallen in love with her.

She didn’t sob or curse or say anything. Instead, the two of them remained motionless on the bed until the tears stopped.

“You really have to go?” she said.

“If I don’t, billions of people will die. They might die anyway, but I have to do whatever I can.”

She gave a half hearted smile. “Well, I hope this Vere of yours is right.”

“So do I.”

“Do me a favor?”

“Of course.”

She tried to offer a smile a second time but again failed. “If we are going to see each other again, don’t be gone too long.”

He knew her enough to know that was all she would say on the subject. If he pressed any further she would shut off and they might say something they would later regret.

He nodded, turned, and put some clothes and supplies into a backpack, then stood over where she was still sitting on the bed. With her head between his hands, he leaned down and kissed the top of her forehead and told her he loved her. When she said the same in return, he turned and left.
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More than two dozen ships had arrived to confront the Juggernaut. However, they weren’t fighting the mammoth vessel—none of their weapons could possibly harm the moving fortress—as much as they were doing their best to slow its progress. Some were racing in circles around it, seeing how close they could get before the enemy slowed to raise its hangar doors so the mechs could appear. Others pelted it with lasers to see if hitting it in one area versus another might have a different effect or elicit a response from the invaders.

The Purple Hawk watched the proceedings from afar. It wasn’t that he was afraid of the Juggernaut or its forces. He stayed away because of the collection of pirates, stunt pilots, and random people trying to do whatever they could to delay the Hannibal’s arrival at Greater Mazuma. It was well known among skilled fighter pilots that it was dangerous to fight near such thrillseekers. The weekend warrior was more of a threat than the skilled pilot because their lack of training made them unpredictable. In space, unpredictable was dangerous.

A perfect example of that unfolded before the Purple Hawk’s eyes. A pirate in a converted Cirullian fighter raced toward the Juggernaut, fired a single proton torpedo, then banked left, diagonally away from the back corner of the enemy vessel. It was what the Purple Hawk would have done if he were piloting the same vessel. But only a hundred yards away from the Cirullian fighter was a DD-Tramex spacejet. The pilot fired a pair of laser streaks from tiny blasters he had probably mounted onto his own craft. Instead of banking away from the Juggernaut’s primary weapons, the pilot turned toward them. This put him on a path directly for the Cirullian fighter, which had to swerve out of the way to avoid colliding with the other ship. In doing so, it moved too close to the Juggernaut’s thrusters and was engulfed in vaporizing energy. The Purple Hawk shook his head and sighed. The pilot of the spacejet probably didn’t even know he had made the elementary mistake that caused another pilot to die. That was what made undisciplined pilots so dangerous.

Occasionally, the Purple Hawk would set his Thunderbolt’s engines to full power and race across the Juggernaut’s bow, but only when he saw other pilots weren’t nearby to get in his way. More often, he sat back and watched how the Juggernaut responded to other vessels. Part of his success over the years was due to being able to see only a few movements of an enemy fighter and correctly assess that pilot’s tendencies. If he could do the same thing one more time, it would be infinitely more valuable than anything else he could hope to do in his Thunderbolt.

A streak of laser fire sailed past his ship. It missed him by a hundred yards but he still moved further away from where he had been. Looking at his displays, he identified the ship whose pilot was so incompetent that he couldn’t hit the largest vessel anyone had ever seen. It was the same DD-Tramex spacejet that had caused the pirate’s death. The Purple Hawk didn’t care about pirates any more than he cared about insects. If they left him alone he was willing to leave them alone as well, but if they got in his way or annoyed him, he would crush them. It was clear the pilot of the spacejet had to be taught a lesson.

The Purple Hawk moved the control stick forward, angling his fighter to head near the spacejet. When the pilot of the DD-Tramex turned for another pass at the Juggernaut, the Purple Hawk gunned his engine and moved in behind him. The spacejet fired another laser shot toward the Juggernaut. At the same time, the Purple Hawk let loose a pair of blasts that took out both of the spacejet’s directional controls, leaving the DD-Tramex without the ability to turn in any direction. The Purple Hawk brought his Thunderbolt to a near stop, then watched as the spacejet flew straight into the side of the Juggernaut, bursting into a small, blue explosion.

And still the Juggernaut continued forward, toward Greater Mazuma. The pilots, some skilled and many haphazard, had managed to slow the Hannibal vessel’s progress. The extra time might allow the flagships at Greater Mazuma to transport hundreds of thousands more children off the planet. It wasn’t enough, however. No amount of delaying the enemy would possibly be enough if billions of people would still eventually be killed. The only truly desirable goal was stopping it completely, so that the men and women and children of Greater Mazuma were allowed to grow old in peace.

Resigned to his fate, knowing that decades of being a fighter pilot had led to this one confrontation, the Purple Hawk sighed and began to unfasten his helmet. In the academy, it had been beaten into every cadet’s head that they were never to take their pilot’s helmet off. In all the time he had been flying Thunderbolts he never had.

With it on, the Purple Hawk could survive in the vacuum of space until his oxygen reserves ran out. With it off, if he were forced to eject from his Thunderbolt he would die in a matter of moments. Having it off, though, afforded him the chance to see the vessel he was facing with his own eyes.

A Thunderbolt couldn’t possibly defeat the enemy in front of him. And yet he couldn’t return to Greater Mazuma with his head held high if he didn’t know he had done his best. Nor could he flee from the scene and settle down on some quiet and out-of-the-way planet. He hadn’t become known as the Purple Hawk by running away from fights. He had earned the moniker because wherever laser blasts were being fired he had been the last fighter flying. Now, though, he knew he would die. Maybe in the next few minutes or the next hour. Soon.

He sighed and contemplated the enormity of the Juggernaut, a thing he knew he couldn’t defeat but also couldn’t allow to pass by him without a real fight.

“Okay then.”

Taking one last look at the monster making its way through the Mardigan sector, he put his helmet back over his head. Instantly, an array of sensors gave faint highlights through his visor displaying where other ships were located, the makes and models of those crafts, as well as their approximate velocities. After scanning the area and seeing what the various ships were doing, he pushed the throttle forward on his Thunderbolt and began toward the massive vessel, gradually at first, but building up speed in a matter of seconds until he was soaring toward the invader as fast as any other ship in the vicinity.

He guided the Thunderbolt to fly in a straight line toward the top left corner of the Juggernaut. As he did, he fired a laser blast every two seconds to let the Hannibal know he was coming. As he got nearer, he saw two of the cannons along the vessel’s side swivel in an attempt to target his fighter. One moved from the starboard side and one from port. A moment before either could lock onto him, he swerved downward, ensuring his Thunderbolt didn’t pass through the Juggernaut’s crosshairs even for a second.

A Type-KL space racer, a single-man craft built for speed, flew past him in the opposite direction. The two ships passed within a mere one hundred feet of each other. With just his eyes the Purple Hawk would have seen only a gray blur pass by him. With the augmented vision of his helmet’s visor he was able to see that the pilot of the space racer had given him a thumbs up as the two ships passed each other.

The Purple Hawk was not one for being lighthearted. It wasn’t possible after the space battles he had been a part of. The deaths of so many friends had made him cold and hard. Even destroying an enemy vessel was a solemn task because those ships were also piloted by men and women who had friends and families of their own. Yet he couldn’t help but smile at the Type-KL pilot’s positive outlook. If they stayed in the fight against the Juggernaut they were going to die. It wasn’t a matter of if but when, and yet some random person in a craft that was meant for joy-riding was in the same fight as the most decorated Vonnegan fighter pilot of all time, and the pilot had the audacity to give a thumbs up. The Purple Hawk grinned and shook his head.

On his way around the other side of the Juggernaut, he spotted one of the hangar doors that occasionally released the mechs. His thumb moved to the top of the control stick and pressed a glowing red button. A proton torpedo discharged and rocketed toward the hangar door. It exploded in an array of yellows and oranges, and he followed up the explosion with a dozen laser shots, each hitting the same metal panel.

Right on cue, the other hangar door in sight rose and a mech, the color of dried blood, appeared. The Purple Hawk assumed the two hangar doors on the other side of the ship had also been raised and that two other mechs were also coming for him. The displays beside his navigation system confirmed this by showing three new dots in the area.

The mech closest to him turned on its transport disc and began toward him with its long ion sword. An alarm chirped in his helmet and he jammed the controls downward. A streak of energy sailed past the spot where he had been. Sending the Thunderbolt into a spiral, he looked back over his shoulder to see the white mech aiming its ion bow at him. Before it could fire a second time, he turned right, then jerked the controls hard the other way to put some distance between him and the mechs.

On his displays, he saw a dot disappear as a random ship exploded into a burst of white. Where it had been, the gray mech brought its scythe back into a readied position.

As the Purple Hawk watched, the white mech fired another ion arrow. This one streaked across space until it cut through the middle of a converted space harrier, no doubt belonging to a local pirate. The harrier erupted into a series of explosions as it flew away from the battle until finally it dispersed into thousands of tiny bits.

The Purple Hawk brought his Thunderbolt around for another pass, but this time he flew directly in line with the cannon pointed toward him, making sure to keep one of the mechs between him and the larger weapon. When the black mech moved to get out of the line of fire, the Purple Hawk adjusted his course to keep directly in line with the the Juggernaut and the mech, daring the Hannibal flagship to fire on him at the mech’s expense.

The mech held out its huge iron gauntlet, revealing what looked to be a scale with a cylinder balanced on either side. As the Purple Hawk continued racing toward it, he unleashed a series of blasts that pelted the mech. Halfway toward the mech he saw a cloud of energy appear from its unconventional weapon. The cloud expanded in size faster than he thought possible. It also seemed to move toward his ship. The controls of his Thunderbolt creaked as he swerved away from the deadly poison.

Knowing the other mechs were nearby, he sent the Thunderbolt into a spiraling nosedive. Glancing above him, he saw a streak of energy pass by where his ship would have been if he hadn’t changed direction. To his side, he watched a junker vessel, too heavily modified to tell what it had originally been, fire a pair of dual-cannon lasers at the mechs. Before the junker could perform another maneuver, the reddish brown mech came up beside it and sliced the ship in half with its ion sword. Just like that, another of the pilots fighting alongside the Purple Hawk was gone. A moment later, another disappeared from existence when one of the Juggernaut’s cannons erupted in a brilliant flash of energy.

From a distance, the Purple Hawk unleashed another proton torpedo and then another pair of laser blasts. He ignored the mechs and instead focused on the hangar doors of the Juggernaut to see what kind of response it would elicit.

To his surprise, the mechs ignored him. Instead, hundreds of projectiles began streaming from portholes alongside the Juggernaut’s hull. Each was smaller than a proton torpedo. From the way they flew through space, he could tell they weren’t meant to be weapons. Some of the cylinders remained close to the Juggernaut. Others dispersed in a wide pattern around the perimeter of the fighting. He knew exactly what they were, and soon enough the space around him went from being a void with sparkling stars in the distance to being filled with enormous circles of energy—hundreds of portals forming a defense around the Juggernaut. In front of him, he could no longer see the moon-sized ship, only a white disc of energy. The same behind him, to his sides, above, and below him.

Looking down at his displays, the Purple Hawk saw three more ships in the area were gone. Each had been sliced in half due to having only part of their ship get past newly formed portals. The back half of the ships had been caught in the portal’s energy and were transported across the battlefield.

The good news was that by releasing the portals, the enemy had been forced to further slow its progress toward Greater Mazuma. The bad news was that on the cockpit displays in front of him, the Purple Hawk saw the four mechs had moved close to the Juggernaut. It was what he would do if the Athens Destroyer he had flown out of was going to unleash explosives to the surrounding area...

An alert told him the Juggernaut fired blasts from three of its cannons. All he could see were circles of energy, but he knew what would happen. Without another thought, he jammed the Thunderbolt’s controls to the side so he was racing away from the middle of the nearest portal. A moment later, a streak of laser fire erupted from that same portal, disappeared into the next portal on the other side of him, then reappeared three portals down, heading in the opposite direction.

The sensors in his helmet were confused by what was happening, forcing him to turn the controls off so he was looking through a clear visor. A display by his left hand showed the progression of what was happening. Three cannon blasts were being guided through various portals like a laser ricocheting inside a room covered with mirrors. Because the portals were closely arrayed, the blasts would appear and disappear before anyone could make sense of where it had come from or where it was going. Their speed made them resemble thousands of laser streaks. As the Purple Hawk watched, dots that noted various ships in the area vanished one by one. He saw the Type-KL space racer, piloted by the person who had given him a thumbs up, turn away from the Juggernaut in an apparent attempt to get outside the perimeter of portals. A moment later that dot disappeared from the display as well.

Knowing he was trapped, knowing he couldn’t hope to outrace the cannon blasts randomly appearing in the blink of an eye, the Purple Hawk did the only thing he could think of. He fired every remaining proton torpedo into the closest portal, hoping they would either make their way back to the Juggernaut or else force the Hannibal to turn off their portals.

To his surprise, the Hannibal did disengage the hundreds of portals. But only for a split second. When they burst back into life a moment later, portals around him again, his ship’s alarms immediately screamed. Four projectiles were racing toward him.

The Purple Hawk had just enough time, as the proton torpedoes sped toward him, to appreciate how ironic it was that the most decorated Vonnegan pilot of all time would meet his fate not at the hands of a sworn enemy or lifelong foe but by his own weapons. Then his ship erupted in a blaze of light and fire.
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When CamaLon’s best scientists and engineers finished taking apart Lancelot’s ship and were on their way to building the first moveable containment field, Talbot took a break from overseeing the preparations. There was only one place he wanted to go.

When he got to his parents’ house, however, it looked and felt completely different than what he remembered. The stone exterior had always represented safety to him. He could turn the corner, see the stone walls, and know he was soon to walk through a sanctuary where he could be alone with his thoughts or else sit at the table and talk to his mother for hours. Now, as he approached, the stone seemed fragile, decaying. The rock itself would slowly wither away over thousands of years because of the wind and rain. The mortar between each stone would go much quicker, and he noticed that a portion toward the ground was already flaking away. If one of the joints were to weaken, the entire house could collapse.

The same was true of the Round Table. His life, too.

His father was dead. Hector was dead. A seemingly invincible enemy approached. An idea that had united the galaxy was at risk of collapsing under its own weight.

It seemed silly to think that a home, a simple dwelling where he and his mother and father had lived since coming back to Edsall Dark, could have come to represent his personal security. When the entire galaxy was crumbling to pieces, a modest stone house meant nothing at all.

The idea was compounded when he opened the door and walked inside. Even though it was daytime, the shades were pulled down over the windows so the rooms were cast in darkness. His mother was sitting in a chair in the corner, staring at an empty wall.

“Mom.”

She blinked back into the world of the living, turned to see who was there, then smiled when she saw it was her boy.

“What are you doing, mom?” he said, walking over to where she was sitting.

“Just thinking,” she said, sounding drugged or half asleep.

“What about?”

She brought a hand up to shoo the question away and instead asked what was on his mind.

“A woman arrived from the Cartha sector,” he said. “Her ship has a technology the scientists are currently replicating. It’s the only hope the Round Table has of defeating the Hannibal.”

She stared at him without any judgment on her face, no anxiety or happiness or other emotion. She continued to gaze at him, maybe through him—he was the spitting image of his father—and he wondered what she could be thinking.

He leaned forward and took her hands in his. “I’m leaving to face them. I believe in the woman who came here. I believe that what she’s doing is good.” When his mother still didn’t say anything, he added, “I need to do this.”

Margaret turned back to look at the empty wall. A slight smile appeared on her face, and he had no idea what she must be going through inside her head.

Finally, his mother turned back and looked at him once more. “You’re in love.”

As much as he tried not to let it, he felt his face redden. She laughed then. Her husband was dead, as was her best friend. Her son was getting ready to go to war, and yet she laughed!

“You’re my son,” she said. “You don’t think I know your heart?” When he frowned and looked for an explanation, she added, “Your father had to twist your arm to get you to go into the academy and then again to go on the Cartha campaign. Everyone could see you didn’t want to do it and yet you did. Now, a woman arrives and you are eager to go? If that isn’t love, I don’t know what is.”

His first instinct was to deny it. Then came the urge to say nothing, which he managed for a few seconds. After that came the desire to find error in what she said. The thing was, though, there was nothing to correct.

“She has no peer,” he said, remembering the way she had dropped Arc-Mi-Die’s head on the ground, the way she hadn’t taken the side of the representatives who supported Julian or the ones who had supported Hector but had seen through the treachery of both sides, the way she risked her life for those she didn’t know just because it was the right thing to do. Her eyes. Her lips.

Forcing himself to stop thinking about her, he turned and looked at his mother once more. She smiled in a way that only a mother could. She smiled with the sadness of knowing he was leaving and she wouldn’t see him again for a long time. She smiled with the knowledge that while her boy was leaving he was finally doing what made him happy and so she couldn’t help but be happy even though it broke her heart.

“All my life, I’ve been lost,” he said. When she began to protest, he added, “I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I didn’t know who I wanted to be. I went across the galaxy and almost got myself killed just to make Dad happy.”

He paused, thinking of the officers he had seen die in the Carthagen tunnels. Funny how that was the memory that lingered in his head and not the one of a lance being driven through his father’s stomach before he was captured and presumed dead.

He told his mother that people were fools or cowards when it came to what they wanted to believe. “I wanted to believe that joining the academy and going off on that silly campaign was the right thing so I did it. That was the story with me—I went where I thought I should go because I didn’t really have a true direction. But I do now. What Lancelot says is the truth. Her actions are the truth.”

Margaret’s eyes closed as she smiled. “Looks like the academy and the campaign were for a purpose after all, then.”

He couldn’t tell if she was making a joke, but he nodded. “They were. I can see that now. I was miserable during both, but without them I wouldn’t have found my true calling.”

This made his mother smile as well. “It sounds like you know what you need to do.”

“For once in my life, yes.”

“Will you do me one favor?”

“Of course.”

She reached over and took one of his hands in hers, and with her other hand she pulled the blind open so a little bit of daylight entered the room.

“Let’s talk one last time, mother and son.”

He didn’t tell her it wasn’t going to be the last time because he would be back. Nor did he tell her he didn’t have the time. The engineers wouldn’t be ready with the outfitted ships and the extra containment barriers for at least another eight hours anyway.

Instead, he said there was nothing else he would rather do in that moment, and then the two of them stared out the window at the little flying creatures and the children as they spoke of how the city had changed in the years since they had returned to it.
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Lancelot had arrived to Kerchin-Joshua in a Llyushin transport and she also departed on one, but not the same ship. Instead, she and Quickly flew away from the frozen tundra in the craft he had originally flown to the planet. The ship had been stored in one of the tunnels next to where he lived with Enid, and over the course of his years on the planet, he had occasionally gone there and worked on it, performing all of the modifications he wished the designers had thought of when they created it.

Through his improvements, it weighed eight percent less than a standard Llyushin transport. Its engine allowed it to fly twenty percent faster. Some of the armor was reworked to give more protection in vulnerable areas. Even the angles of the cockpit windows were slightly altered to allow him to see more toward his upper left and lower right, two places where the original ship’s designers had placed cockpit instruments.

The controls were still the same, and that was the only reason he took his vessel and left behind the one Lancelot had arrived on. He had taught Enid how to fly the transport and while she had no intrinsic interest in piloting ships or leaving the planet, he had made her learn how in case an emergency ever occurred and she was forced to leave.

For the first time on her journeys, Lancelot sat in the co-pilot’s seat of a vessel and let someone else fly. She had hoped they might fly some of the way in silence so she could collect her thoughts but there were so many updates Quickly needed that they spoke the entire time. She told him about the portal technology the Hannibal used as both an offensive and defensive measure. She told him about the four mechs and the death they delivered everywhere they went. After that, she related the details of Julian Reiser’s death and that she had been the one to kill Hector.

“And now we’re going to recruit others to try and stop the Hannibal?” Quickly said.

“Yes, exactly.”

Because of the portal in the Kerchin sector and where it jumped to, it had taken them less time to get to their next destination than if they had departed from Edsall Dark. In front of her, a familiar set of asteroids presented themselves.

“We’re flying into that?” Quickly said without enthusiasm. When he realized that it sounded as if he doubted his own piloting skills, he added, “I can do it, I just wasn’t looking forward to putting any dents into my ship so soon.”

“Not into there,” she said, looking for the comms controls. Then, after finding them and pressing a white button, she said, “This is Lancelot. I have one other person with me. We mean no harm. I simply want to talk.”

A moment later, half the asteroids vanished. Hundreds of others appeared where it looked as if there had been nothing but space.

“Neat trick,” Quickly said.

“That is where we’re going.”

“Wonderful.”
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While Philo was off training groups of men and women to fight against the Hannibal mechs and Thidian was working with crews to turn many of Greater Mazuma’s infrastructure systems into traps, Pompey was overseeing the rest of the preparations.

One of his priorities had been to ensure the effort to convert part of an tunnel system into an underground shelter for millions of Vonnegans stayed on track. The tunnels had long gone unused and were originally intended for travel between parts of a shipyard that had existed centuries earlier. Now, those same tunnels were being lined with lead in the hope that the mechs wouldn’t be able to detect signs of life there.

He also received updates on the effort to transfer as many children off the planet as possible. With little time left before the Juggernaut arrived, he had already sent the order that no more vessels would be allowed to arrive. Anyone who didn’t make it off Greater Mazuma in one of the ships currently at the landing pads would be stuck on the planet and share the same fate as everyone else.

“Sir,” a young woman said. She was standing in the doorway of the room Mowbray had used when visiting the planet, famed for its view of the skyscraper-filled planet.

He turned and nodded, not bothering to remind her or anyone else that he didn’t want to be called sir.

“We’re getting reports that a group of approximately one hundred Vonnegans is on top of the Kryack tower with banners greeting the Hannibal.”

“And?”

“And they refuse to leave the roof and go into hiding.”

Pompey shrugged and turned back to the view of the city. In the distance he could see the Kryack tower, one of the hundreds that seemed to glow because of the way the sun’s light reflected off the tinted metal. The people on top of the roof were too small for him to see but he imagined them dancing or singing or whatever it was that their deluded minds thought was appropriate.

“Leave them. They made their choice. We can’t take any resources away from the people who actually want to live.”

“Yes, sir.”

The woman clicked her heels together, turned, and left the room.

A moment later, a middle-aged man stood at the same doorway and also requested Pompey’s attention by referring to him as sir.

“Yes?”

“The Mastoban tower is on fire.”

Pompey turned to the east. Sure enough, a plume of smoke was rising into the sky. He swiped his hand through a holographic display and glanced through the plans that Thidian had sent him. The Mastoban tower was not part of the city planner’s strategy. He asked the man if he knew why the tower was on fire.

“Not sure, sir. It could be random mischief. Maybe someone sabotaged it.”

Pompey looked back down at the hologram floating to his side. “Mastoban tower,” he said, and the pixels changed to provide him with the latest updates on the structure. All he cared about was whether or not it had people in it. Once he saw it didn’t, he told the man to ignore it.

“But what if it spreads, sir?”

“Before the day is finished, there will be fires all over the city.”

The man’s eyes moved away from looking at Pompey and instead focused on the view outside the window. Except for the lack of transports carrying people everywhere and the steady stream of ships descending to and departing from the surface, it looked like any other day. The fighting hadn’t broken out yet, so it was easy for people to forget that death and suffering would soon be upon them. The mind had a way of compartmentalizing. The man across from Pompey knew the Hannibal were almost there and yet he was concerned with one insignificant skyscraper.

“Is that all?” Pompey said.

“Yes, sir.”

Pompey nodded and turned back to the window. An alert appeared in a hologram that formed to his side. The floating letters and symbols flashed red to note the urgency of the message. After reading it, he tapped a button on the device in his hand and a comm link opened.

“Philo, the Hannibal will be here in ten minutes.”

Philo’s voice emanated from invisible speakers installed in the room. “Okay, we’re moving into our positions as I speak.”

“Fight well,” Pompey said before changing the comms signal to another recipient. “Thidian, the Hannibal will be here in ten minutes.”

There was a delay in the response, and for a moment Pompey thought the city planner might have lost his nerve and made a dash from Greater Mazuma. But then the man’s voice also resounded throughout the room.

“Sorry about that. The lead walls here are disrupting communications. We are set.”

Pompey turned the comms line off without saying anything else. To the east, the Mastoban tower was still burning. The flames had grown in intensity, allowing Pompey to not only see smoke but also the fire that produced it. He had no doubt that the lunatics were still on the roof of the Kryack tower as well.

He turned the comms device to yet another channel. “Captain Merceless, this is Pompey.”

A moment later, the Vonnegan in charge of overseeing the evacuation of children aboard the flagships came across in the crisp and authoritative tone of someone who, unlike Pompey, was in the middle of his military career.

“Yes, sir.”

“How many ships do you currently have in the spaceport getting people boarded?”

“Three, sir. One Athens Destroyer, one Mega-M cargo hauler, and a Class A Plutar frigate.”

“Listen carefully, Captain Merceless. The Hannibal will be here in nine minutes. No matter what stage you are in of filling the ships, you are to immediately stop boarding any more people so the ships can depart.”

“Sir, we have lines of thousands of children still waiting to board. They won’t make it off the planet otherwise.”

“The people already on those vessels won’t make it if they don’t leave right this instant. Do you understand, Captain?”

Pompey knew what he was ordering. If they lost the battle against the mechs, the deaths of the children he was preventing from boarding those vessels would be on his conscience. And by ordering Captain Merceless to carry out the order, he was consigning someone else to sharing that guilt.

When he didn’t get a response right away, he thought about calling Philo and sending him over to ensure the order was carried out. A man of doubts, as Merceless might be, wouldn’t have the constitution to do the necessary and stop the lines of children from boarding the vessels. How could anyone be asked to say This child will be able to leave and be safe but the very next child will not? Each set of pleading eyes would beg for Captain Merceless to pick the next child in line after them.

Someone like Philo would be able to carry out the order, though. Pompey had no idea what role Philo had performed for the Vonnegan army but it was clear the man had a cold and ruthless mentality, yet was calculating and reasonable. It was a combination of qualities that were trained into only a few roles, all of which made the hairs on the back of Pompey’s neck stand up. A man like Philo would have no trouble shutting the door on crying children if he were ordered to do so, not because he enjoyed their misery but because he would understand the necessity of it.

“Captain Merceless?”

“Yes, sir. I’m ordering the three ships to close their ramps right now.”

“Thank you.”

“Yes, sir.”

He knew that saying anything else was wasting precious time but something else needed to be said.

“And Merceless?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You are saving the lives of everyone already aboard those ships. You have to look at it that way. If you don’t...”

“Sir?”

“If you don’t, there wouldn’t be anything to live for after this is all over.”

Without waiting for a response, Pompey closed the comms line. Beside him, another hologram appeared in the air, flashing red like the previous one but more rapidly.

He looked up at the northwest corner of the sky to see what the alert had signaled. It was there, in the distance.

The Juggernaut.
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With only minutes remaining before the mechs reached the planet’s surface, Philo put on his Fianna armor. It was the first time in three years he had brought it out of the locked storage chest in the bottom corner of his closet. As much as he still worked out, as fit as he looked when he glanced at himself in the mirror, wearing the armor again was a humbling affair. Each piece was tighter than it was supposed to be.

With every piece on except for his helmet, he moved to the side, crouched, and then brought his arms up. With each movement, the armor that had been created to be perfectly silent back when it was sized to fit his body, now creaked and whined because it was a fraction too small.

Outside, a group of soldiers raced past his door on their way to their assigned stations. He could tell from listening to them that there were four people in the group and each carried a blaster. The patter of eight feet and of the blasters’ straps jangling against their sides told him as much. His ability to instantly recognize information like that was due to his extensive sensory training. It gave him the ability to discern exactly how many people he should be prepared to slice down before entering a room and was one of the many reasons Fianna had always had an advantage before the first blow was struck.

He withdrew the vibro halberd and slid it onto the latch behind his shoulder. He picked up the helmet and went to his door. His reflection in the glass caught his attention. A purple, armor-clad figure, reminding him of everything he had done. His hand came up, raising the helmet to the same height as his head. The already demonic laugh captured in the helmet’s grin was blurred in the window’s reflection. For a split second, he forgot it wasn’t his true face, only a symbol meant to instill fear. Now, he was someone else entirely. At least, that was what he told himself.

Opening his door, he jogged down the street, turned a corner, jogged another three blocks, turned another corner, then came upon what would be one of the busier districts when the fighting broke out. The few people who weren’t already hidden in their assigned bunkers turned and looked at him. The blaster in a woman’s hand twitched and Philo thought she might raise it and shoot him right there in the street for everything he and the other Fianna had done.

He saw a man in the light armor of the Purple Berets and knew it was the same individual he had choked unconscious during the training session. Philo couldn’t see the man’s face through the tinted lens of the special unit helmet, but he could guess that the fighter now understood why Philo had been reluctant to explain his credentials. Seeing the Fianna armor, the man was now most likely considering himself lucky to be alive. Philo nodded to the man, then turned and walked toward the spot where he would hunker down and wait for the mechs.

The reinforced ditch, dug into a spot surrounded by pavement, had another occupant. A middle-aged woman, dressed in the gear of a Vonnegan ground soldier, turned and stared at him and his goblin-faced helmet. She looked at him, then back out to the street, and then to the sky where the mechs would appear.

“How can you live with yourself after everything you did?” she said.

Back in the days when the Fianna protected Mowbray and served as the face of the Vonnegan Empire, he would have killed her just for that comment. Now, the two of them awaiting a common enemy, he gave the question some thought as he also looked up at the sky. With the hundred-story buildings all around them, neither of them could see very much of the purple clouds and definitely nothing of the Juggernaut.

Not intending the comment to be cynical or to alleviate the tension, he looked up and down the street for any sign of the mechs, then said, “I won’t have to live with myself for much longer, I guess.”

“If we do get through this, I’ll kill you myself,” the woman said.

“If I were you, I would want the same.”

All around him on the street, in their various hiding spots, everyone went silent. A humming noise began to fill the air. The mechs were approaching.
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Quickly’s Llyushin transport touched down at the mouth of the same asteroid cave where Round Tables forces had fought and died after making made their emergency landing months earlier.

“You’ll want to stay here,” Lancelot said in her normal voice. Then, after her helmet was on, she added in the monotone and unemotional speech of the voice modifier, “You shouldn’t have any problems, but if you do, take off and follow the same course we followed to get here. Do not deviate from that course, no matter what you see in front of you.”

“Understood,” Quickly said. “And you? If there’s trouble, I mean.”

Lancelot had been heading toward the back of the ship. She turned and gave a slight shake of the head.

“If there’s trouble, I’ll kill everyone on this rock and meet you outside the asteroid field.”

“Fair enough.”

When she first left Orleans she didn’t think she would ever return. Instead, she was now visiting them a second time in a matter of weeks. After muttering a string of curses under her breath, she paused and realized how irritable she had become. Before continuing down the asteroid tunnel to where the Carthagens would be, she forced herself to identify the reason for her annoyance.

It didn’t take much effort to realize it was because both times she had returned to the Orleans asteroid field it was to ask for help. She prided herself on being able to defeat everyone she faced, and it went against who she wanted to be to ask for help from anyone, especially those who had deceived her, as the Dauphin had.

It hadn’t been much of a blow to her ego when she had recruited Quickly. She had never claimed to be an expert pilot and it was his speciality. And he knew Vere, so they had a common ally. Lancelot could trick herself into believing Quickly was doing Vere a favor rather than herself. That was how she rationalized it.

But here, among her former people, she was forced to admit she was the one who needed assistance. No one else. For the first time, instead of taking pride at having dispatched all of the other Carthagen warriors with ease, she felt the shame they must have felt after being beaten both mentally and physically.

The sympathy made her growl and remember why she was there. While Vere and Mortimous would no doubt appreciate that she was able to have empathy for her vanquished foes, those same people had only accepted her because she could kill better than anyone else. If they had known who she really was—not a Carthagen at all but a human—they would have killed her. Even after the Dauphin appointed her as the leader of their warriors, they had allowed her to believe a lie—that she was protecting a colony of Carthagen women and children, not just three old members of a dying race. She owed them nothing, especially not her sympathy.

The sensors in her helmet detected noise from farther in the tunnel, much too far for ordinary ears to hear. After turning the corner and continuing into the darkness, the display in her visor switched settings and she saw a grayscale image of exactly what was hidden in the darkness.

“Hello, Swordnew,” she said. “Nice to see you again.”

“Lancelot,” the other Carthagen warrior said.

The two of them stared at each other from opposite ends of the tunnel before Lancelot started ahead again. Her focus, as she walked, was not on Swordnew but on the walls, floor, and ceiling. If the Carthagens weren’t happy to see her they easily could have installed new defenses since the last time she was there. Her helmet detected nothing, however, and she continued ahead without interruption.

When she was still ten paces away, Swordnew turned and began to walk back in the direction he had come. Without speaking, Lancelot followed. The tunnel connected to another and then to a third. After walking for another minute they were at the door to the Dauphin’s chamber.

Swordnew stood in front of the stone slab, waiting for it to slide open. When it did, he proceeded into the room where the elders resided. Lancelot entered after him. But instead of Swordnew continuing to the back wall, where warriors stood, he remained in the middle of the room. For a moment, Lancelot thought he was challenging her to another duel. Maybe he had been practicing and thought he could finally get the best of her.

Her attention shifted, though, and she realized what was different. It wasn’t that Swordnew was standing where he didn’t belong. It was that there were no elders. The last time she had visited, only two of the Dauphin had been there. Now, there were none.

“Where are the Dauphin?” she asked.

“They are dead,” Swordnew said. “It’s just me now.”
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As the Llyushin cruiser readied for launch, Talbot remained at the bottom of its ramp. His feet were still planted on Edsall Dark but his mind was already deciding what he would do once he and the others in the first wave of ships reached their next destination.

Rather than think of his mother and about leaving her on the planet with no one else she cared about, he tried to focus on Lancelot. She offered hope for a fulfilling future instead of reminding of an unfulfilling present.

“You ready?” a member of the Round Table forces said as he and another soldier made their way up the ramp.

All the engineers were aboard. The pilot was ready. Another set of ships would be leaving from CamaLon as soon as the next assortment of moveable containment field generators was finished. The only thing left to do was walk up the ramp and say goodbye to the place where his father had hoped to achieve his greatest ambitions and where his mother had watched her life dissolve into something she could never have predicted.

He would leave and travel across the galaxy and the next time he walked down the ramp he would be two sectors away, carrying out his part of Lancelot’s mission in an attempt to save the very place he was looking at now.

“You ready?” the other soldier said, the two members of the Round Table forces looking at him from the top of the ramp.

Both of them had clear expressions of doubt. Maybe they knew he was Julian’s son and they had been supporters of Hector. Or maybe they knew his father and had hoped General Reiser’s son would be just as charismatic. It was also possible they knew exactly who Talbot was and cared only about how he had quit the military following the Cartha campaign.

Talbot looked around one last time. He wished his view was of the market and the children playing everywhere or of the fields outside the capital wall and the herds of animals roaming freely. Instead, he saw various vessels he didn’t recognize and which meant nothing to him. His surroundings reminded him of the last time he had set off for a quest across the galaxy. Then, too, he had boarded a vessel he didn’t care about. The only difference was that his father had been in charge of that campaign. This time, those around him perceived him to be the mission leader even though he was only following Lancelot.

His father had been a leader. Yes, Julian had certainly had his share of faults, but he had also inspired confidence in those around him and had led by example. Talbot also had his share of faults. The difference was that he didn’t lead by example or by any other means. He barely led at all.

“Sir?” one of the soldiers said from the top of the ramp.

“Yes, I’m ready,” Talbot said as he jogged up the walkway. “Let’s go.”
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In their discussions, Philo, Thidian, and Pompey had agreed to organize Greater Mazuma’s resistance into quadrants. The northeast, southeast, southwest, and northwest sections of the metropolitan planet were divided by two main thoroughfares that crisscrossed to transport millions of people via hover trains and ion transports. Philo stationed himself in the middle of that intersection, in the heart of what had been the busiest part of the busiest planet in the sector.

Beneath him, millions of people were hiding. Some were two stories directly below him in an abandoned and lead-coated storage facility. Others were two blocks away, four stories underground, in part of an ancient and unused waterway system. All of them were defenseless. If Philo and the fighters on the ground level failed to repel the mechs, if the traps Thidian had designed didn’t work, everyone hiding in those shelters was as good as dead.

Philo had been alerted to the mechs’ arrival by the humming of their transports. A second confirmation came via a short message, received inside the visor of his helmet.

“The mechs are in the northwest quadrant,” Philo said to Dindraine, the woman beside him who constantly glanced at his Fianna armor with disgust.

It felt odd to speak while wearing his Fianna helmet. Part of his seemingly endless training had entailed absolute silence while serving as Mowbray’s protector. All communication had been carried out silently via a combination of eye signals that were processed by the Fianna helmet and by the body language of every other member. They had trained with each other for thousands of hours so each Fianna would know what every other member was going to do without saying a word. In the six years Philo had served as a Fianna, he had only spoken while off-duty, when he wasn’t wearing his armor. Even then, the members of his detail tended not to say very much.

“Are they coming this way?” Dindraine said.

“Not yet,” he said, barely paying her any attention.

He was preoccupied with the idea of climbing out from his hiding spot and joining the fight. Across the street, he was sure the Purple Beret was entertaining the same notion. Instead, Philo stayed exactly where he was.

Raising his head just slightly above ground level, he scanned the little bit of sky he could see between the giant towers all around him. The only visible indication of the mechs’ arrival was a cloud of black energy that was drifting across the tops of the buildings a few miles away.

Behind him, he heard a click, and Dindraine rustling as she changed positions. There were a million different things that could have caused a click, but not that distinct metallic sound. She had disengaged the safety on her blaster.

“The Fianna killed my parents and brother,” she said.

Philo thought about reaching over his shoulder to grab his vibro halberd. However, if her blaster was pointed at him there was little chance he would have enough time to defend himself. He also thought about turning and smacking the weapon out of her hands. It was a maneuver every kid grew up seeing in galactic adventure movies but it was nothing like what would actually happen, which was that she would get a shot off before he managed to turn even halfway around.

Understanding his situation, he remained motionless, his back to her. It was probably better that way, he thought. If he turned and she saw his demon mask, she would be reminded again of the atrocities the Fianna had committed.

“I’m truly sorry for that,” he said.

His helmet was nudged forward, and he knew she had the barrel of her blaster pressed against him.

Then she fired and there was nothing.
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“Where are the Dauphin?”

“They are dead,” Swordnew said. “It’s just me now.”

Lancelot looked around at the empty chamber that had once held a dozen warriors and the three elders, the pretense being that they were all there to protect countless other Carthagens located somewhere else in the Orleans asteroid field. The truth had been that the entire Carthagen race had been in that one cave chamber. Now, the room contained only two warriors.

“How long ago?”

Swordnew looked back at where the Dauphin had always stood, at the control panel that monitored everything going on inside their own hunk of rock and also everything in the asteroid field. He turned back to face her.

“The second elder, a week after you last left. The final elder, only two days later.”

Something about the way he said it made her take note. While Bookknow had designed her voice modulator to mimic the delivery of other Carthagens—monotone, the words all slightly blending into one another—it also tended to hide any emotion. A real Carthagen tended to more easily let on how they felt. Being able to tell when they were frustrated or scared was one of the ways Lancelot had a natural advantage when she had faced them in the duels.

“You blame me,” she said.

“One died a week after you were here.”

“You think I brought some kind of germ back with me? And the others that died before that? Was I somehow responsible for them dying as well?”

Growing up, she had always been told by the elders that the Carthagens were susceptible to sickness. But after hearing there were no other Carthagens in the sector, she guessed their fears had created that very reality. By blocking themselves away from the rest of the galaxy they had also weakened their immune system to any naturally occurring germs outside Orleans. Rather than work with scientists to figure out how the Carthagen race might be kept alive, the Dauphin had created their own prison inside the asteroid field and tricked Lancelot and the other warriors as well.

When Swordnew didn’t say anything, she told him the Dauphin were always going to die sometime, it was just a matter of when. No amount of hiding from other people or creating a technologically advanced home could change that.

When he still didn’t speak, she asked why he was still there. His attention had drifted away from her. Upon hearing her latest question it returned.

“You know why. I have to protect the others.”

She closed her eyes and groaned. The elders, the cowards, hadn’t had the courage to tell their last remaining warrior that they had lied to him all of his life.

“There is no one else,” she said softly, wishing the words could be tempered.

“Of course there are. They wouldn’t die just because the Dauphin are gone.”

“Oh, Swordnew,” she said, taking a step toward him and extending a hand to place on his shoulder.

Seeing her movement, he stepped back. Rather than take offense, Lancelot nodded and lowered her hand. Swordnew had it instilled in him that the room they were in was for combat, and it had been in this very chamber that Lancelot had defeated Swordnew countless times.

“Where are the other Carthagens then?”

Swordnew looked at her, then at the control panel that showed everything going on inside the Orleans asteroid field, then back at her again.

“Where are they?” she asked again.

“I don’t know. But I need to protect them.”

“How are you going to do that if you don’t know where they are?”

“It’s very simple. I’ll keep all outsiders away.”

“Don’t you think it’s odd that we’ve never seen or heard from any of the other Carthagens? If there are others, why haven’t we seen any signs of them? Why don’t we detect a power source where they’re living? The control panel the Dauphin used can detect any life inside the asteroid field but I guarantee it doesn’t show any signs of civilization other than you and me and the pilot I arrived with.”

Swordnew shook his head. “The Dauphin had to hide them to keep them safe. The elders were wise.”

Lancelot sighed and waved her arms at the empty room. “Come on, Swordnew. Look around. You’re alone. The Dauphin lied to us. All these years, they lied to us. That was part of the reason I left.”

She knew he was rational enough to know that what she was saying made sense. Rather than answer, however, he remained silent. A moment later, he walked to the controls the Dauphin had used and began entering commands into them. Various holograms appeared, each showing heat signatures of various asteroids in the sector. However, the only one with any sign of life was the one they were on, and Lancelot wondered how many times Swordnew had performed this same exercise over the past weeks.

“There’s no reason to stay here,” she told him. “But if protecting people is really what you want to do, I could use your help. You’ve trained your entire life to defend others. Well, now is the time to do that.”

He remained silent for a while as he continued to cycle through the thousands of asteroids in Orleans. Just when she thought he wasn’t going to say anything else, he told her he couldn’t leave.

“Trust me, I felt the same way,” she said. “The exact same way. But you can’t live the rest of your life here in isolation. There’s an entire galaxy out there.”

He didn’t answer her. He didn’t turn around. One by one, various asteroids of different shapes and sizes appeared as holograms in the air in front of him. All of them were depicted in varying shades of gray. None of them had any of the yellows, oranges, or reds associated with the heat signatures that living things would give off.

“But more than that,” she said. “I need your help.”

He turned and looked at her. “You, the great Lancelot? You need my help?”

She had no idea what it was like to know you were inferior to someone else. She had always been the victor in the Carthagen duels. That meant that Swordnew and the others had always been the defeated. Not only that, her pride and ego had forced her to dispatch them as fast as possible, which meant Swordnew must have been painfully aware of how much better she was than him at the one thing they had all been raised to believe was their true purpose.

“There are people who need our help, who need our protection. But they aren’t here. And I can’t stop them by myself. I need you and I need the technology the Dauphin developed.”

She held her breath, hoping he wouldn’t ask who they would be helping. If she told him it was the same people who had arrived in warships months earlier and who had fought and killed some of the Carthagen warriors in the asteroid tunnels, he would never go.

Instead, he said, “You really need my help?”

Before this all started, before Mortimous and Vere began appearing to her and before she began to see the Dauphin for what they were, her ego never would have allowed her to admit she did. If Swordnew had taken satisfaction in knowing Lancelot needed assistance with anything, she would have drawn her weapons and taught him a quick lesson about humility.

Now, though, she understood his gratification for what it was: the last vestige of hope in someone who had been let down time after time. He was just another person who needed a purpose, a glimmer of contentment, and was willing to fight for just a shred of it.

“Yes, I do. Will you help me?”

He swiped a hand through the air, causing the asteroid holograms to disappear. Then he turned to her and raised himself up on his four legs as tall as he could.

“When do we leave?”
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Pompey watched the mechs descend toward the planet, the black mech’s poisonous energy beginning to seep from its weapon while the other three units kept guard. He assumed they were scanning for threats and any other signs of life.

At first, the black cloud formed from the scale rather slowly. After a minute, it was only a hundred feet in diameter. But as the two components seeped out of either canister, the cloud grew with increasing speed. After another minute, it was two city blocks in size, and it began to drift down toward the street level even though the four mechs were still flying at the same height as the tallest skyscrapers. After another minute, the cloud engulfed one entire tower, all the way from its top to the ground floor.

That was when the first cannon was fired by the resistance. It had been positioned three block away and was automated—Pompey wanted only computer-controlled weapons in certain public spaces. The cannon was large and had been mounted on a tripod secured to the pavement to keep its massive recoil from knocking it over after the first shot. The stream of laser it emitted was powerful enough to destroy a Thunderbolt or Llyushin fighter. It would have likely done considerable damage to one of the mechs, too, but the one it had aimed for managed to move aside and dodge the shot.

The cannon only fired one time. Before a second blast could be discharged, the white mech sent an ion arrow down, hitting the heavy weapon and causing a radiant burst of blue fire to rise up a hundred feet in the air. The same mech turned and fired another ion arrow toward the ground. Another bright explosion appeared in the holographic feed Pompey was watching. The matte gray mech swung its scythe, unleashing a streak of energy that tore down toward the ground and triggered another explosion. The mechs, upon identifying the threat of the cannon, had immediately set about destroying any other similar structure. All three automated heavy cannons in that one portion of Greater Mazuma were gone, with only one shot having been fired from any of them.

It was just as well, Pompey thought. Even though the cannons would have been nice to have around, no one had died and Pompey got a glimpse of how the enemy responded to threats. That was a good thing, considering the mechs were approaching the first area where small groups of actual resistance fighters were hiding.

As he watched, the black mech was hit in the back by a pair of laser blasts. Sparks flew like tiny fireworks, and the force of the shots caused the mech to momentarily lose its balance. The other three mechs turned to find the source of the attack. In the distance, much too far for them to hit, a lone Thunderbolt raced away.

The gray mech spun on its transport disc and pursued it. Pompey, watching via holographic feed, was amazed by how fast the mech was able to travel on what seemed to be a clumsy mode of transportation. It was deceptively fast and had no trouble matching the Thunderbolt’s speed.

The pilot of the Thunderbolt must have realized he was being chased because he took the fighter up toward the clouds and to space. The mech, picking up speed, began to close the distance between it and the craft it was chasing. As it did, it swung its scythe from side to side, sending waves of energy toward the Thunderbolt. Ten seconds later, the Thunderbolt was hit and exploded into pieces. A trail of fire followed the fighter as it lost momentum and began to plummet toward the ground.

The Thunderbolt pilot ejected while he was still miles above the surface of Greater Mazuma. It was a costly mistake. Before turning and rejoining the others, the gray mech swung its scythe one more time. A wave of energy swirled through the air and crashed into the pilot. The wave of energy continued through the air but any trace of the pilot was gone.

Meanwhile, the black cloud of poisonous energy continued to spread through the streets and between the skyscrapers. When it got far enough to nearly touch one of the hidden bunkers, two soldiers pushed the false panel aside, jumped out of the previously hidden ditch, and began to run away. They only got twenty feet before both were hit by ion arrows.

“Okay,” Pompey said, breaking radio silence so he could coordinate with the troops below. “Northwest quadrant, sector 3, go ahead.”

Immediately, he clicked the comms device back off in case the Hannibal mechs could detect it. The mechs didn’t seem to respond to him, though, but to the fighting that broke out near them.

Three streets away, in the opposite direction of the destroyed heavy cannons, another series of automated blasters, these much smaller than the ones that had been mounted on tripods, appeared from the gaps where ground-level windows had slid aside. Each fired blasts that were trivial compared to the heavy cannon but they also fired ten times faster. They were joined by six armored combat bots, each of which had a pair of small blasters mounted to them. Across the street, two Vonnegan soldiers loaded a shoulder-mounted ion rocket launcher. On the opposite sidewalk, another two, still hidden in their bunker under a false roof, provided the exact coordinates of the mechs’ current positions into a targeting system that controlled a battery of ion missiles mounted atop the roof of the building above them.

The reddish brown mech began to descend with its ion sword to kill anyone on the surface. It was met by combat mechs and a third pair of soldiers, stationed on the fiftieth floor of the highrise. The soldiers sprayed the entire area with quick-burst plasma rifles.

The white mech began pelting each of these areas with ion arrows. An ion rocket exploded at its right knee, buckling it and forcing the mech to adjust position. A moment later, it sent an ion arrow into the Vonnegan bunker containing the rocket launcher. The weapon exploded, engulfing both Vonnegans in blue and white fire.

Another ion arrow sailed into the skyscraper, fifty stories up, taking out the soldiers with the plasma rifles. The combat bots hit the white mech with ten shots before the gray mech, fresh from destroying the Thunderbolt, unleashed a series of energy waves that decimated all but two of the bots.

At the same time, another pair of Vonnegan soldiers appeared from the ground level doorway of a skyscraper across the street. They let loose with a shoulder-mounted ion rocket launcher, then backed away. They were not retreating out of fear. Rather, Pompey had ordered them to fire once and immediately retreat to a stronger defensive position. It was his way of testing the mechs to see if they would give chase. Knowing their tendencies would allow him to plan for the later stages of the battle. The mechs revealed much to him by remaining where they were and destroying the rest of the combat bots and soldiers in their immediate area. Only after the resistance fighters in the same city block were neutralized did the mechs begin to move to another street.

Pompey also noticed that except for the gray mech chasing the Thunderbolt, the four mechs remained near each other, which was different from what he had seen in other battles. He inferred from this that because they were in such a highly populated area, they would remain together until they had identified all potential threats.

He nodded with satisfaction. The fact that they were guarding one another meant something very encouraging.

The mechs knew they could be defeated.
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Vere watched as Lancelot and Swordnew spoke. Without either of them noticing she was there, she closed her eyes. All she could see was black. After slowing her breathing and calming her mind, the conversation between the two warriors faded away and all became silent.

She remained that way until she began to sense the aliens who lived beyond time and space. In doing so, she brought her mind closer to the realm of Avalon.

Back when she was a girl living on Edsall Dark, she had thought the Word was the one concept or idea that summed up each person’s life. Later, she had thought it was a cult of sorts. It turned out to be neither. The Word was what she and others like her called the alien race that had no other name, the civilization that lived in a dimension most minds couldn’t comprehend, let alone perceive. Now, the Word was who she had tried to communicate with ever since the Hannibal began their march toward the Round Table.

Because they were in a realm without a past, present, or future, the Word had always existed. Because they were in a place without a here or there, a near or far, they were everywhere and yet nowhere.

It had been Mortimous who had given her instruction on how to visit Avalon. It was a dimension into which only her mind could go. In being near it, she was able, on a limited basis, to be in all places and no place at all. It was how she was able to appear in Lancelot’s cavern in the Carthagen asteroid and also in the transport as it crossed the galaxy. It was how Mortimous had appeared to her when she was a prisoner at the Cauldrons of Dagda and her mother had appeared, without a suit of space armor, standing on the exposed surface on the Excalibur asteroid.

But while her mentor had taught her to access Avalon, she was not advanced enough yet to communicate directly with the Word. Mortimous was the only person she knew of who had managed to not only transcend time and space but also communicate with the beings that existed there. Vere could sense their presence but she couldn’t actually see them, couldn’t gain a sense of whether there was one of them near her or a thousand or a million. She tried to speak to them but even as she did, she could feel a separation between them and herself as if trying to talk to them through soundproof glass.

“Don’t try to think specific words to them,” Mortimous had said. “They don’t even have a name for themselves or a language to use.”

“How am I supposed to communicate with them then?” she had said after many failed attempts.

“Don’t try to communicate with them at all,” Mortimous had said.

“But then how I am supposed to—”

“Think about the galaxy you want, the experience you want,” he said, cutting short her frustration. “Visualize an image in your mind, a living dream almost. Be in Avalon, but think about seeing Galen again or talking to your mother or helping an old friend. Envision whatever you like. Don’t be discouraged if the Word is unresponsive. They almost uniformly view our mental processes as less evolved than their own. And they’re probably right since they’re in Avalon while the rest of the galaxy is set on killing one another.”

“I’ll show you less evolved,” she had said in the tone she had used when she were younger and getting ready to fight someone.

The gesture only made Mortimous smile. “You may be more evolved in your thinking than most people, but wanting to help your friends is still trivial in the grand scheme of the universe because it’s something that binds you to the realities of time and space, of pain and suffering, of needs and wants. These are things the Word have transcended.”

Remembering that advice, Vere once again took in a deep breath, held it for three seconds, then let it out over another three seconds. All was quiet and dark. The Word’s presence was all around her. Rather than think of the request for the advanced beings to offer assistance, rather than asking how they could allow such suffering, a series of scenes played out in her mind.

She thought about the Juggernaut destroying every vessel it came across, of the mechs ending all life on the colonies and planets they visited. She thought of the Hannibal getting all the way to Edsall Dark and how that would mean the Round Table had truly been beaten. All of her efforts to unite the galaxy would have been for nothing. It would be a matter of time until local warlords gained power and became rulers of individual sectors. After a couple of years, empire and kingdoms would form again and go to war with one another. They might not call themselves the Vonnegans and CasterLans—they might have new names—but the death and fighting would be the same.

Even without the Hannibal, if given enough time, people would find a way to exchange the peace of the Round Table for the chaos of fighting and quarrels. It’s what they do.

The idea formed in the back of her head. She tried to shake it away but it persisted. It will be different this time, she told herself.

But she hadn’t believed that in the first place. Her brows furrowed. Her concentration lapsed. The entities around her were gone.


46

From the pilot’s seat of his modified Llyushin transport, Quickly watched Lancelot emerge from the asteroid tunnel and then disappear underneath the belly of his ship. A moment later, after having walked up the transport’s ramp and through the narrow corridor, she appeared in the doorway of the cockpit.

“You’re alone,” he said.

“Yes.”

“No one is coming with us?”

“One will. But he’s disassembling some of the equipment we need to take with us.”

Quickly began to get up from the seat but an armored glove rested on his shoulder, keeping him where he was.

“What?” he said. “I’m good with electronics. I can help.”

Lancelot’s helmet turned away from the pilot, toward the direction of the dark tunnel she had appeared from.

“He won’t take kindly to strangers. The last people who showed up here without permission all ended up dead.”

Quickly sighed and shook his head. “And this is the guy who’s going to help us defeat the Hannibal?”

“He’ll be different once he’s away from Orleans. The asteroid field is his home, and he’s been taught to protect it.”

“Wonderful,” he said, but there was no enthusiasm in his voice.

She turned her attention back to him. “And Quickly?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t tell him who I am.”

“He doesn’t know you’re human?”

“Not yet. And if we expect his help, we’ll need to keep it that way a little longer.”

He pressed both index fingers into his temples to stave off a headache that was forming.

“Whatever you say, boss.”
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Thidian was one of five hundred thousand people gathered in an old and unused underground water tank. He had offered to remain above ground and provide expertise from the same location Pompey was leading the battle, but the former Vonnegan general had told the city planner it was unnecessary.

“You’ve helped us prepare as best you could,” Pompey had said. “If we defeat the Hannibal it will be largely because of your assistance in planning the counterattack. There isn’t anything else you can do at this point.”

Thidian had smiled at the gray-haired military leader, a man his own age, and told him that when the fighting was over the two of them would help rebuild Greater Mazuma together. Pompey had smiled and nodded.

Now, the mechs had arrived and Thidian, located three stories below ground, was standing in the corner of the ancient water system. A tiny cube in his palm projected a hologram of the scene that was playing out above them. The mechs were facing resistance from the first band of Vonnegan fighters in the northwest quadrant.

In case the images became too upsetting, Thidian turned his back and faced the stone wall so those around him wouldn’t be able to see much of what he was watching. A few people near him craned their necks to watch as well. He gave each a half smile to let them know he had no ownership of the footage—the people fighting above them in the streets were as much their friends and neighbors as they were his own.

At first, the fighting had gone neither very well nor very badly. The combat bots and the fighters with shoulder-mounted ion rocket launchers had landed a decent number of hits on the mechs. Having talked to Pompey, Thidian saw what the general meant about needing to understand the enemy’s tendencies. He saw how the mechs tended to stay together but could be split up under the right circumstances.

The mechs had soon regrouped, though. One by one, they had eliminated the combat bots. They had also killed all of the resistance fighters in the immediate area. And still the cloud of poisonous energy that the black mech was releasing continued to spread. After it had covered two city blocks, the mechs moved on to another section of the northwest quadrant.

There, the gray mech’s transport disc had begun to spin in circles. The mech let its scythe extend from its body as it spun. The transport picked up speed until sickly green and yellow waves of energy shot out across every sidewalk, street, and building. The energy rippled up and down the framework of the nearby structures, causing sparks to fly from every surface.

Thidian squinted at the tiny hologram in his palm. He knew pairs of Vonnegan fighters were hidden in the streets but saw no sign of them. All was still in the street except for the last remnants of energy rippling across a building.

The four mechs began traveling down another block of the northwest quadrant. There, they began extinguishing any other life they came across.

“How is it going out there?” a woman with pitch black hair asked, her view of the hologram blocked by an elderly Vonnegan man.

“Well enough,” Thidian replied.

“Have they destroyed any of the mechs?”

“Not yet.”

“But the resistance fighters are doing their job?”

Thidian squinted at the hologram. He watched as a pair of Vonnegans in battle armor appeared from the doorway of a skyscraper at the same time as another pair of Vonnegans appeared from a broken window one hundred stories above them. Both fired rocket propelled plasma grenades. The reddish brown mech turned its ion sword sideways so the blunt side of the weapon acted as a shield. The plasma grenade dispersed plasma around the mech with only tiny amounts touching the enemy. The white mech fired an ion arrow at the other plasma grenade, hitting it before it could reach the mechs. Instead of hitting its target, the premature detonation caused plasma to fall back toward the surface and splash across fifty feet of sidewalk where it sizzled and burned. The next ion arrow pierced the soldier who had fired the surface grenade. The gray mech moved toward the hundredth floor of the building and sent a bolt of energy into it. No more plasma grenades were fired.

“Yes,” Thidian mumbled. “They’re doing their job.”

He did not tell her the mechs were slowly making their way toward the section of city directly above where they were hiding.
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Margaret did everything she could to stay out of the public eye. She kept her head down, with a scarf over her hair. She wore nondescript clothes. As she passed through the streets of CamaLon, no one took note of her.

The few times she raised her eyes it was to observe the changes to the place she had once called home. The transformation went deeper than her husband’s assassination, her son’s departure, and her best friend’s suicide. It was the atmosphere around her. A sense of dread and anxiety pervaded each street corner.

Her city seemed to be filled with people who wanted only to take care of themselves, who didn’t care about their neighbor. Only a week earlier the same places had been filled with people calling for Julian to lead the Round Table. When her husband lay dead in an alley, the people went back to their lives as if he had never returned from the Cartha sector as a hero, as if they had never cheered his name. No one spoke of Hector either. They didn’t even mention the warrior with four arms and four legs who had brought Arc-Mi-Die’s head. They wanted merely to continue to exist, and for the Hannibal threat to magically disappear. They cared about themselves and nothing else.

She heard whispers from those who passed on the street. Almost all of them were making plans for where they would go if the Hannibal made it out of the Mardigan sector to Edsall Dark. No one spoke of remaining there to defend the Round Table. The hushed tones were only concerned with getting as far away from the threat as possible.

Following Julian’s last inter-sector deployment, she had returned to the planet and thought of Edsall Dark as a place where everyone looked out for one another. Back when she had walked the fields outside the capital wall with Portia, she had the sense that she would spend the rest of her life there. Now, she knew there was no way she could remain. Not because the Hannibal were approaching, but because there was nothing left for her. The people she had loved were gone. With it, so was the place she thought she knew.

As she approached the entrance to the Great Hall, a sensor detected her and the giant wooden doors automatically began their gradual separation so she could enter the place where hundreds of representatives made decisions for the rest of the galaxy. The din of the courtyard faded and was replaced with the sound of formal proceedings. She turned a corner and took the lift up to the observatory. All was silent except for the hum of the tube raising her high above the Round Table. With a ding, the lift stopped, the clear door slid aside, and she stepped off to join the few other visitors on the observation deck.

Below her, the hundreds of representatives sat around the impossibly wide circular table. From where she stood, the table looked like one solid piece. That was impossible, though, because it would have had to have been cut from a tree as large as a Solar Carrier. She had heard a story that the table’s maker had created the design so that no matter how large the table became, there would always be one wedge for each of the representatives who sat around it. It might have been true or it might be an old wives’ tale.

The representatives were in the middle of a session. With so many people gathered around one table, and without an organized voice, a dozen different discussions took place at once. Everything that was said was transmitted through the speakers of the observation deck. There were so many simultaneous voices, however, that most of the discussion was unintelligible. While she watched, a family there to see the proceedings shrugged and left.

“I agree,” she said as she watched them go.

From what she was able to gather from the discussion, the representatives were trying to decide what to do with her son. He had threatened a representative and told everyone else what would be done rather than asking for a vote. He had also destroyed a Round Table vessel, but the representatives in the Great Hall showed more concern with their own slights than with that offense. It took her a while to differentiate between the different discussions. As always, it sounded as though the room was split on what to do.

Half of the Round Table wanted to bring charges against Talbot.

“He threatened a member of the Round Table! We cannot let that pass.”

The other half thought he was their only chance for victory.

“But what if Talbot’s plan is successful? We’re going to punish someone for saving the galaxy?”

Margaret listened for a little longer. Then, understanding that nothing would be decided, no matter how long she sat there, she got up and left.
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Philo lay on the ground, motionless and quiet, a black stream of smoke rising up toward the sky from where Dindraine had shot him in the back of the helmet. The former Fianna hadn’t tried to drag himself out of the bunker to get away from his attacker. He hadn’t called for help. He had merely fallen face first into the ground with a thud and gone still.

For a while, Dindraine had stood over him, shocked that the epitome of Vonnegan cruelty was actually dead. All her life she had been taught to fear the Fianna. They had killed her family after dragging them away in the night. Rumor had it that each year they had killed hundreds of people who had dared speak out against Mowbray. Decades earlier, an uprising had broken out around the royal palace and the nine Fianna had killed thousands of armed Vonnegans without suffering a single casualty of their own. Those were the things she thought of when she saw the purple demon mask.

Now, though, one of them was dead in front of her, and it hadn’t been difficult at all. She marveled at how little effort it had taken to raise her blaster to the back of Philo’s head and pull the trigger. A single shot, that’s all it took to defeat the symbol of terror.

In the distance, she could hear the sounds of the mechs’ hover discs growing louder. Every once in a while she heard resistance fighters in other parts of the metropolis launching their own weapons. She wasn’t familiar enough with the weaponry to be sure, but she thought she heard some ion rockets and some plasma grenades. The echoing boom of massive explosions also rang out and she imagined huge chunks of skyscrapers being torn apart as the fighting raged in the northwest quadrant.

She thought about dragging Philo out of the bunker and leaving him in the street. Everyone else nearby would see the dead body and realize the Fianna weren’t gods after all, they were just highly trained killers without consciences. That was all.

But she also understood that the dead man next to her had been the best fighter among them. The way he had beaten the Purple Beret in one-on-one combat had impressed even her. It was likely that even if people despised the Fianna, they might still turn on her if they found out she had killed Philo. She had noticed the way many of them had looked at Philo while he trained them, as if he were their best hope for victory. The idea made her laugh with scorn. One man wasn’t going to be the difference between them living or dying. If people really felt that way, maybe it was for the best that they not see the dead Fianna and keep believing in miracles.

In the distance, a tremendous boom reverberated through the streets. The ground shook as though an earthquake were taking place only blocks away. She lifted her head out of the bunker just a little. Most of her view was obstructed by other skyscrapers, but in the air she saw a giant cloud of dust and debris mingling with the toxic black cloud that one of the mechs was emitting. She couldn’t be sure, but she guessed that the first of Pompey and Thidian’s traps had just been triggered and a building had come down on top of one of the mechs.
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It was true that Thidian had helped identify a series of skyscrapers that could be used as traps, the hope being that their foundation could be detonated and the structures would fall on top of one or more of the mechs. It was also true that one of the high-rises in the northwest quadrant had been leveled only moments earlier. The problem, though, was that it hadn’t been one of the buildings where crews had set explosives.

Pompey watched a series of holographic displays from the observation deck at the opposite side of the city. The four mechs had neutralized all of the threats within a two-block radius before moving further across the urban terrain. After leaving a trail of dead soldiers, destroyed combat bots, and burning missile batteries across ten city blocks, they had arrived at Mudrock Point, the intersection noted for its giant statue of Mudrock the Merciless. Most statues of former Vonnegan rulers had been toppled after Mowbray’s death, but the one of Mudrock had remained because of the few good deeds he had performed during his reign.

Upon entering Mudrock Point, the reddish brown mech had hovered next to the giant statue. For a moment, the statue and the mech, both roughly the same size, stared at one another. Then the mech brought its ion sword across its body at a diagonal angle and sliced the figure in half. The statue hit the ground with a thud, cracking the pavement where it landed.

Before the mech could join the other three units, a Vonnegan jumped out from a false door in the statue’s base. The soldier had the face of a fighter, eyes wide open and ready to strike. Seeing the mech only feet away, he lost his resolve and his hands twitched. Only for a moment, though. Then the soldier’s thumb pressed a button on the control panel attached to his torso and the entire arsenal of thermal grenades the soldier carried ignited.

A flash of light like an atomic explosion appeared in Mudrock Point, incinerating everything within a fifty foot radius. The base of the statue was gone. The soldier that had decided it was better to die fighting than to retreat was also gone, with absolutely no trace of him left behind.

Most shocking of all, however, was that the blood-colored mech’s transport was also heavily damaged, as were the mech’s feet and much of its armor. It sizzled as the metal melted under the extreme heat of the lava that the thermal grenades sprayed.

The white mech provided cover fire, shooting ion arrows at incredible speed. Darts of light shot out toward every doorway and alley, erupting into explosions wherever they struck the Vonnegan cityscape. The matte gray mech began lashing its scythe back and forth in long strokes that sent out waves of energy, destroying entire floors of the buildings they hit. For the first time since arriving on Greater Mazuma, the black mech stopped emitting the lethal gas from its scale and moved into position next to the damaged mech.

While the white and gray mechs continued destroying everything at Mudrock Point, the black mech lifted the rust colored mech back toward the Juggernaut. On their way, hundreds of projectiles passed them, descending from the Hannibal ship toward the surface.

“This isn’t going to be good,” Pompey muttered as he watched the scene unfold.

He looked down at another hologram to see where the rest of his fighters in Mudrock Point were located. Three two-man squads had been in the area. One set had been in the doorway of the skyscraper on the far side of the street. Another pair had been located halfway up that same building, one hundred stories in the air. The third set had been underground in a bunker covered with what looked like pavement but which was just a thin reproduction they could move aside before attacking.

All of them were dead.

And still the white and gray mechs continued decimating the city block.

A moment later, the Hannibal projectiles reached the surface. None of them caused damage on impact. Instead, they erupted into circles of energy—portals—that were just large enough for the mechs to pass through. As Pompey watched on his holographic monitor, the projectiles dispersed throughout the rest of the northwest quadrant. The white mech passed through one and disappeared. It was followed by the gray mech, which passed through another glowing circle and vanished.

Pompey’s eyes darted to the displays in front of him. He found the white mech three city blocks away from where it had been. The gray mech was four blocks in the opposite direction. Both fired a couple of times from their new locations, then disappeared back into the portals again. When they appeared next, both were in different locations once more.

“This isn’t good at all,” Pompey said.

The white mech appeared ten blocks down from Mudrock Point. An ion tank was waiting for it. The tank’s crew hadn’t been expecting to see the enemy so suddenly, though. The last report they had received said the mechs were all the way back at the statue of Mudrock. Now they were there.

The tank’s crew, like the soldier who had been hiding in the base of Mudrock’s statue, made a split second decision. They fired all twelve of their ion missiles in less than two seconds. The tank’s entire battery rocketed toward the white mech.

Pompey clenched his jaw and sucked air in between his teeth.

The white mech, on the opposite side of the street, moved back, into the portal it had arrived from. In the next instant, the portal disappeared. Instead of destroying one of the mechs, all twelve of the ion tank’s missiles struck a skyscraper across the street.

The damage was staggering. The building was designed to be resilient against Greater Mazuma’s storms and even small explosions. They were not designed, however, for the type of destruction that a Vonnegan ion tank could unleash. The high-rise’s metal frame whined. A series of internal explosions wracked the structure as the power room became compromised. Flames shot out of the open spaces where windows had been.

Even in that moment of shock, Pompey was grateful for the planning that had ensured no citizens would be anywhere near the fighting. If the building had been occupied, he couldn’t guess how many lives would have been wiped out in the blasts.

The ion tank began to power up its engine. Before it could go anywhere, the gray mech, having appeared from a portal behind it, cut off its top, leaving the shell of the tank exposed so the mech could look at the tank’s crew and the crew could do nothing but stare back. Then the mech sent a bolt of energy down and destroyed them.

Across the street, the building continued to groan as its foundation began to fail. The mech scanned the building, then moved backward, returning to the energy of the portal and disappearing.

Seconds later, the building began to lean forward. Once it started there was no hope. It picked up momentum and crashed into the skyscraper directly across from it, damaging most of that structure as well. The rest of the building slammed into the ground with enough force to equal the tremors of the last major earthquake to hit the region.

Fighters all across Greater Mazuma began sending in communications, asking what had happened. Pompey sent a rare announcement to everyone so as to discourage further radio traffic. He noticed that Philo had not been one of the people to use the comms devices, and he guessed it was because the deadly serious soldier knew not to break from protocol. And so he thought nothing of it when he didn’t hear from his lead fighter.
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“We’re approaching ID-1D-0067,” the pilot said through the open doorway of the Llyushin cruiser.

Talbot, in the passenger area of the ship, heard the announcement and made his way to the cockpit.

The crew had initially called him “sir” even though he wasn’t an official member of the Round Table forces anymore, let alone a superior officer. He was viewed as the leader of the mission, though, so it was more a title of respect than anything based on rank. After he told them not to refer to him that way, they had taken to calling him by his last name, the way everyone aboard most vessels referred to one another. But in his case, that made the crew cringe. He looked just like a younger Julian Reiser, a man almost all of them had looked up to. Calling him by his last name left many of them, Talbot included, feeling empty. They had settled on occasionally calling him by his first name, but more often they simply made statements and hoped he realized they were talking to him.

None of that mattered to Talbot. Almost the entire journey from Edsall Dark to ID-1D-0067, the star where Arc-Mi-Die had been hiding, he had been thinking, not about whether or not the moveable containment field technology would work, but about the woman who had shown up with the warlord’s head in a satchel.

He had experienced crushes before. In primary school, he had been shy any time the girl next to him looked his way. In the academy, he found himself less concerned with the physical training requirements and war strategy than with the girl assigned to his study group. Those infatuations now seemed trivial and childish. His feelings for the woman pretending to be a Carthagen were something else entirely. As far as he was concerned, anything she said or did was right and just.

While the cruiser had soared through two portals and through long stretches of empty space, all he could think of was seeing her again. He remembered what it had been like when she took off her helmet, her long blond hair falling down over her shoulders. He remembered her smile. Almost every waking moment was spent counting down the time until he got to see her again.

“Impressive, huh?”

Talbot snapped out of his daydream and blinked back into being aware of where he was. The pilot was glancing at him.

“I’m sorry, what?”

The pilot rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the sun. “The star. It’s impressive, isn’t it?”

It was. Even for a guy who was head over heels in love with a women he had just met, he could appreciate the immense beauty of the thing in front of him.

ID-1D-0067 was a brighter orange than the sun he saw everyday on Edsall Dark. It was also many times larger and more volatile. Streaks of flame lashed out as stellar flares erupted from every part of the aging fireball.

“Never thought I’d fly into a star,” the co-pilot said.

“Ain’t that the truth,” the pilot said with a disbelieving shake of the head. “Let’s hope this actually works.”
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Lancelot helped Swordnew disassemble the last components of the console that had been in the Dauphin’s chamber.

After a while, the other Carthagen paused and said, “What would you have done if the Dauphin were still here and had refused to help you?”

The question brought about equal parts amusement and sadness in Lancelot. Amusement because the elders wouldn’t have been able to stop her. She had come to the Cartha sector to get this technology because it could potentially save billions of lives. Nothing was going to keep her from her goal. But also sadness because there had been a time when the Carthagen elders had controlled every part of her life and she had allowed them to tell her what to do. Looking back on those days, she was all too aware of how much of a fool she had been. She had prided herself on her strength but three old Carthagens had used her for their own selfish reasons.

The reason she appreciated the things Vere and Mortimous had to say was that they helped her work toward becoming a better person, not just a better warrior. They helped her understand the true measure of greatness and of what was good and decent.

Swordnew paused in his work until she answered.

“But they aren’t here,” she said.

“But what if they had been?”

She answered Swordnew’s question the way she thought Vere might if Lancelot had been the one to pose it. “The universe has a funny way of ensuring things work out the way they’re supposed to. I didn’t need the Dauphin’s technology until just recently, and it wasn’t until a few days ago that the last of the elders died. This is what’s supposed to happen.”

Swordnew piled pieces of the console and associated equipment into each of Lancelot’s four arms. With her hands full, the thought crossed her mind that Swordnew could chose that exact moment to draw his weapons and try one final time to get payback for all the occasions she bested him in the duels. He didn’t pause, however, before also bending over and picking up two large pieces of the gear. He saw her staring at him and asked what she wanted.

“Nothing, just thinking.” And then, with a kindness in her voice that would be filtered out through the Carthagen voice modifier, added, “Thank you for your help, Swordnew. I appreciate it.”

He nodded but said nothing as he turned and began toward the tunnels that would lead to the Carthagen hangar.

She had thought better of trying to convince Swordnew to ride in the same ship as Quickly. The decision had been easy after Swordnew remarked three different times that he had gotten used to killing every non-Carthagen he had come into contact with. She envisioned going to sleep aboard the Llyushin transport and waking up to find Swordnew holding the pilot’s severed head. Better to let them ride in separate ships while the Carthagen warrior got used to the idea of being around other species.

Even though she knew she had been an imposter who didn’t belong in the asteroid field, it had been difficult for her to leave. She couldn’t imagine how difficult it must be for Swordnew, the last of his race, to depart from Orleans. She said little as they loaded the Carthagen transport with the equipment they had taken, mainly because she knew if someone had tried talking to her when she was going through the same thing she would have looked for any excuse to start a fight.

They walked down one of the outer tunnels to the exterior of the asteroid. Beyond the cave opening was nothing but space. If either of them were without their helmets they would perish in the cold and airless environment. With the armor on, they were fine to pass through the clear barrier and began walking on the outer surface of the enormous rock.

As they made their way to one of the many projection tubes—the devices that helped create the Carthagens’ holographic illusions—she considered the idea that the lack of any family, her father’s death, and having to hide behind a suit of armor all her life had always seemed like a burden. But seeing Swordnew’s melancholy at leaving his home, she knew her early years had also been a good thing because they had made her into who she was. Like everything else in the universe, there was something good to be found out of something unfortunate. Her life of hiding behind false armor, the constant duels the elders had held, and everything else, had made her capable of facing any situation and dispatching nearly any opponent with ease. She would never have preferred to go without a father or a normal childhood, but it had turned her into a person capable of fulfilling a cosmic purpose.

Her life was a culmination of miraculous events that had led to her being the most fearsome and capable warrior in not only the Cartha sector but all the known galaxy. Just as she was learning to appreciate the responsibility that came with that ability, an invader approached that threatened everyone.

“I know it seems difficult right now,” she said to Swordnew. “Leaving this asteroid field, I mean. But not too long from now you’re going to look back and wonder why you didn’t leave sooner. You’re going to see other planets and other types of aliens—the wonders of the galaxy—and all the angst you have inside you is going to turn to regret that you stayed here so long. After that, if you’re like I am right now, that feeling will morph into astonishment at the connectedness of the universe.”

She thought he might have a snide remark or tell her that just because she had one set of experiences didn’t mean he would feel the same way. Instead, he grunted and went about uninstalling the projection tube from the rock.

After he was done, he stood up, tube in hand, and said, “For now, just keep the human pilot away so I don’t kill him and we’ll be okay.”

She left him to take apart more projection tubes while she went back to the Llyushin transport to check on her pilot.

“How’s it going?” Quickly said.

“Great. I think the two of you are really going to hit it off.”
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Thidian and the other half million people gathered in the ancient aqueduct felt the entire tunnel system shake when the first skyscraper came down. They were in the southwest quadrant, three stories underground and dozens of city blocks away from the mechs’ current position, but the entire tunnel shook and parts of the ceiling cracked, covering them in dust.

Some of the children cried. Most of the adults looked at each other in alarm, imagining what must be going on above ground. On opposite ends of the shelter, a middle-aged man and a teenage girl both went into fits of panic and began to scream until those nearby held them and forced them to be quiet. Thidian was sure the same scene was unfolding in all of the other underground refuges around Greater Mazuma.

“What was that?” a woman close to him asked.

Only four people near him could actually see the holographic display in Thidian’s hands and the images it showed of the battle raging above ground. Everyone else had to receive updates via word of mouth as Thidian or one of the others next to him offered bits of information.

“One of the high-rises in the northwest quadrant was toppled,” he said, and a few of the people near him turned and told those who they were packed shoulder to shoulder with until the update filtered through the entire cavernous room.

“It’s okay,” he added, hearing murmurs of alarm in those around him. “Pompey has laid traps for the mechs. He’s intentionally triggering some of the skyscrapers to fall after he lures the enemy near them. Many more buildings will come down but it will be okay.”

The people around him repeated this but none of them seemed to share his optimism. He was sure that by the time his comment had been passed to groups on the opposite side of the aqueduct, his statement would be altered into a different message.

On the display in his hand, Thidian watched as hundreds of portals blazed all around the busiest parts of the financial center. Each was a fraction of the size of the ones that floated in space, but all large enough for the mechs to pass through so they could jump anywhere in the city within seconds. It wasn’t a scenario he had ever discussed with Pompey, and he hoped the general had a contingency plan for such a development.

As he watched the holographic feed in his palm, a pair of resistance fighters appeared from a hideout two blocks down the street from one of the mechs. They fired a pair of shots and then began to run away. A moment later, another pair of fighters appeared from the opposite direction, also two blocks away. They did the same thing. The mech was given the choice of remaining where it was or chasing in one direction or the other.

Thidian squinted to see as much detail as possible. He couldn’t find two of the mechs and assumed they were back aboard the Juggernaut while the damaged mech was being repaired. With only two of the mechs remaining on the planet’s surface, they refrained from giving chase to nearby threats. Instead of turning on its hover transport and moving down the street, one of the mechs disappeared into the nearest portal. The other mech moved into a portal beside that one. Both were gone from where they had been. Instantly, both reappeared further down the street, one from a portal directly in front of the fleeing Vonnegans. The two resistance fighters froze in their tracks. Before they could bring their blasters up to fire, they were sliced in half by the giant Hannibal scythe.

But the mech was also exactly where one of the traps had been set.

“Brace yourself,” Thidian said, loud enough that hundreds of people near him could hear. “More skyscrapers are about to come down.”
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Dindraine had graduated from the Vonnegan military academy two weeks before Mowbray was killed. She knew all about the theory and strategy of war. She knew the importance of effective communications and of supply chains. There was no way for her to know, however, about the realities of war until she saw it firsthand, and the glimpse she got was utterly terrifying.

Even though the mechs hadn’t reached her yet, that didn’t stop her from cursing over and over as panic began to take hold. After the first skyscraper fell and shook the ground, she had begun to cry. If anyone other than the dead Fianna were in the bunker with her they would have told her to get a grip on her emotions. Part of her wanted to jump out of the hiding spot, drop her weapon so the mechs knew she meant no harm, and run away as fast as she could. Maybe a one-person ship was still at the closest spaceport. Maybe she could get away from Greater Mazuma and from the death that was nearby.

It wasn’t realistic, of course. Every ship that could get away was already gone. If she did make it there, the spaceport would be empty. More likely, one of the mechs would cut her down before she made it through three city blocks. Worse yet, one of her fellow resistance fighters would see her trying to abandon her post and shoot her dead. Everyone who survived would remember her as a traitor.

It wasn’t killing that was hard. She had no problem shooting Philo in the back of his head and would gladly do so again. The frightening part was the thought of the same thing happening to her, of being alive one moment and not the next. Or worse, being struck down and not dying—gasping for breath in the streets, losing blood, looking over and seeing one of her limbs missing, being all too aware of what was going on.

It didn’t help that the ground shook a second time when another high-rise fell. The sound generated by the mechs’ hover platforms was also unnerving. The buzzing of the Hannibal portals in all directions added to her paranoia. She had lost track of how many times she thought about either curling into a ball and hoping the mechs would leave her alone or jumping out of the bunker and fleeing.

Maybe, she thought, one of the fighters in a nearby bunker was considering the same thing. If she left her bunker and joined them in theirs, they could come to an agreement together. But of course their first question would be about Philo. No one would believe it if she said he had run away. She could say the Fianna had told her to go to a different bunker but that was also unlikely, as the Fianna wouldn’t defy orders.

She wanted to believe everyone detested the Fianna as much as she did. And maybe that was true. But if there was ever a time that the Vonnegan people could forget what Mowbray’s henchmen had done it was now.

Without warning, a wave of tremors shook the ground so hard that the false ceiling above her fell on her head and part of the wall beside her began to collapse, covering Philo’s right arm and leg with dirt and making Dindraine cough away the dust.

The quake had been stronger than the others, so intense that it overwhelmed her senses and kept her from recognizing whether a sound had accompanied it. Another skyscraper had come down, this one much closer than the others.

Above her, she heard the roar of a pair of Thunderbolts race past her. They flew in between the buildings, firing lasers at one of the mechs before darting off again.

The appearance of the Thunderbolts made her huddle in a ball with her arms over her head. Although she hadn’t been in the planning sessions with Philo, Pompey, and Thidian, she knew enough to recognize that another of the traps was going to be triggered. And with it, the intentional destruction of more high-rises.

A second later, the last reverberations of the previous quake still lingering in the ground, another tremendous jolt wracked the bunker. And then another one after that.
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Pompey had been in enough combat situations to know there was no need to panic. Even if the tide of the battle turned, he needed to stay the course he had set. That wasn’t to say he was rigid in his thinking and would only consider one approach. He knew what he wanted to do and when he wanted to do it. However, there was flexibility in how the available traps and resources were employed.

It didn’t matter that most of his planning had become futile once the Hannibal sent down the hundreds of mech-sized portals, giving the four killing machines the ability to jump from place to place with ease. He certainly wasn’t going to give up and order the resistance fighters to retreat. That wasn’t a possibility. But it did mean trying to adapt to what the enemy was doing.

“Bring in two more of the Thunderbolts,” he said into his comms device.

The Vonnegan fighters were stationed on the far side of the planet. He hadn’t wanted to use them until later in the conflict, but the appearance of the portals and the fact that only two of the mechs were currently fighting changed his mind.

It helped that Greater Mazuma was half the size of planets like EndoKroy and Edsall Dark. Although the Thunderbolts had nearly half the globe to travel, they did so at nearly eight thousand miles per hour, arriving to the battle-ridden part of the cityscape in mere seconds. The two mechs that were on the surface—the white and gray ones—had destroyed four more combat bots, a pair of Vonnegan resistance fighters, and a battery of ion missiles when the familiar roar of ion-sonic engines could be heard in the distance.

In space, it was easy to forget how fast the Thunderbolts were because most spacefaring combat vessels had a similar ability to get into and out of battle in a matter of moments. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be worth the metal used to build them. Ships traveling thousands of miles per hour looked relatively slow in space because of the greater distances and because they were flying alongside other ships at comparable speeds. But in the skies of Greater Mazuma, where people were used to seeing escort bots and transport barges carrying citizens where they had to go, the pair of Thunderbolts looked like shooting stars coming for a fight.

The pilots had a variety of possible orders to carry out, all depending on what Pompey told them to do. Upon receiving a coded message, the two pilots brought their fighters in high above the city, a safe distance from any mech hiding between the skyscrapers. They didn’t reduce power to their engines for more precise targeting of their weapons systems. Pompey wanted them in and out without sustaining any damage so subsequent Thunderbolt pilots would have the confidence to do whatever was ordered of them.

Each ship launched a pair of proton torpedoes toward the city and then raced off just as fast as they had arrived.

“Squad 16, go,” Pompey said into his comms device.

A group of Vonnegan resistance fighters emerged from various hiding spots, four blocks away from where the proton torpedoes had landed. Most had blasters and ion grenades, which they began using at will. One had an ion rocket launcher. A couple had heavy blasters strapped to their torsos, blasters so powerful they pushed the soldier carrying them back a step with every shot fired.

The white mech was pelted by dozens of blasts before turning and firing a pair of ion arrows. Explosions took out two of the soldiers carrying blasters and made many of the others dive for cover. The white mech began toward the nearest portal. The Thunderbolts’ proton torpedoes struck between the mech and the portal, however, trapping the mech between the explosion and the Vonnegan fighters on the ground.

It was at that moment that Pompey decided to use one of the best traps that he and Thidian had set. Without thinking of the consequences to the people on the surface, without thinking of the unprecedented nature of what he was doing, he said into his comms, “Activation code, three, one, seven. Now.”

A series of explosions rang out. From where Pompey was standing in the observation deck, he couldn’t see the result of the explosions until the famous Mer-ress skyscraper shuddered one time, then began a quick collapse toward the ground. It was followed by the high-rise across the street from it. The force of the double explosions would no doubt be felt for miles.

The timing hadn’t been perfect. The white mech hadn’t been directly between the two skyscrapers when they imploded, but the force of hundreds of thousands of tons of building material collapsing at a near free fall only a hundred feet from where the mech was momentarily trapped was enough to throw it from its hover transport.

The disk that the white mech rode upon was programmed to immediately move toward its rider. The mech got to its feet, but the lost seconds were enough for the resistance fighters to do considerable damage. Twenty blaster shots hit the back of the mech. A pair of ion grenades hit the rear of its legs. But the most obvious damage came from the soldier carrying the ion rocket launcher. He crouched to one knee to steady his aim, made sure to get the mech in his crosshairs, then fired. An ion rocket blasted away, soared two city blocks, then hit the back of the mech’s helmet, throwing the unit into the ground.

Pompey couldn’t help but shake a fist in the air in celebration. They were going to save Greater Mazuma. They were going to repel the Hannibal.

The moment of triumph was short lived. A second later, every resistance fighter in the area was wiped out with waves of energy released by the gray mech’s scythe. It had appeared from a portal two blocks away and began laying waste to everything that moved. Once the fighters were dead and it was sure the Thunderbolts weren’t coming back, the gray mech approached the white one, then accompanied it back toward the Juggernaut. At the same time, the black mech and the rust colored mech returned to the planet’s surface.

Neither looked like they had received any damage. Pompey groaned, knowing the white mech would return later in the battle in a similarly new state.

Without pause, the black mech held out the scale in one of its hands and began releasing the poisonous energy cloud that emanated from it.
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The Round Table ships were close enough to the sun that all they could see out the entire curved glass of the cockpit was fire and solar flares and swirls of intense heat. Each ship had sensors that automatically activated protective tinted barriers to keep the pilot and passengers from going blind as they approached ID-1D-0067.

“We’re ready,” the pilot said while as many crew members as possible packed into the cockpit to see what was happening.

“Send in Lancelot’s ship first,” Talbot said.

The pilot nodded, then pressed a button located between him and the co-pilot. The order was relayed to the pilot of the Type B Strain transport that Lancelot had flown to breach Arc-Mi-Die’s secret base inside the sun. While everyone in the Llyushin cruiser watched, the transport plunged into the giant sphere of fire and energy. There was no visible barrier or shield that Talbot or the others could see. For a moment, he expected the transport to catch fire and explode into flames. But as the vessel dived into the fiery mass, he saw how the waves of orange heat curled around the ship, engulfing it immediately. The transport disappeared into the flames.

“Is it still there?” Talbot said.

It was the co-pilot who scanned a holographic display and answered, “Affirmative. The transport is continuing ahead at the same speed and course. No damage reported.”

They waited for the pilot of the transport to confirm this before anyone else entered the star themselves. After a minute, he radioed back that there was no status change and no threats to report.

“Okay, let’s go,” Talbot said without enthusiasm. “One at a time.”

The pilot nodded and pushed the ship’s controls forward, then told the other ships in the vicinity to proceed only after he gave the okay. As the cruiser began to move closer to the star everyone in the cockpit held their breath. The cockpit window continued to filter out more of the brightness until what everyone saw resembled a gray sun rather than the fiery mass that was actually in front of them.

Flames lapped at the frigate, forcing Talbot to push back at the panic welling up inside him. His jaw clenched. His hands were numb because they were squeezed into tight fists. He imagined the containment field failing and the vessel bursting into flames. What if the Carthagens were not only advanced with their technology but were so cunning they had sent a human dressed in their armor whose sole purpose was to get revenge by convincing the Round Table fleet to fly into a star and destroy itself? It would be treachery of epic proportions, so vile and ruinous that parents would tell their children about it thousands of years later.

But he knew it couldn’t be a trap because Lancelot wouldn’t deceive him. After only one night with her he trusted everything she said. He knew anyone else would cringe if he confessed that but it was true. No one else knew Lancelot the way he did. If she said the containment fields would work, they would. If she said one of the keys to defeating the Hannibal was hidden inside a star, that was true too.

Talbot asked the pilot how it was going. Everyone else stared at the mass of fire in front of them without speaking.

“Well, I’m flying into a star,” the pilot said. Then, turning and seeing Talbot wasn’t amused, added, “No signs of stress on the ship. The containment field seems to be working.”

Everyone gathered in the confined space broke into smiles. All except the pilot, co-pilot, and Talbot went back to their normal duties.

“Tell the next ship it’s okay to proceed ahead.”

The pilot relayed Talbot’s order.

“The transport is up ahead,” the co-pilot said but Talbot couldn’t see anything other than orange oceans with bursts of yellow and white.

Everything around the cruiser looked the same, an endless landscape of stellar energy that caused the co-pilot to remark how awful it would be if their navigation stopped working and they became lost in the immense sea of fire.

A sensor next to the pilot chimed.

“Ten seconds,” he said.

“I still can’t see anyth—” Talbot started to say before falling silent. In an instant, they passed through a pocket of swirling fire and came out the other side. When they did, he saw it. Arc-Mi-Die’s base. Still there, still protected by the containment field around it.

But more importantly, the last remaining Excalibur vessels were also there, each one surrounded by its own containment field. Each one invulnerable to laser blasts of any kind. For months they had been the symbol of Arc-Mi-Die’s reign of terror. Now, they would become the symbol of hope in defeating the Juggernaut.
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“Trust me,” Lancelot told Swordnew. “It might seem scary at first, but before long you’re going to be amazed by everything you see out there.”

The two of them were flying in the shuttle they had taken from the Orleans asteroid field while Quickly piloted his modified Llyushin transport. They had just reached the edge of Orleans and were seeing the first glimpses of a galaxy that wasn’t surrounded with rocks.

It came as no surprise to Lancelot that Swordnew offered the standard Carthagen warrior response: “I’m not afraid.”

The comment, rather than frustrate her, made her smile because it was the exact same thing she would have said a few months earlier. Having been raised as a warrior by the Dauphin, there was no room for fear. If she or any of the other warriors had expressed any hesitation or dread during the duels or while carrying out their responsibilities as protectors of the Carthagen people, the Dauphin would have humiliated them.

Lancelot still remembered the final times she had defeated Hammerblow in the duels. The fight hadn’t lasted ten seconds before Lancelot sliced off all four arms of the other warrior. The medical bots were able to easily reattach the four limbs and Hammerblow was ready for combat two days later, but even though he was perfectly healthy and suffered no residual effects from the previous fight, he hesitated when the elders called for him to go to the middle of the chamber and face Lancelot again. What Hammerblow appreciated, what the Dauphin didn’t because they themselves didn’t fight, was that even though he had been healed and the duels were a place for the warriors to test themselves without concern for actually losing their lives, it was traumatizing to lose one limb, let alone four. At the time, Lancelot hadn’t thought anything of it because she herself had never lost a fight and knew she never would. But as she began to talk to Mortimous and Vere and began to develop the capacity for empathy, she realized Hammerblow must have been miserable and scared, and must have detested Lancelot for hurting him so badly. Looking back, she was ashamed by the amount of pride she had taken in besting him in record time.

Things hadn’t gotten better for Hammerblow after that. Even though he obviously didn’t want to, he had stepped to the center of the room. Lancelot’s ego was out of control. She had been set on defeating Hammerblow even faster and more ferociously than she had before. That time, she had cut off all four of his legs in nine seconds. Hammerblow had tried to remain silent in defeat, but he had let slip a cry of pain. To this day, Lancelot wasn’t sure if it had been the physical pain of losing his legs or the mental anguish of knowing he would be sent back into the duels a couple days later.

The Dauphin didn’t order him to fight again, though. After the medical bots dragged him out of the chamber and fixed his injuries, Hammerblow was forever relegated to the end of the line of warriors, no chance of ever being considered anything but the weakest of the group. For the Carthagens, it was humiliation of epic proportions. Lancelot suspected it was the elder’s way of punishing Hammerblow for his weakness. After leaving Orleans, she thought of a second possibility. The elders knew Lancelot was capable of killing the other warrior if they ever fought again and they didn’t want to lose one of their fighters. In their own jaded way, they had been protecting Hammerblow from Lancelot’s uncontrolled sense of superiority.

Hammerblow had become a symbol of the torment and hurt Lancelot was capable of inducing, and he was one of the people Lancelot most wished she could ask forgiveness from. It could never happen, of course. Hammerblow had died during the Round Table force’s invasion. It was possible Talbot had been the soldier who had killed him, a fact that neither helped nor hurt her impression of him, but made her once again appreciate the interconnectedness of all things in the galaxy.

She wished there was a way she could explain all of this to Swordnew as they left Orleans. It wasn’t possible, though. Not yet.

“I used to say the same thing,” she told Swordnew. “I used to take pride in not being scared of anything. Well, I’m still not scared of any warrior. I’m not scared of the possibility of losing in combat. But you know what? There are a lot of things that do scare me.” Swordnew turned and stared at her, and Lancelot added, “I’m scared of not living up to my potential. I’m scared of wasting the life I’ve been given. I’m scared of disappointing my father and Bookknow and myself. And you know what? That’s just fine. I can use that fear to be a better person.”

“The Dauphin wouldn’t like to hear you say those things.”

Lancelot laughed. On more than one occasion, she had said the exact same words to Vere back when the cloaked visitor had first begun appearing in her private chamber.

“The Dauphin aren’t here anymore,” she told Swordnew. “And you’re already more courageous than they ever were. They never fought in the duels. You did. They never faced visitors themselves. You did. They were too scared to leave Orleans. Now, look at you; you’re out in the galaxy.”

“Lancelot?”

“Yeah?”

“I know you can defeat me in battle. You did so more times than I can count. But if you keep belittling the Dauphin I’ll be forced to set this ship to autopilot and draw my weapons. Do you understand?”

She smiled and nodded. She reached over and patted his shoulder with one of her gloved hands. It would take time for him to come around. She had no doubt that he eventually would, however.

“Yeah, I understand.”
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With hundreds of portals giving the mechs the ability to teleport instantly from one part of Greater Mazuma to another, almost all of Pompey’s planning had to be revised. Even though the four armored units could travel surprisingly fast in any direction aboard their hover transports, the path that each had taken was straight forward. Regardless of whether the mechs stuck together or strayed to different parts of the planet, Pompey could plan accordingly. Now, as he watched, the enemy jumped from place to place in the blink of an eye. After they vanished, he had to reacquire their locations and see what defenses were situated in that quadrant. By then, the mechs had already disappeared into the portals and reappeared somewhere completely different.

While it traveled, the black mech kept its hand outstretched, its toxic energy seeping from its scale. But now, because of the portals, there were dozens of clouds throughout Greater Mazuma instead of just one.

Pompey noticed that the matte gray mech had a tendency to follow the black mech. Sometimes it would appear from the same portal the black mech had just come through and send a wave of energy from its scythe at a Vonnegan soldier who was taking aim at the black mech. Other times, it would go through a portal ahead of the black mech, slice an ion tank or proton missile battery in half with the curved blade of its weapon, then watch as the black cloud arrived behind it.

The rust-colored mech seemed to have a completely different goal in mind. It ignored the Vonnegan combat bots and other military targets and was instead set on driving people from their hiding places so it could kill them. It would leap through three or four portals, pick a seemingly random skyscraper, and then travel around the perimeter of the structure with its long ion sword cutting through every side of the high-rise’s foundation. Once that was accomplished, the rust-colored mech would lower a shoulder and ram the side of the skyscraper, toppling it into another building. Pompey guessed that it was causing chaos in order to get any hidden fighters to flee from their hiding spots so it could cut them down.

After returning to the fight, the white mech, whose hover platform had been severely damaged by thermal grenades, fought as it had before being damaged. It wasted no time, firing ion arrows into anything that moved. A pair of resistance fighters appeared from opposite sides of the street, each leaning out of the doorway of a high-rise. One was hit directly with an ion arrow. The other managed to duck back inside the building for safety, but the ion arrow tore through the wall and exploded with enough force to send debris flying, burying the woman under metal and concrete.

A Thunderbolt came by for a quick attack run. The pilots had been instructed not to linger in any one area, and this pilot obeyed that order by keeping his engines at full power. But the white mech, with a score to settle, sent three ion arrows into the sky in slightly different directions. One was aimed ahead of the Thunderbolt. The other two were fired on opposite sides of its current path in case the pilot swerved. The fighter did swerve, and managed to evade all three shots, but was struck by the following volley of ion arrows. The Thunderbolt left a trail of black smoke billowing behind it as it nosed into an controlled descent toward the planet’s surface. The pilot, knowing the buildings were vacant, made no attempt to ditch the Thunderbolt into the ground or a body of water and instead ejected a moment after setting the fighter to fly directly into another of the mechs. The mech easily moved aside, however, and the Thunderbolt exploded in a ball of fire near the two hundredth floor of a high-rise.

Pompey watched all of this through the series of holographic displays projected in front of him. He thought about all the things he could have ordered his troops to do. If he stubbornly tried to adhere to the original plan, the response would be a mess. Traps would be activated too late. Soldiers would be waiting for him to give the order to attack after the mechs had already jumped to other portals and were gone. Any reliance on him would only burden the people fighting on the ground. In the end, there was only one thing any good military leader could say, and so he activated the comms device next to him.

“Each of you knows why you are out there fighting. The mechs are moving through the portals too fast for me to coordinate an effective counterattack. Instead, each of you should fight as you see fit. Activate traps when the enemy is in sight. Perform the same tactics we reviewed. I will try to offer advice if possible, but from here on out each of you is on your own to do what you think is best. Fight well.”
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Through one of the slits of her bunker’s protective cover, Dindraine watched as the rust-colored mech appeared from a portal two blocks down the street, brought its giant glowing sword down like a stake, and impaled two soldiers hiding under the street level. A moment later, the mech moved ten feet down the street and vanished into another portal.

The white mech appeared from a circle of energy positioned almost directly above her, where it hovered twenty feet off the ground and shot one ion arrow after another. She heard a Vonnegan man grunt and fall, and even without seeing him, she knew he was dead. She heard a woman yell in anger while firing her blaster at the mech. She too was hit with the energy of the mech’s bow.

Dindraine thought about pushing the false panel aside. She would have an easy shot at the underside of the mech’s transport. The transport was directly overhead, and the heat from it made her hidden bunker thirty degrees warmer. Sweat ran down her face. However, she had just seen what the other woman’s blaster did to the mech. Nothing. The mech hadn’t been slowed the least bit before returning fire and killing the soldier. Even if Dindraine got four or five shots off, it was likely none of them would do a thing.

Her head swirled with a thousand doubts and unanswered questions. Why had she remained in Greater Mazuma? Why was she in the bunker? Why was the dead Fianna still inches away from her? And why was she holding a blaster when such small arms had no impact on these monsters? Why had she thought her limited training would prepare her for this madness? As much as she hated to admit it, she was even beginning to second-guess having killed the Fianna. If there was anyone on the ground who had a chance of killing these things, it was Philo.

She cursed herself and her situation. Because the white mech’s hover transport was still humming overhead, she chastised herself quietly and hoped it didn’t detect her presence.

An explosion rocked the ground ten feet away, spraying the false covering of her bunker with bits of stone. She didn’t see where it had come from but she guessed another resistance fighter had tossed a grenade at the white mech. If it had landed on top of her hiding spot, she would be dead. The insanity of nearly dying at the hands of a fellow Vonnegan made her close her eyes and clench her jaw until veins popped out of her temples. Of course, Philo had died by her own hand, but in that moment the irony escaped her.

With her eyes closed, she noticed the city street had become quiet. At first, she thought it was because the noise of the grenade had damaged her ears. But then, opening her eyes and peeking out of the bunker, she realized it was because the white mech had vanished into a portal and was gone.

Scanning the street, she saw no signs of mechs in any direction. Without another thought, she pushed the bunker’s cover to the side, jumped out of the trench, and ran as fast as she could.
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Teams of technicians worked without break. Their goal was to convert the control systems that Arc-Mi-Die had attached to each Excalibur vessel so the Round Table could control the legendary ships instead. At the same time, other engineers worked to figure out the cloaking system created by the scientists Arc-Mi-Die had kidnapped. Their goal was to replicate the technology the same way they had with the containment field surrounding Lancelot’s ship.

“Necessity really is the monster of all invention,” one of the scientists said to Talbot as they watched crews go about the delicate work.

“The mother of invention,” Talbot said, not taking his eyes away from the work.

The man, in his sixties, a beard and head full of gray hair, went by the name Angro. He had been the first person in Edsall Dark’s scientific community to volunteer for Talbot’s mission.

Angro frowned. “Isn’t that what I said?”

“You said ‘monster.’”

“Huh, guess I did. Maybe it’s both.”

Talbot said goodbye and boarded a shuttle on its way to Arc-Mi-Die’s main base, located in the middle of the collection of ships the warlord had assembled.

The hangar there looked to have been the scene of a massacre, and he knew it must have been the place Lancelot had landed her own ship in her quest for vengeance. Scorch marks dotted every wall, the result of hundreds of laser blasts being fired in every direction. Bits and pieces of combat bots lay scattered across the hangar floor. The remnants of what appeared to be of a heavy blaster were burned to a crisp. A mechanized unit lay in the middle of the hangar, face down on the ground, its torso shredded by explosives, its appendages cut off and scattered around it. So many explosions and laser blasts of all sizes had gone off inside the landing platform that almost every other craft in the hangar was completely destroyed.

The scene brought one image to Talbot’s mind: the warrior who had arrived to Edsall Dark with the infamous warlord’s head in a satchel, the women who had taken off her helmet to reveal beauty the likes of which he had never seen before. Without a single ally, without anyone else who cared about her, she had arrived here and decimated the forces belonging to the galaxy’s most feared criminal.

The epic array of destruction all around the transport as he landed made him wish he had known Lancelot sooner. He would have come here and fought alongside her. Anything he could do to help, he would have. Not that she had needed his help, at least not here. The remains of dead aliens three times Talbot’s size lay strewn across the metal floor. They were beasts that would have torn him in half, and yet they lay defeated, scores of them, brought down by a lone warrior. Once again, the mere thought of her made him shake his head in awe.

Just to be sure that everyone was dead and that no other traps were nearby, he disembarked from the transport in a suit of space armor. It wasn’t the heavy version he had worn into the Carthagen tunnels. The CAB suits would have taken too much time to prepare.

“Hello?” he said as he got to the bottom of the transport’s ramp, a heavy blaster in one metal glove of his armor and his Meursault, the famous Sword in the Stone, at his hip, ready to draw with the other hand.

Across the hangar, a single bot appeared. It was an outdated IV-range model, twice the size of his head and hovering two feet off the ground. The dirty gray bot beeped twice, scanned the rest of the hangar, then disappeared again. Talbot made his way across the platform, his metal boots clanging against the floor.

That one bot wound up being the only sign of activity he saw the entire time he was there. He moved slowly to ensure he didn’t trigger any booby traps, but it was obvious with each turn of the walkway that Lancelot had already followed the same path and had already activated and borne the brunt of the traps. One wall was covered with burnt metal that flaked to the touch. Another had a collection of combat bots lying on the ground in a pile. He followed the corridor until he got to its end, an open room with two enormous guards lying dead on the ground. Like the rest of the base, every tinder wall had been lowered to protect the inhabitants from the intense rays of the sun outside.

He walked across the room to where Arc-Mi-Die’s headless body lie. Like Lancelot, the warlord had four arms and four legs. Amazing that two beings could be so alike and yet so different. Without anything else to do there, he turned and made his way back to his transport, thoughts of Lancelot filling his head with every step.
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Pompey watched as his forces on the ground did their best to wage a counterattack against the mechs. A team of resistance fighters, located in the southwest quadrant, waited for a mech to appear through the nearest portal, then triggered another set of explosions that toppled the high-rise across the street. It only took seven seconds for the array of controlled explosives to vaporize the foundation and for the skyscraper to come crashing down toward the mech. By the time it did, however, the mech was easily able to move backward, into the portal and to safety.

In the northeast quadrant, a pair of resistance fighters tried to lure one of the mechs into the oversized entryway of a building. Pompey looked at his charts to verify the building had been set as a trap. It was, but not in the normal fashion. This one had a series of sub-zero mines that would hit any nearby targets with bursts of cold capable of making solid metal brittle as plaster. The soldiers trying to entice the mech into the building were going to sacrifice themselves for the greater good.

The only problem was that the mech didn’t rush into the high-rise. Instead, it waited while a collection of the Hannibal portals collapsed back into projectiles and moved into the building’s interior. There, the capsules exploded back into portals that instantly transported anything that was within their radius. An atomized steel wall was teleported to a city street three blocks away. Part of the ceiling was transported to the northwest quadrant. Dozens of capsules traveled into the building and exploded into circles of energy while three portals remained outside the structure, giving the mech possible escape routes. The mech never did enter the building. Instead, the network of portals continued to ignite, vanish, move to another spot of the building, and over again.

“Get out of there,” Pompey said into the comms device, willing the resistance fighters to understand what was going on.

Being inside the confines of the building, the pair of soldiers likely thought the mech was searching for them rather than having the portals do its dirty work. It only took three instances of the portals exploding into circles of energy and transporting away the material that had been there before the Hannibal’s goal was accomplished. Too much of the base of the high-rise had disappeared. The building started to whine, then fell in on itself.

The mech watched the scene from across the street. Great puffs of dust covered it but it remained there until its scanners verified there were no survivors. Once it was sure that part of Greater Mazuma was clear, the mech moved through a portal to search for more Vonnegans in a different part of the city.

Another mech hovered in place in a part of the city that had no visible signs of resistance. It faced one way for a couple seconds, then slowly rotated atop its hover platform until it had scanned the entire surrounding area. While it did, not a single Vonnegan soldier jumped out and fired at it, no combat bots targeted it, no Thunderbolts went screaming by. And yet the mech remained in place, looking all around, until its attention settled beneath where it was hovering.

Pompey knew exactly what it was doing. It had detected a life form but had trouble pinpointing where it was. Pompey knew. It was underneath the street, where millions of Vonnegans were hiding. He was helpless to anything but watch as the mech took its time in assessing the situation.

A series of capsules arrived at the street beside it. One exploded into a portal of energy that was parallel with the ground and touching street level. A second later it vanished into capsule form again and the area of street where the energy had been was gone, revealing a circular hole leading into the underground.

Pompey looked at a different holographic feed to see what was happening in the tunnel system below the surface. A series of projectiles entered the hole and traveled down the underground corridor where they formed into portals that surrounded the mech. Only after they were in place did the mech’s hover transport lower its rider down below the streets and into the dank and dark underground. It was surrounded on all sides by energy that would shield it from any threats and that would allow it to teleport back out of the tunnel system if danger was detected.

Pompey closed his eyes and groaned. None of the traps they had set were going to work, not if the portals could move through the underground system. That meant the millions of people under Greater Mazuma’s surface weren’t hiding in safety. They were huddled together in one easy mass-casualty target for a giant metal predator.
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In the middle of Greater Mazuma, near the spot where the four quadrants met, the historic Mustcrim skyscraper toppled and crashed to the ground. Mustcrim was one of the only high-rises that was still standing from the atom age of the Vonnegan Empire. If Pompey and Thidian could have been picky about how to repel the Hannibal mechs, they would have preserved the classic structure. Knowing they were in a fight for the very existence of Greater Mazuma, they had no choice but to rig the building with explosives.

Mustcrim was made of an outdated metal that was twice as heavy as the newer skyscrapers. It was also built according to old standards, which meant its core was without the crisscrossing atomized steel that reinforced newer buildings. A series of six carefully placed charges managed to bring the skyscraper down at freefall speeds.

The nearby mech was able to move to the side and avoid being crushed. It did not calculate, however, the increased force that Mustcrim would have compared to other nearby high-rises. The street collapsed underneath its weight. Everything nearby was thrown hundreds of yards away. The force was enough to push the rust-colored mech backward, into the next closest building.

Four pairs of Vonnegan resistance fighters were located nearby. Of these, one was buried under debris from the destroyed Mustcrim, preventing either soldier from jumping out and firing. Another pair of soldiers was in a bunker directly next to the rubble. They weren’t buried but the reverberations of hundreds of thousands of tons of metal hitting the ground next to them had caused such massive tremors that every bone in both of their bodies was pulverized.

One pair did jump out but their heads were ringing, their equilibrium impaired by the shockwaves. One stumbled forward, launching ion grenades in quick succession. But even though the reddish-brown mech was only thirty feet away and larger than a Thunderbolt or Llyushin fighter, only two of the fighter’s four grenades struck the mech. One sent blue waves of energy rippling through the mech’s left arm, which went limp and stopped functioning. The other hit the mech’s right knee, buckling it and sending it into a desperate attempt to regain its balance.

At the same time, the soldier next to the one with the ion grenade launcher began firing at close range with his heavy blaster. It was twice the size of a regular assault blaster and unleashed laser streaks at a much faster rate. In ten seconds, the soldier fired sixty shots, each of which hit the mech squarely in its chest.

Across the street, the other pair of resistance fighters used a lever to raise a cannon out of their trench, the barrel of which was almost as large as an ion tank’s turret. Before it could get into position, the matte gray mech appeared from a portal half a block away.

It swiped its scythe through the air, sending a wave of energy toward the cannon. A three-story tall explosion burst out of the bunker where it had been hidden. A second wave of energy tore through the air and decimated the pair of soldiers that had managed to impair the rust-colored mech.

Without waiting to see if any other threats were in the area, the gray mech hovered across the street and stabilized the other mech until its systems recalibrated and it could vanish into a portal, most likely to return to the Juggernaut for repairs.

After the rust-colored mech was gone, the gray mech sent four waves of energy streaking from its scythe, one down each direction of the street. Then, it too vanished into the nearest portal.

The destruction of the old Mustcrim high-rise wasn’t a complete failure. Four blocks down the street, a resistance fighter that had missed almost all of the combat opened his eyes for the first time in a couple hours.

Philo groaned and rolled over on his side. He tried to ask what was going on but the only sounds coming out of his mouth were unintelligible grunts of gibberish. Nothing made sense. For the first few seconds, he didn’t remember why he was in a dark, confined space. Minute by minute the pieces came back. He remembered that an enemy called the Hannibal were preparing to invade the planet and that he was part of the forces designated to push them back. He remembered having a woman assigned to the same bunker. What was her name?

Unable to see anything and with most noises not processing in his brain, he tried to ask if she were there. Only after muttering another string of nonsensical grunts did he remember her name. That triggered his final memory: the sound of a blaster’s safety unclicking, the feel of the barrel pressed against the back of his helmet.

“Dindraine,” he mumbled, “you made a terrible mistake.”

At least that was what he tried to say. The noises that actually came out of his mouth were more like, “Inraine, ewe ay erble isay.”

No response was forthcoming. If his senses were about him, he would have realized that feigning death would have been a much better tactic than talking to someone who had tried to kill him. In his delirium, though, he was unable to think logically.

It sounded fairly calm outside. He had no way of realizing that the Mustcrim skyscraper had just been taken down and that the jolt had not only awoken him from his unconsciousness, it had also left an eerie calm in the streets. All he knew was that Dindraine was gone and there was no audible fighting outside the bunker. His hope was that the battle was over, that the resistance forces had been successful in repelling the mechs. From what he knew of the Hannibal, however, he doubted this was true, and so the fact that he was alone, only brought about confusion.

The thought entered his mind that maybe he had killed Dindraine without remembering it. He was a lethal killer; it was possible his instincts had taken over. But when he tried to roll onto his side, pain racked the inside of his skull, sending bright flashes of light behind his eyes. A wave of nausea forced him to keep perfectly still.

It would help him breathe if his helmet were off. Lying face down on the ground, both hands fumbled about until they found the sides of his helmet. However, trying to pull the demon armor off his head caused excruciating pain and his hands froze in place so the agony would stop.

After lying flat on his stomach for a moment, he realized what must have happened. The laser blast that had been fired at point blank range into the back of his helmet hadn’t killed him, although it had come close. Instead, it had melted all the skin off the back of his head. It had eventually solidified again, but with the helmet on, his skin had effectively glued his helmet to his head.

The possibility of his disfigurement didn’t concern him in the least. The only thing that mattered was getting his senses back, including the fortitude to overcome the pain. Only then would he be able to get out of the bunker and figure out what was going on.

Reaching his hand out, his fingers came upon his vibro halberd. At least his weapon was still there. That was something.

After a minute he tried once more to push himself upright so his back could rest against the bunker wall. The pain was amazing. It reminded him of the years in which he had trained to become a Fianna, not because the training itself had broken him, but because it had been focused on causing the maximum amount of suffering in his victims.

With his back against the wall, he closed his eyes until the flashes of light and the urge to vomit gradually subsided. He was aware that he was making tiny cries and groans but wasn’t able to stop them. When his eyes opened, a series of shadows revealed themselves. The bunker walls. Sandbags. But no Dindraine. Her blaster was also gone.

As his senses began to come back to him, he realized a constant buzzing was being generated. At first, he thought it was only inside his head, the effects of the laser blast that had nearly killed him. But as he collected himself, he realized it was coming from outside the bunker.

Looking up was going to be a bad idea. He knew that, but he also needed to know what was going on. Just as he predicted, leaning his head back brought on another wave of throbbing pain behind his eyes. He would have been okay with throwing up if his helmet were off, but with the demon mask stuck to his face, he needed to do everything in his power to keep himself collected. Eventually, his head hurt a little less and he opened his eyes again.

At first, the little he could see through the slits of the bunker’s ceiling didn’t make sense. It was extremely bright. His eyes hurt and he closed them again. Without knowing how long he had been unconscious, it was certainly possible that his eyes just needed a chance to get accustomed to the daylight. But something about the humming, bright glow didn’t seem like daylight. It was too pure, too sparkly.

Over the course of another minute, he gradually opened his eyes again, letting in more and more light until he could actually stare at the gap of space above his bunker. In addition to the hum of energy, there were sporadic crackles like a bug catcher zapping tiny insects. It seemed to be coming from the bright light directly above him but he knew of no device that might cause them.

As he watched the light and tried to make sense of it, a giant metal disc appeared above him, blocking out much of the light and sending down waves of heat into the bunker below.

As the transport moved forward, Philo began to understand what was happening. It was appearing out of a portal located directly above his bunker.

Which meant...

One of the mechs was ten feet above where he was hiding.
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Room by room, Margaret packed all of her belongings. It was fast work. Much of what she and Julian had accrued over the years only took up space and she was fine leaving it there. An entire closet was filled with knick-knacks that meant nothing to her. An entire room contained furniture they never used.

None of it would be making the trip with her to Auster1-Tersa, the smallest of three moons that orbited the planet Auster1. While the planet and its other two moons each had assortments of colonies, Auster1-Tersa was the only planet or moon in the entire Alchemite sector that had an atmosphere naturally suitable for life without the need for a containment field.

Margaret chose it because it was a place neither she nor Julian had ever mentioned. Not only had they never discussed the possibility of one day living there, as they had with Edsall Dark, Hadrin-Major, and a variety of other places, she and her now deceased husband had never even uttered the moon’s name during their many decades together. Without Julian in her life anymore, it was important for her to go someplace that would never trigger memories of him. That was also what was driving her to leave CamaLon as soon as her affairs were in order.

She wasn’t leaving every memory behind. There was a box of holographic photo albums filled with images of Julian. It would be a long time before she would be able to look at a hologram of him, though. She was also taking a couple things from his time as a naval officer. There were the holocube images of his graduation from the academy, his promotion to Lieutenant Colonel a couple years after she gave birth to Talbot, and his promotion to General. Everything else, even his fully adorned general’s uniform with all of the medals he had earned over the years, would be left behind.

She had contacted a teacher at the academy to see if they wanted it. The woman had served with Julian on two of his early campaigns and had jumped at the chance to have General Reiser’s uniform added to the Round Table museum.

The thought crossed Margaret’s mind to ask why more items were being added to the museum if the Hannibal were approaching and all civilization might be wiped out. However, she kept the question to herself and was happy to be rid of four boxes’ worth of useless belongings.

It cost more than she thought it should to reserve space in a freighter for the few things she was planning on taking with her.

“It was a fraction of that to move here,” she told the male Tricknon, a slender, cream-colored alien that was taking her reservation.

The Tricknon sang a series of noises back to her that were translated in the store’s display as, “Unfortunately, there is a growing demand to leave Edsall Dark...” He didn’t have to explain why.

Part of her wanted to explain that she was not running away from the Hannibal. She was simply running away from having to see reminders of her old life. The knowledge that she was fleeing all the same, if not for the same reasons as the others who chartered the freighter, made her leave without saying anything else.
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Without even realizing he was doing so, Pompey held his breath as he watched the black mech make its way through the network of underground tunnels. At least one Hannibal projectile went down every fork in the passageways and then exploded into a portal. Three or four portals were aligned at various distances in front of and behind the mech as its hover disc carried it through the enclosed areas. The circles of energy directly in front of and behind the mech were only feet away from the edge of its transport. The others were dispersed a hundred feet and a hundred yards further down.

Pompey could guess what the mech was doing and why it was doing it. It was giving itself an escape path down any number of various routes in case it ran into danger. The former Vonnegan general was dismayed to realize how adept the units were at ensuring their survival. If the mech was ambushed simultaneously from the front and back, it could still jump into a portal that was only a split second away and appear in a side tunnel. If the entire underground system turned out to be unsafe, it could connect through a portal and reappear back on the planet’s surface.

Dismay came over the military tactician because he knew most if not all of the traps he and Thidian had planned for the ancient tunnels would be ineffective. Pompey considered not activating the first trap at all. Not because he had given up on the people of Greater Mazuma—he knew there was no giving up in this battle. Just as warships could be turned around and flown away from a conflict, so too could troops on one side of a battlefield retreat from the enemy while others fought. It didn’t mean a white flag had been raised, it simply meant a new strategy needed to be employed.

It made sense to leave the trap deactivated because it would likely not result in any harm to the mech and might only alert it to the fact that it was heading in the right direction. After all, traps weren’t built in places no one cared about. They were used to deter someone or something from going where they weren’t wanted.

He looked at the holographic display beside him that showed a pixelated version of the tunnel system. Places that were glowing blue had women and children hiding in them. Places that were flashing red had traps he could activate. The mech was less than half a mile to the first cavern, where two hundred thousand people were huddled.

It was also less than fifty feet from the first trap, which was a water barrier. Both ends of the tunnel would slam shut and the section that the mech was in would be flooded.

Forty feet.

Thidian had calculated it would take just over two minutes to flood the corridor. The mech would easily escape by then.

Thirty feet.

But if Pompey didn’t at least try to deter the mech, it would surely continue toward the civilians.

Twenty feet.

If he did nothing, he would be a traitor to the Vonnegan people. He hadn’t led men and women into battle just so he could later allow his people to be slaughtered.

Ten feet.

He closed his eyes and took a breath, then opened them and slammed a fist down on the glowing white button that would trigger the pair of steel walls to slam shut and the water to begin rushing in.

The hologram that Pompey was watching didn’t receive audio, but he could imagine the loud and echoing boom that would sound as the heavy doors hit the ground and locked in place. Immediately, water began to rush in from the ceiling. The mech froze in place. It only took a few seconds for the water level to reach the bottom of the mech’s hover transport and the two portals within arm’s reach of the mech. Pompey could see the water sizzle and spark as it touched the transport’s energy source.

“Please,” Pompey mumbled, hoping the liquid might disrupt something in the portal’s ability to function.

It didn’t. The mech looked behind it, then moved forward, into the closer of the two portals. Water continued to rush into the passageway after the mech had vanished but Pompey didn’t care. He was sure the mech would find a different way into the underground tunnels.

The holographic map of the system showed that two of the Hannibal portals were located further along the route the mech had been taking. As Pompey watched, a stream of new dots appeared on the map. More projectiles had come through one portal and would turn into additional energy fields. Soon after, a mech also appeared, a hundred yards past where Pompey had tried to trap and drown it.

Undeterred, the mech continued farther along down the corridor, closer to where the first group of people was hiding.
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Huddled in the corner of the ancient aqueduct, Thidian watched the holographic feed as it showed the progress of one of the mechs.

“Come on,” he had mumbled as he watched the dot representing the enemy move along the tunnel leading to where he and thousands of other Vonnegans were hiding.

The dot had vanished, tricking Thidian into a moment of elation. It reappeared a second later, past the water trap. In a perfectly empty and quiet room, he would have been able to hear the two giant steel doors slam shut when the trap was activated. Even though everyone was being as quiet as possible, the breathing and shuffling of so many people created enough noise that no one inside the safe zone had heard the boom.

That was a good thing. If one of the children did hear it, they might have started to cry. As it was, it was amazing that every single person, young and old, was able to keep fairly silent. Thidian had no idea what kind of sensors the mechs had, but it seemed likely that just one crying baby would be loud enough to be detected.

On the tiny display in his hand, he watched as the dot moved a quarter of a mile further along the underground route. Every once in a while it skipped a section of tunnel and Thidian realized this was where it was passing through one portal and appearing from another, either to save time or because it detected something it thought might be a trap.

“What’s happening?” a man next to Thidian asked, unable to make sense of the tiny hologram in the city planner’s palm.

The mech was only seconds from entering the next trap, one that would jolt it with enough electricity to power all of Greater Mazuma for twenty four hours. There was no living creature in the galaxy that could survive being hit by that much voltage.

“Come on,” Thidian mumbled again, too caught up in praying for the mech to stay on course to reply to the man.

As he watched, the mech continued straight ahead. Thidian stopped breathing. He didn’t blink. Every part of him was frozen in place as he watched the mech move further up the tunnel, up, up, then...

The lights in the old aqueduct flickered. The fan helping to circulate air stopped working. Thidian knew it wouldn’t have been just their chamber that would have been affected. All of Greater Mazuma would have just lost power for a split second as the trap was discharged.

The mech, only two minutes from where everyone was hiding, had just been electrocuted with one million kilowatts of electricity.

“We got one,” he said to the man next to him. Then, slightly louder, a smile crossing his lips, said again, “We got one.”
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Moments before the electrical trap was activated, Philo opened his eyes, unsure of why he was on the ground again. Without moving, he let his senses come back to him and realized he must have passed out again, either because of the pain or the injury to his head. As his equilibrium came back and his memory filled in gaps, he remembered the mech had been directly above him. It was gone now, although a portal was still buzzing above the bunker where he was located.

His first instinct was to take off his helmet, but an alarm went off inside his head, forcing him to pause as the memory came back of the pain that had crippled him the first time he tried to take it off.

“Dindraine?” he said again, although he knew even as he said it that she wasn’t there.

He groaned at his own nonsensical behavior. Over his years of training, he and the other Fianna had been taught to ignore survival instincts and focus entirely on defending the Vonnegan ruler. The drills they had gone through had stripped away fears and base impulses that affected lesser soldiers. Such behaviors and inadequacies had been beaten out of Philo, and for years he was the epitome of the warrior who fought intelligently but without regard for himself. In the years since the Vonnegan Empire’s defeat, however, he must have slipped back into being almost like an ordinary Vonnegan. That was why he called for the person who might be closest by, even though she might put a second laser blast into his helmet and finish the job if she knew he were still alive. If the members of his old Fianna unit could see him now they would kill him for the dishonor he brought to their ranks.

Driven by a need to find the woman who had been assigned to his bunker, he pulled himself up to his knees. Years earlier, he would have sought her out in order to get revenge, to make her suffer much longer than he had. It was important for everyone to remember what happened when you underestimated a Fianna. Now, though, he wanted to find her not so he could kill her but to keep her safe.

Yes, he wore the demon armor, but only because an enemy was approaching. He wanted her to know he wasn’t the same man who had committed atrocities in Mowbray’s name. If she were able to understand that, maybe it could mean he had finally found a way to begin repaying his debt to Vonnegan society. If he could make her understand that he was no longer a monster, maybe he could believe it himself.

His main problem, as he saw it, was that he could barely move. His legs were shaky and he wasn’t sure he could stand. His head was spinning, forcing him to hold onto something. Every part of his head and neck felt like it was on fire, the residual effects of the laser blast being absorbed into his helmet while he was wearing it.

Ignoring these weaknesses, he gathered all of his strength and pulled himself up to two feet, his weight leaning against the bunker wall so he didn’t fall over. His vibro halberd, rather than serving as a weapon, became a crutch to support him.

Before the shot to the back of his head, he could have leapt out of the bunker with no problem. He could have rolled over one shoulder and been in attack position. Now, he had to remain still for a few seconds after doing something as simple as getting to his feet. Once he was sure he wasn’t going to collapse, he brought one foot up to the first step leading out of the bunker, placed a hand against the wall, and made his way closer to the street surface.

He did this five more times. After each step, he paused and collected himself. After the sixth step, all of him down to his shins had emerged from the bunker, and he finally allowed himself to pause and assess the situation.

The street to his left was gone, buried underneath thousands of tons of metal that had once been a high-rise. The defenses that had been straight ahead were nothing more than pockets of fire and debris.

A buzzing noise caught his attention.

“Huh?” he muttered, trying to make sense of what it could be.

Turning, he looked at the portal above his bunker. The reddish brown mech was there, directly in front of the circle of energy. It peered down at him, then raised its giant ion sword.

Before it brought the weapon down, however, it froze in place. Philo noticed that every light, everything that had been humming with energy, fell silent—everything except the mech and the portal it appeared from.

Still disoriented, Philo was barely clear-headed enough to deduce what had happened. One of the underground traps had gone off.

Rather than finish the strike, the mech darted backward into the same portal it had just appeared from, vanishing in an instant. Philo, alone again, couldn’t help but smile because he knew what the rapid retreat must mean. One of the mechs had been destroyed and the others were going to its rescue.

They were going to win the battle.
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Vere saw everything that was going on around Greater Mazuma. Pompey wasn’t aware of her presence, but she stood beside him and witnessed the struggle as it unfolded. She also walked the street where Philo stumbled about, neither the Fianna nor the mechs seeing her there.

Amidst the violence, she closed her eyes and allowed her mind to drift away. Everything around her was a void, blacker than space. No stars. No planets. Even notions of up or down, closeness or distance, faded away.

The first presence approached her. She kept her breathing slow, allowing more of the Word’s essence to surround her. Using the advice Mortimous had given her, she brought into her mind an image of the Hannibal crossing the galaxy and defeating the Round Table. She saw the Juggernaut arrive at Edsall Dark and destroy not only CamaLon but also the Great Hall and the symbol of galactic peace she had worked to create.

If it wasn’t the Hannibal it would be something else. Creatures who build weapons of war will never allow peace to exist. It’s not in their nature.

The thought forced itself into her consciousness, regardless of how much she tried to quiet her mind. It was the type of skepticism that had plagued her all her life. At various points in her life she chalked it up to either self-doubt or to a natural sense of pessimism. It was the voice in the back of her head that said “What’s the use?” any time she came up against tough choices. It was the silent conversation that prepared her for inevitable disappointment.

No matter how much she tried to vanquish the thought, it persisted. Her concentration lapsed. With it, so did the negative critique of mortal existence, and she realized the thought wasn’t her own.

It was them.

They were communicating to her not through words or a language but through ideas, just as Mortimous had described. Her thoughts adjusted to what the Word envisioned so she could see the scene they imagined. Instead of the Juggernaut arriving to Edsall Dark and destroying the planet, a civil war broke out, caused by power hungry representatives and generals. She humored the idea for only a moment before shifting her thoughts once more.

Now, instead of the Hannibal getting to Edsall Dark, they were stopped in the Mardigan sector. Instead of the Round Table mired in dysfunction, it was altered in ways that allowed Vere’s original idea to flourish. The galaxy was no longer a collection of empires and kingdoms, it was an infinitely large collection of planets and moons and colonies, all getting along with one another. There were no wars, no rulers thirsting for more territory.

It would never work. It has never worked. People always find ways to revert back to their base instincts of kill-or-be-killed.

The image that the Word placed in her mind was of one planet feeling as though it wasn’t being represented fairly at the Round Table and then recruiting other nearby planets to break way and start their own organization to rival the Round Table. New alliances would be formed, invisible like the old ones, drawn across galactic maps to show where one territory ended and another began, where friends and foes existed.

“It wouldn’t be like that,” she said.

She caught her mistake immediately. It was too late, though. Her voice had broken the silence that allowed her to hear the Word. When she opened her eyes, the presences she had felt around her were gone.
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While Swordnew piloted the Carthagen vessel, Lancelot worked in the back of the craft to figure out how best to use all of the equipment the two of them had taken from Orleans. The actual work of sorting was easy with her armor on. Objects that weighed two hundreds pounds were easily moved from one place to another with the aid of her mechanical arms and legs and the grip afforded by her mighty gauntlets.

As she worked, the hair stood up on the back of her neck and she knew an unannounced visitor was behind her.

“Hello, friend,” she said, her back to the cloaked guest. “Come to tell me what the old man has to say about our endeavor?”

It wasn’t Vere’s voice that answered her question, however, but Mortimous’.

“I’ll try not to take offense to that comment,” he said, clearly amused by proving her assumption wrong. “And I would note that we all grow old.”

Lancelot looked up the corridor to make sure Swordnew was still in the cockpit and wouldn’t be able to hear her talking to someone he wouldn’t be able to see or hear himself, which would be a good reason for him to think she had lost her mind and for him to abandon the mission.

Lancelot turned to greet Mortimous. “Not if I die first.”

“There’s that warrior spirit,” he said, but there was no enthusiasm. He added, “Not every battle can be won with sheer might.”

Forgetting that the difference between Vere and the old man was that he almost never clarified what he meant, she waited for an explanation. When he remained silent, she asked if he was referring to the upcoming battle with the Hannibal.

“The Hannibal, yes, but not only that. I will let you in on a little secret.” He leaned closer. Even so, every part of his face was still obscured by his hood. “I have never once fought in a battle or raised a hand against someone else.”

“Shocking,” Lancelot said, noting the man’s slender and frail frame.

“You jest, but do you think I have never had a conflict with someone else? I have had kings and emperors place bounties on my head that to this day make me blush at the amount they were willing to pay to have me killed, simply because they didn’t like my answers to their questions. Did I organize a battle against any of them?”

“No.”

“No, exactly right.”

Lancelot bent over and moved a Carthagen projection tube slightly to the side of the corridor so she didn’t step on it the next time she walked by. Standing upright again, she told Mortimous she was at a loss for what point he was trying to make.

“The fact that you are the galaxy’s best chance for survival and you don’t understand is very troublesome.”

The blood rushed to Lancelot’s face. Her instinct was to lash out, but she instead took a deep breath and remained calm. Back in Orleans, if anyone had spoken down to her like that, friend or not, she would have impaled them with a lance through the belly.

After she was sure she could keep her temper from erupting, she said, “And you wonder why I prefer Vere’s visits to your own.”

The two of them were silent for a while as Lancelot went back to work, this time rewiring some of the projection tubes so they were ready when needed.

Mortimous didn’t care about her teasing, however. During his first visit to see her in the asteroid field, she had drawn her weapons and threatened him. Everything since then was an improvement.

“Vere is trying to persuade the Word to assist you.”

“And you?”

“I already tried.”

“And?”

“And they weren’t interested.

“Wonderful.”

The rejection did sting, though. The most advanced alien species in the galaxy, a race of beings that transcended both time and space and who understood much more of how the universe worked than humans ever would, didn’t think she was worth helping or the Round Table worth saving.

Mortimous, sensing her defeat, shook his head and said, “They helped me once before—with Vere. We made progress, just not enough.”

“Tell them it’ll be different this time.”

But she knew what Mortimous would say, that he had already told them exactly that. When she lifted her head to repeat her plea, the sage was gone.
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When Quickly wasn’t sleeping—his modified Llyushin transport set to autopilot—he was thinking of home. More accurately, he was thinking of returning to Kerchin-Joshua and telling his wife he was stupid for leaving.

Any time he allowed himself to think of the future, images of the past replayed in his head. The battle against the Vonnegan Empire. Losing friends. Death everywhere, on a scale he could barely comprehend. They were thoughts that followed him to his sleep, causing him to wake from nightmares in a cold sweat. Back home when that had happened, Enid would scoot closer to him and tell him it would be okay. They would lay there in silence and listen to the air playing music as it blew across the crystals that lined their home’s ceiling and walls. Now, he woke without anyone to comfort him, without anyone to say the horror was over.

He had been a fool to leave Enid. His hand reached down to activate the comms system so he could contact the other ship and tell Lancelot he had changed his mind. Before he could, a display showed she was contacting him.

“Yeah?”

Lancelot’s voice was still being modified by her helmet, which he guessed meant the other Carthagen still didn’t know who or what Lancelot really was.

“Change of plans,” she said. “We’re going to the Mardigan sector first.”

He thought about asking why. He thought about saying he was going to return to Kerchin-Joshua. After a moment, he merely shrugged and agreed, closed the comms channel, and went back to thinking of Enid.
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A lump formed in Pompey’s throat as he watched the black mech get hit with thousands of times more power than it would take to incinerate a Vonnegan. The holographic displays in his command room were powered by a backup generator and were the only thing in the city that wasn’t affected by the power surge.

The tiny monitor bot that had been tracking the mech’s movement was completely fried to the point that not even a millimeter of charred wire still existed. Pompey had to wait a couple of seconds for another monitor bot to race down the tunnel and locate the mech to resume monitoring.

The holographic feed that Pompey saw showed no movement of any kind. If he wasn’t sure the bot was working and a live feed being transmitted, he would have thought the hologram had frozen. The black mech was standing motionless on its hover disk, exactly as it had been, only now the transport rested on the ground, also perfectly motionless.

Pompey had been in enough battles to know it was never good when military leaders got their hopes up. Generals should rely on what had or hadn’t happened, not on expectations. It was impossible, though, to see the black mech and not become elated that one of the traps had worked. From what he could see, the mech was unable to operate at all. That left only three enemy units, and with the amount of traps left on Greater Mazuma, they should be able to disable those as well. It would be a prolonged fight and many people would lose their lives, but the planet and Vonnegan society would continue.

The bit of hope Pompey had allowed to build up inside him came crashing down when the mech’s transport powered back on and began to lift its passenger off the ground. The mech wasn’t completely deactivated; it had been recalibrating its systems. Functional again, it looked left, then right, then back to center. Its arms moved, first at the elbow, then at the shoulder as its systems came back online.

It was joined by the other three mechs, which must have received some kind of distress signal. The ancient tunnel wasn’t large enough for all four mechs to travel side by side so the white and gray mechs went first, with the black and rust mechs following. A pair of portals floated in front of both lead mechs and behind both rear mechs in case another trap was set and they had to get away.

The lump in Pompey’s throat turned from one of hope to one of dread. There was only one trap remaining between the mechs and the group of Vonnegans huddled in the ancient aqueduct. It was an idea Thidian had proposed and one that Pompey had initially rejected because of how extreme it was. It could just as easily kill everyone hiding underground as destroy the mechs. Pompey had only agreed to the ploy once Thidian made it clear he intended to be among the civilians in that aqueduct and wouldn’t be unnecessarily risking lives.

The design was based around another skyscraper being intentionally leveled. But instead of it crashing down on a mech in the street, the entire foundation it was built upon would be detonated and the high-rise would fall through the street level and crush whatever was in the tunnel beneath it.

The problem was that the tunnel collapse would also block the only way in and out for those hiding in the makeshift shelter. If the fighting was prolonged or there were mass casualties elsewhere on Greater Mazuma, the thousands of people gathered inside Thidian’s underground shelter would be trapped without enough food or water to survive for an extended time.

Unlike before, Pompey didn’t hesitate in activating the trap once the mechs got to the designated point. Instead, he slammed his hand down on the controls, then watched the holographic displays as the Kormac building, a two-hundred story building directly above the mechs’ position began to crumble. The entire structure collapsed through the ground and into the tunnel below. It only took nine seconds for the bottom three floors of the Kormac building to fill the section of tunnel that had been occupied by the mechs.

It was too long, though. The mechs escaped through the portals again.

Pompey cursed. His eyes darted to the holographic display of tunnels to find where the mechs had transported. Two of them were further along the path, just outside the aqueduct where Thidian and the others were hiding. The other two mechs vanished through a pair of portals, then another, then reappeared through the same portals as the others.

All four mechs were only feet away from thousands of Vonnegans who were hiding for safety.

The mechs moved forward. The one carrying the long ion sword sliced through the metal wall between it and the masses of people. Another hologram, this one located inside the safe zone, gave Pompey a view of what was going to happen. He couldn’t watch, though. Instead, he closed his eyes and tried as hard as he could not to think of the poor souls who were being massacred.
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Unlike the steel doors that had fallen as part of the water trap and gone unheard, Thidian and all of the other two hundred thousand Vonnegans hiding in the ancient aqueduct heard the Kormac building come crashing down through the ground beside them. Only a few people in the room knew of the Kormac trap, but everyone realized something major had just happened.

Dozens of children began to cry. Nearly everyone reached out and embraced someone close to them. Thousands of voices whispered pleas to be saved, for someone or something to prevent the Hannibal from coming through the door.

Thidian blocked out as much of this as he could and remained focused on the tiny holographic display in his palm. Two dots had evaded the Kormac trap and were just outside. A moment later, two more dots joined the two already there, and the city planner knew his time was coming to an end.

When the ion sword cut through the steel door, everyone around Thidian began to scream. With only one way in and one way out and everyone shoulder to shoulder, there was nowhere to go. The only possible direction anyone could try to run was toward the mechs, and no one wanted that.

The steel door crashed to the ground, crushing the twenty people gathered closest to it. The first mech through the doorway wasn’t the owner of the ion sword. It was the black mech, its hand outstretched. The scale’s cylinders clicked and began to emit their deadly toxin. The already loud collection of screams rose to a deafening chorus of terror.

Their worst fears were coming true. As people all around him jostled for somewhere to go, Thidian closed his eyes and hoped death would be quick.
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Philo stumbled across the street. The weapon he had killed so many with was nothing more to him than a walking stick as he hobbled away from his bunker.

“Dindraine,” he muttered, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Without knowing where she was, there was no way she would be able to hear him. His throat burned and he guessed the residual power of the laser blast had done more than melt the back of his scalp and wreak havoc with his equilibrium.

From the wreckage all around him, a metropolis torn to pieces, he doubted the battle was going well. He knew a lot of the high-rises that were now rubble had been intentionally leveled as part of the traps Pompey and Thidian created, but the extent of the damage far exceeded those structures. It looked like one or more of the mechs had focused exclusively on slicing apart everything within sight. Long burn marks slashed through each structure where waves of laser had cut lines through the buildings. Others had been partly vaporized and no longer had outer walls.

Everywhere Philo looked, Vonnegan soldiers lay dead on the ground or in the charred remains of their exposed bunkers. He passed the legs and helmet of the Purple Beret who had challenged him to a fight. The torso of the soldier had been incinerated. He saw an ion tank that was reduced to a shell of flaking metal and the spot where a missile battery had been positioned but which now was nothing but a deep crevasse in the ground.

At none of these places did he see the remains of a mech. With his mind working better than his body, he was able to guess that if the streets were quiet it was because the Hannibal had defeated the first lines of defense and had moved underground to exterminate the large pockets of people hiding there.

He admired Pompey’s and Thidian’s planning and he hoped their plans succeeded, but if the mechs had already defeated the ground forces, it didn’t seem likely that a series of underground traps would be successful.

If the battle was lost, if it really was just a matter of time until the mechs returned to the surface to wipe out the last remnants of Greater Mazuma’s population, Philo would never have a chance to redeem himself for the crimes he had committed. He was going to die a murderer, without having done anything meaningful to make amends for his actions.

His only hope to make things right, at least for one person, was to find Dindraine before the mechs returned to the surface and convince her that he not only meant her no harm but that he understood why she had pulled the trigger. Maybe then, if she saw that he didn’t have the Fianna’s mindset for cruelty, would she understand he was no longer the brutal enforcer he once had been. It wasn’t much, but it was the only shot at redemption he had before the four Hannibal mechs ended both of their lives.

“Dindraine,” he mumbled again through his jagged and burning throat. “Don’t worry, I understand.”

But even as the words left his throat he was cognizant enough to know the sentiment was worthless. Don’t worry? What was there to worry about? He could barely even talk. His weapon was a crutch. If he did find her, not only wouldn’t she feel threatened, she could easily shoot him a second time.

It seemed to take forever, but he eventually walked an entire city block. What would normally have taken him ten seconds to sprint had taken him almost six minutes of stumbling around.

A small blur of movement caught the corner of his eye. Instead of turning his neck, which would have brought about another round of blinding pain, he turned his entire body. If it was a mech, he would be dead by the time he finally managed to shuffle his feet in the right direction.

It wasn’t a mech, though. It was a Vonnegan women, her head sticking out of the remains of a destroyed bunker.

It was Dindraine, peering at him from across the street, a blaster pointed at his chest.


73

Dindraine saw Philo stumbling through the streets well before he noticed her. For a moment, she thought someone else must have found the dead Fianna and dressed in his armor for the added protection it offered. That was the only explanation for seeing someone walking through the street after being shot at point blank range in the back of the helmet. But from his condition, the way he could barely stand upright, she knew it really was him.

Hesitation held her in place—should she lower her head and go back to hiding in the bunker or shoot the Fianna a second time? She was past the point of needing revenge. After dashing away from her original bunker, she had run right into a firefight between two pairs of Vonnegan fighters and the gray mech. It hadn’t lasted long. The soldiers’ remains littered the ground. If the mech hadn’t had its back to her she would probably be dead too. After that, she didn’t have the nerve to get back out and run any further.

It wasn’t the need for revenge at all that drove her to consider shooting Philo a second time, it was seeing him walk through the middle of the street, his raspy breathing loud enough for anyone to hear. He was announcing his presence to the mechs, wherever they were, and she didn’t want anyone giving them a reason to come back. That was why she brought the blaster back up and aimed it at his heart.

Right as her index finger moved to the trigger, he turned and faced her. She thought she heard him whisper her name but she couldn’t be sure. Then, even though he couldn’t use his weapon, he began to hobble toward her.

Before she could fire her blaster, a loud rumble came through the air. Thinking it was one of the mechs, she dived for cover. The noise was different, though. It belonged to a ship rather than a hover transport. After analyzing the noise, she also realized the engine didn’t belong to one of the few Thunderbolts still patrolling the area. The Vonnegan fighters emitted a screech. This ship sounded like more like a low growl.

Looking up, she saw a vessel that would have been unthinkable on Greater Mazuma years earlier because it had belonged to Mowbray’s sworn enemy. A Llyushin transport. It wasn’t alone. Some kind of shuttle was beside it.

The two ships flew in a circle over the middle of Greater Mazuma. After one pass, they split up and she lost track of the transport. The shuttle also disappeared, but only momentarily. The next time she saw it, it was coming in low, one street away.

Her eyes darted to the Fianna. She could still shoot him if she wanted. Self-preservation took hold, however. The arrival of more ships was basically screaming at the mechs to come find them. Dindraine wanted no part of it and lowered herself as far down in the bunker as possible.

A minute later, the ship faded into the distance. When Dindraine lifted her head up again, not only was it gone, but Philo was as well.
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“Don’t land,” Lancelot told Swordnew as he piloted the Carthagen shuttle above the torn landscape of Greater Mazuma. “Keep it just off the ground in case the Hannibal appear.”

The Carthagen warrior nodded and angled the ship between two rows of destroyed skyscrapers so it was ten feet above the street.

Lancelot’s original plan had been for them to arrive at Greater Mazuma after the Hannibal had departed so she could see if they could learn anything. That plan changed when they saw the Juggernaut during their approach. The behemoth vessel was impossible to miss. Instead of searching through the ruins of the former Vonnegan financial capital, she would have her pilots, Swordnew in his shuttle and Quickly in his Llyushin transport, navigate the battle and see how the enemy was choosing to face the resistance on the ground. Any information she could gather would help.

The last thing she expected was to not find any of the mechs. The Juggernaut was still in orbit above the planet but there was no sign of the four armored units. Wanting to get in and out as fast as possible, she had Quickly and Swordnew split up and see what they could find.

With nothing in the streets except rubble, fires, and charred wreckage, the soldier she saw walking in purple armor was easy to spot. Both Lancelot and Swordnew recognized the armor as not just any Vonnegan fighter but as the Fianna. Both of them had been educated on the Vonnegan elite guard by the Dauphin, who thought Mowbray capable of invading the Cartha sector. He very well might have done so if his forces hadn’t been defeated by Vere and her allies.

Although it looked like the Fianna had come out on the losing end of the fight, spotting one of the infamous Vonnegan fighters was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up. That was when she had told Swordnew to take the ship down toward the street without actually landing it.

The ramp at the rear of the shuttle lowered. Before jumping down to the ground, Lancelot braced all four legs to stabilize herself. Fifteen feet away, the Fianna was still stumbling down the street, not giving any indication that he cared about the ship overhead. The shock absorbers in Lancelot’s armor took the brunt of the impact when she hit the pavement.

“Where are you going?” She asked the Fianna, no weapons out, no concern that he might try to take a swing at her.

The Fianna stopped, looked as though he was going to turn his head but instead turned his entire body.

“Dindraine,” he mumbled, then shuffled back in the original direction he had been walking. “Must save Dindraine.”

Lancelot had no idea who or what a Dindraine was, and quite frankly it didn’t matter to her. She leaned forward, scooped her two lower arms behind the Fianna’s legs, then caught his weight as it fell backward into her upper arms. The supposed elite warrior groaned in agony as she picked him up.

“Dindraine,” he mumbled again, swiping a hand at her as if offering some type of pitiful resistance.

“The battle here is lost,” she told him as she walked back under the shuttle’s waiting ramp. “We can still beat the Hannibal, though.” She leapt back into the vessel, then added, “But to do it, we’re going to need to get you fixed up.”

His response was the same. “Dindraine.”
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Swordnew leaned to his side so he could look down the corridor that led out of the shuttle’s cockpit and into the main cargo hold and passenger area. What he saw wasn’t encouraging. Although he hadn’t been asked for his opinion, he agreed with Lancelot that a member of the Vonnegan elite guard should be helpful in confronting the Hannibal. But the figure Lancelot placed onto the passenger bench appeared to be more of a liability than an asset. Instead of a trained and lethal killer, Swordnew glimpsed a tattered and beaten sack of armor covering a nearly lifeless body. The Fianna not only didn’t look capable of helping them in a battle, he looked to be in need of prolonged medical attention to survive.

Lancelot saw him glancing at their new guest and said, “He’ll be fine after we get him into the medical scanner.”

Swordnew turned away without answering.

As he brought the shuttle up toward space and to their next stop, he tried but failed to ignore the destruction underneath him. Half of the planet, which looked to be one giant city, was on fire or buried under rubble. It was astounding to realize the destruction was caused not by millions of soldiers but only four mechs. Surely there was no way only four mechs could cause so much death and carnage.

A feeling crept into the pit of Swordnew’s stomach. It made him anxious and tense. It wasn’t fatigue or anger, it was something else. It was an emotion the elders had taught each Carthagen warrior to ignore. It was fear.

Even when he had faced Lancelot in one-on-one combat and had known he was going to lose, he hadn’t feared for his life or for the temporary pain brought on by Lancelot’s vibro lances. After all, the medical bots would easily fix those injuries within minutes. This, however, was not something that could be repaired. This was extinction.

When the Round Table forces had arrived in the Cartha sector with their giant flagships of war, Swordnew hadn’t been concerned. He knew the technology the Dauphin possessed would destroy the invading ships while the warriors killed the soldiers in the asteroid tunnels.

Now, it was only he and Lancelot, a severely injured Fianna, and the human pilot of a Llyushin transport. And instead of facing a known enemy that they knew they could defeat, they were facing an enemy that even the Dauphin had limited information about and who had defeated three times as many Round Table ships than the elders had repelled. Instead of fighting for the safety of their fellow Carthagens, they were fighting to help the very forces that had invaded the Cartha sector. It was lunacy.

Guiding the shuttle away from the massive shadow caused by the Juggernaut, he aimed the craft toward the nearest portal. Beside him, the Llyushin transport set itself on the same trajectory.

Once they were away from Greater Mazuma and the threat located there, he set the controls to auto-pilot so he could get a better look at their new arrival. He found the Fianna on the bench with Lancelot standing over him, trying to take his helmet off. It seemed to be stuck, however, and any attempt to remove it made the newest member of their team scream and flail his arms. Two of Lancelot’s hands were holding the Fianna’s arms in place so he would stop resisting. The other two hands were gently tugging at the helmet.

“I’m sorry,” Lancelot said to the Fianna, “I’m not trying to hurt you.”

The Fianna continued to resist, although the amount of effort he was able to offer was pitiful.

“Help me,” Lancelot said upon noticing Swordnew. “Knock him out with something.”

Swordnew shrugged, then hauled back with his upper right arm and punched the Fianna squarely in the middle of his helmet. There was a loud clunk. The elite guard went limp.

“I meant something to sedate him,” Lancelot said with a sigh.

“Then that’s what you should have said,” he answered, a reply he never would have given back in the Cartha sector where Lancelot had been the leader of the Carthagen warriors and he was expected to remain silent.

He thought Lancelot might turn and confront him for the slight but instead she ignored him. Even though the Fianna was already unconscious, Lancelot apologized again for what was going to happen next, an act of mercy that was completely outside Carthagen standards. He had never once seen Lancelot acknowledge a fallen ally during the Carthagen duels, let alone speak to one who was clearly beneath her skill level.

Pondering this, he turned and walked back to the cockpit as Lancelot ripped the helmet off the fallen Fianna. It wasn’t a pleasant sound to hear.
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It wasn’t until Quickly had left Greater Mazuma’s atmosphere and entered the portal above the planet that he was finally able to accept that the destruction he had just seen was real. In some ways, it was like the carnage he had witnessed in the fields outside CamaLon during the battle against the Vonnegan Empire. Every acre of land had been ripped apart, charred, or dotted with the debris of ion tanks and mechanized transports. Hundreds of Vonnegan war machines had lain smoking and twisted. The entire field had been a smoke-filled haze of dust and flames. The trauma of seeing it had been bad enough that he had given up flying and gone far away from Edsall Dark.

That battle had taken place on his home world. Many of the pilots and soldiers who died had been his friends. And yet, incomprehensibly, the scene he had just witnessed on Greater Mazuma was somehow more devastating than what he had seen years earlier on Edsall Dark. For one thing, the landscape wasn’t barren fields but highly populated areas. Every part of life would have to be reconstructed. It would take years just to clear the many millions of tons of steel, concrete, and glass wreckage. It would take generations to return it to anything like what it had been prior to the mechs’ arrival.

How can we ever hope to beat an enemy that can do that? he thought to himself.

He didn’t even factor in the Juggernaut—a vessel that had somehow been capable of destroying dozens of Round Table flagships by itself—because it hadn’t caused any of the destruction he had just witnessed.

No matter how ferocious a fighter Lancelot is, no matter how good a pilot I am, we can’t beat them.

And yet, upon seeing the destruction the mechs had caused, his instinct wasn’t to return to Enid so he could live the rest of his life in quiet. Instead, he knew he would face the enemy simply because no one else could defeat them and he would never be able to live with himself if he did nothing.

His hope was that Enid could one day understand that about him.

“Where to?” he said into the ship’s comms device.

It took a while for a response to come from the Carthagen shuttle beside him. When Lancelot’s voice came across the speaker, it was still the deep monotone she had when her helmet was on.

“To see an old friend of yours.”

No one came to Quickly’s mind and he had no idea who she could be referring to.

“Ever been to Eastcheap?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“There’s a ten-foot tall Basilisk there who I’m sure will be happy to see you.”
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It was slow work, testing the Excalibur ships. Arc-Mi-Die, along with the unwilling accomplices he betrayed and killed, had already outfitted each vessel with external drive systems. The problem was that no one knew where the dead criminal had hidden his guidance system. So Talbot watched as teams of engineers and mechanics worked inside the containment fields surrounding each ship. Nothing was fast about the process. They had to take apart the existing external drive, install new equipment without triggering each Excalibur’s self-destruct mechanism, and they had to do all of this while wearing cumbersome suits of space armor.

The time afforded Talbot a chance to think about everything that had happened and all that was going to happen next. His father’s assassination. His mother’s departure from Edsall Dark. A woman showing up in Carthagen armor. Seeing Lancelot again. Facing the Hannibal.

A sense of wonderment came over him. Only days earlier he had been on Edsall Dark. Now, he was standing inside a sun in order to reclaim legendary ships so he could face an unbeatable enemy. Unlike the sense of gloom and aimlessness that had allowed him to be coaxed by his father to join the Cartha campaign, Talbot knew this was where he was supposed to be. Although he still had no idea what the galaxy had in store for him or why he was here instead of someone else, he knew he was doing something worthwhile and that all of his life had been leading to this moment.

Not that he enjoyed what he was doing. It was nerve-racking work and he was constantly on edge that one of the Excalibur ships might accidently blow up. The blast radius would be great enough to destroy everything nearby. It was necessary, though, so he could help the woman he loved, to help save a planet he called home.

This was where he was supposed to be. This was what he was supposed to be doing. He still didn’t know what was going to happen, but the fact that he was finally on the right path made him gaze contentedly at the teams of workers floating in space.

He did not return to Arc-Mi-Die’s main base. Once had been enough. While he was in awe of Lancelot’s ability to wield a sword, there was also something incredibly sad about seeing the path of destruction she had left in her wake. At first, he couldn’t pinpoint what it was about the remnants of her quest for revenge that made him melancholy. The more he thought about her, though, and the more he looked forward to seeing her again, he began to understand what it was.

It was the fact that she had gone at it alone. It was the fact that no one else had even known of her quest. No one would have cared if she had died along the way. She could have disappeared without the galaxy ever taking note of her. It hadn’t happened, but it could have. Everyone, Talbot included, would have gone on living the rest of their lives without knowing that a young woman had crossed the galaxy to bring justice to a warlord who had terrorized them.

As if to reaffirm the notion that Lancelot was no longer alone, a woman’s voice came over the speaker in the command deck of the cruiser Talbot was aboard. The officer was in charge of the teams floating within the various containment fields, and she told him the first pair of Excalibur vessels were done being outfitted and were ready to depart.

“Good job, Lieutenant Hexley,” he said.

He told her to proceed, then watched as the thrusters fired up on the engines attached to the rear of the closest Excalibur ship. Inside the sun, where they were surrounded by the hottest temperatures found in the galaxy, the cockpit glass was set to drastically reduce the luminosity. As such, everything appeared as various shades of gray. But Talbot was still able to recognize the change in the Excalibur’s external engine when it fired up.

A moment later, the giant vessel, thousands of years old, impervious to lasers and traditional weapons, began to make its way out of the sun from which it had been hidden. It was joined a moment later by a second Excalibur vessel.

“The next pair will be ready shortly,” Lieutenant Hexley said over the comms speaker.

“Very good,” he replied, already thinking about how much longer it might be until he saw Lancelot again.
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Everything Margaret wanted to take with her was loaded on a cargo ferry and ready to leave Edsall Dark. With three hours remaining until the ship departed, she walked back through the spaceport and the streets of CamaLon one last time. One of the auxiliary military academies was located at the opposite side of CamaLon. She took a transport there and walked the area, allowing the sights and sounds of training cadets to bring back memories of the man Julian had been when she first met him.

From there, she walked three blocks to where a primary school was located. Talbot hadn’t been born or raised on Edsall Dark, but Margaret listened to the children playing in the courtyard and remembered the days when she had walked her own boy to and from school each day.

With an hour before the cargo ferry left, she walked to the public square outside the Great Hall. Julian had held so much hope for the Round Table and the possibilities it offered. However, instead of a functioning government body, she knew the representatives would still be talking about the same things as usual, with no chance of reaching consensus.

It was the only stop on her final tour around CamaLon that she regretted, and she found herself wishing she had instead gone through the capital gate and into the fields one last time.

With the ship ready to leave, she walked toward the ramp. She did not look behind her as she boarded the large vessel. At the top of the ramp, she walked through the aisles until she came upon an empty seat by one of the windows.

Across from her, a young Gthothch couple sat, a baby Gthothch on the man’s lap. Margaret smiled at them, then turned to look out her window. At first, she only had a view of the spaceport.

A series of beeps sounded throughout the passenger cabin to alert everyone that the ferry would be lifting off in a matter of moments. A sensor scanned each passenger to make sure they were buckled into their seats. A final series of beeps rang out and the engines grew louder, and a moment later Margaret let her head rest against the back of the seat as the force of the ship’s engines pushed the mighty vessel up against the weight of gravity.

As the ship rose away from CamaLon and angled toward space, she looked out the window. Far below, she got to see a perfect view of the fields she had crossed so many times with her best friend.

“I miss you,” she said in a whisper that not even a passenger beside her would have been able to hear.

She wasn’t only talking to Portia, though. She missed Julian and the merchants in the market and everyone else she had ever known and would never see again.
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In the weeks since being visited by a young women dressed in Carthagen armor and claiming to know Vere, Traskk still hadn’t left Eastcheap. He had meant to, wanted to. It just hadn’t happened. It was easier to remain where he was comfortable than it was to go out into the unknown.

He was still getting into fights everyday, but not because he was angry. He bared his fangs and slammed his tail into other patrons because it helped him feel at peace with the galaxy. To each their own.

The previous day, an Algunatuan had spilled a drink on Traskk as it tried to get back to its table. The alien was only five feet tall but weighed three times more than the average human because of how much muscle it had. Traskk had not only knocked that Algunatuan out with his tail, he had also faced three more of them at the next table. One of them had managed to break two of Traskk’s ribs, but he was a fast healer. And while he had suffered minor injuries, the group of stocky aliens would never want to go to Eastcheap for another drink.

“They were good customers,” the bartender yelled at Traskk.

Traskk turned and looked at the tiny, winged alien who ran the establishment. He then unleashed a roar that frightened the patrons at three other tables into leaving without finishing their drinks.

“You’re a good customer too!” the bartender said, fluttering away to the opposite side of the bar as fast as his wings would take him.

A day later, Traskk’s ribs were already fine. When he ordered his first drink of the day, the bartender stayed a couple feet farther away than normal. At first, he had no idea why. Then he remembered giving the winged alien a terrible fright and offered a hissing laugh to let him know he held no grudge from the previous day. The alien, the fifth bartender to hold the job in as many months, continued to keep his distance.

Later, Traskk was on his way back to the bar to order his third round when he banged his shin on something. A drunken MaqMac, only as tall as the reptile’s hip when it was standing upright, had passed out on the floor. It was a matter of time until a goon either beat up or robbed the little MaqMac. In Eastcheap and on most of Folliet-Bright, any sign of weakness was asking for trouble. Being an alien that weighed only sixty pounds and was so inebriated that it couldn’t function, it was amazing no one had harmed the MaqMac yet.

Traskk wrapped one large, clawed hand around the alien’s torso and picked it off the ground, then carried its limp body back to the corner booth where he, Vere, Fastolf, and the others had spent their days. No one would dare bother the MaqMac there. Eventually, it would wake up, see Traskk sitting next to it, and have such a fright that it would either pass out again or scurry out the door as fast as possible. But at least it would be safe.

Traskk had just put the little alien down on the bench when a metal hand grabbed him by the shoulder.

“I’ve got a blaster pointed at your back,” a man’s voice said. “Don’t move.”

Traskk’s first instinct was to lash his tail diagonally upward. From the angle of the grip, he could tell the person offending him was roughly three or four feet shorter than he was. A swipe of his tail would send the idiot flying across the room.

That idea only lasted for a second because he much preferred getting to enjoy the look of fear on the goon’s face when Traskk turned around and bared his fangs from a foot away. Such a delight wouldn’t be possible if he threw the drunk across the room without first turning around. Better to take hold of the idiot, roar in his face, and let him understand the enormity of his mistake.

Even before he had spun all the way around, his right hand shot out, claws wide so as to not accidently kill the drunk before Traskk got his enjoyment out of the confrontation. The man’s neck was in his grasp faster than any alien in the bar could blink. It would have been even faster if Traskk hadn’t already had a couple of drinks.

The man gagged. His eyes became enormous with fright.

He looked familiar, though. Very familiar.

Only after Traskk frowned in confusion did he realize an even larger adversary was behind the man. His oblong reptilian pupils shifted to meet the other goon but it was no goon at all. It was Lancelot, dressed in her Carthagen armor. A low droning hum emanated from her helmet, the sound of her voice processor turning her very human, very feminine laugh into something cold and harsh.

Traskk’s eyes shifted back to the man whose neck was still in his grasp. The man gagged again, then tried to gasp a word.

Traskk let go just enough to hear what it was, then realized the man was calling Traskk by his name.

“I told you it was a terrible idea,” Lancelot said to the man between the reptile and herself, still laughing at how badly the joke had turned out.

Traskk narrowed his eyes and got another look at the man. He was bearded. Had wrinkles. Gray hair. One arm was ordinary flesh and blood and the other was metal.

“Traskk, it’s me,” the man said with a hacking cough.

Quickly. 

The reptile, realizing he was among friends, released his grip completely. The pilot fell to both knees and held his throat. He was only there for a second before Traskk’s two enormous reptile hands yanked him back up to his feet and embraced him.

“You got old!” Traskk hissed in Basilisk even though Quickly didn’t understand his language. Then, to Lancelot, “What are you two doing here?”

With the aide of the translator built into her helmet, Lancelot had no problem understanding what he had said.

“The last time I was here, you asked if you could join me. Well, I’m back, and I need your help.”

Without even realizing he was doing so, Traskk let out a series of happy purrs. It was the best news he had heard in a while.

“When do we leave?” he asked.

“Right now.”
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Lancelot rejoined Swordnew in the Carthagen shuttle while Traskk sat in the co-pilot seat of Quickly’s modified Llyushin transport. With a single glance to his side, Quickly could see how happy it made the giant reptile to be in a cockpit again.

He rubbed at his red and swollen neck and said, “I don’t care if I do look older. You should have recognized me. Aren’t you supposed to have an incredible nose? You should have remembered what I smelled like.”

With the ship’s holographic translation program turned on, it was easy to understand what Traskk’s hisses and coos meant. A series of reptilian sounds was interpreted by the ship and the pixelated words formed in the air.

It’s been a long time. And anyway, you’re always asking for trouble if you sneak up on a Basilisk like that.

“Yeah, yeah,” Quickly muttered. “You should have known, though.”

He could tell from the way Traskk’s tail was curled into a circle that the reptile felt bad about what he had done, but Quickly also thought once more about Enid, alone by herself on a barren planet.

“I left the woman I love to join this fight and I almost got killed by my own friend.”

The end of Traskk’s tail gave a sad tap against the floor of the cockpit as he offered yet another apology. Then the Basilisk did the same thing as anyone else who regretted something they had done, regardless of whether they were human or alien—he changed the subject.

Lancelot said we’re going to face an alien race called the Hannibal.

“Yeah.”

And they defeated the Round Table fleet in multiple battles?

“Yeah.”

Will we have a fleet?

Quickly chuckled and shook his head. “Pretty sure our fleet is this ship and the one next to us.”

Traskk considered this for a while, his tongue darting in and out of his mouth as he processed the idea of facing an enemy of unparalleled might. When he spoke again, Quickly glanced over to see the translation.

Vere thinks we can win?

Quickly shrugged. “Supposedly, she’s the one encouraging Lancelot to rally this band of misfits together.” To make sure Traskk didn’t take it as an insult, he held up his metal arm, received after nearly dying on the Excalibur asteroid, and added, “We have a pilot with one real arm who swore off fighting, a reptile who hasn’t left a dive bar in years, a woman dressed up as a Carthagen, and a real Carthagen we’re tricking into helping the same Round Table forces that tried to kill him.”

He laughed at the absurdity of it. Traskk, rather than take offense, was delighted to be included as part of the group. Neither of them mentioned the severely injured Fianna receiving medical attention in the Carthagen shuttle because Lancelot hadn’t yet told either of them that she had impetuously recruited him as the fifth member.
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“Doesn’t look like it, but he’s doing better,” Swordnew said to Lancelot as he motioned to the unconscious Fianna guard they had rescued.

With his helmet off, the Vonnegan resembled a completely different type of disfigured demon than when his ghoulish face protection was on.

As they spoke, the Carthagen shuttle, set to auto-pilot, lifted off from Folliet-Bright and raced toward their next destination.

“He won’t be in any pain when we wake him?” Lancelot asked, looking at the comatose fighter.

“His injuries have been addressed. Cosmetic corrections did not seem necessary.”

She didn’t bother to ask if that assessment had been made because Swordnew thought less of anyone who wasn’t a Carthagen or because he thought the Vonnegan, along with everyone else, would be dead in the near future. Why waste time making a warrior look pretty if he was just going to get killed in the next battle?

“Okay, let’s wake him up.”

Swordnew motioned to one of the medical bots hovering next to the Fianna. It injected the man with a small dose of clear liquid. A moment later, the Vonnegan’s eyes fluttered open. His head moved slightly to one side and then to the other. Lancelot could tell from the way his pupils bounced that the Vonnegan wasn’t actually looking at anything, he was merely in the beginning stages of getting his mind working again. It would take a while for him to process where he was and what had happened.

Lancelot took a step back to give him more room so he knew he wasn’t being threatened, then motioned for Swordnew to do the same. It took about thirty seconds of blinking for the Fianna to come to his senses and to realize he was on a shuttle rather than Greater Mazuma.

His eyes settled on Lancelot, assessed her, then moved to Swordnew and did the same. His eyelids narrowed as he tried to make sense of the unfamiliar aliens in front of him. Then he looked around at his surroundings, and Lancelot saw him glance to his wrists and ankles to make sure there were no restraints around them.

When he finally spoke, he didn’t thank them for saving him. He didn’t ask why two Carthagens had been at Greater Mazuma or where they were going next. Instead, he offered a weak growl, the best he could muster in his stupor, and said, “You cheated me of my redemption. I should kill both of you.”

Without saying a word, Swordnew’s upper two arms reached over his shoulders and extracted a pair of swords. Before they were out, Lancelot already had one of her Meursaults out to block Swordnew’s ability to attack.

“Don’t,” she said. “We need him alive.” And then, after Swordnew shrugged and sheathed his weapons, she added, “Anyway, I’m sure you admire his fighting spirit as much as I do.”

Swordnew shrugged again and turned his back. “Whatever,” he said, returning to the cockpit.

“My fighting spirit,” the Fianna said with a laugh, his voice dry. With some effort, he propped himself on one elbow.

“Your strength and coordination will come back over the next couple minutes,” Lancelot said. “That’s only the effects of the—”

“My fighting spirit?” he said again, this time louder. “If you admired my fighting spirit you would have left me there to fight.”

Lancelot knew it would only inflame the warrior’s irritation if she laughed but she couldn’t help it. “Are you delusional? You were stumbling through the streets. You weren’t offering much of a fight.”

“Do you know the things I’ve done?”

“I can guess,” Lancelot said. “I’ve done similar in the name of protecting the Carthagen elders.”

“Then you know that was my chance at redeeming myself. Maybe I was beaten. Maybe I was going to die in those streets. But I owed it to all the people I killed in the name of the Vonnegan Empire to die there with them.”

Even though she had left the Dauphin, Lancelot understood this too. In one of her most recent talks with Mortimous she had admitted that part of what drove her to protect the Round Table now was all of the blood on her hands after twenty years of serving the elders.

“Listen,” she said, wishing she could take off her helmet so Philo could hear the sincerity in her voice rather than the washed out drone of the Carthagen voice modulator. “There is no maybe. You were going to die there. The battle was lost. Everyone you know on Greater Mazuma is dead or is going to die. I know that hurts but it’s the truth.”

“I should have died with them,” he said again, anger filling each word to the extent Lancelot thought he might reach for his vibro halberd, which was resting on the floor five feet from him.

“You can die if you want,” she said. “But not yet. If you want to redeem yourself, fight with us.”

“Why would I join you?”

“Where do you think the Juggernaut is going next?” When he didn’t reply, she answered for him. “Greater Mazuma was the financial capital of the Vonnegan Empire. Do you know what else lies in the Hannibal’s path? I’m sure you do.” She gave him another chance to say something but again he remained silent. “EndoKroy,” she said. “The center of what was once the Vonnegan Empire. More people than Greater Mazuma. More people to redeem yourself with. That’s why you should join us.”

“You’re going to EndoKroy?”

She nodded and gestured toward the cockpit. “We’re headed there now. We plan to face the Juggernaut and the mechs there. We aim to defeat them once and for all.”

All of the anger went out of the Fianna’s face, replaced with resignation. “You saw what they did to the Round Table fleet and to Greater Mazuma. How can you think you can possibly defeat them?”

“Because I have friends in a lot of places,” she said. “And my friends are people you don’t want to mess with.”
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Vere had faced many challenges in her life. She had accepted the Green Knight’s game when no one else would. She had returned to CamaLon after a self-imposed exile. In the ensuing years, she had faced Mowbray twice, freed a legendary fleet thought to have been lost to history, and been imprisoned in the Cauldrons of Dagda. Through all of it, she had endured and been victorious where others had failed.

However, her struggle to understand the Word was an altogether different kind of fight. It was one in which lasers and swords meant nothing. It was a test that took place entirely in the realm of her thoughts.

She allowed her mind to drift into the silence that proceeded Avalon. The only sound she paid attention to was her slow and steady breathing. Eventually, that faded away as well. With her eyes closed, there was only darkness. She was surrounded in a void of black, a complete absence of light, but it was different from simply having her eyelids shut.

Patience had taught her that looking for the civilization that existed neither in time nor space only made it even more elusive. It was best to remain quiet and observant of the energy around her. It took a while but eventually she sensed another presence. She couldn’t see or hear it, but somehow she knew it was there. There was no telling if it was one member of the Word or a few or even all of them.

A question formed in her mind, and it was so similar to the questions she was always asking herself that she almost ignored it as being yet more self-doubt.

Why would it be any different this time?

“Because each attempt is progress,” she said, not with words, but as a thought in response to the Word’s question. “You once agreed with Mortimous to get me to return to my home. It didn’t result in an end to war, but look at how far we’ve come since then. The galaxy is nearly united. Yes, there are problems in the Round Table but they can be worked out. Please, give us another chance.”

The response, when it arrived, wasn’t encouraging. If she didn’t know better, she would have guessed Mortimous was telling the Word to play games with her. Their response was exactly the same as before.

Why would it be any different this time?

Rather than answer right away, she thought about what she could say that didn’t repeat her earlier answer.

“Because the people made a giant first step, and because they want to make another. They want the Round Table to work. They’re glad not to have empires and kingdoms anymore. Every mistake is a chance to learn and that’s what they’re doing. Slowly, yes, but they are still learning. Please, don’t give up on them.”

Why would it be any different this time?

If she were younger, she would have shouted at the Word to stop asking the same dumb question over and over. But that wasn’t true because a younger version of herself wouldn’t have been able to communicate with the Word at all. Vere centered herself once more. If time didn’t exist to the Word, it wouldn’t matter how long she took to collect her thoughts.

“Because they’ve learned the most important lesson. They thought the Round Table would make everything better just by its sheer existence. But ships of war still traveled to distant worlds. The people understand that this is no way to live in peace. If they survive this, they won’t go in search of conflict again. They just need another chance.”

There was only one question she expected. She was shocked when a different thought appeared in the back of her mind.

How can you be sure?

“Because...” she said, then trailed off when an answer failed to come to her. She tried to think of a way she could prove to the Word that the galaxy wouldn’t make the same mistakes it always made. “Because...”

Nothing came to her, though. And after a moment she realized the Word was gone.
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What Lancelot had said to Philo was true. For the Vonnegans on Greater Mazuma, the battle was lost. Pompey had the first inkling of such a defeat once the Hannibal had released their hundreds of mech-sized portals. That had been the point when he realized almost all of the traps they had set would be negated by the enemy’s ability to immediately teleport through an energy field to hundreds of different places in the battlefield.

The idea was reaffirmed when, on one of the holographic feeds, he spotted Philo stumbling through the city. The former Fianna was only one individual and Pompey knew a single fighter didn’t win or lose a fight, but seeing the elite warrior hobbling and seriously injured had broken a part of the former general’s spirit.

He still had no idea who had been piloting the shuttle that picked Philo up or why a Llyushin transport had also been in the vicinity. It was also unclear, from the holo-feed’s angle, whether Philo had departed under his own free will or if he had been taken. That was the least of Pompey’s concerns, however.

His entire focus was on the horror that was unfolding underground. The mechs were bypassing one trap after another. Without any other meaningful defenses, either on the street or below the surface, the four enemy units were able to go from one hiding spot to another at will, killing every Vonnegan they found huddled there, regardless of age or gender or whether they faced death with resolve or begged for their lives.

It had started with the ancient aqueduct where Thidian had been hiding. Greater Mazuma’s city planner had been at the far end of the aqueduct when the mechs came through the steel wall. On one of the holographic displays Pompey tracked, Thidian’s presence was made clear.

When the mechs had cut through the steel wall, tens of thousands of Vonnegans tried to flee. But in the enclosed space they were hiding, there was no place to go. It was a slaughter the likes of which Pompey had never seen before. He had heard stories of the nine Fianna massacring thousands of revolutionaries during an uprising, but even that, as bad as it had sounded, paled in comparison to what Pompey watched on the holographic feed. Four large mechs killed two hundred thousand innocent Vonnegans with ease.

Pompey had wanted to avert his eyes from the slaughter. As the leader of the battle, though, he knew he owed it to the victims to watch what happened to them. The only saving grace of the massacre was that it was efficient and quick. Three of the mechs guarded the opening in the wall to ensure no one could flee. The black mech extended its hand to reveal the lethal scales, which were already beginning to seep its poisonous contents out of either side. It didn’t take much time for the toxic cloud of black energy to waft through the entire aqueduct. As it did, everyone in its path stopped screaming and fell to the ground, lifeless. Thidian had been one of the last to die. Pompey was sure the man was dead because the dot representing him on the holographic display changed colors from white to red.

The mechs scanned the cavernous room to make sure there were no survivors. Then they filed out of the aqueduct and began searching for other places Vonnegans could hide.

Pompey, resigned to his fate, watched each subsequent massacre as well. There were a few resistance fighters still alive on the surface. None of them would offer a meaningful threat to the mechs, though. There was no chance the mechs would be defeated. Greater Mazuma was lost.

If there was any way he could have surrendered, he would have. In the days of the Vonnegan Empire, such an act would have been considered treasonous. None of that mattered to Pompey now. All he cared about was trying to save anyone he could. Of course, the Hannibal didn’t care about surrender. If they had, they would have sent a communication with the terms they were seeking. There was nothing Pompey could do but watch the horror continue to play out.

He thought about taking his own life. It was what Vonnegan military leaders had done in ancient times when facing defeat on the battlefield. Death was coming for him, he knew, one way or the other. After the mechs finished underground they would return to the surface to eliminate any remaining survivors. When they did, they would easily find him in the command center. He could jump out of the window high above Greater Mazuma and plummet to his death. There was also a blaster on the table nearby, along with an ion grenade. Either would do the job.

He couldn’t do it, however. Not because he wasn’t up to the task, but because he owed it to the Vonnegan people to remain alive as long as possible. It would have been unfair if he detonated an ion grenade and was gone in a flash when there were millions of Vonnegans who didn’t have the same option.

Even with the portals, it took a long time for the mechs to travel to each hiding spot and kill all the people huddled there. Thidian had done a good job of identifying a vast array of geographically dispersed locations of varying depths and types. Eventually, however, the Hannibal did finish their work, and when they did, each of the mechs disappeared through a portal and reappeared on the streets of Greater Mazuma.

The mechs found the last remaining pair of resistance fighters in the southwest quadrant. Then, they eliminated a pair of soldiers in the southeast quadrant who had climbed into the debris of a destroyed ion tank in the hopes of being overlooked. They traveled to the center of the metropolis where they found the woman who had been assigned to the bunker with Philo. The white mech sent an ion arrow through her stomach and she died instantly.

That was when the matte gray mech began to rise above the city. Pompey knew it was coming for him. The mech’s hover platform continued to elevate higher and higher until it was near the top of the Molghast skyscraper. There, only ten feet away, it was eye-level with the Vonnegan military leader, who looked at his foe through the skyscraper’s window.

He knew his next action wasn’t going to have any meaningful impact but he did it anyway because he was a fighter and because he owed it to his people. With no chance of surviving any longer, Pompey’s thumb activated the ion grenade in his hand.

The action brought a smile to his lips. Anyone who knew Pompey’s inner thoughts would understand why. For much of his life, he had been sure his life would end one of two ways. Either he would die aboard an Athens Destroyer under his command or he would die an old man in his home. After retiring from the Vonnegan military, he had been positive there was only one way he would meet his end. Life had proven him wrong, though, and the way he would die, so different than anything he ever imagined, seemed almost comical.

A split second later, he was incinerated. The blast of white and blue energy expanded, its outer perimeter reaching the gray mech. For a brief moment, swirls of sky blue sparkles washed over the mech’s outer plating. Then the ion grenade’s blast evaporated and the mech, unharmed, rejoined the other three units.

After they were finished on the planet, the four mechs traveled back to the Juggernaut, whose engines powered up and began to head further into the expanse of space controlled by the Round Table.
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Talbot was one of the people aboard the first vessel to arrive to EndoKroy. Standing at the command deck of the cruiser, it was impossible not to stare in awe at the planet in front of him. Only a few years earlier, it would have been unthinkable for anyone from the CasterLan kingdom to be anywhere near the Vonnegan capital. Now, he was being welcomed.

Growing up, the planet had been the subject of many stories he and his friends told each other. EndoKroy, the place where evil was born. EndoKroy, the place filled with people who hated any and every CasterLan. EndoKroy, the place covered in purple blood. Of course, now that he was older he realized how fantastic those tales had been. EndoKroy was simply a planet that had been ruled by a war-crazed madman. None of the people on the planet had hated Talbot or anyone else from the CasterLan kingdom. They had merely wanted to live their lives and take care of their families, the same as everyone else in the galaxy.

That wasn’t to say the planet was unremarkable. The capital, like CamaLon, was surrounded by an ancient perimeter wall. It had long swathes of fields, expansive oceans, and mountain ranges that would take anyone’s breath away. The newest marvel, however, was born recently and wasn’t anything the Vonnegan people wanted to remember.

Even from space, Talbot could see a ring of scorched land near the middle of the capital. From a distance it looked as though the city had been built around a dormant volcano that had unexpectedly become active. It was the site where the Excalibur vessel that Arc-Mi-Die had sent had exploded, taking millions of lives with it. The dot was actually a ten-mile radius of utter destruction. As the cruiser got closer, more detail came into view. None of the buildings in that portion of the capital were standing. Ash and dirt covered the trees and plants.

To the people of EndoKroy, it had been a disaster of an unimaginable extent. And yet only an estimated one percent of the planet’s population had perished. The rest of the city and planet went on as construction bots worked to clear debris and begin rebuilding. It certainly was not the destruction of the entire planet, where billions of people lived. Most of the population had been lucky enough to be spared by one disaster, and now another was approaching that wouldn’t be limited to a couple miles of the capital but would blanket every single corner of the planet.

These were the people Talbot would protect as he and Lancelot made their stand against the Hannibal.
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Even though it was going to be used in the impending battle, the first Excalibur ship to be outfitted with a new guidance system didn’t follow the same course as Talbot. The legendary vessels would play a critical role in the coming confrontation with the Hannibal, and yet this single ship traveled in the opposite direction from the Mardigan sector. It was escorted by a pair of Round Table flagships—one Solar Carrier and one Flying Fortress. This was to prevent it from falling into the hands of pirates looking to make a name for themselves.

Only the brigadier in command of the Solar Carrier and the lieutenant in command of the Flying Fortress knew what their final destination would be. The rest of the crews simply followed orders. When they had a chance, personnel walked to a side viewport to glimpse the ancient ship alongside them.

In a different sector of space, yet another Excalibur ship that had departed from the red giant star was also making its way across the galaxy. This one, along with the HC Ballistic Cruiser and Solar Carrier accompanying it, vanished into a portal in the Twi-Nik-Die sector and reappeared from a portal at the edge of the known galaxy.

One by one, legendary ships departed from the star that Arc-Mi-Die had been using as his hiding spot, each setting off on its own divergent course. Only one of the ships went toward the Vonnegan capital, where it would hold position until Lancelot and Talbot called it into service against the Hannibal.

At least, that was the plan.
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Hours after Talbot arrived at EndoKroy, Lancelot, Swordnew, and Philo also got there aboard the Carthagen shuttle, with Quickly and Traskk flying next to them aboard the modified Llyushin transport. Philo, completely healthy again after the medical bots treated his injuries, had chosen to remain by himself in the back of the shuttle for most of the flight.

Lancelot had offered him the use of the medical bots to address the severe disfigurement to his face but he refused, telling her he would rather remain scarred. To the former Fianna, the mutilation was what he deserved until he made amends for his former crimes. If he defeated the mechs, if he saved the people of EndoKroy, he would consider allowing the medical bots to graft new skin on his face. Until then, he was fine looking like a monster.

The thought made him smile. All the years he had been a Fianna, people had been scared to look at him. But what they had been seeing wasn’t him at all, it had been the demon-faced helmet designed to strike fear into those who saw it. Underneath the ghoulish faceplate he had looked like any other Vonnegan. Purple tinted skin. A broad chin. It was only after he had given up being a Fianna that he really did look like a nightmarish goblin. The universe had a twisted sense of humor.

Lancelot had known better than to pester him with questions. After stating her case and telling Philo he would have a second chance at redemption, she had left him alone to gather his thoughts. He still didn’t know who was aboard the other ship or why these people thought they could do what the Round Table fleet, the prisoners at the Cauldrons of Dagda, or the planned resistance on Greater Mazuma had all failed to do, but Lancelot had assured him she would explain everything once the group got together.

Part of him was eager to go to the cockpit and see EndoKroy from space. During his time as a member of Mowbray’s elite guard, it had been the planet he had served the majority of his time on. It had a character and charm that was missing from Greater Mazuma’s landscape of high-rises, but it was also the embodiment of what he had wanted to forget about. He didn’t particularly care for Greater Mazuma either. It was cold and metal and many of the buildings looked identical. And yet he had chosen to live there instead of the place with mountains and fields and seas because he viewed EndoKroy as a place that represented the worst parts of his humanity. It was where he had killed women and children without question. It was where he had tortured people Mowbray suspected of being traitors. Philo had been particularly good at delivering just enough pain, at a slow enough pace that his victims never went into shock. Instead, they were forced to feel everything that was happening to them.

It was sometimes difficult to remember that EndoKroy was also the place his parents had taken him on vacation when he was a little boy. The first time he had seen the landscape cast in purple light, he gasped and his parents had laughed and squeezed his hand. When he was a teenager, he had returned to the planet on a week-long field trip for school.

The entire time he had worn the armor of the Fianna and served Mowbray, he had thought of neither of those memories. It was almost as if the armor had erased one part of him and left only the portion of him that knew how to kill and inflict pain.

The shuttle banked left, pushing him gently back into his seat. Without wasting any more time, Philo scooped his helmet up, allowed it to fall over his head until it fit snug around his cheeks and temples, then walked to the cockpit.

Swordnew and Lancelot turned to acknowledge him but neither spoke. Instead, the three of them watched in silence as the former capital of the Vonnegan Empire became larger and larger. Seeing it from space, the same sense of wonder returned that he had felt as a child. An instant later, he saw the circle of destruction left behind by the Excalibur ship and the cheerful nostalgia drained from his face. His jaw became fixed and no part of his face moved. It had been Arc-Mi-Die who had sent that attack, not the Hannibal, but seeing part of EndoKroy in rubble reminded him of Greater Mazuma, which he had sworn to protect.

In the glare of the cockpit, he saw a reflection of himself with the demon mask on. The killer in Philo was rekindled.
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Demon Mask of the Fianna, by Ella Pennock, watercolor and ink
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From a side viewport of Talbot’s cruiser, Mortimous and Vere watched the gathering of ships. An assortment of small vessels had arrived. Everyone on the planet’s surface must have been wondering when the Round Table’s flagships were going to appear. They would be waiting a long time if that was what they expected. Instead, the shuttle with Lancelot, Swordnew, and the Fianna had arrived, with the Llyushin transport next to it.

Vere had no doubt Traskk was happy to be part of an adventure again. Part of her wished she could join the Basilisk aboard Quickly’s vessel and give him a hug. But he didn’t have the ability to see her or even sense her presence.

Without turning away from the gathering of ships above EndoKroy, Mortimous asked if she had success talking to the Word.

She shook her head. “Not yet. But I’m getting closer.”

“Vere...” he said before trailing off, which was uncharacteristic of the old man. It was a while before he said, “Don’t get your hopes up too much. I don’t say that to discourage you. I say it as someone who has been in contact with them for many years. They don’t like to get involved in mortal concerns.”

“You convinced them once. I can do it again.”

“The one and only time they listened was the Green Knight, and from their perspective it didn’t change anything. The Round Table formed but one galactic war was exchanged for another.”

“Things can be different, Mortimous. You used to believe that. I still do.”

Rather than say another word, he turned his attention to the next ship approaching in the distance. It was a flagship but not part of the Round Table fleet. It approached not from the direction of Edsall Dark but from Eta Orbitae, the mighty blue star three sectors away.

An Excalibur Armada vessel.

“What plan do you have up your sleeve?” Mortimous said.

Vere’s only response was a smile.
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Lancelot told Swordnew to fly the Carthagen shuttle into the hangar of a mid-size cruiser that was orbiting EndoKroy. When he turned and stared at her without speaking, she told him he had to eventually start trusting other people and that everything would be okay. True to the habit that he and the other Carthagen warriors had formed during the duels, he didn’t contradict her. He merely angled the ship where she wanted.

With the craft landed, Swordnew looked out the cockpit at the teams of engineers gathered about. Instinctively, all four of his hands moved to the handles of his four sheathed swords.

“You won’t need them,” Lancelot said.

Swordnew laughed and walked toward the shuttle’s ramp. Philo was already there, his helmet back on. The Fianna nodded but said nothing.

Even though the medical bots had completely healed the Fianna’s injuries, Lancelot saw how cautiously Philo still moved, as if one wrong action could bring back all of the burns and searing pains he had felt on the surface of Greater Mazuma.

“You won’t need that either,” she said to him, motioning toward his vibro halberd.

Unlike Swordnew, whose disdain for the idea was reserved, Philo shook his head in disbelief and said, “You go ahead and leave your weapons then. When I wear this armor, I don’t go anywhere without something I can use to kill everyone around me.”

She could have taken the comment as a challenge or a threat. If he had spoken the same words to her in the Cartha Sector, she would have drawn her Meursaults and vibro lances and taught him the importance of humility. She understood, though, how hated the Fianna were. Even on Vonnegan planets, the Fianna were a symbol of pain and torture and a tyrant’s power. The rest of the galaxy thought even less of the Fianna than Vonnegans did, so it made sense that Philo’s bravado was actually a self preservation measure. Still, it didn’t bode well that both of the allies alongside her had so little trust of the people around them that they insisted on having their weapons within reach.

Things got worse when they walked down the shuttle’s ramp and saw the ramp to Quickly’s Llyushin transport also lowering. The pilot looked around with a sense of unease, but it was Traskk who lost all restraint. He saw the Fianna across from him and immediately sprinted across the cruiser’s platform. His teeth were bared and he roared as he raced toward the warrior in purple armor who was part of the group that had captured Vere and left Traskk to die in the desert.

“This is why I carry protection,” Philo said as he faced the Basilisk and ignited the blade of his halberd.

“Traskk,” Quickly shouted but then trailed off. There was no point in trying to talk the Basilisk out of the violence that overtook him.

“Hey!” Talbot yelled with a smile from the far side of the platform. He was focused on Lancelot. Then he noticed the giant reptile racing across the cruiser’s hangar and his smile vanished.

The noise that came out of Traskk’s throat as he lunged for the Fianna was one of pure rage. Uncontrollable fury.

Lancelot looked at a sensor in the corner of her visor and adjusted her position. Traskk was moving with incredible speed and wouldn’t be deterred. Philo, she saw, recognized the same thing, and had begun to bring his weapon down in an arc to slice the lizard in half. In response, Lancelot brought one Meursault up to deflect the Fianna’s blow, then the other diagonally across to ensure a second strike didn’t follow it. With her front right boot, she kicked forward, trying to slow the Basilisk’s momentum. Instead, Traskk drove through her leg, pushing her backward into Philo. The three of them fell in a pile on the hangar floor.

She could feel the Fianna trying to free himself from being trapped under her weight. His arms were shuffling to be able to get his weapon into an attack position. In front of her, only inches from her faceplate but not even noticing she was there, were the six-inch fangs and foot-long tongue of a reptile that wanted nothing in the galaxy except to kill the man on the other side of her.

Both of Lancelot’s upper arms pushed Traskk’s face away but the Basilisk was relentless in trying to tear Philo’s face off. Saliva dripped from his fangs and his nostrils flared with anger. His eyes had no recognition that a familiar face was directly in front of him. Lancelot’s lower arms grabbed his wrists to keep him from clawing Philo’s face off. Every part of his being was focused on killing the purple-clad warrior underneath her.

Others raced across the platform to help. Talbot was there. So was Quickly, and a dozen others. However, each of them realized there was nothing they could do to quell the furious Basilisk. Lancelot turned her head to find Swordnew, the only other person nearby big enough to physically remove Traskk. The Carthagen was standing three paces away, all four swords ready. Ready for what, she had no idea, because she was the one in need of help.

“Are you serious?” she said to him. When he didn’t budge, she snapped, “How about a little help?”

It took a moment, but Swordnew finally sheathed his four swords and stepped nearer. But as soon as the warrior was in a position to get a grip of Traskk’s shoulders and pull him away, Talbot noticed the other Carthagen for the first time.

Talbot squinted with recognition. He saw the four sword handles and remembered that very Carthagen killing his fellow officers in the asteroid tunnels. Without thinking, he withdrew his Meursault. In response, Swordnew turned from the still-roaring and bloodthirsty reptile and drew all four swords to face Talbot.

“You guys have got to be kidding me,” Lancelot said.

Quickly was also there, but he also had no way of deterring the others from what they intended to do.

“Great group you have here,” he said to Lancelot, frowning at two different sets of supposed allies who were trying to kill each other.

One glance at his face made it obvious to Lancelot that Quickly regretted having left his home. Swordnew was closing the distance on Talbot, whose invisible blade left a trail of vapor as it moved through the air in front of him. Only inches from her face, Traskk continued to roar.

She needed to end this as fast as possible but, on her back, without any leverage to return to her feet, she was at a loss. Without a better plan, she wrapped her upper arms around Traskk’s snout so he wouldn’t accidently bite her, and then used her lower arms to bear hug his torso. In one motion, she threw her weight to the side, rolling off of Philo and onto Traskk. Without pause, she pushed all four hands off the ground and jumped back up to her feet.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Philo already standing and bringing his weapon into position. Traskk’s tail curled to the side and jolted him upright as well. Lancelot moved between them, blocking all four lines of attack. One of her lances ignited and jabbed Swordnew away. The other smacked the tip of Talbot’s Meursault. One Meursault pushed against Philo’s halberd and the other danced in front of Traskk’s eyes.

All four stopped and, along with Quickly, looked at her.

“Enough,” she shouted, the Carthagen voice modulator adding a boom to her words that echoed throughout the hangar.

With each of her four weapons pointed at one of her supposed allies, the people all gauged her intent in different ways. Talbot smiled, thinking she wouldn’t tolerate the Carthagen’s violence but would be okay with his. Swordnew glanced at her to see if he could kill Talbot before she was able to intervene.

“I mean it,” she said, bringing both Meursaults in a pair of circles that left a glow in Philo’s and Traskk’s paths. “I’ll face the Hannibal by myself if I have to, but I’m not going to sit by and watch you all kill each other. If any of you have your heart set on dying, let me know and I’ll do it myself.”

Traskk gave a soft whine at the memory of Vere’s anger when her own friends had let her down. Philo knew he was going to die but wanted it to be for redemption’s sake, and so he took a step back and lowered his weapon. Swordnew, having faced Lancelot numerous times in the Carthagen duels, knew exactly how little time and effort it would take for Lancelot to kill him. Talbot looked at her with disbelief, thinking there was no way she would actually harm him.

“I mean it,” she said. “We’re here to defeat a common enemy, not each other. If any of you pulls a weapon on anyone else you’ll be missing an arm in the blink of an eye. Do you understand?”

One by one, the Fianna, the Carthagen, the Basilisk, and the general’s son nodded.

“Okay then,” she said, shaking her head at Quickly. He had been the only one to maintain any poise throughout the entire ordeal, but he still looked like he wanted to leave and go home. “Let’s start talking about how we’re going to defeat the Hannibal.”
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Quickly observed from a distance as Lancelot struggled to keep her unlikely team engaged in useful discussions. She was no diplomat, and often resorted to threatening members with severe bodily injury to persuade them to be civil and focus on their common enemy.

“What am I doing here?” he muttered as he turned and looked out the viewport of the cruiser. After the first unsuccessful session, Lancelot ushered the other members of the fractious team to various parts of the ship, temporarily putting a stop to the infighting. Quickly remained behind, staring at his modified Llyushin transport in the hangar.

Traskk’s outburst had left him shaken. As much violence and death as the pilot had seen, he had never witnessed such pure, brazen rage. He knew soldiers killed each other. On many occasions, he had seen it firsthand. He had witnessed pilots shoot each other out of the sky and Vonnegan troopers doing their best to kill his friends. But the fury exhibited by the giant reptile made it impossible to ever again view Traskk in the same light. If he had been the one in between the Basilisk and the Fianna, Traskk would have ripped him apart in order to get to the enemy he despised so much. In the blink of an eye, friendship was eclipsed by hatred, and it put everything into perspective.

He, too, was disturbed by the Fianna’s presence. He had also lost friends at the hands of Mowbray’s elite guards. They were trained, ruthless killers, and Quickly knew very well what they were capable of. However, he would never harm one of his friends just to have the chance to kill a Fianna.

He was also disappointed by Talbot. From what little he knew of General Reiser’s son, Quickly had expected a young man who combined Julian’s intelligence and ability to lead with Hector’s reserved nature and respect of other civilizations. What he had witnessed, though, was a man who withdrew his Meursault at the first sign of trouble, someone whose actions had escalated the tension rather than quelled it.

Nor did he trust Swordnew, but it had nothing to do with what had happened in the Orleans sector. The main reason, and something the Carthagen warrior had in common with Philo, was that Quickly didn’t trust anyone who refused to take their helmet off. If you weren’t willing to show your face, it meant you had something to hide. It hadn’t helped his initial impression of the Carthagen when Lancelot had made it clear that Quickly should remain aboard his Llyushin transport when they had first arrived to the asteroid field. From that moment on, he had been skeptical about whether he could trust someone who might kill him just because he was an outsider.

The fact that Lancelot thought it was a good idea to bring those four together left Quickly doubting her as well. He reminded himself that he knew almost nothing about her. If she hadn’t revealed her identity he would have thought her to be a Carthagen like Swordnew. All he knew about her was that she had been raised to be a warrior, was efficient and lethal with her weapons, and was friends with Vere. It wasn’t much.

A wave of sadness came over him. He had left his wife and his home to join a fool’s mission, and the only reason he had done so was because he was convinced it was what Vere wanted.

“What am I doing?” he said again.

His ship was only a hundred yards away. He could walk to it, fire up the engines, and fly back to Enid. It could be as if none of this had ever happened. He didn’t know much about the Hannibal but it seemed doubtful they would ever go to Kerchin-Joshua. He and Enid could grow old and die in peace and quiet. And yet he knew that if he did return home, not a day would go by that he wouldn’t regret all the innocent people he had let die. He would try and act as if it hadn’t been his concern but, knowing he had run away when the galaxy needed him, he would never be content again.

“You’ll see Enid again, I promise.”

He looked behind him and saw Lancelot, still in full armor.

She must have seen the doubt on his face because she added, “When I was taken in by Bookknow, all I thought about was my father. I know what it’s like to want to see someone again. Some day, I will.”

Quickly gave a half-hearted smile and turned back to the viewport. EndoKroy was below. Only a few years earlier, he would have burst out laughing if someone had told him he would risk his life to try and save it.

With Lancelot beside him, also staring out the viewport, he said, “The team you assembled doesn’t inspire much confidence.”

She disconnected the clasps holding her helmet to the rest of her armor, then lifted it away to reveal her face. Glancing to his side, he noticed how tired she appeared.

Rather than take offense at his comment, she sighed and said, “Yeah, not the best start. But we have to work with what we have.” She tried her best to offer an encouraging smile. “You have to admit, if they can channel their rage against the Hannibal instead of each other, they’ll offer a tough fight.”

They watched in silence as a cargo freighter lifted off from EndoKroy’s surface and soared out toward space. Both of them assumed the vessel was full of people fleeing the enemy that had just destroyed Greater Mazuma.

“They’ll do better, though,” she said. “Traskk told me the Fianna killed Morgan, took Vere prisoner, and one of their weapons had been used to chop off all of his limbs. He was left for dead on a remote desert moon. I assured him that Philo wasn’t the one who did any of those things. Philo no doubt has sins he has to atone for, but not the ones Traskk is angry about.”

Quickly asked Lancelot how she could be sure Philo hadn’t done those things.

“I asked him,” she said. “And I believe him. He said he was there when Mowbray took Vere prisoner and Traskk was left for dead. He said he was standing next to the Fianna that had killed the fat drunk from one hundred yards away.”

It took Quickly a moment to remember Fastolf—yet another name and face that no longer existed.

“Anyway,” Lancelot said, “Philo said he was there but wasn’t one of the Fianna who carried out violence that day. I think if he had been he would have admitted it out of some distorted sense of honor.”

A caravan of a dozen small ships followed the cargo freighter away from the planet. They formed a straight line and each one rose up from EndoKroy’s atmosphere and rocketed out into space away from danger.

“Traskk’s okay with that?”

Lancelot shrugged. “He still hates the Fianna, but he promised not to kill Philo.”

Quickly shrugged. “And Philo?”

“He was taught to kill anyone who tried to kill him. It’s a warrior’s nature. But I convinced him it was a case of mistaken identity. He told me that as long as Traskk stays away from him, he won’t try to kill our favorite Basilisk.”

“Well, that’s progress. That just leaves Swordnew and Talbot.”

“Call me crazy but I actually think that one was more understandable.”

“You’re crazy,” Quickly said with a faint smile.

“Maybe. But I know how difficult it can be to change from being the warrior I was taught to be. I used to kill visitors to the Cartha sector if they did anything I didn’t like. Swordnew is the same way. We were taught not to trust anyone. Plus, he saw one of the very Round Table officers who recently invaded his home.”

Quickly shook his head in disbelief. “And you didn’t think to warn him?”

“He wouldn’t have come along if I had.”

“And Talbot?”

“And Talbot remembered what it was like to be back in the Carthagen trap. I can tell you, it wasn’t a good place for him. He saw me impale his father. He saw Swordnew and the others kill his fellow officers one by one. He said he didn’t even realize he had drawn his Meursault, that one moment it wasn’t in his hand and the next moment it was. I can understand that.”

Quickly laughed until he saw Lancelot gazing at him in confusion, and then he explained, “So I guess we’re all one big, happy family now.”

Lancelot rolled her eyes. “As long as we don’t kill each other, yeah.”
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The Juggernaut faced little resistance after departing Greater Mazuma. A handful of small spacejets and fighters still carried out hit and run attacks on the enormous vessel, but there were fewer of them and they consisted primarily of pilots with death wishes or those who had more concern over protecting their loved ones on EndoKroy than actual skill as a pilot.

A retired Vonnegan pilot, seventy-one years old, had reported for duty despite not having served for decades. Unfamiliar with the latest version of the Thunderbolt, he lasted less than a minute before a Hannibal mech destroyed his ship.

A pair of pirates in modified fighters lasted twice as long but the result was the same. One of the fighters broke into pieces, not because it was hit by the enemy, but because it had been so poorly maintained. A fuel hose separated from the main line, sending flames spraying inside the craft. The other fighter underestimated the size of the Juggernaut and was unable to get around its side before one of the white mech’s ion arrows blew it out of space.

For additional defense, a minefield had been laid with nearly two hundred ion explosives floating in space. It wasn’t much of a deterrence but it was worth trying. The Juggernaut approached the minefield without changing directions. Two minutes before it ran into the first mine, the Juggernaut launched a pair of projectiles, both of which raced through space ahead of the giant ship.

One of the projectiles exploded into a circle of light just before the first ion mine. The second projectile erupted into a portal on the far side of the minefield. Without slowing down or altering course, the Juggernaut disappeared into the first portal and reappeared a moment later out of the second portal, having skipped the entire field of explosives.

Undeterred, it headed directly for EndoKroy.
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From across the hangar floor, Vere watched Quickly and Lancelot talking. The scuffle earlier had also been disappointing to her. She hoped Lancelot would be able to convince each member of the group to set aside their differences and fight the Hannibal. If the outburst had been witnessed by the Word, they too would view the group with a lack of hope. Vere guessed the Word would view the confrontation as exactly why mortal concerns weren’t worth getting involved with.

She closed her eyes. An expanse of darkness stretched in all directions. With her breathing controlled, she began to feel a presence near her. She thought of an entire alien race building the Excalibur Armada only to leave it as a warning for the rest of the galaxy. A moment later she envisioned a portion of that ancient fleet being used to defeat the Juggernaut.

We can win, she thought to the Word. We can defeat the Hannibal and live in peace.

Surely the Word knew of her plan already because they already saw her future and the futures of everyone she knew. Still, she envisioned each part of the plan being enacted, imagined the Juggernaut being defeated and the mechs destroyed. Through the series of mental images, she hoped the Word could understand her goal. Another image came forth. The Round Table existing in peace.

The next thought that arrived in her mind wasn’t her own.

Mortals don’t know how to accept peace. If one enemy is defeated, they will create a new one. There will never be an end to war.

It was true that violence and battles stretched throughout all of galactic history. A significant portion of her schooling had been spent learning about the ancient battles, the first space conflicts, the wars between galactic rulers. It was also true that the creation of the Round Table had done nothing to stop giant ships of war from soaring off into space to launch proton torpedoes, fire ion cannons, and shoot streams of lasers. Like the Word said, one enemy always gave way to another.

We learn from our mistakes, she thought. I know it doesn’t seem that way all the time, but we do. Be patient with us. Help us against the Hannibal and let us prove to you that we can be better.

She pictured a scenario in her head where the sectors that had come together to rid themselves of bloodthirsty tyrants and emperors and kings were finally able to live in peace.

All we need is a little bit of help, she thought.

The response she got was not as optimistic as she would have liked.

How many times have people such as yourself and the one you call Mortimous asked us to intervene? It never ends.

She didn’t argue with them. She didn’t tell them it would be the last time anyone would see loved ones facing insurmountable odds. Instead, she envisioned Lancelot and the others enacting her plan. The mechs were defeated. The Juggernaut was sent away from EndoKroy. The Round Table was renewed by a leader who understood Vere’s original goal but also understood its limitations.

However, the entire scenario playing out in her head could only occur if the Word offered some assistance.
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After drawing his Meursault and facing the other Carthagen that Lancelot brought with her, Talbot had spent the rest of the day sulking. He was disappointed for a different reason than Quickly or Vere. He didn’t mind Traskk wanting vengeance or even Swordnew drawing his weapons. He was angry at the way Lancelot had handled the situation.

After she stepped between them and ensured they went their separate ways, Talbot had been sure she would enter his room, tell him she understood why he acted the way he had, and then wrap her arms around him. The only thing he had wanted to do ever since seeing her last was to hold her again. Instead, she had stood in the open doorway of his quarters and demanded he explain his behavior. His hands, ready to embrace her, had instead dangled by his sides. Rather than spending time with her, he was being chastised for drawing his sword on an alien that had killed his fellow soldiers and was advancing on him in an aggressive manner.

“But...” he had said, knowing even as he spoke that he sounded weak and silly. What else could he say, though? Given the circumstances, everything else he wanted to say would have been clearly inappropriate. There was no way he could confess how much he had missed her, how much she consumed his every waking thought. Especially not when she refused to even take her helmet off or sit down or touch him.

It was the perfect example of why he had always felt adrift. He was not merely ill-equipped to lead a mission; he couldn’t take control of anything in his life. His father would have known what to do when confronted by Swordnew, just as he would have known what to say to Lancelot as she stood in the doorway. But Talbot, always happier to be alone with his thoughts, never feeling like he truly belonged, had failed once again to rise to the occasion.

“Well?” Lancelot had said.

He hated himself for what he was going to say next but he couldn’t help it.

“I missed you,” he said.

Immediately, his cheeks flushed in embarrassment. His mother had told him once that he spoke from his heart because he was an artist and couldn’t help it. His father had been nice enough to remain quiet and not contradict her.

Miracle of miracles, however, his words actually had an impact. Lancelot sighed and reached up to her helmet, unfastened it, then set it under an arm. She crossed the room, allowing the automatic door to slide shut so they had privacy.

“Listen,” she said softly, a foot away from him.

In her Carthagen armor she towered over him and he had to look straight up to see her but he didn’t mind. She reached out with her lower hands and touched his face and told him she missed him too.

His heart raced. He smiled.

But then she added, “None of that matters right now, though.”

The pain in his chest must have seized him the way the ion daggers had pierced his father in the alleyway. He opened his mouth to offer a rebuke. Of course it mattered that they wanted to see each other again, that he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her.

He knew, though, that nothing would matter in a couple days if they didn’t stop the Hannibal. That was what the resolve in her eyes told him, and that was what she wanted him to understand above all else.

“Listen,” she said, still looking down at him. “I spent my life trying to figure out who I was. Do you know how nice it is to have found someone who understands each aspect of what makes me who I am? I’m not going to give that up. But—”

“I know,” he said. There was never a time in his life when he felt such a tremendous sense of happiness and sadness at the same time. He finished her sentence: “But if we don’t defeat the Hannibal, none of this will matter.”

She returned his smile and nodded.

“I promise you, I’ll see you again after this is all over.”

“But how can you know?”

Instead of answering, she lowered her front two legs so her knees touched the ground and her torso leaned forward. Then she kissed him.
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After the skirmish in the cruiser’s hangar, it took Traskk longer than anyone else to calm down. He gathered that the other Carthagen and the human also didn’t like each other, but neither of them had experienced the pain of having their arms, legs, and tail cut off. Upon seeing the Fianna, nothing had mattered except doing extreme harm to the person who had taken Vere prisoner and killed Fastolf and Morgan.

The blind rage that had come over him was unlike anything he had ever felt before. The brawls in Eastcheap had been plentiful, but they had always arisen out of his inborn delight in aggression. To be a Basilisk was to be violent, to tear things apart with claws and fangs. It was his nature. There had also been many life-or-death fights. The one in the streets outside Eastcheap to help Lancelot. The one at the Cauldrons of Dagda to free Vere. There had been times in each that he had let loose a sobering roar and given in to his urge to decimate other living things, but even this violence had been relatively controlled. Even killing Scrope had been more about the pleasure of evening a score than losing all control.

Faced with a Fianna, the representation of great harm to him and his friends, he lost his wits. He didn’t even remember tackling Lancelot or trying to reach past her helmet to rip the Fianna’s face off. It took time and quiet for him to begin to understand the extent of what he had done.

Quickly visited him in an isolated boarding room and recounted the events.

“Buddy,” the pilot said, patting Traskk on the shoulder, “If Lancelot’s suit didn’t give her all that strength, you would’ve killed her just to get to Philo. I’ve never seen anything like that.” He offered a half-hearted smiled. “I’m glad we’re on the same side.”

Traskk cooed pitiably, not because of Quickly’s reproach or because he might have hurt Lancelot, but because he felt he was letting Vere down. She had told Lancelot to recruit Traskk and instead of helping to defeat an approaching enemy he was causing more problems than he was worth.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Quickly said. “We’re all here for the same reason. I’m sure there are no hard feelings.”

The more Traskk remembered the disapproving look Vere had offered when her friends disappointed her, the more he wanted to turn away from Quickly so the pilot couldn’t see him sniffle.

The sadness that weighed him down changed to curiosity when he saw what was happening outside the viewport. Dozens of small transports were positioning themselves in space around EndoKroy. Each one had a team of three or four people in space armor drifting near their vessel. In the distance, a large ship approached and he could tell from its shine that it was part of the Excalibur Armada.

Quickly said, “They’re helping get Lancelot’s plan into motion, although I guess it’s actually Vere’s plan.”

Traskk hissed a series of noises even though he knew Quickly wouldn’t understand him.

Quickly shrugged and offered his best guess at a response. “All I know is she said they need a good pilot.”
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Hours after tensions had been quelled among the group, Lancelot called a meeting. She glanced around the room at the various characters who had assembled to join the cause. Traskk stood on one side of the room. Philo, dressed in the Fianna’s armor, was on the other side. Swordnew stood next to Philo, only because he was slightly more comfortable with the Fianna than with any of the others, and that was only because he had already been around the Fianna on their trip to EndoKroy. Quickly sat in the middle of the room. From their faces and body language, Lancelot could tell that each of them was thinking the same thing.

This is it? Just the six of us?

“Vere is working on getting us more help,” she said in an attempt to raise their spirits. “And we already have the Carthagen technology that Swordnew provided.” She nodded to him so the others knew to appreciate his contribution. “And, of course, the Excalibur ships that Talbot has requisitioned.”

No one spoke. Each of them stared at her, hoping she had something else to add that would explain why they stood a better chance than the Round Table fleet or the weaponized prisoners at the Cauldrons of Dagda. Instead, she told them what was expected of each of them. She explained where they would fight and the support they would have. She gave details on how the Carthagen technology would be used, the purpose of the Excalibur ships, and the way they would ultimately defeat the Juggernaut.

When she was done, no one said a word. Philo remained at attention. Swordnew, having been taught not to contradict the leader of the Carthagen warriors and understanding that Lancelot had inherited that role in this new group as well, waited to be dismissed to begin preparing himself for the battle. Quickly looked down at his hands as if willing them to defy his own brain and take his ship back home to Enid. Talbot gazed at her with an expression Lancelot hoped the others wouldn’t notice. Traskk, a fighter through and through, growled in anticipation.

The door to the meeting room slid to the side and a young officer in the uniform of a Round Table ensign said, “Sorry to interrupt. We have reports that the Juggernaut is only two hours away.”

Lancelot looked to Talbot for a response. “Reiser, how much more time do the crews need for the preparations?”

“He looked down at a small device in the palm of his hand. “We’re almost there. But any extra time would be appreciated.”

Lancelot nodded and turned back to the ensign. “Tell your captain to deploy a final round of deterrents.”

“Yes, sir,” the ensign said.

Lancelot finished by telling them that they were about to face the most important battle in their lives. She told them she couldn’t guarantee what the outcome would be, but if they fought together they could defeat the Hannibal.

As she spoke, a pair of Athens Destroyers, a Solar Carrier, and an Omega-Class cargo freighter fired up their engines. All four ships began to move away from EndoKroy to intercept the Juggernaut.
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Back on Edsall Dark, more people than ever considered abandoning their homes. If the battle at EndoKroy had the same outcome as that of Greater Mazuma, The Hannibal would continue across the galaxy and millions of people would need to pack their belongings and find somewhere else to live. Knowing there wouldn’t be room for everyone aboard the fleeing vessels, people started to make preparations to leave sooner than their neighbors. Whispers grew of the urgency to get to the spaceports before the frigates and cruisers were all full.

Just as they were unable to come to any consensus on other matters, the representatives of the Round Table weren’t sure how to react to this predicament either. Some suggested the proceedings be held on another planet until after the Hannibal threat was resolved. Others called these people out for their cowardice and shamed them for refusing to lead. A few still insisted Talbot Reiser should be arrested after threatening a representative. With more important matters to discuss, these people were either ignored or else told to be quiet.

Every other galactic issue paled in comparison to what was happening in the Mardigan sector and yet the response to that issue had been decided for them by Lancelot and Talbot. Still, many of the representatives insisted on acting as though they were discussing the possible solutions to the matter.

After the successive defeats of the Round Table’s flagships, the prospect of defeating the Juggernaut above EndoKroy did not seem likely. No one in the Great Hall was willing to admit this in anything louder than a whisper, however, and even then only to their most trusted confidants.

When observers first noticed that some of the seats around the table were vacant, everyone knew what had happened. Those representatives had decided to flee the planet before the Hannibal arrived. A few were caught in the act—boarding vessels at the spaceport. Each said it was critical that they return to their home planet to tell the people there what was being done to protect them. Of course, this could have been done by means of a holographic feed, but the representatives were adamant that in such times it was important to be there for their people. One by one, more seats around the Round Table were empty.
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Captain Munrun knew the four ships sent to meet the Juggernaut weren’t going to destroy it or even convince it to turn around. After the sound defeat of much larger Round Table battle groups, a different tactic was needed. The pair of Athens Destroyers, the Solar Carrier, and the Omega-Class cargo freighter were there to sacrifice themselves in order to give the teams at EndoKroy time to finish their preparations. To that end, Captain Munrun was the officer in charge of ensuring the confrontation was a success.

The three flagships contained skeleton crews. Instead of hundreds of officers and personnel on each vessel, there were only eight. The Omega-Class cargo freighter had even less. Its lone crew member was seventy years old and had retired from the Vonnegan forces more than a decade earlier. The officer, a former colonel, outranked Munrun and had been offered command of the mission. Old and gray and having seen her fair share of death among the stars, she deferred to Captain Munrun.

Munrun didn’t mind how many officers he commanded or the circumstances of that post. After years of wishing to be the senior officer of a flagship, he finally had his chance.

Because of the nature of their mission, everyone aboard the flagships wore space armor. One of Munrun’s first tasks after departing EndoKroy was to personally inspect his crew’s suits and make sure they were ready for use. Their instructions were clear: do what they could to slow or damage the Juggernaut and then evacuate the flagships so a transport could come by and pick them up after the Hannibal had moved through the area.

Each vessel had lumbered away from EndoKroy but picked up speed across the Mardigan sector until they were traveling at 90,000 miles per second, or nearly half the speed of light.

The pair of Athens Destroyers and the Solar Carrier came out of their high-speed trajectory at slightly staggered intervals. The first Athens Destroyer, commanded by Captain Munrun, stopped ten miles away from the Juggernaut, still close enough that the enormous Hannibal vessel would fill its command viewport. The Solar Carrier stopped only five miles away from the Juggernaut. The second Athens Destroyer stopped five miles beyond the enemy ship. All of this was automated—there was no way a living being could be precise in where a ship traveling at such speeds would stop.

The only ship not to stop was the freighter. It had never intended to, which was why the retired colonel aboard it didn’t care about any kind of official title. The ship she was aboard was nothing more than a glorified missile traveling many hundreds of times faster than a proton missile and packed with explosives. That was also why she was the only person on the mission who didn’t bother to wear a suit of space armor.

The speed with which the freighter crossed the Mardigan sector made it impossible for the Hannibal ship to launch defensive projectiles in time. The Juggernaut had no way of being able to avoid the blast. In the same instant that Captain Munrun and the three ships under his command came out of their dash toward the Juggernaut, the freighter became a ball of light. It looked like a miniature sun expanding and then imploding upon itself in a matter of seconds. As the light faded, the stars to either side of the Juggernaut came back into view. Then, the smoke dissipated and the colossal Juggernaut was there as well.

“Status?” he said, looking over at an ensign to his side.

The front of the Juggernaut was magnified on the viewport in front of Munrun.

The ensign reported, “Minimal structural damage at the point of attack. All enemy weapons systems are powering up.”

Munrun nodded. A freighter as large as a flagship had been loaded with explosives and the resulting blast had barely damaged the invading vessel. Knowing his crew would have little time to carry out the rest of their orders, he asked no further questions.

In front of him, the Solar Carrier had a matter of seconds to perform the next part of the mission. One set of its aft thrusters powered up, causing the flagship to swerve to the side as sharply as possible for a vessel of its size. With the Juggernaut facing its broad side, the Solar Carrier opened all of its hangars, from which a series of gravity mines and ion depth charges poured.

“Hurry,” Munrum mumbled.

The Solar Carrier didn’t have time to complete the maneuver. The Juggernaut, without enough space between it and the flagship to activate its portals or to come to a stop, rammed the flagship. Like a tiny one-man fighter rammed by a flagship, the Solar Carrier was ripped to pieces. Only the front third of the Solar Carrier, having escaped the main force of the Juggernaut, escaped in one piece. But this part of the ship immediately became engulfed in explosions that spread throughout each deck and corridor until it was also shattering under successive blasts.

The assortment of gravity mines and ion depth charges between the Solar Carrier and Juggernaut brought about dozens of blasts every second. The gravity mines exploded in waves of black energy that contrasted with the bright blue of the ion depth charges. A hundred explosions flashed in less than five seconds. When they cleared, Munrun groaned. The Juggernaut was damaged but not to any meaningful extent.

Without delay, hundreds of projectiles rocketed from the Hannibal ship, dispersing in all directions. Before Munrun could offer a command, the nearest set of projectiles burst into fully formed portals, each large enough for the Juggernaut to pass through. From out of the portal directly in front of Munrun, dozens more projectiles spewed.

“Get us out of here, full speed,” he said.

Before the command could be executed, a siren rang out and red lights began to flash inside the command deck.

“We’ve been split in half,” an officer said, looking at a set of holographic sensors in front of her.

Munrun knew what had happened. A Hannibal portal had exploded into life directly beside his Athens Destroyer, causing half of his vessel to be transported to another portion of space.

He could have given commands to isolate the damage so as to contain the vacuum of space. He knew, though, that the battle was already over.

“Everyone to the emergency hatches.”

His first instinct was to run as soon as he had given the command. As the officer in charge, he forced himself to wait while the others dashed from their stations and sprinted down the corridor in their space armor.

Somewhere on the other side of the Juggernaut, out of view, was the other Athens Destroyer. Maybe it was already a casualty. Maybe it had been able to create distance between itself and the Juggernaut and cause even more delays for the invaders. Munrun had no time to communicate with it to find out.

The corridors on either side of him flashed red. Alarms blared, telling him and his crew to evacuate the ship. He turned down one hallway, then another. The first officer to reach the emergency hatch already had it open. As soon as she leaned out through the clear containment field, the vacuum of space sucked her away from the Athens Destroyer and out into space. In her space armor, she would have a better shot of living, as they all would, than if they remained on the flagship for another minute.

Behind him, Munrun could hear a series of explosions getting closer and closer. In front of him, one crew member after another was jumping through the opening of the exit hatch and drifting off into space. A sensor in Munrun’s suit told him that a wave of heat was getting closer to him. Without turning around to see the explosions engulf his ship, he too jumped through the transparent containment field and out into space.

The visor display in his helmet illuminated the other crewmembers so he could easily spot them among the stars and portals. As far as he could tell from the readings transmitted by their suits, all of them were alive and well.

It hadn’t been much of a mission, he thought, but he had done it. He had taken a group of flagships to meet the enemy and he had gotten his crew safely off the ship before it exploded. After the Juggernaut left and the transport came to pick him up, he would be one of the next officers in line for promotion. Perhaps full-time command of a flagship.

A flash of light appeared to his side. He turned in time to see a streak of light sail through space and pierce one of the other crewmembers. Her space armor burst in a small explosion of white and yellow. Munrun turned and saw the white mech, only fifty feet away.

He thought about igniting an oxygen burst and fleeing but there was no escape. He thought about using the oxygen burst to advance on the mech, but with no weapons, it would be futile. The last idea he had was to remain motionless and hope he could fool the mech into thinking he was dead, but something caught the corner of his eye and he spun. The gray mech was also there, its scythe glowing, racing down at him.
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Vere often imagined what the universe must be like for the Word. How could living beings exist in a realm outside of time and space? What was their consciousness like? 

She and Mortimous and the others like them had abandoned their physical bodies long ago. It was how she could talk to Lancelot in one section of space and then see what was happening with the Juggernaut in another sector. But while she and others had managed to live beyond some of the traditional notions of space, not even Mortimous had learned to live beyond time. She observed the presence of the Word but she knew, even when they were near her, that they were also somehow present in every previous moment and future moment as well. Mortimous had told her one time that the Word weren’t living then, now, or in the future. They simply were. Even though Vere had progressed in her understanding of how the galaxy worked, that concept in particular still seemed foreign to her.

Aboard the cruiser hovering above EndoKroy, officers walked past the viewport that she and Mortimous stared out of without seeing either cloaked figure. For Vere, the sight of EndoKroy brought back a special nostalgia. Years earlier, aboard the Griffin Fire, she and her friends had soared at top speeds through one portal and into another as they tried to evade Athens Destroyers and Thunderbolts. Now, she was holding out hope that her allies could win a battle to keep the planet safe. That very notion, that a former enemy was now a friend, had been the focus of her latest thoughts as she allowed herself to become aware of the Word.

If that’s not progress, she had thought, then what is? We were sworn enemies. We battled and killed one another. Now we are united.

The next thought to enter her mind wasn’t her own.

One enemy has merely been exchanged for another.

She wanted to say that wasn’t true but the Word was already gone.

“We can win,” she said to Mortimous. “Not just this battle. We can achieve peace in the galaxy.”

He took a deep breath as he continued to watch the teams of workers. Each set was in space armor at various locations around EndoKroy’s orbit. Mortimous had not given up hope completely, she knew, but he had become less convinced as time went by. Years after persuading the Word to summon the Green Knight, one of the bloodiest battles in galactic history had been waged at Edsall Dark. He had then tried to convince Julian Reiser that his actions could bring about a more peaceful Round Table but instead the general had given into personal ambition and been assassinated. Twice, Mortimous had tried and failed.

“I can convince the Word,” she said. When he still didn’t answer, she smiled and said, “If you could do it, I can as well.”

He didn’t respond, but she could sense he was smiling under his hood.
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Philo sat on the floor of the cruiser’s hangar, waiting for notification of the Hannibal’s arrival. He positioned himself in a corner so he could make sure the giant reptile didn’t sneak up on him and attempt to kill him again. He didn’t fear death—he was sure he was going to die in a matter of hours. He kept an eye out for the Basilisk not because he was afraid of pain but so he could defeat the invading mechs before his own end came about.

With his back to the wall and every piece of armor on, he used a small piece of cloth to clean each part of his vibro halberd. Each Fianna had come up with a different way of preparing themselves for the things the former Vonnegan ruler had called upon them to do. One of the members of his unit had compulsively worked out. Another had performed breathing exercises. Philo had been content to sit and polish his weapon.

Each part of the deactivated vibro blade, dull like normal metal, was clean. He moved the cloth to where the blaster cartridge was attached to the top of the staff and began cleaning that next.

A door opened on the far side of the hangar. His eyes rose to see if he needed to stand and defend himself against the Basilisk. It was only the pilot, though, the human they called Quickly. They exchanged nods and then Philo returned to cleaning his weapon in silence.
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While everyone else went about their business on the cruiser, Swordnew remained aboard the Carthagen transport. He didn’t trust anyone he had met since leaving the Cartha sector, and he only still trusted Lancelot because he had spent years fighting alongside the other Carthagen. It was for this reason that Swordnew remained in the shuttle’s cockpit, buckled into the pilot’s seat and ready to activate the controls if he needed to leave.

Every once in a while, shouting broke out somewhere else in the hangar and he would grip the steering mechanism before realizing there was no imminent attack against him. Usually it was a worker yelling to be heard over the machines on the platform.

Lancelot had told him that it was easy to mistrust everyone outside the Cartha sector. The warrior noted that while many of the people outside Orleans weren’t worthy of trust, there was also many who were. The galaxy, Lancelot had said, could be a good and decent place.

Swordnew didn’t know about any of that. What he first experienced was a purple-clad Vonnegan and a reptile trying to kill each other and a human drawing his Meursault against him. It hadn’t been a good first impression.

He did have to admit, though, that he also saw glimpses of what Lancelot had mentioned. Teams of workers had come together so they could try and defend a planet that wasn’t even their home. The human pilot had left his wife to come here even though the Vonnegans had killed his friends years earlier. It was easy to focus on the violence and old grudges, but if he was honest, Swordnew had to admit that what Lancelot said about people did seem to be true.

Of course, that wasn’t enough to make him leave the cockpit where he could escape at the first sign of trouble.

A beep sounded and he saw Lancelot standing underneath the ship. He pressed a button and waited for the ramp to lower so the warrior could board his vessel.

When Lancelot got to the cockpit, Swordnew was motioned to remain seated.

“I need to tell you something,” Lancelot said. “It won’t be easy for you to accept, but I owe it to you to tell you.”

Rather than ask what the warrior meant, Swordnew waited. Lancelot reached up to unfasten the helmet clips, then removed the Carthagen helmet.

Swordnew gasped.

Lancelot’s voice was completely different than it had been a moment earlier, different than it had been all the years he had known the Dauphin’s favorite fighter. It was soft. Human.

“This is who I am, Swordnew,” she said. “It was only fair that you know the truth.”
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Captain Thoft was half Vonnegan and half human. He was also the Round Table officer in charge of overseeing the installation of the Carthagen technology that Swordnew provided so it could be used in the defense of EndoKroy. As such, he provided Talbot with periodic updates on the effort.

As someone who had been torn between two opposing factions himself, Talbot couldn’t help but be curious which side Captain Thoft had been loyal to years earlier when Mowbray Vonnegan and Vere CasterLan had faced each other. It was the type of question that wouldn’t have mattered to Talbot’s father, a man who only cared about the here and now. But to Talbot, who had always questioned his own place in the galaxy, Captain Thoft’s prior allegiances were quite interesting in how they must have shaped the man.

Everywhere Talbot went, people viewed him as the son of a general and a hero. The things that actually defined him—his desire to sit in a quiet room and think rather than be around other people, the self-doubt that followed him everywhere he went—were the things no one else knew about him.

Lancelot was the exception. She was the one person other than his own mother that he had confided in and shared all of his fears with. Now, instead of having a chance to be with her again, they were barely speaking, and when they did talk it was about the Hannibal. The latest time she had entered his quarters, he had thought they would finally have time alone together. Instead, she had only been there for two minutes before declaring she needed to tell Swordnew who she really was. Frustration welled up inside him.

Captain Thoft was staring at him with open confusion, and Talbot realized he had once again been stuck in his thoughts rather than on what someone had been saying to him.

“I’m sorry,” Talbot said. “I have a lot of my mind.”

“Understood, sir. I was saying that each team has finished installing the Carthagen system.”

“It’s been tested?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All the teams are back to their ships?”

“They are, sir.”

Talbot looked down at a tiny display attached to his wrist. A notification came through that the Juggernaut was approaching.

It was time.
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Lancelot patted each piece of her Carthagen armor. It was a ritual she had gotten into the habit of performing in the Orleans sector prior to leaving her private chamber. At first, it had been to reassure herself that she hadn’t forgotten some piece of her costume which would give away her true identity. Once she had earned the right to stand in the middle of the Dauphin’s room as their best fighter, the habit became the last bit of mental preparation she needed to vanquish those who dared face her in combat.

With every piece of protection on except for her helmet, she looked at her reflection in the ship’s viewport. The teams of workers that had been outside were gone. For the most part, the space above EndoKroy was empty. A few final ships were departing from the planet, heading away from the impending invasion. Instead of focusing on them, Lancelot’s eyes adjusted to her reflection in her armor, her long blond hair falling down past her shoulders.

It was the same thing she had revealed to Swordnew an hour earlier, and his reaction hadn’t gone as well as she hoped it would. At first, he had stared at her in shock. He had been still and silent, waiting for her to say she was playing a trick on him. Then he had grown angry and begun to stand from his pilot’s seat. Lancelot didn’t have any choice but to draw her Meursaults and keep them at her friend’s neck so he would stay seated until he had a chance to process her explanation and calm down. After hearing her talk about how Bookknow had found her and protected her, Swordnew had been in denial. It had taken a couple minutes just to get him to accept that Lancelot was a human female and not someone wearing Lancelot’s armor in order to trick him. Eventually, though, he had understood why she had to do everything she did. He still wasn’t happy about having been deceived but she got him to understand she was still the person he had always known—she was still the person who had won every duel and who had taken the leader of the Round Table hostage. Eventually, she had sheathed her Meursaults and Swordnew had remained in his seat as he contemplated everything she had said.

She knew she had come a long way, both as a fighter and as a person. If Vere or Mortimous were there, they would both agree. Years earlier, she had been a ferocious warrior who didn’t realize she was fighting out of fear. Fear of being recognized for who she really was. Fear of losing her one source of pride as the Dauphin’s best killer. Now, she fought to protect others. She fought on behalf of those who couldn’t fight for themselves, people who would never be able to pay her back.

Likewise, she had grown comfortable not only with what she was doing but with who she was. In Orleans, the only time she had taken off any part of her armor had been in private. She never spoke unless spoken to. Now, everything was different. She had revealed her identity to Talbot, Traskk, and the others. She had her helmet off just as frequently as she wore it.

Her eyes shifted focus from her own reflection to the last transport returning to the cruiser. Captain Thoft had said his crew would remain in space until either the preparations were complete or they got the alert that the Juggernaut was approaching.

An alarm began to sound. A hologram appeared from a console by her side.

“I know,” she said before the Vonnegan soldier, dressed in the colors of the Round Table, could tell her it was time. “I’m on my way.”

She took one final breath before scooping her helmet up and over her head. She was already on her way out of the living quarters and down the corridor of the cruiser as she clipped it into place.

After turning two corners, she was at the cruiser’s hangar. On the far side of the room, Talbot was there, talking to a pair of technicians. She altered her course to head straight for him. In the corner, Philo stood and began toward Swordnew’s Carthagen shuttle. Turning, she saw another door slide open at the opposite end of the hangar, and saw Traskk make his way to Quickly’s Llyushin transport.

Each nodded to her as she crossed the hangar. Each, she knew, was hoping her plan would work.
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Quickly began entering commands into the controls of his modified Llyushin transport. The engines came to life. The navigation system came online. Across from him, the thrusters of the Carthagen shuttle began to glow. The Fianna that Lancelot recruited walked to the other ship, waited for the ramp to lower, then boarded. Below his own craft, Traskk tapped his tail against a metal panel to let Quickly know he was there.

Fifty feet away, Talbot and Lancelot stood next to each other, almost no room between them. Quickly didn’t need a pilot’s vision to see how intimate their postures were. He had no way of knowing what they were saying to one another but by the way their hands moved subtly toward one another, as if both wanted to take hold of the other, reminded him of when he had said goodbye to Enid.

A welcoming hiss sounded from behind him and he swiveled in his chair to greet the Basilisk. Together, the two observed the interaction between Lancelot and Talbot. Lancelot began to turn toward the Carthagen shuttle but Talbot reached out and took her elbow. She turned again and even though her face wasn’t visible behind her helmet, Quickly could tell from the angle of her visor that she was looking at Talbot’s hand. Something she said made his hand snap back to his side as if bit by a viper. They spoke for a moment longer and then for a second time Lancelot began to turn toward the Carthagen shuttle. This time, instead of reaching for her, Talbot said something that got her attention and she turned and faced him again.

Traskk hissed something and Quickly tapped the button to activate the translation software. A holographic series of words formed in the air.

What’s the hold up?

“We’re waiting for the love birds,” he said, which caused Traskk to give a dismissive hiss before returning to the main cabin.

Outside the cockpit, Talbot shook his head and this time he was the one who turned away. Instead of heading toward the Carthagen shuttle, the young Reiser began toward Quickly’s transport. Lancelot reached out and took his elbow. Facing each other again, Lancelot held onto Talbot’s arm. Finally, when she was done saying whatever it was that she had to say, he nodded and she let go.

Before Talbot could leave, Lancelot leaned down on her front two legs and wrapped her arms around him and held him close to her. They remained like that for a few seconds, then she released him, said something else, and the two began toward the respective ships they were to board.

Quickly waited for a sensor to confirm that Talbot had reached the top of the ramp, then pressed a button for it to close. A moment later, he appeared in the doorway to the cockpit. The son of Julian Reiser looked ten years older than he had only a couple hours earlier.

The two men stared at each other for a moment without speaking, then Talbot said, as if feeling he had to offer an explanation, “I told her I love her.”

The words forced Quickly to remember the first time he had said the same thing to Enid. It was the wrong thing to be thinking about before battle, however, so he pushed the thought from his mind.

“How’d that go?”

Talbot shrugged. “She told me if I wasn’t wearing armor and we didn’t have other people staring at us she would have smacked me across the face.”

“Not the best response you could have hoped for,” Quickly said. Talbot, he saw, looked like a man who was already defeated before the fighting had even started, so he added, “But certainly also not the worst.”

Talbot sighed and left the cockpit. Once again, Quickly’s thoughts turned to Enid.

“Think and die,” he mumbled to himself. “React and live.”

It was the motto he had carried with him every time he went into a combat situation. Rather than plan and focus on what he thought would happen, he simply reacted and let his instincts take over. Doing anything else would lead to the ship he was piloting meeting an unfavorable end.

An image of Enid standing in their home refused to leave his thoughts and he knew at that moment she was thinking about him the same way he was thinking of her. The realization made him groan.

He tapped a pair of controls beside the steering mechanism. The modified transport began to rise from the hangar deck.

Again he whispered, as he would many more times in the coming hours, “Think and die. React and live. Get home to Enid.”
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Traskk had been told of the Juggernaut’s size, but it was impossible to appreciate the sheer scale of the enormous ship until he saw it for himself. As soon as Quickly’s modified Llyushin transport left the cruiser’s hangar, the enemy vessel could be seen in the distance. An oblong metal moon where nothing had been before. A flick of anxiousness ran through the length of his tail. The long vertical slits of his reptilian eyes narrowed as he leaned forward. He growled from the doorway of the cockpit and Quickly turned, shook his head, and said he agreed.

Quickly guided the Llyushin transport so it raced directly toward the Juggernaut. Through the viewport, Traskk saw that the Carthagen called Swordnew flew his shuttle in the same direction. It looked as though two small vessels were going to face the Juggernaut all by themselves. The rest of the space around them was mostly empty and the cruiser they had been aboard was changing course so it could leave the area. On the other side of the planet, partially blocked by EndoKroy, the two portals shone bright, with the Excalibur ship hovering nearby.

Traskk knew that in space, it could be difficult to reckon depth and size. Two stars glimmering in the distance might appear equidistant when one was actually hundreds of light-years farther away than the other. With the Juggernaut, its size made it look as though it were already on top of them, but Quickly called out that they were still two minutes from being in targeting range. Already, the Juggernaut spanned the entire width of the cockpit viewport. Its colossal size reminded Traskk of the Excalibur asteroid, an object large enough to encase nearly one thousand flagships.

Talbot stepped by him, into the cockpit. The human, roughly the same age Vere had been when they had left Eastcheap many years earlier, told Quickly to open a comm channel to the control room. The pilot nodded and tapped a pair of buttons, then gestured to indicate a line was open.

Talbot waited for a second, nothing in front of them except the Juggernaut. Then he said, “Activate the Carthagen system in three, two, one...”

A moment passed in which nothing happened. There was silence in the cockpit and the Juggernaut was still getting closer and closer to them, a celestial object of metal and might. The next second, Traskk’s pupils shrank from the burst of light that exploded all around the ship. Where there had previously been only empty space and two small ships racing toward the enemy, there were seemingly now thousands of objects. Portals, Athens Destroyers, Solar Carriers. Even a dozen asteroids.

Each looked completely real, so much so that even though Traskk knew they were holograms he instinctively urged Quickly to turn away from an Athens Destroyer they were going to collide with. The entire battlefield was a vast array of projections produced by the same technology that had helped defeat the Round Table forces in the Cartha sector. Each object looked so real that his eyes couldn’t be trusted. The flagships had scorch marks along the ends of their cannons where lasers had been fired. The hulls were covered in cosmic dust. Each fake portal glowed with endless swirls of energy just like the authentic pair located on the other side of the planet. One of the asteroids even had an old rig on it where a mining colony had abandoned its equipment.

He saw that Quickly’s hands gripped and regripped the transport’s steering mechanism. The pilot was also having a hard time trusting his senses. It didn’t help that the ship’s sensors also indicated that the space around them was filled with the new objects.

“Don’t worry,” Talbot said. “System control will update your ship’s sensors.”

The transport flew straight through the body of an Athens Destroyer that was made up of pixels instead of atomized steel, only to appear on the other side of the flagship, where a Solar Carrier was floating near an asteroid.

A pair of beeps sounded in the cockpit and Traskk noticed that the same sensor that had just shown thousands of objects in the space above EndoKroy now only showed the pair of real portals and the Excalibur vessel on the far side of the planet, the Carthagen shuttle next to them, and the Juggernaut ahead of them. Everything else could be ignored. A moment later, two dozen more dots appeared on the sensor.

“The Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters are approaching,” Talbot said.

A squad of Thunderbolts raced from around the far side of the planet and began firing laser blasts at the Juggernaut. A trio of Llyushin fighters came from the opposite direction, each ship firing a pair of proton torpedoes that raced on their way to meet the Hannibal vessel.

Traskk’s forked tongue flicked in and out of his mouth with delight. They had the support of two dozen fighters and the Carthagen projection technology. It didn’t seem like much but he and Vere had faced long odds in the past and had lived to tell about it.

His momentary optimism blew to bits when the space all around them became illuminated by hundreds of portals. The Juggernaut disappeared behind one. The Round Table fighters vanished behind some of the others. Many of the projections that filled the area above EndoKroy were cut in half. Traskk’s tongue retreated back to his mouth and his fangs reflexively bared.

Quickly yanked down hard on the controls, causing the transport to swerve away from a portal that appeared directly in front of them. Without being buckled into a seat, Talbot was thrown backwards into Traskk. The Basilisk’s tail shot out and braced against the storage bin just outside the cockpit, keeping him from lurching backward as well.

The hundreds of portals cut off, returning the space to a sea of black, then activated again.

“They’re trying to figure out what’s real and what’s not,” Talbot said.

Again, the portals cut off, moved to a slightly different part of space, then reactivated, slicing holograms in half. At the same time, projected versions of flagships began moving toward the Juggernaut, asteroids careened toward it, and fake portals and real portals merged into one. The chaos of the scene, the lack of sense it made, caused Traskk to wish for the days when it had just been him and Vere in a single vessel against countless enemies.
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They need our help, Vere thought.

The cruiser she was aboard was heading away from the impending conflict. In the distance, everything had become a jumble of lights. Instead of seeing a pair of small craft racing toward the Juggernaut, the space around EndoKroy was illuminated with hundreds of real portals and thousands of holographic projections, all of which combined to form some abstract painter’s vision of madness among the stars.

Their entire plan was based on confusing the Hannibal long enough to change the tide of the battle. With hundreds of portals trying to dissect holograms, the Juggernaut was already trying to adapt to its surroundings. If they didn’t act fast, Lancelot, Traskk, and the others would be wiped away before they had a chance to save everyone on the planet below.

We can defeat them, she thought. We can make the galaxy a better place. The Round Table isn’t perfect, but we can make it better. We just need a chance.

She did her best to quiet her mind and let silence engulf her. The only sound she heard was her own breathing and then even that faded away.

And how many chances do you need? For millennia ships have gone into space to fight one another while leaders and soothsayers have promised that if just one more chance is offered, people can finally learn to live in peace.

Instead of denying the Word’s truth as she had before, she accepted it. Instead of arguing, she thought, But look at how much progress we’ve made. Rulers are gone. Kingdoms no longer battle one another over imaginary borders. We can continue to improve.

She waited for their response. In the silence, she opened her eyes to see hundreds of Hannibal portals continue to activate and then deactivate over and over as they tried to make sense of their surroundings. Each instance signaled less time her friends had to defeat the invader.
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Philo remained in the back of the Carthagen shuttle as it sped toward the Juggernaut. Part of his training to become a Fianna had focused on mental preparation prior to a fight. He knew from experience that battles were often won or lost before the first strike. His hands felt the weight of his weapon. With each movement, he visualized the vibro blade slicing through one of the mechs, imagined himself sidestepping an attack and then bringing down his blade on the enemy.

He could hear Lancelot and Swordnew speaking to each other but couldn’t decipher actual words and didn’t particularly care. The shuttle began a series of twists and turns that forced him to brace himself.

Lancelot shouted, “You’ll want to see this.”

He considered staying in his seat, but then the ship lurched sharply before descending a moment later. He reached out for the wall to steady himself so he could make his way toward the cockpit and see what was so important.

He was half way there when the ship dived again, then banked to the right. He heard Lancelot tell Swordnew not to bother with anything other than following Quickly’s lead.

She must have sensed Philo behind her because she turned, nodded, then faced the cockpit’s viewport again. Her front and back legs were spread out to keep her from falling as Swordnew piloted the ship. When she moved, Philo saw what she had been referring to.

Although he wasn’t a pilot and the Fianna had never accompanied Mowbray to the bridge of the Athens Destroyer he commanded, Philo had seen glimpses of space battles. From the surface of a desert moon, he had witnessed part of the Excalibur battle. During his training, he and the other members of his Fianna squad had carried out simulated battles aboard a flagship that had been overrun by enemy forces. He had never witnessed anything like the scene in front of him, however.

“Just stay with him,” Lancelot said to Swordnew as the Carthagen shuttle tried to keep up with the modified Llyushin fighter’s swerves and twists. It flew through a Solar Carrier that looked real but wasn’t, then dipped under another portal, and then flew through a holographic asteroid. The scene was the same everywhere Philo looked. There was almost no place where he could actually see the stars or space. Everything was replaced by glowing portals, careening asteroids, and flagships. Too much of everything to make sense of anything.

“Look there,” Lancelot told him as she pointed to a display located diagonally in front of Swordnew.

Instead of thousands of objects, he saw only hundreds—the Carthagen holograms were filtered out of the ship’s sensors.

“How long until we face the mechs?” he said.

“Watch it,” Lancelot hissed and Swordnew jerked the ship’s steering column to the side as fast as he could.

Unable to get the shuttle’s direction altered fast enough, they plunged through a portal that Quickly had managed to avoid.

“I don’t know,” Lancelot said to Philo, trying to remain calm. “We’re working on it.”
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Even Swordnew, who had witnessed the Carthagen technology in use on multiple occasions, was impressed by how the system was deployed above EndoKroy. The few times the Dauphin had activated the advanced hologram system, it had usually depicted asteroids or a fleet of enemy ships. They had been realistic in their depictions but each had been organized and fairly static. The scene in front of him was completely different.

All was chaos. Every bit of space was havoc and disorder. Portals, both real and fake, were arrayed in no discernible pattern. Real Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters sprayed laser blasts everywhere while holographic fighters and flagships did the same. Asteroids were here and there, interspersed between the same types of flagships the Round Table had brought to Orleans months earlier.

He focused on what the ship’s sensors told him was actually there instead of the bedlam projected all around him. His hands pulled the ship’s controls and he sent the Carthagen shuttle through another portal and then another. Each one brought them out of one enormous energy field and into view of dozens more just like it. Without the aid of the navigation sensor that showed his ship’s location among the maze of chaos, they would have become lost in seconds. To add to the confusion, the Hannibal portals continued to deactivate and then activate again, jarring his sense of perspective and direction.

“Just keep flying,” Lancelot said as if reading his thoughts.

From the co-pilot’s seat, she reached forward with one of her lower arms and pressed a yellow button to open a comms line.

“Quickly, you there?”

A moment later, the human pilot’s voice came back with an affirmative. Swordnew checked the navigation sensor to see where the other ship was located and found it on the opposite side of the Juggernaut. A second later, he guided the Carthagen shuttle through another portal. Quickly must have done the same because the two ships were near each other but in a completely different area of space above EndoKroy.

Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters raced past him in every direction, every ship looking for a way through the maze of energy.

“I’m here,” Quickly said. “I’m just trying to figure out where here is.”

Right after speaking, the human’s Llyushin transport appeared from a portal next to where Swordnew and Lancelot were flying, then plunged straight into another. Swordnew turned to Lancelot, who offered a shrug, and then Swordnew yanked the controls to follow the vessel.

They hit a wall of white light and came out in another different part of space. Diagonally in front of them, a pair of Thunderbolts emerged from another portal. They were followed by a mech that was twice the size of a one-man spacefighter. It was white and had an ion bow, which it fired, sending a glowing arrow sailing through space. The arrow hit one of the Thunderbolts just before it reached the next portal. A ball of fire erupted for an instant, then disappeared as it hit the wall of energy it had been trying to escape into.

“Target the mech,” Lancelot said, leaning forward in anticipation.

Swordnew was already activating the ship’s cannons. Ahead of them, the human pilot was turning his craft in a tight arc so it could come back around and do the same.

“Watch it!” Quickly yelled through the comms.

Alarms sounded in the cockpit. Swordnew glanced at the displays in front of him to find the threat. A holographic image of the ship appeared in front of him, letting him know the rear edge of his shuttle was gone, sliced off by a closing portal.

He pushed the steering mechanism forward as fast as he could. A long beam of light came down in front of the cockpit, exactly where the middle of the ship would have been if he hadn’t swerved.

He couldn’t make sense of what the beam of light was until the ship finished a spiral and he saw another mech, this one reddish brown, coming after them with a long ion sword.
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With each portal that Quickly’s Llyushin transport entered, Talbot grew more tense. Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters darted out of one energy field and into another, barely missing each other. A pair of Thunderbolts appeared through a portal only seconds before Quickly was to pass through it. The Llyushin transport dived at a ninety degree angle to avoid a collision.

After blasting through two more portals, they saw a glimpse of three Thunderbolts darting into a portal as a squadron of Llyushin fighters appeared from the same spot and the fighters had to scatter in various directions.

Talbot gritted his teeth but remained silent, allowing Quickly to handle the situation how he deemed best. Behind him, he could hear the tip of Traskk’s tail tapping nervously on the floor. Through the next portal he saw one of the mechs.

“I see it,” Quickly said, already swerving away from it and plunging into another portal.

“We’re never going to find the Juggernaut this way,” Talbot said. “The portals are resetting too fast.”

On cue, the hundreds of Hannibal portals deactivated in a rolling wave. A second later, each portal reignited into a blaze of bright, white energy.

Lancelot’s voice came through the cockpit speakers, asking for Quickly. Talbot hated himself for wishing Lancelot wanted to talk to him instead of the pilot, especially at such an urgent time. They were in the middle of trying to save EndoKroy and the entire Round Table and he was broken hearted over not receiving enough attention. It was pitiful and he knew it but couldn’t help himself.

They went through yet another portal and as soon as they did Talbot saw the Carthagen shuttle beside them. Quickly saw it as well and nodded. They were only a second from darting through yet another portal. His eyes darted to the nav sensor, hoping Swordnew and Lancelot would be able to follow.

From every portal they appeared through, the first thing they saw were armadas of holographic Solar Carriers and Athens Destroyers and real spacefighters that zipped from one portal to another too fast to keep track of. Quickly swerved hard to the right. Talbot almost asked what was going on but then he saw it too. The black mech had come through a portal in front of them. Before Quickly could get a shot off, the mech moved backward and disappeared into the energy field. To their opposite side, a pair of Thunderbolts appeared through another portal. They were followed by the white mech, which fired an ion arrow through one of the fighters, causing it to erupt in flames.

Quickly pulled the modified transport into a sharp turn. As they came around, the rust-colored mech appeared as well. It was racing after the Carthagen shuttle atop its hover platform, its long ion sword ready to strike. Talbot’s hand darted to the comms system.

“Watch it!” he yelled, but it was too late.

The mech’s sword sliced off the back edge of the Carthagen shuttle. Talbot watched in horror as the glowing three-story tall sword barely missed the ship.

By the time Quickly had finished bringing the transport out of its arc, the mech was already moving backward, retreating into a portal. Quickly glanced over at Talbot to see what he wanted.

“Don’t follow,” he said even though he wanted nothing more than to destroy the thing that had almost killed Lancelot. “It’s trying to distract us. We need to find the Juggernaut.”

Quickly glanced at the dozens of portals in front of them, then motioned to the sensor that displayed hundreds of more options.

“Full stop,” Talbot said.

Quickly frowned and glanced back at Traskk, who hissed at the idea.

“Stop for a second,” Talbot said again.

Quickly did as he was told. The transport wasn’t completely still—it would take too long to get it moving again if a mech appeared, but it was traveling so slowly that it might as well have been.

Talbot’s eyes kept darting back and forth between the space in front of him and the holographic cockpit sensor that displayed all of the objects in space around them. The next wave of portal deactivations and reactivations spread across space. As it did, Talbot stared at where the nav sensor said the Juggernaut was located. Because the portals were staggered and overlapped in waves, he never saw the massive ship but he did see where they needed to go.

“Avoid the portals,” he told Quickly as he pointed to the dot in the very middle of the holographic display. “Skip portals and get us there.”

“There’s barely enough space to maneuver between them. Do you know how slow we’ll have to move to make the turns? The mechs will get us without trying.”

Behind them, Traskk growled in agreement.

“I know,” Talbot said. “But we’re never going to make it through the maze of portals and we’re wasting time.”

Without debating the topic anymore, he reached a hand out and opened a universal comms line.

“All fighters in the area, this is Talbot Reiser. Converge on our coordinates. We need cover.”

Then he smiled and nodded to Quickly as if it were that simple.
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“What are they doing?” Swordnew asked, turning to Lancelot. “They’re going to get killed if they fly that slow.”

She reached to open a line to Quickly’s ship, but before she could, a pair of Llyushin fighters erupted from a portal beside them. Both ships fired retro-thrusters, slowing and then falling into formation, one on either side of Quickly’s ship.

A moment later, a trio of Thunderbolts appeared from a portal on their other side. All three ships came to a near stop and surrounded the Carthagen shuttle.

“I don’t like this,” Swordnew said.

Lancelot could only guess what Talbot was thinking. Her suspicion was confirmed when the hundreds of Hannibal portals deactivated and then reactivated in its usual cascading wave. As soon as the portals were in place again—the vast array of holographic flagships, asteroids, and portals interspersed with them—the Llyushin transport began forward.

“Follow them,” Lancelot said.

There was only enough room for one ship to pass between the two closest portals, which forced the ships to file into a single line. They were joined by two more Llyushin fighters, which fell in at end of the line.

The slow caravan of ships proceeded straight through a holographic asteroid and an Athens Destroyer before coming upon another layer of portals. Every portal deactivated then activated again except for the fake ones created by the Carthagen technology.

“Slowly but surely,” Lancelot said.

Behind her, Philo said that slowly but surely is what got people killed.

In front of them, the matte gray mech appeared from a portal, sent a wave of energy from its scythe, then backed into the energy field again. Quickly reacted faster than anyone else, sending the Llyushin transport into a dive. At the slow speed they were traveling, however, the maneuver had little effect. The streak of laser disintegrated the Llyushin fighter that had been directly in front of them.

Two of Swordnew’s hands twitched at the weapons controls but the mech was gone by the time the ships in front of them were out of the way. A squadron of Llyushin fighters raced at them from the side, on a path to run straight into the shuttle. Swordnew gripped the stick, ready to maneuver the ship to safety, but Lancelot reached out and steadied him. The squadron passed through them without any damage or even a slight jolt.

“Your own technology,” Lancelot said with a smile.

Quickly’s Llyushin transport righted itself and the caravan continued between the next set of portals. Just before it was the Carthagen shuttle’s turn to pass through, Lancelot saw the white mech appear from a portal to her left. It spotted the line of ships and sent an ion arrow at them. A moment later, Lancelot looked at a sensor and saw that only two of the three Thunderbolts that had been accompanying them were still there.

Swordnew shook his head and gave a disapproving hum that would have made the Dauphin proud. “We’re barely moving,” he said. “We’re basically crawling there while they pick us off.”

One of the Thunderbolt pilots behind them must have felt the same way because he powered up his ship’s engines and soared ahead of the Carthagen shuttle, the Llyushin fighters, and Quickly’s transport.

“Stupid,” Lancelot said with a sigh.

The gap between the two nearest portals in front of them was only wide enough to pass through with perfect precision and that demanded patience. The Thunderbolt pilot made it most of the way through the space between them but the tip of his wing hit the edge of one of the portals. Through the sliver between the two energy fields, Lancelot saw that a portion of the Thunderbolt was gone, which caused the vessel to lose control and begin streaking left and right.

“He’s lucky he didn’t kill himself,” she said as the rest of the ships passed through more slowly. “That will be us if we go any faster.”

Right after she said it, the reddish brown mech appeared and slashed the streaking Thunderbolt in half with its ion sword.

“That will be us if we don’t go faster,” Swordnew replied.

The portals began another round of incremental waves of deactivating and reactivating. When the one diagonally in front of them glowed again, a black hand reached out from it, a pair of cylinders balanced in its hand. A moment later, black gas began to seep from one cylinder and black bubbles rose from the other. The two combined to form a toxic cloud of energy that spread until it blocked the path between the two closest portals.

One of the Llyushin fighters swerved away from the caravan, took aim, and began sending streaks of laser at the mech until the hand retreated back into the energy. The fighter pilot didn’t give the enemy time to regroup. Instead, he chased after the mech, plunging into the field of blinding energy and leaving the rest of the Round Table ships to continue their march.

Talbot’s voice came through the cockpit speaker: “We should be getting closer.”

They navigated through the tiny slit between the next layer of overlapping portals. It was there. The Juggernaut.

They didn’t have time to celebrate, however. The Thunderbolt in front of them exploded in a ball of fire. Alarms began sounding in the cockpit of the Carthagen shuttle. The mechs were positioned around them at two, five, eight, and eleven o’clock.

“We’re surrounded.”

An ion arrow barely missed Quickly’s transport. The reddish brown mech was coming at them with its ion sword ready. A wave of energy rippled through space from behind them, ripping through one of their wings. In the cockpit, more alarms began to sound.

“I’m losing control of the ship,” Swordnew said.

In a split second, the caravan was down to only three ships and one of them, the one they were aboard, was about to explode. Lancelot yelled for every ship in the area to converge on their coordinates, then raced out of the cockpit to evacuate the vessel.
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As she rushed past Philo to grab a satchel she needed, Lancelot asked if he could survive in outer space in his Fianna armor.

“No. But I can’t fight in space armor.”

Years of training allowed him to ignore the alarms that were sounding throughout the ship and focus only on what Lancelot was saying. There was no sense of urgency in his response, only determination to destroy the mechs.

“Yeah, well, you can’t fight if you’re dead,” she said, then tossed him part of a suit of space armor and told him to start putting it on.

She darted back toward the cockpit as he stepped into the lower half of the suit. He could hear Swordnew and Lancelot yelling over the sound of the alarms but couldn’t understand what they were saying. The shuttle lurched hard enough to send him flying, helmet first, into the far wall. He picked himself up and began putting on more of the space armor.

“You aren’t done yet?” Lancelot said as she ran past him to the back of the ship, not waiting for an answer.

On her way back again a moment later, he asked what was happening and she told him the last blast had taken out the shuttle’s engine. This was in addition to all of the other damage the ship had taken.

Before going back into the cockpit, she gestured at the protective suit and said, “I’d put that on a little faster.”

His hands worked as fast as they could. It was awkward putting on a suit of armor over another suit of armor. The blast plates of his Fianna suit scratched and snagged against the space armor. There was no way, however, that he would take the purple suit off to make the space armor more comfortable. It was his second skin, and if he was going to get a chance to face the mechs he would need every piece of protection he could find.

Lancelot yelled something to Swordnew before appearing in the main cabin again. Philo pulled the helmet on over his Fianna helmet, then turned so Lancelot could fasten the clips.

“What about you and Swordnew?”

“Our suits are pressurized and sealed. We’ll be fine.”

With his back still to her, he reached down and took hold of his vibro halberd.

“What now?”

Instead of answering with words, Lancelot pressed a button to release the emergency hatch. A rectangular metal panel blasted away from the Carthagen shuttle and drifted off into space. The pressure that had been maintained in the ship was lost and in an instant Philo was sucked out among the hundreds of portals and thousands of holograms.
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All around Quickly, dozens of Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters zipped by in every direction. Only two of them—both Thunderbolts—were real. There were so many ships all around him that if they were all real, he would have collided with friendly craft a hundred times already. He no longer focused on what he saw outside the cockpit. It was too misleading. Instead, he brought up the nav sensor to project in front of him. The holographic overlay showed him where the four mechs and the few friendly vessels in the area were so he could ignore everything else.

He hadn’t seen the Carthagen shuttle take damage because he had been in the middle of sending his modified Llyushin transport into a spiral to avoid the mechs. When he came out of it, however, he saw a streak of smoke trailing across space and angled his ship to see what it was.

“That’s not good,” he said.

Beside him, Talbot sucked in a breath of air as his hands clenched into fists. The back end of the Carthagen shuttle was missing. A stream of blue fire erupted from it as it streaked through space.

“We need to help them,” Talbot said.

Behind them, Traskk growled in agreement.

Quickly responded by offering the only help he could provide to a ship that was about to explode. He angled his own vessel slightly to the right and began letting off a stream of laser blasts at the nearest mech. The shots knocked it backward, sending it through the portal behind it.

The other three mechs were focused on the swarms of holographic Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters all around them. The mechs had no way of knowing which ships were real and which were illusions and so they had to respond to each as if it offered a threat.

The white mech aimed its ion bow at a Llyushin fighter, then sent a streak of laser sailing across the battlefield. The ion arrow went through the middle of the fighter without causing any damage. A second later, the holographic ship began another attack run, leaving the mech to spin and target another vessel.

The black mech held out the scale in its hand. Black poison began to spread in a cloud until it was large enough to engulf an entire flagship. A quartet of Thunderbolts raced through the cloud without being harmed, then curved and disappeared into the nearest portal. From the opposite direction, a Thunderbolt, one of the only real ships in the vicinity, blasted the mech with a pair of laser blasts to its torso, forcing it to retreat into the portal behind it.

The rust-colored mech brought its ion sword down in a long sweeping strike that would have cut straight through three Thunderbolts had they not been holograms. The mech spun and brought the glowing sword down on a pair of Llyushin fighters with the same result. A third time, it turned and sliced through a holographic Thunderbolt without causing any damage. Before it could spin a fourth time, Quickly pelted it with a pair of laser blasts. The mech stumbled forward, temporarily losing control before its hover platform adjusted to stabilize it.

He brought the transport into a sharp turn and approached the wreckage of the Carthagen shuttle. He saw another part of the ship explode away from the main body. The emergency hatch. With it, Philo was sucked out into space. Quickly knew it was the Fianna under the space armor because the other two occupants aboard the ship both had four arms and four legs.

Behind him, seeing Philo’s arms and legs briefly flail as he went from a sustained living environment to zero gravity, Traskk gave a low purring laugh.

“Can you help them?” Talbot said.

“Any closer and we’ll be caught in the explosion,” Quickly said, not needing to explain that he meant the Carthagen shuttle was about to erupt.

Another figure burst forth from the burning ship and floated in space.

“Come on,” Talbot muttered.

At their current distance, neither of them could tell if the Carthagen armor floating in space had Lancelot’s distinctive silver and gray patches or if it was the gold, bronze, and brown of Swordnew’s undamaged armor.

A third figure jumped from the shuttle. A moment later, the shuttle burst into a final massive explosion.

“What can we do?” Talbot asked.

Quickly came about, fired a pair of laser blasts at the gray mech, turned some more, then fired another couple shots at the white mech. All around them, holographic Round Table fighters swarmed space, confusing the four Hannibal mechs. He was going to turn the transport back around to face the occupants so he could pick them up but Lancelot’s voice came over the speaker in the cockpit.

“We’re fine,” she said. “Don’t worry about us.”

Talbot leaned forward to say something, his face contorted with incredulity. Quickly asked what her plan was. The third figure waved to the transport, and he and Talbot realized Lancelot had made sure Philo and Swordnew both got off the vessel before she jumped.

She motioned toward the portals as her voice came through the cockpit again: “We’re going to head over there.”

It didn’t make sense. Lancelot, Swordnew, and Philo were going to use the little bit of oxygen reserves in their suits to send themselves through another portal? But then he understood what she was talking about. Not through the next portal; between the next layer of energy fields.

“Without a ship?” Talbot said. “Don’t be dumb. Get on board and we’ll get you there.”

“No time,” Lancelot replied.

Already, Quickly could see that Lancelot was moving. A blast of oxygen had been released from her suit in order to give her the momentum needed to sail through space. Her silhouette drifted through a series of holographic fighters as it crept toward the gap between the two nearest portals. Swordnew did the same. As did Philo.

“They’re crazy,” Talbot said. “Go pick them up.”

An ion arrow sailed straight through the middle of a holographic Llyushin fighter, nearly hitting Quickly’s transport as well. He swerved to evade any subsequent shots. The gray mech was also back and sending one wave of energy after another from its scythe. The space all around them was illuminated with ripples of light.

When he spotted Lancelot again she was already near the gap between the portals. Swordnew and Philo were close behind. He began to guide the ship toward them but an explosion to his right made him swerve once more. A real Thunderbolt, one of only a handful of genuine ships in this portion of the battlefield, had erupted in flames and exploded.

“What the—”

Before Talbot could finish the question, Quickly’s instincts kicked in and he sent the transport into such a sharp incline that Traskk’s claws had to dig into the pilot’s and co-pilot’s seats to keep him from flying backward and out of the cockpit. Talbot gave an involuntary grunt. The rust-colored mech’s ion sword passed in front of the cockpit for a brief instant. It would have cut the ship in half if Quickly hadn’t reacted without thinking.

By the time he had evaded another ion arrow from the white mech, Lancelot and Swordnew were gone. Quickly saw a glimpse of Philo passing through the tiny gap between the portals and then the Fianna was gone as well.

“Lancelot, are you okay?”

A few seconds went by without any noise coming through the speakers.

“We’re here,” she said, her voice sounding slightly strained, even through the Carthagen helmet.

“Where is here?” Talbot said irritably.

“At the Juggernaut,” she said. “It’s right in front of us.”
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On many different occasions, Swordnew had stood at the edge of various Carthagen asteroids. He was used to being exposed to the galaxy’s vastness, to being on the precipice, gazing into the void of space. Even so, he didn’t like his current predicament. After being enveloped in explosions, the Carthagen shuttle was gone. He wasn’t standing on the ledge of his home and didn’t have the option of turning around and walking back toward a safe environment. Instead, he was floating in the middle of a battlefield, with real and holographic ships and lasers zipping this way and that.

Worst of all, the Juggernaut, the thing the Dauphin had warned each Carthagen warrior about, was directly in front of him. It dwarfed any of the asteroids in Orleans. It dwarfed anything he had seen before. His first instinct was to turn around, get back aboard his vessel, and leave the space above EndoKroy. The sight in front of him was so jarring that he only remembered the shuttle was gone once he turned and looked behind him, then remembered why he was floating in space in the first place.

As another small puff of oxygen propelled Lancelot closer to the Juggernaut, her head turned to look back at him. Her voice came across the speaker inside his helmet and told him, as if sensing his fears, that they would be okay as long as they didn’t waste any time getting to the enemy vessel.

A trio of Llyushin fighters raced toward him and he had no idea if they were real or holograms. There was nothing he could do but hope they would swerve if they were real. Putting his arms out to protect himself would have been the equivalent of an insect bracing itself as Swordnew’s boot came down on it. None of the spacefighters swerved. All three sprayed holographic laser bursts at the Juggernaut before harmlessly passing through the same spot Swordnew was floating. The three ships continued speeding across the battlefield and he forced himself to remain calm.

On his way toward the Hannibal ship, he turned to see how Philo was doing. The matte gray mech was approaching from the distance, aimed straight for the Fianna. It swiveled slightly as it brought the glowing blade of its scythe forward in an arcing motion. Swordnew was going to yell for Philo to protect himself but there was nothing the Fianna could do to evade the wave of energy anyway.

Before the mech could finish its wind up, the human pilot sent a pair of laser blasts to its back, causing the mech to stumble forward. The wave of energy from its scythe sailed far from any intended target.

The white mech noticed the group of warriors floating in space and sent an ion arrow toward them. Lancelot turned one of her Meursaults broadside to deflect the shot. Before the mech could fire again, it was chased away by a group of Thunderbolts that Swordnew guessed were only holograms.

When he looked up the next time, Lancelot was standing on the Juggernaut, the boots of her armor fastening to the ship to keep her anchored. Swordnew and Philo landed a hundred yards further down the vessel, then ran across the ship’s surface until they were all together.

Philo had his vibro halberd out and brought it down in a lightning quick strike. Sparks sprayed all three of them as the blade hit the ship. There was no damage, though. Swordnew brought out his ion swords from their sheathes but Lancelot was one step ahead of him.

“You guys are funny,” she said as two lines of black vapor passed through the space in front of her. One of her Meursaults slashed a lined to her left. The other slashed a line to her right. She stepped to the side, then brought both invisible blades down again so a square was cut into the surface of the ship.

Alarms of some kind must have begun to sound inside the Juggernaut because all four mechs began racing toward them. The white and black mechs were intercepted by Quickly’s Llyushin transport, which hit them with a series of successive laser blasts and forced them away from their pursuit. The gray mech was swarmed by a squadron of Llyushin fighters. Each time it swept its scythe through one of the ships, the vessel was unaffected and turned to begin another run in front of the mech. The reddish brown mech, its sword ready to strike, ignored everything else and sped atop its hover platform directly for them.

“Let’s not wait around and see what happens,” Lancelot said.

Without asking what she meant, Swordnew watched as she walked to the middle of the square she had cut into the Juggernaut, then brought her front two boots up so she was momentarily standing on her hind legs. Her next movement sent her crashing down into the metal square, which gave way under her force, then blew past her as the pressure of the Juggernaut sent it rocketing into space.

Lancelot dropped down, into the Juggernaut. Philo and Swordnew looked at each other, then leaned over the side to see where exactly Lancelot had fallen.

A glint of light caught Swordnew’s attention. The rust-colored mech’s ion sword was coming for him. Without thinking, he, too, jumped through the hole Lancelot had cut into the Juggernaut.
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The longer the battle above EndoKroy lasted, the greater Traskk’s frustration became. By the time he saw Lancelot, Swordnew, and the scum Fianna disappear into the opening they had cut into the Juggernaut, he was growling and his tail was smacking the cockpit floor. Quickly turned the modified Llyushin transport toward that part of the giant vessel.

The pilot was too focused on flying the ship to turn and see the holographic words that formed in the air to translate Traskk’s anger into Basic.

I’m not waiting around here anymore. I’m putting on a suit of space armor and joining them.

Talbot saw the words in the air and said, “Trust me, I wish we could, but we have to provide cover for them.”

On the side of the Juggernaut, two hangar doors began to rise. The black mech returned to one and the white mech vanished into another. The hangar doors immediately closed again as soon as the mechs were back inside. On a display panel, Traskk saw that the other two mechs were returning to the far side of the Juggernaut. They were converging on their home vessel in order to find and kill the people who had sneaked aboard it.

Talbot groaned. Traskk roared and stormed out of the cockpit to begin putting on space armor. To his surprise, Talbot appeared next to him, and instead of telling Traskk not to risk himself by doing something foolish, the human also began to put on the first pieces of a suit. The tip of Traskk’s tail tapped the floor in gratitude.

The ship swerved left and right, forcing both of them to brace themselves against the walls of the transport as they put on the lower half of their suits.

Quickly’s voice yelled from the cockpit: “Guys, if you’re going, you’re going to want to get there fast.”

Then the ship broke into a violent series of twists and turns. The final pieces of Traskk’s suit were difficult to fasten because of how long his claws were, so Talbot had to help. A steady growl emitted from Traskk’s throat the entire time. After their helmets were on, Talbot asked if the reptile was ready. The Basilisk hissed in the affirmative.

The two of them walked to the rear hatch. Talbot’s gloved hand reached and pressed a button for the ramp to open. A clear containment field maintained the artificial gravity and living environment within the ship. As soon as they passed through it, they would float away until they used oxygen bursts to guide themselves, much as Lancelot and the others had done.

More importantly, though, they realized why Quickly had yelled to them. Half of the Hannibal portals were gone. They had reverted to looking like projectiles and were rocketing back to rejoin the Juggernaut. The space all around them was still covered with hundreds of activated portals, but with half of them gone, larger gaps existed between each layer of energy that the Hannibal had established.

He thought about asking why the invaders might do such a thing but part of the question was answered before he could utter a noise. A blinding streak of bright light flashed directly in front of them. It took Traskk’s eyes a moment to readjust afterward.

Quickly’s voice yelled at them through the speaker of their helmets. “The Juggernaut is firing its cannons. Stay or get out, but whatever you do, do it right now.”

As Traskk watched, each of the two dozen cannons arrayed on the near side of the Juggernaut broke into life. Each sent a thick burst of laser strong enough to destroy a Solar Carrier in a single blast. Each one entered one of the remaining portals then exited another energy field located at a different part of the battlefield. It wasn’t long before the entire area of space around the massive ship was hundreds of laser blasts ricocheting with blinding speed from one portal to another. They enveloped every holographic ship located around the Hannibal ship, disintegrating the few real fighters located in the area and forcing Quickly to swerve so sharply that Traskk and Talbot flew backward against the far wall of the transport.

“Are we going?” Talbot asked as the pair righted themselves.

Traskk looked at the streaks of lethal light all around them. He also thought about the four mechs roaming the inner corridors of the Juggernaut looking for Lancelot and the others. It was an easy choice, and he nodded and stepped toward the clear opening again.

“Get us as close to that hole in the Juggernaut as you can,” Talbot said, knowing his words would come through a speaker in the cockpit.

“What do you think I’m doing?” Quickly snapped as the transport dived then rose then banked hard to the left.

The square that Lancelot had cut into the vessel came into view, got larger.

“Ready?” Talbot said.

Traskk’s reply didn’t come in the form of words. Instead, he merely jumped from the soaring transport, launching himself as hard as he could in the direction of the hole in the Juggernaut.
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Vere and Mortimous watched the scene from the rear viewport of Quickly’s modified Llyushin transport. Unlike Traskk and Talbot, they were unaffected by the vessel’s sharp turns.

“They need our help,” Vere said.

Her teacher’s shoulders turned slightly toward her, his faced cloaked under the hood of his robe. Then he turned back to observe the brilliant array of lasers bursting from every portal. One by one, the portals deactivated just long enough to allow single bursts of laser to escape the confines of the enclosure of portals that the Hannibal had established. The Juggernaut’s cannons let loose one volley of laser blasts after another, most caught inside the web of portals and bouncing from one energy field to another at blinding speed.

“You know what they’re doing,” she said. “The Hannibal are testing the Carthagen technology. They’re figuring out that the entire system is an illusion. As soon as they realize just how few ships are really out there, we’ll be beaten.”

“I know, Vere.”

It was clear to her that Mortimous was resigned to that very outcome, which made Vere shake her head in frustration.

“The mechs have converged on the Juggernaut. They’re going to find Lancelot and the others and they’re going to kill them.”

“I know. I wish there were more we could do.”

She wasn’t listening, though. Already, her eyes were closed and she was once again trying to speak to the Word, to get them to understand just how important Lancelot and Talbot and Traskk and the others were to the entire galaxy.
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As she fell through the opening she had cut into the Juggernaut, Lancelot had ignited both vibro lances so all four of her weapons were ready to use. She expected hoards of aliens to rush at her. What she hadn’t expected and what she encountered instead was a completely empty passageway. Forty feet above her, she saw the square of black space she had cut. Everywhere else she looked, there were bright, glowing walls that formed wide and expansive corridors. There were no swarms of aliens with blasters pointed at her. It was quiet and eerie and she turned in a complete circle to make sure an enemy wasn’t camouflaged.

“Odd,” she said.

Neither Philo nor Swordnew replied. Both of them were busy taking in their new surroundings.

She had envisioned the interior of the ship to be comparable to the inside of every other space vessel she had ever been aboard, with doors to enter various rooms and lifts to change levels. Her expectation, she realized, was wrong.

The first thing she noticed was the size of the corridors, which were large enough to fly a spacefighter through. The distance from floor to ceiling and from wall to wall was roughly four stories. As far as she saw, she didn’t spot a single door. Instead, every two hundred feet or so, an intersection allowed the ship’s occupants to turn in any direction. Even up or down.

They stepped nearer to the intersection in front of them. It was as if the inside of the ship had no sense of up and down. She had the option of turning left or right, walking ahead or backward, or shifting directions and walking up or down a new hallway. Without the anchoring technology built into the feet of their armor, the journey could be treacherous. However, with the soles of their feet locking onto any surface, she could walk into a wall, then begin walking up it, along a new passageway as if up were straight ahead.

She also observed that the walls of the ship were glowing. Circles of light, each approximately four feet in diameter, moved behind a translucent covering in the walls. It would have looked like energy traveling up and down various parts of the ship except the balls of light didn’t move in straight lines. Some traveled up the corridor then turned at an intersection. Other came toward them, then went up a passageway over their heads. A few ran in straight lines for a while before pausing in place or slowing down at an intersection.

“Sensors of some kind?” Philo said.

“A tracking system?” Swordnew offered.

“Beats me,” she said, turning once again to make sure they were alone.

Philo was standing perfectly still. All four of Swordnew’s hands were twitching as if he wanted dearly to cut an enemy in half.

She turned her attention back to the intersections and realized the junctions were slowly turning. It was difficult to see at first because of the way all the walls glowed with light. Now she recognized that at each intersection, a glowing wall moved in the fashion of a gradual turnstile, spinning so that a straight passageway would become a dead end after the wall shifted into place, leaving the occupant with the choice of turning right or left or waiting for the wall to continue spinning so they could once again go straight. Another wall slowly moved to present the same options upward and downward. She watched in fascination as the walls continued their slow revolutions. The circles of light moved without urgency, using the new intersections to vary their paths in all different directions. The walls seemed to be designed specifically to allow the circles of light to continue uninterrupted to every part of the ship.

It wouldn’t take long to become disoriented in a vessel that had no fixed system of direction. The farther they traveled into the vessel, the more they would become lost in a labyrinth of intersecting hallways that all looked alike. She was going to tell Philo and Swordnew that they should stay together so they didn’t get lost, but before the words got out a humming noise formed in the distance and began to steadily grew louder.

Swordnew grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. A figure was far down the hallway. Its height caused it to fill much of the corridor from floor to ceiling. It had two arms and two legs and was built thick and sturdy. It stood atop a hover disk.

The mechs.

In that instant, she yelled something she never thought she would hear herself say. It was only one word but it went against everything she was. If the Dauphin were there and heard her they would have demoted her so she was no longer their lead warrior. It was, however, the only word that would keep them alive long enough to defeat the enemy.

“Run!”

And without waiting to see if Philo and Swordnew were following, she galloped as fast as she could down the first interior hallway, deeper into the Juggernaut.

The humming grew louder, and she realized it was coming from another direction. The mechs were trying to surround them.
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As he floated through space, Talbot glanced over his shoulder to see how Quickly was doing. The modified Llyushin transport dived under one ricocheting streak of laser, cut a sharp turn away from another, then plummeted underneath the next. With the mechs having returned to the Juggernaut, there was no reason for the pilot to risk his life by flying inside the shell of portals that allowed cannon blasts to ricochet back and forth in an endless cascade of bouncing beams of death.

“Get out of here, Quickly. There’s nothing else you can do right now.”

For a moment there was silence, and Talbot wondered if there was a problem with the microphone in his helmet.

“Roger that,” the pilot said finally, clearly unhappy at the idea of leaving his associates behind. “I’ll be just on the other side of the wall of portals if you need me.”

Talbot didn’t turn to ensure he got away. Instead, he looked to his side. Traskk was still floating next to him. Both of them were drifting closer and closer to the opening Lancelot had cut into the Juggernaut. With his claws and fangs covered by various pieces of the protective suit, Traskk didn’t look nearly as menacing. Talbot knew better than to tell the Basilisk that, however.

At the opening, both of them waited for their boots to adhere to the vessel’s surface. It was only ten steps to the hole but they raced to get there. Talbot’s own Meursault, the one that had been found in the collapsed tunnels underneath Edsall Dark and had led to his father’s assassination, left a trail of clear vapor behind it as he moved.

The two of them leaned over the edge of the gap and peered inside. At first, a haze of light made it difficult to see what was there. The resulting halo effect made Talbot squint. After a moment, the sensors in his visor confirmed what his own eyesight had determined. The floor wasn’t ten feet below them but roughly forty feet.

“Ready?” Talbot said, making sure the voice translation software was turned on so anything Traskk said would come through his helmet in Basic.

Traskk hissed an affirmative.

Without waiting another second, Talbot held onto the edge of the hole, then allowed his space armor to fall inside. With the suit on, he barely experienced any sense of falling. And when he landed, instead of breaking his legs, the space armor absorbed the impact, making it feel as if he had merely jumped off a three-foot ledge rather than having fallen four stories.

Traskk landed beside him. Lancelot was nowhere to be found. Nor were Philo or Swordnew.

“Hello?” he said on his comms, hoping Lancelot might be close enough in the ship to hear him.

He got no answer. They both spun in a circle to make sure they weren’t missing something. Not even the mechs were there. The enormous corridor of the Juggernaut was completely empty. The only noise that filtered through the speaker in their helmet was a soft vibrating hum. He assumed it was generated by the circles of energy that moved along the walls but he had no idea what they were or why some moved back and forth while others traveled along one corridor. There were no aliens in armor lining up to kill him. There were no combat bots or automated turrets taking aim at him. If he hadn’t seen Lancelot and the others disappear into the hole, he would have assumed they were in the wrong place.

“I don’t get it.”

Beside him, Traskk gave a low hiss of agreement.

With no clear and present danger, he put his Meursault back in its sheath and considered his surroundings. There was no indication on the floor or walls as to which way Lancelot and the others had gone. Nor was there any sign they had come under attack. They simply weren’t there.

“Do you know how to turn on your suit’s navigation displays?”

Traskk grumbled a negative, and Talbot talked him through how to turn on the sensor that would map their location against all of the various corridors and intersections they might walk through. The suit’s sensors were unable to get a reading through the walls, but it was able to map the corridors within sight and show them where they were relative to the hole they had jumped in.

“Lancelot? Are you there?”

He waited, but again there was no response. Traskk growled and the two of them looked at each other and then at the vast array of empty hallways, each of which was large enough for an entire battalion of warriors to march through. Then he shrugged and they walked to the first intersection, waited for the revolving walls to open a new path, and began making their way deeper into the Juggernaut.
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Part of a Fianna’s training entailed processing large amounts of sensory information in an instant. It had been a necessity of Philo’s job as one of Mowbray’s elite guards to be able to react in a manner that would ensure his ruler’s safety by the quickest and most efficient means. In a heartbeat, he could determine whether something was a threat and whether he should shield Mowbray or move to mitigate the risk. Those precious moments, fractions of a second, in which he was already unleashing his vibro halberd instead of pausing to think, were the difference between life and death—for Mowbray and for himself.

However, for the very first time in all the years he had carried a weapon, he now stood still in the face of danger. Not because he didn’t recognize the threat racing toward him but because he was astounded by Lancelot’s reaction to it.

“Run!” she had yelled before turning and galloping away.

Instead of joining her, Philo had merely stood there in the oversized corridor, facing the giant mech as it approached. Run? He had never run in his life and now wasn’t the time to start. He was there to vindicate himself, not to be a coward.

From a thousand yards away, the mech continued forward atop its hover transport, coming right at him. His instinct was to raise his halberd and fire off a couple shots from the laser cartridge. The small fire would never damage the mech, however. His only real options were to face the mech head-on and hope he could get close enough to slash at it with the glowing blade of his halberd or join Lancelot and Swordnew in their cowardice.

A second thought pushed the first idea aside. He remembered Lancelot’s account of tracking down Arc-Mi-Die and all of the aliens and gangsters she had killed along the way. He believed all of the amazing feats she had mentioned because there was nothing in her voice that betrayed a false motivation. If anything, he had gotten the impression she had downplayed many aspects of the hunt, glossing over parts of the story that other people, lesser fighters, would have relished exaggerating. From listening to her, he gathered she was a warrior who prided herself on her bravery and tenacity. But now she was running. Either she wasn’t the person he thought she was, or she wasn’t running away from the mechs as much as she was finding a better way to confront them.

Further up the corridor, the humming of the enemy’s transport grew louder as it continued to race toward him. It was close enough that he could identify it as the black mech.

His assessment of Lancelot—that she was regrouping rather than fleeing—began to make more sense. After all, she had fought to get here. She had confronted the Juggernaut, had cut her way into the vessel, knowing what the Hannibal were capable of. It would be sheer lunacy to do all of that, only to flee when faced with a threat. That would have been like going to all of the trouble of finding Arc-Mi-Die, only to retreat once she found him. But she hadn’t done that. She had absorbed laser blasts and explosions and nearly died in order to cut off his head.

Added to that was the fact that all of her weapons were designed for close quarters combat, as were Swordnew’s and Philo’s. Facing the mechs from a distance was suicide. They had to find a way to get right up to the mechs without first being shot by ion arrows or waves of energy. He turned to see how far his allies had gotten. Lancelot was already gone. Swordnew was turning a corner further down the corridor. When he faced forward again, the black mech was only three hundred yards away. Two hundred yards. One hundred yards.

Philo turned and began sprinting as fast as he could. Without the luxury of being able to wait for the next turnstile intersection to open, he chose a different path farther into the depths of the Juggernaut. The mech’s hover platform sounded as if it were right behind him. The heavy thud of his space armor boots against the floor was drowned out by a hum creeping up on him.

He didn’t turn to see how close it was, only kept running as fast as he could.
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The first minute after Talbot and Traskk left the modified Llyushin fighter was the worst. Everywhere Quickly looked, bursts of laser dashed about from one portal to another. So many beams of energy bounced in every direction at such blinding speed that there was no point in trying to react to all of them. Instead, he guided the transport out of the interior ring of portals as fast as he could.

Between the middle and outer layers of portals, less clustered than the first, he began to send the ship into twists and spirals to avoid incoming blasts. The Carthagen hologram technology was still creating the illusion of asteroids, flagships, and fighters all around him but he got used to ignoring what his eyes were seeing and relied entirely on the cockpit display that eliminated everything except the actual objects in the area. The only moving dot in his vicinity was his ship. The few other fighters that had joined the effort had all been destroyed.

The final ring of portals had the fewest portals and his transport easily soared through the outer layer of Hannibal protection. This area of space was devoid of activity. On the other side of EndoKroy, the Round Table’s portals were still active and the Excalibur vessel still orbited the planet.

Once outside the battlefield, he didn’t know what to do. Where he was, there was no fighting and also no way of helping Lancelot and the others. Inside the layers of portals, however, his little Llyushin transport wasn’t capable of damaging the Juggernaut. He would be risking himself just to be near the fighting.

Without a better plan, he began to circle EndoKroy. The pair of glowing circles above the planet were distinguishable from the hundreds of Hannibal portals because each had a ring of three hundred and sixty cylinders that contained the portal’s energy. The Excalibur vessel grew closer as well. As he continued to loop around the planet, he passed each object and the pair of portals and Excalibur vessel disappeared behind him.

He thought of Enid and wondered what she was doing at that moment. Maybe thinking of him. More likely, performing the day’s chores because she now depended entirely on herself to survive on the barren world they had called home together.

The thought crossed his mind again that he could easily alter course and head back to Kerchin-Joshua. Things would be so much simpler if he did. Life there was quiet. Enid loved him and he loved her.

The fleeting hope was followed by the same realization that always followed it—if he left he would be abandoning Lancelot and everyone else who was depending on him. Hundreds of times since leaving Enid he had thought about returning to her and every time he had immediately been reminded of why he was needed here.

The Llyushin transport continued its course around the planet until the outer layer of Hannibal portals came back into view again.

“Forgive me, Enid,” he said as he guided the ship toward a gap between the outer layer of portals.
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Swordnew had difficulty keeping up with Lancelot. He galloped at top speed through the revolving corridors of the Juggernaut, but she was always a little faster. By the time he turned another corner, she was already at the end of the next section of hallway. He trusted that she was choosing her path based on where she thought the mechs were located and where she wanted to confront them.

They didn’t only turn left or right but also ran up some hallways and down others. The surface of their boots did all the work, orienting them to each direction as if it weren’t plunging and rising but continuing straight ahead. Without a center of gravity inside the Juggernaut, every direction felt the same, and he soon lost his orientation with respect to where they had originally entered the vessel.

Behind him, the Fianna was even farther behind. He could tell this by looking at a sensor display inside his visor that mapped where they were in relation to each other and to known threats. The problem with the sensor was that it wasn’t able to adjust for the Juggernaut’s constantly changing floor plan. The display inside his helmet said Lancelot was directly in front of him but all he saw was a revolving wall so he turned right, dashed down the next corridor as fast as he could, and planned to take the next left in hopes of meeting up with her again.

Only once had he seen another glimpse of the mechs. The white mech had appeared down a long hallway to his left. A couple seconds later, a flash of light caught his eye and an arrow of energy passed by his head and sailed down a side passageway.

No matter how fast they ran, the humming of the mechs remained all around them. Ahead of him, Lancelot turned a corner and disappeared again. Swordnew got to the same intersection a couple of seconds later, just before the revolving corridor temporarily shut off access to that path. At the next junction, Lancelot plunged down a hallway heading deeper into the ship.

When he turned the same corner he hit a dead end. It wasn’t a wall he had smacked into but Lancelot’s back. He stood beside her and stared down the same corridor she was facing. Both of them observed a wall that was slowing turning to open a new path. As the first glimpses of what lay on the other side of the wall came into sight, he saw what was there. The reddish brown mech. It was facing them, moving atop its hover transport toward them, pacing itself so it would get to the junction just as the opening was wide enough for it to pass so it wouldn’t have to slow down.

“We have to destroy that one first,” Lancelot said. “It’s the only one without a longer-range weapon, so we can get close.”

“Okay.”

She turned then and glanced behind her.

“Where’s Philo?”

“He had a tough time keeping up.”

“Well,” she said, taking a step forward and drawing both vibro lances and both Meursaults, “he better get here soon.”

Then she ran directly at the giant mech.
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Traskk let out a long string of low, guttural hisses. It wasn’t until the metal glove of Talbot’s space armor reached out and gestured for him to calm down that he fell silent. It was unsettling, though, being inside the oversized hallways of the Juggernaut, especially since it was quiet and empty.

A sensor display inside Traskk’s helmet showed there were only three other life forms on the ship other than himself and Talbot, which meant that neither the Hannibal nor their mechs could be detected. This contributed to his anxiety because he realized a horde of Hannibal could be approaching from any direction and he wouldn’t know it until he saw them. They could be amassing all around them for an ambush and he would walk right into it.

He started another bout of hissing and Talbot said, “I know, I’m not enjoying this either.”

As far as they could tell, they had two options: go in search of Lancelot and the others or else try to find some part of the Juggernaut that controlled the ship. Everything they had seen so far looked the same and they had no idea where the control room or command center might be so they began deeper into the vessel. Everyone once in a while Lancelot’s signal could be picked up inside their visors but more often it couldn’t be found.

At the next turn, one of the glowing circles moved along the wall directly beside Traskk. He put a hand out to it, but when his glove touched the wall, the circle altered courses slightly so it curved around the area where he was touching. After it got past him, the circle of light continued further along the passageway until it disappeared down a side hallway.

The entire thing unsettled the reptile, who was used to the exact opposite type of environment. He had been at ease among the din of fighting and threats that filled Eastcheap. Most of his time the past few years had been spent in the dark bar, where aliens of all sizes and colors drank, argued, and fought. Instead, he was in an enormous, well-lit, and empty series of hallways. His surroundings made him feel open and vulnerable.

He growled and quickened his pace, eager to get to where the fighting would take place. Beside him, Talbot began to jog as well.
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Two things crossed Lancelot’s mind as she raced toward the rust-colored mech. The first was that she wouldn’t have much time to fight the monster before the other three mechs converged on her location. She would have to strike fast. To her surprise, the other notion that entered her consciousness as she ran at full speed toward the reddish brown giant was that it was nice to have Swordnew fighting alongside her. It had been months since she had left the Carthagen asteroids and, with the exception of Traskk helping her briefly, she had fought by herself the entire time.

The display in her helmet showed Swordnew was keeping pace with her. His four boots banged against the floor behind her as he joined in a charge across the cavernous hallway.

Seeing that they had no intention of retreating, the mech stopped moving toward them and focused instead on readying his giant weapon. The ion sword was at least three times longer than she was tall, and she knew it would take all of her speed to dodge it. Lancelot guessed the mech also stopped in place to allow the other mechs additional time to approach from her sides and from behind.

It took her less than five seconds to sprint the entire distance to the mech. During that time, she determined there was no use trying to fight it at what was usually a safe distance for her. Her lances normally allowed her to remain far from the striking range of her foes but the mech’s sword dwarfed her own blades. Instead, she didn’t slow at all. At top speed, she feinted to her right and saw the mech react by bringing its sword down in that direction. Instead, Lancelot went left and leapt ten feet in the air, where she landed on the mech’s hover platform. Without pause, she drove both vibro lances through the mech’s upper leg and both Meursaults through its knee.

It responded by kicking in her direction. A heavy metal boot connected squarely against her torso, sending her flying across to the far side of the passageway. She hit the wall, bounced off it, and got back to her feet to see Swordnew attacking its other leg with his four swords.

The mech reversed the grip on its sword and drove it down like a knife toward Swordnew, but he pivoted, evading the strike by inches, and then slashed one more time with his swords before the mech had a chance to attack a second time.

Lancelot sprinted back to the fight. On top of the mech’s hover platform again, she drove both Meursaults through the mech’s wrist, then wrenched the blades so they tore through the inner workings of its hand. It ignored her long enough to drive a knee into Swordnew’s chest with a sickening crunch, sending him flying backward. When he landed, all four of his weapons scattered across the floor and he didn’t move to get back up.

Lancelot dashed behind the mech. Each time it turned to face her she darted between or around its legs so she remained in its blind spot. And each time it tried to find her, she cut the back of its legs with her Meursaults until both trunks were shredded and the mech swayed back and forth.

She glanced away from the enemy to see Swordnew collecting himself, slowly getting back up to his feet. He stumbled slightly, bent, picked up his weapons, then began back toward her.

“Run!” Lancelot yelled.

Swordnew paused for a moment, not understanding why he should run from the enemy they were defeating. Then he noticed she was looking slightly past him. He turned and saw the white mech racing down the corridor after them.

Lancelot withdrew the pair of vibro lances that were still sticking through the rust-colored mech’s leg, then thrust both invisible swords through the same spot. The cuts were complete. She drove her shoulder into the mech as it tried one final time to spin and cut her down. Instead of turning, the mech had no base with which to remain standing and fell off its platform with a loud bang.

Before Lancelot could finish the job, an ion arrow sailed just past her face and she turned to see the white mech was only a hundred feet away and closing the distance. It wouldn’t miss a second time. Taking her own advice, she ran.

Swordnew was just ahead of her. As the two of them raced away to regroup, she wondered where everyone else was.
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After trying to keep up with Lancelot and Swordnew through miles of the Juggernaut’s expansive corridors, Philo gave up running. Even at a sprint, he had been unable to match the Carthagens’ pace. Their long, galloping stride simply made them too fast. After ten minutes, they were nowhere in sight and he was out of breath so he slowed to a jog. There was no use in getting to the fight so exhausted that he couldn’t defend himself. Better to get his breath back and his mind ready.

The longer he walked the more he began to question the Hannibal’s tactic. Surely the aliens, wherever they were in the Juggernaut, had a way of tracking Philo and the others. And yet the buzz of the mechs’ hover transports was always distant. The tactician in him began to suspect the Hannibal were herding him and his accomplices. He wasn’t sure where or for what purpose, only that they were being guided farther into the center of the ship. He suspected that once they were deep inside the Juggernaut with no chance of escaping through the hole Lancelot had cut into the vessel, the mechs would finally begin their assault.

The strongest emotion running through him as he passed from one hallway to another wasn’t rage at the mechs or excitement at being aboard an enemy vessel, but disappointment in himself. He was fighting for a chance to redeem himself in the eyes of the very people he had terrorized for years, and yet the enemy was nowhere to be found. The allies he had come with would have either defeated the mechs or else be dead themselves by the time he got to the battle. With no better plan, he continued through the labyrinth of wide open hallways.


122

The flight back through the layers of portals was almost enough to make Quickly question his career choice as a pilot. The roughly five hundred circles of energy arrayed all around the Juggernaut offered thousands of laser blasts that bounced from one portal to another. To add to the frenzy of ricocheting laser everywhere, the portals reset every couple of seconds so the pattern of laser streaks kept changing. Not only that, the portals themselves drifted and rotated slightly so streaks of laser continuously changed angles. Meanwhile, holograms of every size and design tried to trick the Juggernaut into thinking they were genuine threats. Explosions and asteroids filled the space all around him.

“Anyone else out there?” he asked in an open transmission.

Only three fighter pilots reported in.

“I’m making another run,” Quickly said. “Who’s with me?”

He was greeted by silence. Someone else might have cursed the other pilots, but Quickly understood their reluctance. Each had someone they loved, someone they wanted to see again, just like he did. All of them knew if they re-entered past the walls of portals they most likely wouldn’t return home.

“Fair enough,” Quickly said, bringing his modified Llyushin transport into a tight turn to avoid the middle of a portal, where lasers were appearing.

He didn’t blame them. The lasers were flying too fast for anything but luck to save them. They all knew that. But he also knew that if he didn’t go, Lancelot and the others, the people who were depending on him, would die.

“I love you, Enid,” he whispered, then set the transport’s engines to full speed.

The Juggernaut had ceased its approach to EndoKroy and was instead in orbit around it. Where it had originally been on the exact opposite side of the planet from EndoKroy’s portals and the Excalibur vessel positioned there, it was now forty-five degrees closer to them and the two sides slowly drifted closer to each other.

It was a matter of time until a laser blast hit Quickly’s ship. The first one ripped through the stern of his vessel. An alarm began to sound inside the cockpit. A second later, another blast incinerated the transport’s right wing. Critical alerts appeared in the cockpit. A laser blast passed so close to the front of the cockpit that Quickly would have been blinded by the light if the cockpit hadn’t already been set to cancel out the light of the portals in front of him. Another laser blast hit the communication transceivers located under his ship. The next one hit the sensors on top of the transport. Alarms were going off everywhere. Quickly knew he only had seconds until the main hull of the transport was hit and became engulfed in explosions.

He made sure the ship was still heading in the right direction, then set the autopilot and scrambled out of the pilot’s seat. He ran to a storage locker in the next section of the ship and stepped into a soft version of space armor. Another blast rocked the ship, throwing him against the back wall. When he got his balance again, he smacked a button beside him and part of the floor began to slide away.

That part of a Llyushin transport usually stored cargo or, if they were weaponized, held various types of bombs. In his modified ship, it was where he kept the one-man speeder. On Kerchin-Joshua, it had come in handy for short trips across the planet’s toxic surface. Here, it would be used to keep him alive a little longer.

In addition to a single mid-class ion engine, he had equipped it with a pair of light cannons. They were smaller than the cannons used by Llyushin fighters and Thunderbolts but many times stronger than a handheld blaster.

Yet another explosion rocked the transport. When he looked toward the cockpit, all he saw was the battlefield. The ship’s controls, the pilot’s seat, the viewport, were all gone. Another explosion jolted the ship and he reached out with both hands to keep himself from flying toward the rear of the craft. Without any grace and with a thud that almost dislocated his shoulder, he threw himself down into the bay and climbed aboard the speeder.

The modified Llyushin transport began to explode all around him. He pressed a button and the bomb bay doors fell open, allowing the speeder to eject out of the remains of the ship, which was engulfed in fire and crumbling to pieces. He felt all the air in his lungs come up to his throat as the brief sensation of falling was replaced by the zero-gravity environment of space.

Laser blasts were still zipping in every direction but now, without the help of the control center sending updates to his ship, he had no way of filtering out which parts of space were filled with holograms and which areas had real objects. He ignored everything except the center of the collection of portals, then sent full power to the speeder’s engine. Lying flat on his chest, he moved his hips to allow his legs to extend straight behind him.

A holographic asteroid vanished into a real portal. A holographic Solar Carrier was peppered with hundreds of laser bursts. The Carthagen technology was so impressive that it enabled the fake flagship to erupt into explosions as if it were real so that the Hannibal would be further confused as to which ships were genuine.

As he edged around the final layer of portals, the laser blasts died away and the massive ship came into view. Without slowing, he angled the speeder toward the hole Lancelot had cut into the behemoth. Only when he got to the open section of the ship did he cut back on the engines so he could judge whether the opening was large enough to fly through. He estimated it would be a tight fit but had no other alternative than to try. The bottom of the speeder, only a foot below where his stomach was resting, scratched against the Juggernaut’s frame as he entered the open corridors of the vessel.

Inside, it took him a moment to understand his surroundings and to find Lancelot’s coordinates. As soon as he did, he sent another jolt of power to the thrusters and began soaring through the hallways fast enough that the lights embedded in the walls beside him became blurs.
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Swordnew and Lancelot were off and running again. It would have been nice to finish the job with the rust-colored mech, but Swordnew understood Lancelot’s motivation for running. If they had remained there to cut it into pieces, both of them would have been struck down by the white mech’s ion arrows. If they were going to be victorious against the Hannibal, they would have to stay mobile. Strike when they could, run when forced to regroup.

It was a version of the same tactic the Carthagen warriors had employed months earlier against the Round Table fleet inside the asteroid trap. Only now, Swordnew didn’t have the luxury of watching his adversary flounder from behind a two-way containment field. Now, he was racing for his life and hoping he didn’t turn a corner and run smack into a three-story tall mech.

As they ran, the sound of the mechs’ hover transports was all around them. Occasionally, they would get a glimpse of one of the mechs. The next instant, he and Lancelot would turn a corner in the seemingly endless array of passageways inside the Juggernaut and they wouldn’t see a mech again for a while. They went wherever the revolving walls allowed. When they were blocked from turning right or left, they leapt and began running upward.

He gave up on trying to keep a sense of perspective on which way they were going. Without gravity, up and down became forward and every hallway seemed to be the same as the last. Every once in a while, he glanced at the sensor inside his visor that indicated his position within the ship, but he gave up on trying to move in any specific direction.

There were no Hannibal armies. There were no rooms of any kind. No command deck. The more he ran, the more he became concerned with what the Hannibal had in store for them. They were aboard a ship that had defeated every enemy it had faced and yet they couldn’t find anyone controlling the vessel.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Lancelot said, coming to a stop.

Swordnew had to lurch to the side to keep himself from running into the back of her.

“I was just thinking the same thing,” he said.

She looked around for a sign of the mechs. Their humming was still present but none of the four massive figures appeared in any direction.

“What do we do?” he asked.

Back in Orleans, when she had been the lead Carthagen warrior, she would have told Swordnew exactly what to do and when to do it. Now, instead of giving an order, she shook her head, said she didn’t know, and asked what he thought. He almost laughed, and it took him a moment to realize she wasn’t being facetious, that she was actually interested in his opinion.

The humming grew louder and both of them turned to see if they could determine which direction it was coming from. In the oversized and empty corridors, every noise echoed off the walls, and it was impossible to tell which way most sounds originated from.

He turned back to her and said, “They either don’t know what to do with us now that we’ve gotten aboard their vessel, or they’re intentionally trying to tire us out.”

Lancelot’s shoulders rose slightly and she drew her four weapons.

“My spirit isn’t broken,” she said. “How about yours?”

“No.”

“Well, then. We should let them know that.”

He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say to that so he remained silent. Without asking for a response, Lancelot began to run again, only this time she raced in the direction she had just come. Once again, Swordnew followed.
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Like Philo, it didn’t take long for Talbot and Traskk to give up on running through the Juggernaut. When it was able to find their location, the display in Talbot’s helmet indicated that Lancelot and Swordnew were moving faster than he and Traskk would have been able to anyway. He also knew Lancelot had an indicator in her helmet that would let her know where he and Traskk were. If it was her intention for the entire group to fight as one unit, she could turn around and start heading in his direction.

“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do,” he said to the angry Basilisk beside him.

Traskk let out a long string of hisses that were translated into Basic by a generic computer voice inside Talbot’s helmet.

“Why don’t the Hannibal show themselves,” the translator said after Traskk hissed. “They’re just pissing me off by making me find them.”

Talbot said nothing as they continued through the passageways. The translation program offered the reptile’s threats without emotion, as if reading poetry it didn’t quite understand. Talbot couldn’t help but smile at the absurd contrast between what was being said and how it was delivered.

It didn’t help his nerves or Traskk’s that the humming of the mechs’ transports always seemed to be nearby. Each time they came to an intersection, they expected to see a mech waiting for them with its giant weapon pointed in their direction. There never was one, however.

“Stay alert,” he told Traskk. “They could be doing this on purpose so we drop our guard.”

Around the next corner, the humming seemed to grow louder. Talbot ran to the edge of the next intersection. Traskk joined him. Talbot had his Meursault in one hand and a small laser cannon attached to his other gauntlet. Traskk, his tail, claws, and fangs all hidden underneath his own suit of space armor, hissed a long series of complaints at needing to wear the bulky suit.

The thrum of the mech’s hover transport grew louder. It had to be right around the corner.

“Ready?” Talbot whispered.

Traskk’s clenched fists twitched in anticipation. The hum was only feet away.

Talbot considered running and taking the previous intersection of corridors in an attempt to sneak up behind it, but from the way the mech had stopped just before coming around the corner it was obvious it knew exactly where they were and would be ready for them. He turned and nodded to Traskk. The Basilisk nodded back.

He held up one finger, then two, then, as the third began to rise, he jumped out with the invisible blade of his Meursault trailing a vapor of light from behind him and the barrel of the blaster pointed out from the other arm. Traskk let out a deafening roar that the speaker in Talbot’s helmet thankfully muted.

Talbot pointed his blaster right in front of him. The first burst of laser almost slipped from his cannon before he realized what was happening and jerked his arm away.

Quickly was there in a pilot’s suit. Seeing the barrel of a blaster pointed at him, Quickly reflexively put his hands out to ward off the shot even though such an act would never deter a laser. Beside him, a small speeder continued to hum as the engine idled.

“It’s me,” the pilot said, as if it weren’t already obvious. “Don’t shoot.”

Talbot sighed and lowered his weapons. Traskk stomped the ground, frustrated not to be able to release the murderous tension flowing through him.

“What are you doing?” Talbot said.

“I thought you guys needed help.”

“You’re supposed to be running interference in your ship.”

“My transport is gone.”

Talbot considered this, then looked back at the speeder. He asked what Quickly’s plan was.

“To find you guys,” the pilot said. “What’s your plan?”

“To find Lancelot.”

Quickly shook his head. “And what’s her plan?”

“We’re still trying to figure that out.”

“Whatever it is,” Quickly said, “I guess she altered them.”

“What do you mean?”

Beside him, Traskk growled the same question.

Quickly held out a sensor. “She and Swordnew turned around. They’re coming back this way.”
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Vere also walked the halls of the Juggernaut. She saw Lancelot and Swordnew briefly confront the reddish brown mech. She observed Talbot and Traskk aimlessly making their way through the hallways before stumbling upon Quickly. Most often, however, she watched how the mechs used the constantly shifting array of hallways as well as the hundreds of Hannibal portals that had returned to the ship to transport themselves all around her friends.

That was why Lancelot and the others constantly heard the mechs no matter where they went. The portals were constantly collapsing, moving to other sections of the ship, then reigniting. The mechs were jumping from spot to spot, always close by but never engaging. Like the people wandering the Juggernaut, she wasn’t sure why the mechs took this approach, but she did know it wouldn’t last forever.

We have to help them, she thought. They’ll die if we don’t do something.

As she watched, Lancelot and Swordnew stopped and talked, then began back in the direction they had come. The white mech was three corridors away, tracking their progress.

They can defeat the Hannibal but they need our help.

She observed the gray mech traveling diagonally behind Lancelot and Swordnew. Any time it wanted, it could send a wave of energy at them with its scythe. The rust-colored mech had been dragged through a portal and was gone. She assumed it was being repaired.

My friends won’t last long once the Hannibal decide to attack. We can still win. We can improve the Round Table. But you have to help.

She waited and waited but got no response. No matter how much she tried to communicate with the Word, they didn’t reply. It was almost as if they were done listening and had already given up.
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After making their way back in the general direction of the opening that Lancelot had cut into the Juggernaut, they still hadn’t encountered the mechs again. Lancelot stopped in the middle of an intersection that was slowly revolving to close the path in two directions while also opening a new hallway in two other routes. While they had seen glimpses of the mechs, there had only been one confrontation.

“Show yourselves!” she shouted. “Stop cowering and face us.”

She looked in all directions for one of the mechs to appear but none of them did. Although she could still hear a mech’s hover platform around one of the corners, it didn’t move forward or attack.

“I’ve had enough of this,” she said as she reversed the grip on both Meursaults.

“What are you going to do?” Swordnew said.

“We’ve been through miles of this ship and seen nothing but the same hallways and revolving intersections. No rooms, no aliens.”

“So?”

“So the only place we haven’t looked is behind these walls. There has to be something in between each hallway even though there are no doors. We’re about to find out what it is.”

She jabbed the invisible blades down into the floor they were both standing on. Her intention was to draw a square in the panel like the one she had cut into the side of the Juggernaut. But as soon as the swords punctured the floor, a laser blast sailed past her, missing her helmet by inches. She spun to see the white mech, its ion bow aimed at her, ready to fire a second glowing arrow.

Without thinking, she dived to the side, barely evading the next shot. Their problem was that they couldn’t close the distance between themselves and the mech without making themselves easy targets, and if they ran the mechs could once again follow them.

“What do we do?” Swordnew said as he backed away.

Knowing that she would die if she charged and would continue to waste time if she retreated, Lancelot let out a battle cry. The white mech adjusted its aim and fired again. Swordnew tried to evade the shot the same way Lancelot had but he was a fraction too slow. The ion arrow missed his torso but hit his upper right arm, disintegrating it upon impact. The force of the impact threw him into the nearest wall and he let out a grunt of pain.

“What do we do?” he said again, more urgency in his voice this time.

Knowing Swordnew would follow, she turned to run away from the mech. As soon as she did, however, she was forced to stop in her tracks. The black mech was there, its hand outstretched, the contents of its cylinders already mixing to form the toxic cloud of death.

She spun again, just it time to see the white mech fire once more. The ion arrow hit the broad side of one of her Meursaults and deflected into the wall beside her. Swordnew glanced at her in astonishment. Little did he realize it had been nothing but sheer luck that had saved her.

Swordnew looked back and forth between the two mechs. The white mech sent an ion arrow that barely missed Swordnew’s helmet. In the other direction, the black mech’s poisonous cloud had reached the Carthagen and was melting the back of his armor. Both Lancelot and Swordnew were forced to move closer to the white mech in order to stay away from the toxin.

The white mech fired again.

Lancelot blinked, realizing she hadn’t been hit. Glancing to her side, she saw Swordnew was untouched as well. Smoke was coming from the ceiling above her head, along with a dark scorch mark. The mech had missed badly.

Confused, she stood in place, wondering what new game the mechs were playing with her. Then the white mech spun and she realized why it had misfired. Philo was on its back. One of his arms was holding himself onto the mech. The other was repeatedly jabbing the energized blade of his vibro halberd into the mech as it tried to spin and face its attacker.

Seeing her chance, she rushed forward, both Meursaults and lances ready. One lance impaled either of the mech’s ankles. The force of the blows made it stumble and fall off its platform. It landed on the floor with a bang. Before it could get up, she was on top of it, darting up the length of its body until she was standing on its shoulders.

The machine had no neck, only a place where its head attached to its upper body. She brought both swords down in opposite angles toward the same point. Sparks flew. The mech gave a sort of mechanical grunt. Then its head fell away from the rest of its body and rolled one time, end over end, toward Swordnew.

Before she could celebrate, a tremendous force sent her hurtling thirty feet through the air until she hit the revolving wall at the next intersection. The wind was knocked out of her and the displays inside her armor told her that a blast had just struck her with enough force to exhaust almost all shielding capabilities of the back half of her armor. Getting up to her feet, she saw the gray mech standing at the end of the hallway, its scythe ready to send another wave of energy at her.

“Ignore it,” she yelled to Swordnew. “Finish the white one before they can repair it.”

The gray mech sent another blast at her. She was able to jump over it but just barely. As soon as she landed she was sprinting toward the remains of the white mech. To her left, she saw the rust-colored mech approaching. She ignored that one too and raced toward the white one.

Swordnew drove his swords into it over and over but without Meursaults, the damage wasn’t significant. As she neared it, she threw one of her vibro lances like a javelin. It sailed through the air with such speed that it resembled a laser streak. She aimed it at the gray mech, which was behind the black mech, so it would have to defend itself rather than take free shots at her and Swordnew as they destroyed what remained of the white one.

At the fallen mech, she drove both Meursaults down through its chest so far that only the handles stuck out.

“Watch it,” Philo yelled.

It took her a second to realize where he was—trapped underneath the enemy. Rather than try and push it off him, she jumped to the side and began cutting short strokes into the white mech’s upper torso. After a couple of seconds, she saw part of Philo’s space armor and stopped. He did the rest, using his vibro halberd and the strength of his space armor to rip through the insides of the mech and free himself.

“Nice of you to finally show up,” she said.

“Next time, don’t run so fast.”

The words seemed odd only because he was wearing the smiling demon mask of the Fianna under the helmet of his space armor, so instead of being scolded it looked like he had said it with a ghoulish grin.

The reddish brown mech reappeared. It was atop a repaired hover transport and all of the damage Lancelot had inflicted was repaired.

“We need to get out of here,” she said.

“We need to make sure the white mech is dead,” Philo answered.

He returned to slicing it apart with the blade of his vibro halberd while Lancelot figured a way to get past the other three mechs. The toxic cloud coming from the black mech had paused at the white mech’s feet as if it didn’t want to spread further and damage an ally. The gray mech, she noticed, was gone.

Not gone. Of course not. It had circled around and was now on the opposite side of them. Their path was blocked by it and by the black cloud on their other side. Swordnew walked past her, thought about picking up the remains of his lost arm, then scoffed and stood upright again.

A wave of energy came at them and Lancelot tackled Swordnew to keep him safe. When they got back to their feet, Philo was gone again.

It took her a moment to find him. He was racing toward the rust-colored mech. He sidestepped the long ion sword, got within striking distance, then sliced its chest with his vibro halberd. One strike didn’t do enough damage to the mech to incapacitate it, however. The mech let go of its sword with one of its hands and grabbed Philo.

Lancelot held her breath, sure she was going to see the mech break Philo in half. Instead, it reared back and threw the Fianna through the air as if he were a rag. The mech didn’t toss Philo in a random direction, though. It threw him directly into the cloud of toxic energy being released by the black mech.

“Philo,” she yelled, still turning, trying to figure a way to escape the remaining three mechs.

“It’s open,” Swordnew said, motioning to a wall behind them that had been revolving but was now far enough along its next revolution to reveal a path to escape.

She looked that way, then to Swordnew, then to the cloud that had enveloped Philo.

“Philo?” she said.

She waited a moment, hoping for a response. When she didn’t get one, she nodded and both she and Swordnew began to run again.
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Traskk and Talbot climbed on the back of Quickly’s speeder. There was barely room for them and their weight made the rear end of the machine sag toward the floor. The machine moved slower with their combined weight, but they were still able to travel faster through the vast set of Hannibal hallways than if they were running. Each time the speeder went around a corner, their weight caused the rear end to scratch the floor and kick up a shower of sparks.

As they sped through the passageways, Traskk and Talbot kept a look out for anything that might sneak up behind them. The thrum of the speeder’s engine made it impossible to hear whether the mechs were nearby, which only put Traskk even more on edge. He let out a never-ending string of growls and hisses and his tongue flicked in and out, leaving smudges of saliva on the inside of his helmet.

They headed directly toward where the sensors said Lancelot was located. The speeder slowed again and Traskk held onto the guardrail beside him, expecting Quickly to make another turn. Instead, the speeder came to a stop. He and Talbot both turned to face the pilot and see why they were no longer moving.

A black cloud of sizzling energy was in front of them. It had spread from floor to ceiling and from the left wall to the right. The toxic cloud wasn’t touching any of the surrounding walls. Rather, it stopped short of every illuminated panel so only a few inches of safe space existed on either side.

“Not enough space for us to go by,” Talbot said.

Without saying anything, Quickly nodded and guided the speeder into a U-turn, then began heading back to the previous intersection. He turned left and then left again so they were heading along the same route as before, only one corridor away from their original path.

It was also blocked by a cloud of black energy.

Quickly guided the speeder to the next side passageway. That course was also obstructed. The next path was as well.

“What do you guys want me to do?” he said after coming to a stop at the fourth such roadblock.

Traskk looked over at Talbot, who in turn was staring ahead at the square-shaped cloud of black gas.

“Do you have a tool or spare part?” Talbot asked.

The pilot nodded to a small compartment underneath where Talbot and Traskk were sitting. They got off the speeder and Talbot withdrew a wrench, then walked toward the black energy. At its edge, he extended his arm so the wrench disappeared into the cloud. When he pulled his hand back, the half of the wrench that had touched the black energy was gone. The dissolving metal continued to spread down to the part Talbot was holding and he was forced to drop it. The piece of metal that clanged on the floor was a quarter of the size of the tool he had held up to the black cloud. Eventually, even that part deteriorated.

Talbot walked back to the speeder and said, “Well, we aren’t going to try and race through it.”

Quickly asked why the Hannibal would obstruct these corridors but not the others. Neither Traskk nor Talbot had an answer they wanted to share. Most likely, the mechs knew it would be easier to finish off the other three trespassers without interference from Traskk and the others.

Talbot stared at the black cloud, lost in thought.

“They’re nearby,” he said, meaning Lancelot and the others.

According to the displays in their helmets, Philo was the closest, maybe only a hundred yards away. But when they called his name, he didn’t reply.

Traskk told them they were wasting time, then waited as his hisses were translated into the helmets of the other two men.

Quickly shook his head and sighed. “I can keep trying different intersections.”

Without speaking, Talbot and Traskk got back on the rear of the speeder. Quickly pulled the controls to the side so the speeder turned around once again. The next moment, they were speeding around a corner and racing through the oversized hallways.
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Philo was sure he looked as bad as he felt. Almost all of his armor was gone and much of his skin was badly burned. The only reason he was alive was because he had been wearing space armor on top of his Fianna armor. With two layers of protection, the black mech’s poisonous cloud hadn’t been able to kill him right away.

The space armor was completely gone by the time he dragged himself out of the energy cloud and much of the Fianna armor was dissolving as he wore it. He had expected to be killed by one of the other mechs as soon as he was free of the toxin. Instead, the hallway was silent except for the low crackle of the cloud floating an arm’s reach away. The three remaining mechs must have guessed he would die and had given chase to Lancelot and Swordnew.

He might as well be dead. The outer layer of his flesh was raw and burned. Dust from his dissolving suit had gotten into his lungs. He had difficulty breathing and his chest burned. If he had looked like a smiling demon prior to the injury, he was sure he now looked like evil that had returned from the dead.

It struck him as mildly amusing that even now he was able to assess the situation and think through what he should do next. Anyone else would have gone screaming through the hallways or else begged to die. Philo, his Fianna training serving him even to the end, thought over his options and how best to deal with his current plight.

He did this while sitting with his back against the nearest wall. There was no way he would be able to stand yet. His mind was ready to fight but his body had a lot of catching up to do. If he tried to get to his feet, he would likely just collapse and pass out.

His fingers, no longer covered by gloves, traced along the contours of his face. Part of his Fianna mask had burned his mouth and nose. Both openings were disfigured with raw flesh that obstructed his ability to breathe correctly. It was also likely that whatever the Juggernaut’s atmosphere had limited oxygen compared to what he was used to.

He was also limited by the fact that his vibro halberd was gone. It had disintegrated while he was still holding it. The weapon was now nothing but ash on the floor.

Here I am, he thought, a warrior without a weapon, who can barely breathe.

A blur of movement caught his eye and he looked up to see a large object in front of him. His vision adjusted and he realized it was a speeder with the human pilot at the controls and the Basilisk and the other human at the back of it. He hadn’t heard them coming and realized his senses must have been more dulled by his injuries than he first realized.

“Are you okay?” Talbot said as he and Traskk approached.

“I’m fine,” Philo said.

The Basilisk that had tried to kill him hours earlier hissed something and Talbot said, “He wants to know what you’re doing.”

Philo couldn’t help but smile, no matter how much pain it caused. “I’m paying for my sins.”

“Here,” the pilot said, having gotten off the speeder and walked over to Philo.

Quickly put a small mask up to Philo’s mouth and nose until Philo’s hand came up and held it in place. Cool oxygen came washing into his throat. It burned and felt cold at the same time, but he took deep breaths until his head cleared and his senses came back.

“It’s not the best but it’ll do,” Quickly said.

Philo nodded and said thanks. He still remained seated, though.

Traskk hissed something else and Talbot said, “He wants to know if you’re still able to fight.”

“I’ll fight until I’m dead,” he replied, coughing as he said it, knowing he must look as if he were already most of the way there.

The Basilisk growled and stalked two paces closer so he was standing directly above the Fianna. Philo knew what the creature must be thinking, that there would never be a better opportunity to get payback for the suffering he and his friends had experienced.

One of the Basilisk’s armored gloves reached down and took Philo by the neck. It was going to happen. He was going to die but not by the mechs as he had thought. So be it.

Traskk didn’t crush Philo’s throat, however. Instead, his other hand came down as well, scooped under Philo’s armpit, then lifted the Fianna up to a standing position. The reptile’s hands remained there, steadying him, until Philo nodded to indicate he could stand under his own strength.

Traskk hissed again, then turned back to the speeder.

“He said we’re wasting time,” Talbot said.

Quickly walked back to the speeder’s controls. Talbot sat on the back edge. Traskk looked like he was going to as well, but then motioned for Philo to take his place.

“Do you have anything I can fight with?” Philo asked. “A weapon of any kind?”

Quickly shook his head. The speeder was small and didn’t have weapons to spare. Talbot had his Meursault but surely wasn’t going to hand it over. Traskk hissed and began to take his helmet off.

Talbot said, “He doesn’t want to wear the suit anymore. You can have it.”

Piece by piece, Traskk took off his space armor and handed it to Philo to put on. With each new section of the suit on, he felt the power and stabilizers of the space armor help him feel strong again.

Traskk motioned for the breathing mask that was around Philo’s face. They traded Traskk’s helmet for Philo’s breathing mask, which the reptile put over his snout. Philo scooped the helmet up and put it over his head.

Traskk hissed again. This time, Talbot didn’t need to translate because the sounds were spoken by a generic voice inside the helmet.

“I fight better with these anyway,” Traskk had said.

Philo looked over to see what the Basilisk meant. Without the space armor on, Traskk’s long and powerful tail, his fangs, and his claws were all exposed and ready for combat.

Traskk motioned for Philo to sit next to Talbot on the back of the speeder, then began running down the hallway.

“I’m glad he’s on my side,” Philo said to Talbot.

“We all are.”
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“You okay?” Lancelot said, looking over at Swordnew as they jumped up at another intersection and began along a new stretch of corridors directly above where they had been.

Swordnew nodded and said he was fine.

Only another Carthagen could appreciate what he was going through. One of his four arms has been destroyed and much of the rear portion of his armor had melted away, and yet he didn’t care. To be a Carthagen was to expect suffering and pain. From the very first time the elders had each warrior step into the middle of the Dauphin’s chamber and enter into one-on-one combat, each of them understood that they were going to experience physical trauma.

The first time he had one of his arms cut off in a duel, he had panicked and allowed a shocked cry to escape his lips. The Dauphin had hissed with disapproval and he had never uttered a sound again, no matter how many times he was impaled, sliced, or bludgeoned. One time, Lancelot had cut off all four of Swordnew’s arms before the elders halted the duel. He hadn’t made a sound except to growl in frustration.

Pain was accepted because it would pass. Each Carthagen knew they would have new limbs attached by the medical bots. Each warrior viewed severe injuries caused in combat as nothing more than an electric shock. That was why Swordnew didn’t pay his lost arm much attention. He considered the ways in which he would have to modify his traditional fighting stance now that he only had the use of three weapons, but other than that, he was okay.

The greater concern was the damage to his armor. The sensor inside his helmet indicated he still had a sealed suit, but the blast-proof coating was gone from the rear side and any further degradation to his back would likely penetrate his armor. He didn’t mind the prospect of more injury. He minded the idea of not being able to survive in space if his suit was compromised. He needed a way to get back off the ship once they defeated the mechs and that was hampered if his armor had holes in it.

He and Lancelot turned another corner, then jumped down an open intersection and began running through the next hallway. He had lost all sense of direction. The only reason he had an idea of which way they were going was because of the sensor in his helmet.

They still heard the mechs all around them but as they raced back toward the exterior wall, they saw them less often. Lancelot slowed to a jog and Swordnew asked what she was doing.

“Something’s bothering me,” she said, then slowed to a walk.

Swordnew looked all around them for signs of the mechs but saw nothing, only heard the humming of their hover transports nearby.

“The only time they tried to attack us,” she said, reversing the grip on her pair of Meursaults, “was when we stopped running and I cut through the floor.”

She jabbed both invisible blades into the glowing surface beside her feet. Both easily passed through the floor, and she began to draw a square. The swords hadn’t cut two feet before the mechs appeared. The gray mech sent a wave of energy rippling at them. From the opposite direction, the white mech sent an ion arrow at Lancelot. She tried to dodge it but it glanced off the reinforced armor of her upper right shoulder. He noticed that the arm immediately went limp and hung from her side.

No problem, he thought, now she’s down to three arms like me.

To his side, the black mech approached, its arm outstretched and a cloud of energy spreading from the scale in its hand.

The good news, which he was sure Lancelot observed as well, was that there were only three of them. The rust-colored unit was no where to be found.

His satisfaction at seeing only three mechs was short-lived. Lancelot dodged the next ion arrow but was struck by the edge of the gray mech’s next energy wave. It knocked her off balance and sent her tumbling into the far wall. Rather than see if she was okay, Swordnew tended his own problems. The black mech was sending its toxic energy cloud directly toward him. He had nowhere to go but closer to the white mech and its ion bow.

Without a better option and to take attention off of Lancelot until she was able to recover, he turned and sprinted toward the white mech. He was only halfway to it when it released another ion arrow. Without time or distance to evade the shot, he accepted the pain that was going to come his way and hoped his momentum would carry him where he needed to go.

The shot, when it hit him, was unlike anything he had felt before. It was akin to the shock and pain he had felt the first time he had lost an arm in combat, only magnified a thousand times. It felt like his heart had been ripped out of his chest, along with all of the driving motivation and energy to stand or breathe or do anything at all. His legs were weak and even though he tried to command them to carry him closer to the white mech he found himself on the ground.

When he brought his hands up to raise his swords in defense, it took all of his strength just to continue holding the weapons. Confused, he looked down to see what the ion arrow had done. The shock of what he saw made him wince.

Much of his abdomen was missing. All of the armor from the middle of his chest, all the way down to his hips, was gone. Along with it, he saw a massive opening where his stomach and part of his rib cage should have been.

The injury was so severe that for the first time in his life, no matter how severe his other injuries had been, he began to go into shock. No longer remembering that the white mech was directly in front of him, his swords clanged on the ground.

Lifting his head, he saw Lancelot running toward the white mech, whose lower leg she impaled with one of her vibro lances. He heard her shout, “We could use some help!” and had no idea who she was talking to. Then he closed his eyes and let the sense of weightlessness come over him.
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Quickly resisted the urge to glance behind him and see how Philo was doing. Beside him, Traskk bounded in long, vaulting strides, his tail flowing behind him and his claws clanking against the floor with each leap. The Basilisk had a glint to his eye, happier now that he wasn’t wearing the space armor because it had confined his claws and tail.

They traveled through a series of passageways in search of Lancelot and Swordnew. A sensor on the speeder tracked two tiny blips, and over time the two signals got stronger until Quickly came around a corner and found them.

Their condition wasn’t encouraging. Swordnew was on the floor and appeared near death. Lancelot was limping and one of her arms was dangling at her side. They weren’t alone. Lancelot was at the feet of the white mech, driving her lances through its leg. The black mech was to their side. The gray mech was behind them.

“We could use some help,” Lancelot shouted, seeing the speeder racing toward them.

Without waiting to coordinate attacks, she darted around the back of the white mech to avoid its ion bow and sliced the back of its leg with her Meursaults. Traskk angled toward the gray mech. He raced forward another thirty feet, then leapt as high as he could, directly toward the top of the mech. The Basilisk sank its fangs into the gray mech’s helmet with a roar. His claws thrashed, searching for anything that might be an external sensor, sending sparks flying everywhere.

With the white and gray mechs occupied, Quickly aimed his speeder at the black mech. His trigger finger twitched over and over, sending a stream of laser blasts that pelted the mech. The shots did no discernible damage but they did force the mech to turn its attention away from Lancelot and focus on the speeder.

“Slow down,” Talbot said, so he and Philo could get off and help.

Instead, Quickly swerved to the side and then at the next open intersection of hallways, he turned again.

“What are you doing?” Talbot called from the back of the speeder.

Quickly didn’t answer. Instead, the pilot guided the speeder to the next intersection and took another right. They were approaching the battle from the opposite direction. Traskk was still atop the gray mech, trying to evade the scythe that slashed through the air. He wasn’t able to dodge the mech’s free hand, though, and he was flung across the passageway, slamming into a wall. The Basilisk got back up to his feet as the speeder raced by. Quickly fired four shots at the gray mech, then another two at the white mech.

He pulled back slightly on the speeder’s throttle and Philo slid off the back, careening end over end until his space armor stabilized him. Talbot shrugged and did the same. Without the extra weight, the craft immediately picked up velocity and began racing through the tunnels at twice the speed, allowing Quickly to attack from one direction, loop around, then attack from another.

The main problem, as he saw it, was that the black mech’s cloud was spreading to envelop much of the nearby space. If it kept spreading, it would kill all of them.

“Keep going,” Lancelot shouted at him as his speeder passed by the next time. “All of you”—she motioned toward Philo, Talbot, and Traskk—“draw them away.”

Quickly had no idea how to make that happen and was flying too fast to ask. On his next loop, he saw Philo and Talbot trying to get near the gray mech while avoiding the black mech’s poisonous cloud. Traskk was facing the same predicament.

“Head that way,” Lancelot yelled, pointing to an open hallway. “Draw them away.” Talbot asked how and she said, “Attack the walls,” then darted around the white mech’s hover platform to slice the side of its knee.

Quickly was on his way around for another loop so he wasn’t sure he had heard her correctly. Attack the walls? With a speeder that wasn’t able to damage the mechs anyway, he shrugged and squeezed the trigger again. A single laser blast streaked down the hallway, where it eventually hit a revolving panel that glowed with circular lights like every other wall.

He turned right to begin going back toward the battle but a portal exploded into life in front of him, forcing him to swerve sideways. Another portal burst open beside him as his speeder rushed through the passageways. Then another. The gray mech had appeared from one of them and was racing after him.

At the next intersection, another portal opened. The black mech appeared from it, forcing Quickly to swerve to the side to avoid a head-on collision. All around him, projectiles were bursting into circles of light that allowed the mechs to appear without warning. No matter how good a pilot he was, he had no way of out-racing all of them.
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Philo and Talbot rushed across the open hallway, racing to close the distance between them and the gray mech as fast as possible.

“Keep going,” Lancelot had shouted at Quickly on his next pass through the passageway. “All of you, draw them away.”

Talbot had no idea what she meant or how they were supposed to make the mechs do anything, let alone leave the current fight. Even now, as he and Philo were almost at the gray mech, the black mech’s cloud of energy began to cut them off, making them alter course.

“Draw them away,” Lancelot yelled as she moved to stay behind the white mech.

Talbot asked how and she told him to attack the walls.

“What does that even mean?” he shouted back to her from across the hall but she was too distracted by the white mech to hear him or to answer.

The roar of Quickly’s speeder faded as it vanished around the corner. Talbot assessed his options. He couldn’t face the black mech because the toxic energy cloud was surrounding it. The same deadly cloud was cutting off his access to the gray mech. His only alternative was to dart toward the white mech. His Meursault left a trail of silver vapor lingering in the air behind him as he ran.

An odd thing happened when he was only halfway to the mech. Instead of turning to find Lancelot or facing Talbot, it hovered backward, and vanished into a portal.

With Lancelot no longer in immediate danger, he turned to see how he could help against the gray mech. But it also hovered backward, away from Traskk, while sending a wave of energy at Philo to keep him at a distance as well. Then it also vanished into a circle of energy. Similar portals burst open all around them, each large enough to allow one of the mechs to pass through.

“This isn’t going to be good,” Talbot muttered, knowing any of the mechs could appear from a hundred different places around them at any moment.

The black mech was the only unit remaining. Any chance of attacking it was negated, however, by the dark cloud of death it sent forth. Talbot turned and began toward Lancelot, who was on the ground next to Swordnew. Only a few feet away from reaching her, the black cloud drifted into his path. He could make out her general form through the haze of energy, but as it got thicker that too began to fade.

“Are you okay?” he said.

“I’m fine.”

With her Carthagen voice modifier on, he couldn’t discern if there was any pain in her voice or what she was thinking.

The black mech seemed content to block their advance and separate them from each other. Talbot turned to watched its poisonous cloud spread farther past him to cut him off from Philo, who was looking all around for signs of the other mechs’ return.

Swordnew still wasn’t moving.

“Is he dead?” asked Talbot.

Lancelot shook her head. “Not yet.”

“What can we do?”

“Get away from here,” she said. “Draw the black one away like Quickly did the others.” He started to ask how and she said, “By attacking the walls.”

She said it loud enough for both Traskk and Philo to hear as well. Talbot saw Philo look around as if considering leaping into the portal behind him and disappearing. Traskk gave a roar and darted down a different hallway. Lancelot couldn’t see what they were doing, but the black mech hovered backward into a portal and was gone. Just before it left, though, it sent forth a surge of the black cloud in all directions. Talbot had to back farther away from Lancelot.

None of it made sense. Why would attacking the walls of a battleship be enough to distract the mechs? It was what Lancelot wanted, however, so he was going to do it.

“I love you,” he shouted to her. “I don’t care if that makes you angry. If I never see you again, I need you to know that.”

Then, not waiting for her to answer, not wanting to hear what she would or wouldn’t say in return, he ran. At the corner of the next revolving intersection, he took his Meursault in both hands and cut a deep gash into the wall beside him. One of the white circles of light had been directly behind the section of panel he slashed. It dissolved into nothing. The others around it continued to pass along the hallway walls, ceiling, and floor in seemingly random directions.

A flash of light erupted behind him. A large circle of white energy glowed there, only feet from where he stood. He knew what was going to come through it, and so he began to run as fast as he could in hopes of getting away from whichever mech came for him.
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Swordnew was critically injured. Lancelot and Philo were hurt. Quickly, Talbot, and Traskk were running for their lives. Vere watched the battle unfold, horrified by what she was seeing.

We have to help them, she thought. We can bring about galactic peace but only if we defeat the Hannibal.

The same notion had been running continuously in her mind. Each time, she paused for the Word to offer a response, and each time there was nothing.

She watched as the white mech stopped chasing Quickly, only to appear through a portal behind Talbot. General Reiser’s son ran to the next revolving intersection and, without pause, plummeted into the depths of a downward facing hallway.

Many years ago, Mortimous knew it was important for me to return to Edsall Dark. The Round Table was another vital step. All of these things happened for a reason, to work toward a specific objective. Please don’t give up on us now.

She waited, but again there was no response. In front of her, she observed the white mech give up its pursuit of Talbot only to disappear through a portal and reappear through another that was directly behind Philo, who was crouched behind yet another portal. The former Fianna was waiting for the gray mech to come around the corner so he could ambush it. Instead, the white mech fired an ion arrow into Philo’s back. The blast sent him hurtling forward, into the portal he had been hiding behind.

We can’t wait any longer! They need us. They’re the only hope we have for galactic peace. Please.

The gray mech, which had been used to distract Philo’s attention, finally appeared through a portal and began to chase Traskk, who was snarling at the black mech, frustrated that he couldn’t get close to it.

The time of universal peace is near? How many times has that been said before?

Vere blinked. The thought had not been her own but the Word’s.

She thought about reiterating that nothing is done overnight, that real change takes time. Instead, she merely thanked them for listening to her.

We do not like to interfere. Everyone is responsible for their own actions.

Of course, she replied. I understand. But occasionally those who are strong must help the weak. I am weak. My friends are weak. Help us. Help guide us, she thought, directing her gaze toward Lancelot and Talbot and the others.

We do not like to interfere in others’ affairs.
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With the mechs gone, Lancelot sheathed her weapons and moved to where Swordnew was lying on the floor. The Carthagen was missing a large section of armor, but more important, he was missing a chunk of his abdomen. The exposed wound was mostly cauterized by the heat of the laser, and much of the flesh was burnt.

“How are you?” she said, scooting beside him so his helmet could rest on one of her legs.

“I’ve been better,” he said, no anger or pity in his tone. The elders would have been proud of his stoic demeanor.

“We’ll get you patched up after we get out of here. We’ll—”

“I’m not going anywhere, Lancelot. We both know that.”

His head swiveled slightly so he could take in his surroundings. Underneath the clear panels of the walls, the circles of light continued to move without any discernible pattern. The oversized passageway seemed more like an abandoned hangar than a corridor on an enemy vessel.

He looked down at the missing part of his armor and his gaping wound and said, “Even if I weren’t injured, I couldn’t leave the ship. I’d never survive in space.”

“We can fly a transport up to the edge of the Juggernaut. We’ll figure it out.”

“It’s okay, Lancelot. Don’t worry about me.” She started to speak but he added, “I’ll be fine, I mean it.”

“I’m sorry I was so tough on you,” she said. They both knew that she was referring to the times they had sparred for the Dauphin.

“I would have done the same thing if I had been as good as you,” he said.

“That doesn’t make it okay.”

He let out a sigh and said, “I can’t believe you convinced me to come here.” She expected him to blame her for his imminent death, but he added, “Thank you, Lancelot.”

“Don’t thank me.”

“No,” he said as he reached up and gripped one of her wrists. “I mean it. You were right about everything. I was either going to die alone in the Orleans asteroid field or I was going to start truly living. My only regret is that I didn’t get to see more of the galaxy before...”—he looked down at his wound again—“this happened.”

“We can get you off this ship,” she said.

He released her arm and told her to stop being foolish. “You were always brutally honest. We all were. Don’t start lying now.”

He reached up to remove his helmet but his hands fumbled about and she knew his coordination was starting to abandon him.

“Help me remove my helmet.”

“Of course not,” she said. The breathing apparatus in the suit, even if it was damaged, would still be providing Swordnew with more oxygen than he would otherwise get.

“Fulfill my final wish, Lancelot. You owe me that.”

There was no pity or accusation in his tone, only calm. She nodded and her fingers ran along the underside of his helmet until they found the latches and unhooked them. A puff of air sounded when the helmet released. Her hands moved away, allowing Swordnew to pull off the helmet.

Carthagen warriors never removed any part of their armor in front of others. The elders were the only members of the species she had seen, but they had been aged and had worn breathing masks. Even Bookknow, the Carthagen elder who had taken her in and created an identity and armor for her, had never taken that breathing mask off.

Now, for the first time, she was seeing what a Carthagen really looked like. His eyes were black like the elders’, without pupils or irises or other features of human eyes. He had thin, brown lips and the few teeth she could see were sharp but short. His skin was rough and covered with hard wrinkles. His nose was upturned.

What caught her attention most was the expression on his face. He was smiling. The warrior whose arms and legs she had cut apart in combat and who was now dying looked up at her with an expression that revealed only kindness.

“Thank you for getting me to leave the Cartha sector,” he said. “If I had stayed there, I would have died alone, protecting people who didn’t exist. Here”—he motioned around him with one hand—“I can die like a warrior.”

“What can I do for you?” she said.

“Leave me. Go defeat the mechs.”

If she needed further proof that she was different from the person she had been months earlier, it was that Swordnew had to tell her to stand back up and return to battle.

“Lancelot?”

“Yes?”

“The black mech is the key to defeating the others. Until you destroy that one, it will continue to keep you from defeating the rest.”

She knew that. The same thought had been keeping her occupied for much of the fighting. The problem was she didn’t know how to get close enough to it to do any damage. Even if she threw a vibro lance like a javelin through the cloud, she suspected the energy would dissolve the weapon before it could harm the black mech.

“I’ll figure something out,” she said.

“I know you will.” He smiled. “Okay, leave me now. Go help the others.”

She nodded, then gently removed his head from her leg so it rested on the floor. A searing pain wracked her shoulder when she stood but she ignored it and scanned her sensor displays to see where her allies were.

“It has been an honor fighting alongside you,” she told him. Then she turned and began to run.
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Traskk darted around a corner, then sprinted up the next pathway. Behind him, the gray mech chased him for twenty yards before vanishing into a portal. In front of him, a circle of energy opened and the white mech emerged. The Basilisk dug his claws into the floor, turning sharply and racing up another corridor. There he saw the gray mech disappear into another portal and immediately reappear a hundred yards farther up the hallway, beside Quickly, who had to swerve on his speeder to avoid a collision.

At the next intersection, all Traskk could see of the black mech was the top of its head. The rest of it was obscured behind a cloud of poison, and he knew there was no way he could attack it. Instead, he roared, drawing the mech’s attention away from Talbot, who was at the other end of the corridor. Then he began running again.

Every where he went, a mech was appearing from or disappearing into a portal. The white mech appeared from a circle of energy, fired a single ion arrow at Quickly, then vanished again, only to reappear three corridors down. The gray mech slashed at the Basilisk with the long blade of its glowing scythe, then raced sideways into a portal. When Traskk saw it again a second later, it was chasing Talbot around a corner two corridors away.

All the while, the black mech’s dark energy spread, filling corridors and cutting off one route after another.
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Philo’s mindset was one he had never had before, and certainly not in combat. In all his time serving Mowbray as a Fianna, he had known he would survive any fight. The training he had endured had taught him that he and the other Fianna in his unit could destroy any enemy.

But now there were no other Fianna with him, only a pair of warriors in Carthagen armor, a pair of humans, and a Basilisk that had tried to kill him not too long ago. His armor was damaged and his vibro halberd was gone. To further compound his problems, he had been shot at close distance by the white mech’s ion bow. The only reason he was still alive was because the blast had hit his shoulder, much of which was subsequently incinerated in the blast. Since then, his right arm refused to move. It dangled as he ran, and the only weapon he had remaining was the small cannon mounted to his left arm.

In short, he was no longer fighting with an invulnerable spirit but was counting down how much time he had remaining until he died. His goal was to take at least one of the mechs with him before that happened. Assuming the rust-colored mech was permanently destroyed, if he could defeat just one more mech, that would give Lancelot and the others a chance to be victorious. The Vonnegan people would likely never know how one former Fianna had fought to redeem himself, but that clear goal—one more mech—would be enough to make Philo feel that he had at least partially made amends for all of the horrible things he had done.

It was for that reason he fought with an abandon that none of the others had. He saw how Quickly raced through the hallways atop his speeder to avoid the mechs. The Basilisk had a fiery spirit, but he also ran more than he attacked.

Not Philo.

Instead of running away, Philo relentlessly engaged the enemy. He jumped through one portal after another, chasing mechs wherever he saw them. The mechs knew exactly where they would appear, though, which gave them a tactical advantage. When Philo jumped through a portal, he had no idea where he was, where his allies were, or which direction the mechs were. He was constantly chasing, but rarely hitting the mechs with laser blasts.

Instead of rethinking his tactics, he became even more willing to sacrifice his safety. After appearing through a portal and seeing the white mech hover down the next hallway, Philo gave chase. As he sprinted down the hallway, the white mech, only thirty yards ahead, turned around the next corner. Philo grinned and followed as fast as he could. A glint of light caught his eye from the opposite side. The gray mech’s scythe was coming at him with blinding speed. He raised his left arm and got off a single laser blast before the glowing blade cut through him.

The blade itself was painless, but the energy coursing through him knocked him off his feet. Flat on his back, he lifted his head to face his attacker. His right arm was on the floor a few feet away from him.

Philo taunted his attacker with a laugh and said, “That arm was already useless, you idiot.”

The gray mech didn’t move forward to finish the job. Instead, its legs buckled and it stumbled forward, almost crushing Philo when it hit the floor.

Quickly’s speeder went racing past him, smoke billowing from the laser cannons that had hit the back of the mech’s knee joints. Before the mech could stand, Traskk was on top of it, his breathing mask thrown to the side, and was chomping down on anything his oversized jaws could find. At the same time, the Basilisk’s claws thrashed about, ripping at the metal.

The black mech appeared from the side.

“Watch it,” Philo said.

Traskk, bloodlust filling his eyes, barely turned to acknowledge the Fianna. After Philo warned him a second time, he came to his senses and turned to see what the Fianna was talking about. Upon seeing the black mech, he jumped off the gray mech’s head, yanked Philo off the ground, then began running with him over his shoulder.

“Thanks,” Philo said, not glad that he was saved but for the opportunity to fight a little longer before he died.

In response, the Basilisk uttered a string of hisses. Philo was grateful he couldn’t understand what the Basilisk had said. It was probably something like, “I’m only keeping you alive so I can kill you myself after this is all done.”
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In the weeks since the Juggernaut had begun its course toward Edsall Dark, Mortimous had become even more quiet and reclusive than usual. At first, Vere thought it was because he was working toward achieving a greater connection with the Word. That way, she thought, her teacher might be able to convince them to help. She had come to realize that wasn’t the case, however. Mortimous wasn’t advancing in his quest for enlightenment; he had given up.

He had always been a man of few words, but now he spoke of what could have been instead of what could still be. Maybe he blamed himself for not getting Julian Reiser to understand the course he had set for himself before it was too late. Or maybe he was let down by the inept organization that the Round Table had become. Years earlier, he had convinced the Word to affect the course of the galaxy by sending the Green Knight to Eastcheap. Maybe Mortimous was right, maybe that was the one and only time the Word would interfere.

“If the Word is like you say,” Vere told him, “then they would have known all along that it would end this way. There would have been no point in agreeing to send the Green Knight.”

His face remained hidden under the hood of his cloak. He sighed as he watched the small band of warriors race through the halls of the Juggernaut.

“We can’t understand the Word’s motivation. Maybe they did that to show us we had a chance and wasted it.”

She had always suspected that Mortimous was fond of turning questions back on people as a way of teaching. As they watched Lancelot run through an expansive hallway, she began to suspect her teacher knew less than she had given him credit for. He had always been adamant that he knew little more than anyone else. Instead of being a humble claim, she began to realize it was the truth.

“What did you say to them back then?” she asked. “You had to have said something to get them to send the Green Knight.”

He sighed again, then said, “I told them if they helped we could make the galaxy a better place. The same thing as you have told them, I’m sure.”

“And Galen?”

“He didn’t communicate directly with the Word. He wasn’t far enough along in his understanding of them.”

“Then why was he involved?”

“The Word needed a sacrifice. They needed to make sure we only asked for help when we truly needed it. Galen offered his life to show how much it meant. A rather archaic way to—”

As they watched, Traskk ran through a passageway with Philo draped over one shoulder.

Sensing Vere’s excitement, Mortimous said, “You can’t offer yourself, Vere. Your earthly body is already gone.”

But she already had other plans.
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Quickly raced around the corner of a revolving corridor just before it closed access to the left and right hallways, forcing the mech behind him to go up or down. Only fifty yards farther ahead, the gray mech appeared through a portal directly in front of the pilot. Quickly leaned all of his weight to the side of the speeder as he pulled the controls back and to the side. The speeder swooped into a sharp left turn. The gray mech, repeatedly jumping from one portal to another, once again appeared in front of him.

Quickly fired twice at it before swerving down into a gut-wrenching dive, leveling off as his equilibrium returned. He raced through another hallway, fired once more at the walls just as Lancelot had instructed, then prepared for a mech to appear from one of the portals he was approaching.

The Hannibal didn’t let him down. Not only the gray mech appeared but also the white one. An ion arrow exploded beside him. His legs came away from the speeder and only his hands kept him planted on the machine. He was completely out of control for two seconds before he managed to pull himself back down onto the transport. Gunning the engine, he flew between the legs of the gray mech, outracing the scythe that slashed at him.

He was about to swerve around the portal that the mech had appeared from when Philo and Traskk also emerged through it. One of the Fianna’s arms was missing. The other hand reached for the back of the gray mech and fired one blaster shot after another.

Quickly raced through a sequence of turns that took him back to the same intersection. There, he approached the white mech from the side, shooting the corner of its helmet and forcing it to ignore his allies. Traskk continued an attack on the gray mech while Philo turned to the white one. The former Fianna drove himself into the back of the gray mech’s knee as hard as he could.

Quickly fired two shots at it, then swerved right for another pass. The mech punched Traskk, sending him flying through the air and into the wall. The Basilisk immediately jumped to his feet again. Quickly throttled down the speeder enough so the his friend could jump onto the back of it. The speeder lagged under the reptile’s weight, forcing Quickly to send more power to the engine. They turned two more corners. As soon as the white mech came into view, Traskk leapt as high as he could.

Quickly missed most of what happened next because he had to focus on keeping control of the speeder after hundreds of pounds of muscle suddenly abandoned the craft. Just before turning the next corner, he turned and looked back and saw Traskk clambering up the white mech, the claws of his feet and hands digging into the mech as he climbed up its torso and began attacking its face.

On Quickly’s next pass, both Traskk and Philo gave up their attacks and darted away, Philo through the nearest portal and Traskk along a passageway. It wasn’t until Quickly began to turn the next intersection that he realized why they had left. The black mech was there, its dark cloud of deadly energy spreading through the passageway.

Quickly leaned to the side, fired a pair of shots at it, then raced down another hallway.
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Swordnew lay on his side. Any movement, even breathing, caused waves of pain to spread all the way up to his eyes and down to his feet. He had hoped his body would go into shock so the suffering might subside but it wasn’t to be.

And yet, the knowledge that he was dying and that nothing could save him didn’t diminish his spirits. Quite the opposite. An overwhelming sense of satisfaction made him smile. The Dauphin had raised him to be a warrior, all the while knowing his life’s quest was a sham. Because of Lancelot, however, he was going to die an actual warrior instead of only pretending to be one.

He wasn’t done yet, though. As long as he was alive, he wanted to help in any way he could. With a groan, he got his three remaining arms under him and tried to push himself back to standing. The pain was so intense he thought he might black out. Each gasp of air was a struggle.

He had no idea where the Juggernaut was in relation to EndoKroy but he hoped they were giving the defenses enough time for the rest of the plan to unfold. His people were gone, but his purpose was as it always was—to defend life. Even if he wasn’t defending Carthagens he was still defending billions of lives. He gathered his senses and searched the floor for his swords. He could only find one. It was okay, that would suffice. Weapon in hand, he limped to the nearest glowing panel.

“Attack the wall,” Lancelot had said. He would do just that.
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Talbot watched how Traskk and Philo fought with complete abandon and disregard for themselves. He admired their ferocity. The Basilisk let out a constant string of hisses and roars as he leapt toward any enemy within sight. The former Fianna was jumping through one portal after another in pursuit of the mechs, knowing full well that he could be jumping into a trap. The way they fought was effective, but it wasn’t anything Talbot wanted to emulate. They fought to kill while Talbot did so to stay alive and to keep his allies alive. With his Meursault in one hand and the cannon blaster mounted to his other hand, he relied more on strategy and tactics than on sheer aggression.

For more than a minute he crouched beside a portal while fighting raged around the next corner. An onlooker might think he was cowering but he had a plan. And because it was so different from the chaotic tactics employed by Philo and Traskk, it might catch the mechs off guard. He waited, without moving, for a mech to appear, knowing the enemy would be focused on the people they viewed as immediate threats. That would help him go unnoticed so he could attack with stealth.

The plan worked to perfection. In the distance, he could hear laser blasts and roars. Instead of racing toward it, he remained exactly where he was. A moment later, the white mech appeared through the portal. As soon as it did, Talbot jumped up, took the Meursault in both hands, then slashed at the mech’s hover transport. A second slice of the blade took out a large triangular section of the transport, which crashed to the floor. The white mech tried to spin atop the platform but it could no longer stabilize itself.

Talbot rushed toward it again. The white mech tried to fire an ion arrow at him but couldn’t control its aim because of the erratic movements of the hover transport. Unable to control it, the mech stepped down to the floor.

Talbot didn’t give it time to collect itself. Before its second foot could touch solid ground he was already lunging toward it with the invisible blade of the Meursault. He took off a section of its foot and then cut into its knee joint.

It tried to back away so it could take aim with its ion bow but he didn’t let it. A moment later he heard a second humming and turned to see the black mech appear through the same portal. A cloud of sizzling energy washed toward him as if pushed by a mighty wind. He gave up attacking the white mech and sprinted away as the cloud followed close behind.

At the next intersection, Quickly shot past on his speeder and shouted, “You okay?”

“Doing great,” Talbot said, looking for any sign of Lancelot.

Instead, he saw Philo being crushed under the gray mech’s boot and raced to help him.
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Every time Lancelot thought they were finally getting the upper hand on the mechs, she realized the tide of the battle was once again turning to favor the Hannibal. She had gotten past the layers of portals outside the Juggernaut and cut a hole into the giant ship only to be chased through miles of oversized hallways. Presumably, they had defeated the rust-colored mech, but Swordnew had been mortally wounded. Philo had also been seriously injured. Now, she had once again permitted herself to think they might have the upper hand and was once again brought back to reality.

She turned a corner and saw Talbot incapacitate the white mech’s hover platform before setting his attack on its leg. It should have been an uplifting moment but it was followed by a yell further down the corridor. Philo was being crushed underneath the gray mech’s boot. Traskk was trapped by a black cloud of energy that was creeping toward him. The white mech was off its hover platform but had managed to swing an arm and knock Talbot thirty feet across the corridor into the far wall.

She had three options, three people who needed her help, and no time to consider the repercussions of her choice. Her instincts took over and she reacted without thinking. Philo was already injured and without his primary weapon but he was also inside a suit of space armor that should protect him from being killed by the mech’s weight. Talbot might have been jarred, but he had a fighting chance. Traskk had nowhere to go and was helpless against the black cloud that encircled him.

The Basilisk roared when, with no room to move backward any further, the black energy burned the tip of his tail. Saliva sprayed from his snout as his anger echoed through the hallway.

“Hang on,” Lancelot shouted even though she ran away from him and disappeared around the closest intersection of corridors.

There, she turned one more time, so she was directly in line with Traskk’s location, only one hallway over. Her Meursaults cut an opening into the hallway. Without pausing, she rammed a shoulder into the square she had sliced, knocking it away, then jumped into the newly formed space that existed between the two hallways. Circles of light moved all around her, each floated toward a different part of the ship. Other than that, the space between the hallways was a void. As if sensing her presence, the lights moved out of her way as she raced toward the far wall.

“Watch out,” she shouted, hoping Traskk could hear her through the panel.

She jabbed the pair of Meursaults into the wall and cut another square. The Basilisk was there, small cuts in his back where her swords had nicked him, but he ignored them and jumped away from the black cloud that had burned half his tail and part of his feet and hands. He cooed in appreciation but she didn’t pay attention.

The hum of a mech’s hover platform grew louder. She turned and saw large shadows approaching from the first hole she had cut into the wall on her way in to help Traskk. The mechs had her trapped.
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Philo’s time was over. The Vonnegan people might never know how much one Fianna had sacrificed to atone for his sins, but his final redemption was near.

His halberd and right arm were gone. But worst of all, and the most immediate threat to his well-being, was the gray mech crushing him with its tons of weight. Indicators inside the space armor flashed red, alerting Philo that the reinforced suit couldn’t withstand much more pressure. The metal lining creaked. Helpless, unable to go anywhere, he imagined the suit would give out all at once and he wouldn’t have time to be in any pain.

Then it was over. The sensors inside Philo’s helmet stopped flashing. It took him a moment to realize it wasn’t because he was dead.

The mech had stepped off of him and moved toward the closest portal. Philo lifted his head and turned to the side. He saw the black mech do the same.

Quickly raced by on his speeder. Not seeing anything to target, he offered a confused look and continued around for another pass. Talbot jogged over to him and extended an arm to help Philo get back up to his feet.

“What happened?” the former Fianna said.

“I don’t know.”

They looked around and saw Quickly approaching for another pass. With Swordnew gone, only Lancelot and Traskk were unaccounted for. Philo saw the panic flash in Talbot’s eyes when he came to the same assessment.

“We have to find them,” Talbot said, already running down the next hallway, listening for any sound of them.


142

Traskk stepped inside the compartment that Lancelot had cut into the hallway. It was the only place he could go to escape the black mech’s deadly cloud. But on the far end of the room, at the other opening Lancelot had cut into the wall, he saw the shadows of the other two mechs looming, waiting. As if to confirm their situation, Lancelot told him they were trapped. He hissed as he scanned the room, but he had no plan he could offer other than for her to cut a hole into another wall and continue to do so in hopes they could outrun the mechs.

All around him, circles of light moved along the panels that made up all of the oversized halls within the Juggernaut. Outside, the mechs waited. They could have fired ion arrows or unleashed the black energy cloud into the confines of the room but they chose not to.

Their reaction made him uncomfortable at first. He and Lancelot were trapped. There was only one reason he could think of for the mechs to behave this way. He hissed his observation to Lancelot.

She nodded and said, “Yeah, they don’t want us to damage the walls anymore. It’s a standoff.”

He asked what was so important about the walls that the mechs needed to protect them.

“The mechs aren’t Hannibal, they’re just guards. Those circles,” she said, gesturing all around them at the lights that were traveling throughout the ship, moving in different directions. “Those are the Hannibal.”
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Vere had come to the same conclusion as Lancelot. It was easy to think that the Hannibal, the alien race that had crossed much of the known galaxy and destroyed everything in their path, would appear as hordes of hideous barbarians. It would have been understandable for the officers aboard the Round Table flagships that had faced the Hannibal to imagine armor-clad invaders with claws and fangs.

They were none of those things, however. They were, as far as Lancelot and Vere could see, circles of white light, resembling smaller versions of the hundreds of portals they used to protect the Juggernaut and for their mechs to hunt enemies. Saliva didn’t spray from their mouths as they growled. They didn’t have bloodshot eyes that reveled in taking lives. As far as anyone could see, they had no arms or legs or nervous system or bone structure or any of the traditional components that made up much of the advanced life around the universe.

By observing them, by watching how they reacted to Lancelot and the others and the way they used the portals not only for offensive measures but for defensive as well, Vere made other calculated assumptions about the Hannibal. The Juggernaut was so large, not because it was meant to intimidate all who stood before it, but because it was home to their entire civilization. Every single floor, ceiling, and wall that Lancelot and the others had come across was full of the life forms. A smaller vessel wouldn’t have had room for all of them. They weren’t conquerors, the way ancient stories portrayed them. They didn’t control vast territories of space. Their entire empire was their vessel.

She thought back to the first message the Round Table had received from the Hannibal, after Julian Reiser entered the Orleans asteroid field. The Carthagen elders had known of the Hannibal and tried to warn the Round Table fleet that the foreign enemy might take notice and judge the Round Table as a threat that needed to be eliminated.

It was an understanding of the enemy that offered little comfort. The Hannibal were still menacing EndoKroy, ready to destroy it. They would still travel to Edsall Dark afterward and eliminate all life on that planet as well. The only thing delaying them was Lancelot and her allies.

We can end all of this, Vere thought, hoping the Word was listening. We can end this battle and future battles. We can turn the Round Table from a good idea to an actual functioning reality. But they—she looked at a trapped Lancelot and Traskk—need our help. Please help. Please.
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Talbot ran in one direction. Quickly jammed the throttle forward on his speeder and rocketed off in the other direction. Both of them wanted to find Lancelot and Traskk as fast as possible. According to the sensors on his speeder, his two friends weren’t in any of the hallways.

The craft’s engine thrummed as Quickly maneuvered around a corner, then sped across an illuminated corridor until he came to a revolving intersection that blocked his path. There, he pulled back on the controls, sending the speeder into a steep climb.

The signal was getting closer but it still made no sense. It told him Lancelot and Traskk were floating in the space between two hallways. He expected to see them around the next turn. Instead, the gray and white mechs were both there, both facing the wall.

As he raced toward them, he realized they were staring into a hole that had been cut into the side of corridor. Both mechs ignored him as he raced by. At the next intersection he turned left, then left again. The black mech was there, facing an opening in the wall like the white and gray mechs had on the opposite side. The signal he had of Lancelot and Traskk’s coordinates began to make sense.

They were trapped between the two hallways.

The black mech, like the other two, ignored him as he sped by.

“I found them. You guys on your way?” he said into the speaker of his helmet.

The dots inside his visor that represented Talbot and Philo were slowly making their way toward him.

Talbot’s voice came back: “Be there in a minute.” Even from only two corridors away, the transmission was garbled by static from the Hannibal interference.

Quickly looped by for another pass. Again, all of the mechs ignored him. He knew he could shoot any of them with the blasters attached to his speeder but they were too small to harm the mechs. He needed a more destructive option and only one existed.

Throttling the speeder up to full power, he angled it directly at the black mech, then locked the controls in place. He fought against the G forces that kept him laying in the speeder until his weight slid to the side and he felt a momentary rush. Hitting the floor, his momentum sent him tumbling dozens of times, side over side.

The spot where the black mech had been became a huge fireball created by the speeder hitting it at terrific speeds. He tried to focus on it but his head was spinning and everything was a blur. He heard shouting, saw a laser blast, but in his stupor none of it made sense.
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Lancelot looked back and forth between the two openings she had cut into the walls of the Juggernaut. It was clear from the way the mechs kept their distance that they were trying to avoid provoking her into killing more of the Hannibal.

“Can you understand me?” she called to them. “Let my friend and me go and we won’t harm any more of them.”

Beside her, Traskk offered a low hiss but she reached a hand and touched his arm to let him know everything would be okay.

The mechs didn’t move. Nor did they attack or communicate with her in any way. It was possible the Hannibal were calculating the extent of deaths she could cause in a short amount of time before the mechs killed her. It was also possible they were analyzing whether or not they could trust her.

The odd thing, she noticed, was that the circles of living light continued to move this way and that, even though she was there. They could have avoided the room she was in but they didn’t, and that made her guess that they needed to continually frequent each part of the Juggernaut for some purpose that was beyond her understanding of their species.

Each second that passed felt like minutes. Both of her Meursaults and one vibro lance were out and ready to use if necessary. The only hand that remained empty hung at her side, useless. Beside her, Traskk shifted from one foot to the other as the stump of his tail whipped back and forth.

“Do you understand?” she said. “Let us go and we’ll leave the rest of you alone.”

Again, Traskk offered a complaint and she knew exactly how he felt. They hadn’t risked their lives just to give up and offer a truce once they were in harm’s way. She agreed with the reptile. She just couldn’t let him know that she was delaying until the next part of their plan was enacted.

“We’ll leave,” she said again.

Still, the mechs said and did nothing.

She leaned closer to Traskk and whispered, “They can’t do this forever. They’re either going to try to kill us or let us back into the hallway. If they let us out, run.” He started to complain and she said, “We need more time.”

While they were aboard the Juggernaut, it would have been orbiting the planet, along with the portals above EndoKroy and the Excalibur vessel. Between the Carthagen technology depicting thousands of objects for the Hannibal to target and Lancelot and her crew aboard the Juggernaut, the enemy had been slowed and distracted. Lancelot just needed a little more time.

Outside the improvised doorway, an explosion sounded and she braced for the onslaught to begin. Instead, a flash of light caught her eye and she saw the black mech become engulfed in flames.

“Let’s go,” she said as she raced for the gap in the wall.

Traskk followed right behind her. Sticking her head out, she saw the black mech’s hover platform trying to stabilize it and keep it from toppling over. The platform the mech was standing on was covered in flames. Fifty feet away, Quickly lay motionless on the ground.

Without any time to see if he had an injury that might be exacerbated by being moved, Lancelot yanked him off the ground and tossed him over her shoulder. Then she was running. Traskk was behind her, his clawed feet clacking on the floor as he raced to keep up.

Around the first corner, she saw Talbot and Philo rushing toward them. Behind her, she heard new portals burst into life and knew she wouldn’t have time to explain why she and Traskk were running. Without saying a word, both Philo and Talbot turned and began running in the direction they had just come from. Even with Quickly’s weight, Lancelot was able to run faster than the others.

“What’s happening?” Talbot said.

“Why are we running away from them?” Philo added.

Lancelot glanced over her shoulder to make sure the mechs weren’t directly behind them. “We need more time.”

A portal burst into life directly in front of them. The gray mech began to appear through it. Lancelot turned down another hallway and the others followed. To her side, the white mech began to appear through a circle of energy. Lancelot jumped down an opening, allowed her suit to recalibrate to the new change in direction, then began running straight ahead again.

Behind her, Talbot gave an involuntary cry of pain. Lancelot turned to find him on the ground. The white mech was a hundred yards away, reloading another ion arrow into its bow. Talbot tried to get back up but he was either too weak or the systems in his space armor had failed.

Philo and Traskk paused to see if Lancelot wanted them to charge or hold their ground. In the split second they were motionless, Philo was engulfed in a wave of energy that sent him sideways into the wall. Lancelot turned to find the gray mech approaching from their side.

She glanced behind her, saw the black mech approaching, its metal boots clanking on the ground, and she knew they had only one direction they could go. However, it was blocked by a wall of black gas meant to ensure they were trapped.

Talbot lay on the ground. Philo was trying to get back to his feet but was stumbling and clearly didn’t have his wits about him. Traskk, half of his tail missing, had to reach out and put a hand on the Fianna’s shoulder to keep him upright. Lancelot was missing an arm and their pilot was unconscious on her shoulder.

Worst of all, she had no plan for how they were going to live long enough to save EndoKroy.
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Vere watched as Talbot lay on the ground. The only reason Philo was on his feet was because Traskk was holding him upright. Swordnew was dead or dying. Quickly was unconscious. Lancelot was missing an arm.

They need help! she thought to the Word. We wouldn’t expect your help without sacrificing something ourselves.

Another idea entered her mind. At first, she thought it was her own memory of Mortimous’ words that she couldn’t be the one. Then she sensed the Word’s presence and understood it was them communicating with her.

It won’t be me, she thought. And then, when she knew it would seem improper to make promises on someone else’s behalf, she added, I’ve told her everything I know. I told her of the deal Galen fulfilled. She would gladly do the same.

Are you sure?

We want peace throughout the galaxy, she thought. We want the Round Table to become what it was supposed to be. Nothing else matters.

She waited for another question. She waited for the Word to give another excuse for why they couldn’t become involved in the affairs of other species and their senseless conflicts.

Silence continued and it took all of her concentration to filter out her own insecurities and concerns and stay focused on the presence of the Word all around her. They offered no counter argument or acknowledgement. They said nothing, and she thought they had made their choice. They were going to leave the Round Table to face the consequences of their dysfunction. They weren’t even going to bother to tell Vere of their decision. They were done talking, it seemed.

She was wrong, though. The Word did finally offer a response. It was short and to the point and yet it was everything she had hoped for.

Very well.


147

Every system in Talbot’s space armor was offline and recalibrating. Until it was done, he had no option but to lay immobile on the ground or to try and take off the hundreds of pounds of armor that was now weighing him down. He might have been able to perform that feat if the residue of the energy shockwaves weren’t lingering in all of his muscles. He felt nauseous and thought he might throw up inside his helmet. His legs and arms spasmed. His stomach felt like thousands of needles were poking him.

To his side, the white mech took aim at Lancelot, who was able to sidestep the shot. To his other side, the gray mech had its scythe drawn back, ready to slash at Philo and Traskk. Directly in front of him, the black mech had its hand extended to allow the cylinders on either side of the scale to spew its toxic, black energy.

Immobile, his suit only halfway done recalibrating, he knew there was no way he would be able to get out of the way of the poison that drifted toward him. He was going to die aboard this ship, as were all of the others around him.

The thought of his own death didn’t bother him as much as the thought of Lancelot’s. He didn’t have a purpose in the galaxy. He had stumbled from one place to another without a vision of what he was supposed to be doing. Lancelot was different. She had a purpose. She knew what she wanted and was here because it was where she was supposed to be. It struck him as unfair that she would suffer the same fate as him.

The black mech stepped forward to avoid the slow revolution of the corridor behind it. As the walls of the Juggernaut continued in their gradual turns, one set of possible paths closed behind the black mech and another set began to open. No longer could someone approach the black mech from the left or right. Now, the corridor directly behind it opened from below and from above.

Seeing almost no progress in his space armor’s systems, Talbot groaned and tried to muster the strength to push himself up to his feet. It was equivalent to trying to do a pushup with half a ton of metal on top of him and he gave up a moment later.

The white mech fired at Lancelot again, and this time she was unable to dodge the glowing arrow. The blast struck her shoulder, spinning her around and sending Quickly’s limp body flying away from her.

“No,” Talbot said. He meant to scream but it was barely a whisper.

The black mech’s cloud continued to drift toward him.

He had thought the end would come for him inside the Carthagen tunnels but he had survived. Hours later, he had been sure both he and his father were going to die at the ledge of the Carthagen asteroid before being saved by Brigadier Desttro. All of it just to die here. It was senseless.

He thought of his mother living out her final years without a husband or son. He thought of Lancelot spending almost all of her life in the near seclusion of Carthagen society only to die after seeing a glimpse of the wonders that the galaxy had to offer. He thought how beautiful it was that Traskk and Philo, sworn enemies only a day earlier, were fighting side by side.

When he looked back at the black mech, his eyes squinted in confusion. Through the energy cloud, it was difficult to tell for sure but he would have sworn he saw a thick metal glove reach up from the newly opened corridor behind and below the mech. The hand was covered by a heavy gauntlet, lined with metal and fabric. Talbot couldn’t be sure because the cloud obscured his perception of colors the same way he could look at a black and white picture and only guess what color the objects were. If he had to guess, he would have said the massive gloved hand was green. Green fingers. A green hand. A green sleeve.

In the depths of the newly opened tunnel behind where the black mech had been, Talbot heard a booming crash and the sound of metal being torn to pieces.
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The Green Knight understood the galaxy in a way most people could never begin to comprehend. And yet there were still so many things he didn’t understand and never would. He perceived that time was only a dimension and that beings not tied to a three-dimensional world might also be able to exist outside of the fourth dimension as well. If he had lived during the same time as Mortimous, the two men would have been intellectual peers. The Green Knight, however, had existed thousands of years before Mortimous, Vere CasterLan, or Lancelot. He lived in a time where superstition ruled over science and where many of the basic concepts that would be taken for granted millennia later were attributed to spirits and demons.

His real name was Bertilak de Hautdesert. Because of his search for wisdom, he had originally become known as the Green Monk. Eventually, as rumors spread about him—that he was appearing and disappearing from the cave he lived in and had supernatural abilities. People whispered he was the Green Witch.

Local farmers spread stories about him. Some were true. Some weren’t. A dozen people from town arrived at the entrance to his cave with torches and pitchforks, and Bertilak de Hautdesert was forced to change out of the green robes he normally wore for green armor. He was a monk by choice, a warrior by necessity, and soon the people were calling him by the name that followed him forever after.

The townspeople were turned away but stories of the Green Knight continued to spread. They persisted for years until finally, King Owhowin the Curious sent a military expedition to see what was real and what was myth. The Green Knight allowed half of the battalion to return to the capital. The other half lay dead by his feet. Next, King Owhowin sent an entire brigade of his best soldiers. Bertilak de Hautdesert’s green axe tore through dozens of fighters with each swing.

He fought with complete abandon because he knew he wasn’t going to die that day. In fact, he knew he wasn’t going to die on his homeworld at all. He had seen the exact place he would perish and it wasn’t on a celestial planet.

During his day-long meditations, he often sensed beings that couldn’t be seen or heard by other people. He had visions of faraway places, saw himself on other planets and alien ships. It was his own life, he realized. His future.

The first time he disappeared, he hadn’t understood how it happened. All he knew was that a woman needed to be confronted. He had offered his head in return for hers. After the first part of the game had been concluded, he appeared back on Edsall Dark in the same cave where he had been before he closed his eyes. A tinge of pain ran across his neck and he knew that although it would have been easy to say the episode had been a dream or hallucination, it had been real.

Outside his cave he saw an army of soldiers approaching from the distance. It looked as though the king had sent every single man and woman to defeat the Green Knight. There might have been a million people marching across the field.

None of them would ever kill him, however, or even see him again, because the Green Knight was being beckoned once again to help a group of beings he sensed but couldn’t see. He had glimpses of himself in a distant place. He comprehended that somehow those things were happening at the same time he was currently alive, that all things were happening at once and that the beings he sensed understood there was no time—no past, present, or future—as people liked to believe.

That was what made it so easy for him to close his eyes. When he reopened them, he was no longer at the entrance of his cave. He was in an elaborate system of expansive corridors. White circles of light glided across the walls. In front of him, or above him—his senses were still adjusting to this new reality—was a large black boot. The Green Knight understood what he had been summoned to do.
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The giant curved blade of the gray mech’s scythe was twice as large as Traskk. The weapon sizzled with energy that illuminated not just the arching blade but also the mech itself. Philo and Traskk inched toward it. The gray mech stood in place, neither moving toward nor away from them.

Traskk’s preference would have been to charge the mech by himself. He liked his chances of lunging at the giant before it had the chance to slash him in half. But he also knew Lancelot had assembled a team for a reason, and that it was better to fight alongside trusted allies than it was to fight alone. The Fianna beside him had fought valiantly, but Traskk still hadn’t come to think of him as a trusted ally. Philo was also becoming more of a hindrance now than an asset. Traskk had to steady him so he didn’t stumble and fall over. The Fianna still had a small blaster attached to his left arm. All of his other weapons were gone or useless.

The two of them, Basilisk and Vonnegan, inched closer to the gray mech. As Traskk let out a string of roars at the enemy, Philo looked over and gave a sad smile.

“My death won’t make up for everything I did, but it’s all I have left to offer.”

Traskk glanced to his side to see what Philo was talking about.

“Can a death of atonement, done in a matter of seconds, make up for a life of spreading misery?” Philo said. Not waiting for Traskk’s response, he added, “I guess we’ll see.” He shrugged off the clawed hand that was keeping him upright. “It was an honor fighting alongside you, Basilisk.”

Philo lunged forward toward the gray mech in a slow, stumbling advance. The gravely injured Fianna only darted forward four feet before starting to lose his balance. By the time he was directly in front of the gray mech, he was falling and twisting and landed on his side on the floor of the Juggernaut.

Before Traskk could intervene, the gray mech’s scythe came down. The point of the blade stabbed Philo through his space armor. In response, Philo reacted in a way that neither the gray mech nor Traskk nor anyone else could have possibly imagined. The Vonnegan threw his remaining arm around the end of the scythe and embraced it.

The gray mech brought the weapon back up to his shoulder. Philo, refusing to let go, rose with the blade, blunting its edge with his own body. The gray mech shook the blade, trying to dislodge Philo, but to no avail. Each time the weapon swung one way or the other, Philo’s body swung with it. But still Philo clung to the weapon.

“What are you waiting for?” the Fianna cried in a delirium of pain as he glanced at Traskk. “Do your worst.”

The reptile didn’t disappoint. With the mech’s weapon burdened with hundreds of pounds and largely useless as a result, Traskk leapt toward the mech’s face.

His claws dug into every crevice they could find, looking for anything to tear away. His fangs punctured holes all over the metal. The half of his tail that remained slammed into the back of the mech’s head over and over.

Philo let out a maniacal laugh as the mech continued to smash the end of its weapon onto the ground in hopes of dislodging him. Each time it did, Philo’s body made a sickening crunch against the floor before being immediately jerked back up in the air, every part of him limp except for his remaining arm, which kept gripping the weapon.

Philo’s laugh sputtered, then stopped completely. He groaned and said he was sorry, and Traskk wasn’t sure if the man was apologizing one last time for everything he had done while wearing the purple Fianna armor or that his body was failing before Traskk could utterly decimate the enemy.

The reptile roared and went back to tearing at the mech’s face. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Philo let go of the scythe, and the mech brought its oversized weapon down on the Fianna’s body three times for good measure.

With Philo gone, Traskk knew the mech’s full attention would return to him. He tried to scurry behind the mech’s helmet but a large, metal hand reached up and grabbed him. The mech had him by the torso. Without any leverage, Traskk’s tail was useless. The best he could do was to scratch and claw at the mech’s wrist. In response, the mech slammed Traskk against the nearest wall, then held him there.

He felt a sharp pain and let out an angry hiss. Held in the air against the wall, he saw the rest of his tail on the floor below him. The mech had cut it off with its scythe. But still, Traskk couldn’t go anywhere.

The blade of the scythe appeared from the corner of his eye and he knew it was coming for his head this time. Instead, a loud boom rang out next to his face, so thunderous he thought both of his ear drums might have ruptured. His eyes darted to the side.

The gray mech’s scythe had stopped a foot away from Traskk’s throat. There, it had met the edge of a green blade. Traskk, his head ringing from the explosion of noise next to him, unable to hear anything let alone make sense of what had happened, looked for the source of the blade that had saved him.

It wasn’t a Meursault or any other weapon his allies had brought with them. It was an emerald green axe, the one the Green Knight had carried into Eastcheap years earlier. Traskk knew then that he had actually died and this was a vision of some kind of nightmarish prelude to the afterlife. That was the only explanation for seeing the weapon again.

For a split second, the Green Knight’s helmet swiveled slightly to face Traskk. In the narrow slit where his eyes should have been, Traskk saw only darkness. Then the Green Knight turned back to the mech, threw his weight into the axe so it pushed the gray mech backwards, and began his assault. To defend itself, the gray mech released its grip and Traskk fell to the floor. As he gathered his senses, the Basilisk saw the massive Green Knight swing his axe back and forth, causing the mech to backpedal until the white mech, having sneaked up beside them, shot an ion arrow into the Green Knight’s rib cage.

The knight let out a grunt but continued its onslaught. The gray mech was backed against a wall with nowhere to go. The next ion arrow caught the Green Knight in his hip, forcing him to one leg and preventing him from getting back up to two feet.

From his side, Traskk saw Lancelot race toward the white mech. The knight turned in the same direction. Lancelot ran toward the white mech as fast as she could but it wasn’t fast enough. The third and final ion arrow hit the Green Knight’s helmet, throwing him sideways to the floor, where he lay motionless.
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Lancelot realized the black mech was gone. She also saw the gray mech had met its match and realized Vere must have sent the Green Knight to help. Vere had told her the Word was powerful and now Lancelot saw proof of it for herself. Somehow, they had managed to make a warrior appear in the middle of the Juggernaut. And not just any fighter, but one large enough and strong enough to fight back the Hannibal mechs.

The knight had the gray mech pinned against a wall when his side was hit with an ion arrow. The blast would have killed a normal person. The Green Knight barely noticed it. The second shot, however, brought him to one knee.

In a booming voice, the Green Knight turned to Lancelot and said, “It makes sense now. Of all the visions I’ve had, only once did I see my own death. This was it.”

The knight’s voice wasn’t angry or afraid. It sounded as if he was curious as to what was going on, who the people were across from him and where exactly in time he was.

Lancelot raced toward the white mech in the hope of stopping its assault on the Green Knight. If she could keep him alive a little longer, he might be able to help them get off the ship. Even as she ran, though, something in the back of her head told her this was going to play out a certain way and that her actions were futile. She had closed half the distance between herself and the white mech when a third ion arrow sailed past her, hitting the Green Knight’s helmet and throwing him sideways to the floor. There was no doubt that the knight was dead.

She reversed her grip on the one vibro lance still in her possession and threw it as hard as she could. At the same time, the white mech fired an ion arrow at her. She almost jumped over it, but her back right leg couldn’t get high enough and was incinerated at the knee joint.

As she landed, the vibro lance burst through the white mech’s helmet. Without pause, she planted her front legs against the mech’s stomach and pushed with all of her force. The mech was driven backward into the intersection created by a revolving wall. Sparks flew from where the vibro lance had impaled it, and she brought both Meursaults up to finish the job.

Instead, an explosion sent her flying backward, away from the mech. She was knocked senseless, no understanding of which mech had attacked her. In front of her, the white mech was gone, as was the section of the Juggernaut behind it. So were all of the hallways beyond that one. A massive hole had been blown into the side of the vessel. Pieces of the white mech drifted off into space. It finally dawned on her what had happened.

The explosion meant one thing. The Excalibur vessel, slowly drifting around EndoKroy so as to not draw any attention to itself, had finally passed beside the Juggernaut and detonated.

The next phase of her plan had begun.
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Moments before the explosion, still not understanding what had happened to the black mech, Talbot peered over the edge of the corridor it had been pulled into. It was a pile of metal junk. Both arms and both legs had been chopped off. A huge gash had sliced the head nearly in half. He looked for the knight that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere but didn’t spot him.

Around the next intersection, he heard more fighting and ran to see who he could help. The only reason he wasn’t thrown through the air when the explosion shook the Juggernaut was that his space armor anchored him wherever he stood.

At the turn, he saw a vast expanse of open space where the Juggernaut’s hallways had been. Outside it, asteroids and Athens Destroyers and Llyushin fighters, all projections created by the Carthagen technology, continued to plague the Hannibal vessel with the threat of damage that would never actually be inflicted.

Although he was staring at open space from a crater blown out of the ship, there was no loss of pressure. Neither he nor any of his allies were sucked out into space. The sensor in his suit said the atmosphere and temperature were steady. The Hannibal must have had some kind of advanced containment field to prevent the inner workings of the ship from being exposed to the harsh reality of space.

Outside the Juggernaut, another object began to slide into view. At first, he had no idea what he was looking at because of its elongated cylindrical shape and the fact that it wasn’t moving or shooting projectiles like all of the other holograms. It took a moment for him to realize it was the edge of one of the portals from the other side of EndoKroy. It, along with the Excalibur vessel, had drifted all the way around the planet during the course of the fighting.

Unlike the Hannibal portals, it had a ring of three hundred and sixty metal cylinders that formed a perfect circle of energy. A moment later, as the Juggernaut continued to drift in space, the first glimpses of the portal’s bright light, sizzling and cracking within the confines of the metal ring, made him squint and look away.

He knew what would happen next and yet he still stared, dumbfounded, at the portal and the giant hole in the side of the Juggernaut until Lancelot yelled at him to run. He turned and looked at her and smiled. But then he saw the trail of blood behind her and forgot about everything else. The blood, he noticed, was coming from what remained of her back leg. Red dots splattered the floor every time she took a step with her three remaining legs.

“I’m fine,” she said before he could say anything. “We need to go.”

Traskk approached from their side and joined them. His tail was missing, the breathing mask was gone, and three of his teeth were badly chipped or missing.

“What about the others?” Talbot said.

Philo was dead. Quickly was still motionless on the ground.

“We need to go,” Lancelot said again.

When Talbot didn’t move, one of her hands touched him on the back and he thought she was going to take hold of him and tell him she loved him but instead she merely pushed him forward.

“Go.”

He asked if she could run.

“I’ll manage,” she said. “I’ll bring up the rear. Now go.”

He saw why it was so urgent that they run. The explosion from the Excalibur had not only taken a chunk out of the Juggernaut, just as Lancelot hoped it would, it had also directed the vessel toward a collision course with the nearest portal. The ship they were aboard was careening into a field of energy that would send it across the galaxy to where it would never be seen again.

They raced toward the general direction of the hole Lancelot had cut into the ship to board the craft, away from the portal that was getting nearer to them. After a mile Traskk slowed and went from jogging alongside them to lagging behind. He coughed and wheezed and his eyes became irritated. Talbot stopped and went to him but Lancelot pushed him away and told him to keep going.

When he didn’t immediately do as he was told, Lancelot said, “I’ll catch up to you. I promise.”

“I’ll go when you go,” he said and it was clear from his expression that he was serious.

Lancelot unhooked one of the oxygen compartments at her hip and handed it to the Basilisk. It was awkward and inefficient because Traskk had no space armor to attach the oxygen cartridge to. The best he could do was unscrew the cap and cup his clawed hands around it as he held it to his snout.

One of the Basilisk’s hisses was translated inside Talbot’s visor as “Thank you.”

The reptile looked tired, a shell of his former self. It reminded Talbot of the accounts he had read of epic feats of mountaineering and what the lack of oxygen, combined with sustained physical exertion, did to the climbers.

“Go ahead without me,” the computerized voice said after Traskk offered a couple more soft hisses. “I’ll be fine.” He took one hand away from the small pouch of oxygen and took hold of Lancelot’s hand. He hissed again. “Thank you for reconnecting me with Vere. Thank you for giving me one final mission.”

Talbot didn’t know the Basilisk very well and so he was shocked when Lancelot stooped forward and embraced Traskk. She didn’t say anything, but wrapped her two shorter arms around him and held him against her armor for three long seconds.

When she stood upright, she told Traskk he would see Vere again and the Basilisk cooed happily, nodding as his way of giving them permission to leave him.

Neither of them felt good about abandoning him but they had no other option. As they ran, Talbot’s head was filled with a thousand things he wanted to say but he knew none of it was appropriate given another member of their party had fallen.

At the next intersection, they came upon Swordnew. Miraculously, he was walking slowly down the hallway with one hand against the wall to keep himself standing. He didn’t seem to have any specific destination in mind.

“Don’t they know it’s not easy to kill old Swordnew?” he said to Lancelot when he saw her.

“We beat them,” she told him as they approached each other. “But we have to get off the ship right this minute.”

Swordnew continued toward them, heading in the wrong direction.

“Swordnew, we have to go,” Lancelot said, tugging on his arm, almost knocking him off balance.

But the Carthagen was too far gone to understand or care. He continued, one of his swords acting as a walking stick, as he took small, staggering steps farther down the hallway.

“We have to go,” Talbot whispered.

His hand came up and touched the blast proof plating of Lancelot’s shoulder and he wished he could have touched her skin instead of a piece of armor. He told her a second time that they needed to go and she nodded.

“Goodbye, Swordnew,” she said.

The Carthagen paused but didn’t turn. “It’s not so easy to kill old Swordnew,” he said again.

“No, it’s not,” she said. “You did good, old friend.”

“Come on,” Talbot said and tugged at Lancelot’s arm, trying to ignore the blood pooling on the ground underneath her.

They began to run again.
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Vere held her breath as she watched Lancelot and Talbot navigate the array of hallways and intersections. The couple ran straight through one revolving intersection, turned left at the next, climbed up at another, all the while working their way as fast as they could toward the hole Lancelot had cut into the vessel. It was the only path out of the ship that wouldn’t lead them directly into the oncoming portal.

“Faster,” Vere whispered, urging them on.

Already, the first parts of the Juggernaut were drifting into the portal above EndoKroy. Miles of the Hannibal vessel had disappeared into the field of white light.

“Come on,” Vere muttered.

Everything depended on one of them surviving. It didn’t matter if EndoKroy was saved and the Juggernaut defeated if no one survived to return to the Round Table to ensure it evolved into a more effective organization.

But as she watched, the rate at which the Juggernaut began to fall into the portal increased. More of the vessel was swallowed up. As Lancelot and Talbot raced away from the portal, toward the hole she had cut into the ship, the sound of crackling energy began to fill the hallways behind them.

Vere watched in horror as the pair, realizing they were going to be overtaken by the portal, gave up their chase and turned to face their fate. A moment later, the energy field washed over them and they were gone, along with the Juggernaut.

The Hannibal threat was gone, but no one remained to keep the promises Vere had made to the Word. The Round Table would never change.
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Swordnew had never been happier. Life on the Carthagen asteroids had been difficult. It had been solitary and secluded, but at the time he thought it was a necessary and righteous path. Now, though, among the stars, he realized he was seeing the true wonders of space.

He was mortally injured and dying, he knew that, but he was also a part of something that only a month earlier would have been impossible. Just like the Dauphin had told him he would, he was helping an entire civilization survive from invaders. The ironic part, and the thing that made him smile at the sheer absurdity of it, was that he wasn’t protecting fellow Carthagens, he was helping the same people he had driven away from the Orleans asteroid field.

There was no anger or resentment that he was going to die as a result of saving these people. Rather, he credited Lancelot—who, it turned out, of all miraculous wonders in the galaxy, to be a human!—with allowing him to fulfill his destiny as a protector of people. He had become the guardian he had always wanted to be.

A wall of white energy approached him, then passed by. In his condition, it made no sense. He knew of Lancelot’s plan to send the Juggernaut into a portal above EndoKroy but didn’t realize that was what was happening.

“It’s not so easy to kill old Swordnew,” he said again and laughed.

He stumbled farther down the hallway. His breathing was strained as his lungs struggled to get enough air.

When death did arrive, it wasn’t from the injuries he had suffered at the hands of the mechs. It was from an explosion. When the Juggernaut reappeared through the other side of the portal, it was two sectors away from EndoKroy in the Tullipron sector. There, another freed Excalibur vessel was waiting. This one also detonated directly next to the Juggernaut, incinerating a second chunk of the craft and driving it sideways into yet another portal that was waiting to transport the enemy vessel even farther away. The explosion wracked miles of the Juggernaut, tearing away hundreds of decks of oversized hallways.

In an instant, Swordnew was gone.
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The second Excalibur detonation knocked Talbot and Lancelot to their knees. In front of them, a hallway they had been following that was supposed to be approximately two miles long was replaced by strewn metal and a stretch of open corridor looking directly out at the expanse of space.

Gone were any signs of EndoKroy and of the advanced Carthagen hologram system that had created thousands of fake ships. In their place were millions and millions of far-off stars. The only object in their immediate vicinity that he could see was the edge of the next portal that the explosion was pushing them toward. This one, he knew, was going to take them even further away from the Round Table and closer to their doom.

He began to back away from the hole in the ship but Lancelot grabbed him by the arm.

“That way,” she said, nodding toward the open gash in the Juggernaut.

Talbot didn’t know what she had planned but he relented without argument. The two of them hobbled toward the charred and bent metal that framed the newly opened window to space. Talbot kept expecting to be sucked out into the galaxy but the Hannibal containment fields protected them from the vacuum of space, allowing him and Lancelot to walk right up to the edge of the abyss.

At the ledge, Lancelot took his hand in hers. Everything they had gone through, everything they had seen and done, all the pain they had suffered, faded away and was replaced by happiness. With her other two remaining arms, Lancelot reached up and began unfastening her helmet.

“What are you doing?” Talbot said. “I thought we needed to go.”

“You need to go,” she said. “You need to get back so you can fix the Round Table.”

He realized what she had planned and tried to step away but her hand refused to allow him to move away from the ship’s edge.

“You’ve betrayed me,” he said.

With her helmet off he saw the effect his words had. Her eye twitched as if he had slapped her across the face.

“By saving your life?”

“By leaving me.”

She turned from looking at him and gazed out at the stars. “Eternity is on our lips and in our eyes.”

He began to protest, to tell her she needed to come with him, but she told him she couldn’t. Gesturing down at her leg, she told him her armor was too badly compromised for her to survive out there.

“But you won’t survive in here either.”

She smiled and looked back down the length of hallway they had just come from.

“I will. I’m going to see Vere now. But I promise you, we’ll see each other again. Much sooner than you imagine.”

He knew any attempt to resist was futile. Even damaged, Lancelot’s Carthagen suit made her many times stronger than he was in his traditional space armor. She squeezed his hand again. Then she leaned down to kiss him. He wished for nothing more than to be able to take off his helmet. As it was, her lips touched the visor that was inches away from his own mouth and he closed his eyes and remembered their first night together.

“My heart will always be yours,” he said, but he was already falling backward, having been pushed through the clear containment field that separated the inside of the Juggernaut from the void of space.

As he began to float away, he saw the massive Hannibal vessel beginning to plunge into the next portal. He stared at Lancelot and she stared back. There was no sadness on her face, only happiness. Her eyes narrowed with kindness and she offered a slight smile.

The last glimpse he had of her was of her smile, her long blond hair over her shoulders, her helmet in one hand and a Meursault in another. Then the portal enveloped her as well as the rest of the Juggernaut, and he was floating in space by himself. Alone.
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Lancelot began back in the direction she had come. It was easier than watching Talbot drift off into space. And anyway, she knew a Llyushin transport was waiting in the vicinity of each portal to ensure the Excalibur vessels delivered their payload and to pick up any survivors. The nearby pilot would find Reiser and take him back to Edsall Dark. Under a different set of circumstances, she could have spent the rest of her life with him. Instead, he would help the Round Table evolve into something greater.

“He’ll be okay,” a voice said beside her and Lancelot turned to see Vere, covered under a light brown hood and cloak.

“I know,” she said. And she did. “By the way, thanks for sending the Green Knight.”

There was an audible smile in Vere’s voice when she said, “It’s a lot better having him around when he isn’t trying to chop off your head.”

A wall of energy passed through the ship as the Juggernaut careened through the portal stationed in the Tullipron sector and appeared another two sectors away, where a final Excalibur vessel was waiting.

“This isn’t the end,” Vere said. “It’s only the beginning of something else.”

“I know,” Lancelot said, ignoring the pain in her leg. “I’m not afraid. I’m ready.”
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The second blast woke Quickly from his stupor. He brought himself up to one elbow and scanned his surroundings. Philo was dead on the ground. The white mech was a mess of wires and metal. The other mechs, as well as the people he had boarded the Juggernaut with, were gone.

It took all of his remaining energy to push himself up to his feet and shuffle toward a destroyed section of wall that looked directly out to space. The Juggernaut was drifting sideways toward another portal, directly in front of where Quickly was standing. As it got closer, he remembered everything that had happened and began to fill in the pieces of what else must have taken place after he lost consciousness.

Their plan had worked.

They had distracted the mechs and the Hannibal long enough for the portal and Excalibur vessel above EndoKroy to drift around the planet. The first explosion had pushed the Juggernaut through the portal, where it had appeared in the Tullipron sector. From his surroundings, he guessed that was where he was now. Judging from the way the Juggernaut was drifting toward the next portal, he knew the second Excalibur vessel must have also detonated.

He watched as the portal came closer and closer. Finally, it enveloped him and the rest of the ship. The next thing he saw wasn’t the empty space of the Tullipron sector but something else entirely.

A black hole. All around it, light curved and bent until it got to a point where nothing could escape its forces. He stared at it with wonder, overcome by its beauty. Even though he was counting down his final minutes, part of him wished Enid was there with him to see it.

He knew it was far away still, but once the Juggernaut was caught by its gravitational force, the enormous Hannibal ship would be rapidly pulled into the black abyss. As if on cue, the final Excalibur vessel detonated. Quickly was thrown forward, almost falling through the clear containment field in front of him and out into space. The massive explosion pushed the moon-sized Juggernaut forward.

It was slow at first. Painfully slow. Dread filled Quickly as he began to suspect the plan hadn’t worked. What if part of the Juggernaut’s systems were able to function well enough to keep the ship from being pulled into the black hole? But soon, the momentum began to pick up until the Juggernaut was tumbling out of control to its inescapable annihilation.

The stars on either side of the black hole began to blur and Quickly knew he didn’t have hours or minutes left, but only seconds. As the Juggernaut groaned under the immense force of the black hole’s gravity, both pulling it closer and squeezing it together, noises began to flood Quickly’s ears.

At first, he thought he was delirious. That was the only explanation for hearing Enid’s voice. She was calling him to stop working on his ship for the night. She was telling him she loved him. She was yelling in frustration as she worked on her own. They weren’t only memories that had been shared but experiences she had after he was gone, and he was sensing all of them as if they were taking place at the same time. She was laughing at one of his jokes. Her eyes narrowed when he tried to get out of doing a chore. She was exhausted after another long day of working by herself.

As he got nearer to the black hole, he sensed every moment of Enid’s life—the past, present, and future. Every moment washed over him as if it were happening at the same time. Their past together. Her present alone. And then... he didn’t hear her but felt her near him, and he knew that the future was also happening at that very moment and that he was seeing her again.

“I love you, Enid,” he said, and he wasn’t sure if he was saying it then, as he stood on the edge of the Juggernaut, or if it was what he had said to her years before, or what he was going to say to her when they were reunited in Avalon.
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Black Hole, by Tim Barton, digital art
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Deep inside the network of the Juggernaut’s interconnected hallway system, Traskk didn’t have a view of the approaching black hole. He had felt the tremors caused by the third and final Excalibur ship, however, and knew from Lancelot’s plan what it signaled. He felt the gravitational forces of the black hole and it not only pulled the Juggernaut forward but also yanked at it with such force that it felt as if the ship were soaring through the galaxy at full speed while simultaneously being squeezed by a giant cosmic hand.

In the seconds he had remaining, he too began to hear voices from his past. He heard Fastolf joking in Eastcheap. He heard Vere and Morgan quarreling. He heard himself roar in anger as he killed the traitor Scrope.

Closer to the black hole, the sounds gave way to visions of each of these things happening, and in front of Traskk, all around him, he began to see his entire life. The unhappy time before he had met Vere. The best years of his life—laughing with Occulus and Vere and the others in Eastcheap. The battles he had fought alongside various friends. The deaths he had witnessed and the pain he had experienced. The spectrum of his life, full of colors and sights and sounds, played out before him, and he somehow knew he was watching the decades unfold seemingly in real time.

He smiled as Vere snorted with laughter at one of Fastolf’s jokes and then looked over at Traskk to make sure he had understood the joke as well.

And then he heard her voice.

“Hello, Traskk.”

He turned to see where Vere’s voice had come from. She wasn’t there. Neither, however, was the Juggernaut. The ship was gone. The hallways filled with glowing circles of light were no more. In their place were more scenes, an impossible amount to count. And yet he knew the voice he had heard was not a memory from the past. It was coming to him at that moment.

He couldn’t see Vere but he could smell her and sense that she was there with him.

He asked where she was and heard the familiar happiness in her voice when she said, “I’m here with you, where time and space no longer exist. In Avalon.”
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From the discussions Vere had with Lancelot about the Word, a common theme stood out. The Word lived outside of normal perceptions of time and space. It was Lancelot who connected that idea with what she knew of the galaxy. Inside black holes, neither time nor space existed. She became convinced that was where the Word could be found. When Vere came to her with a plan for how to defeat the Hannibal, Lancelot knew it was her destiny to send the Juggernaut into the abyss of a black hole.

As Quickly and Traskk had experienced, the closer the Juggernaut got to the black hole, the more scenes played out all around Lancelot. She saw herself, a little girl, crying and distraught, as her father kissed her forehead and told her he loved her. A Carthagen found her, but instead of killing her, he took pity and crafted a suit a human could operate. Julian Reiser and his troops entered the asteroid tunnels. There were scenes of Vere and Mortimous visiting her and of her leaving the Orleans asteroid field.

It was her entire life, but it was also much more. She saw not only her own past and present but also her future. She saw herself reunited with her father. In Avalon, where time and space didn’t exist, all things happened all the time.

She could also see Talbot as he was picked up by a Llyushin transport and taken to the nearest Round Table medical bay to recover from his injuries. She saw him return to Edsall Dark weeks later, to the same type of fanfare his father had received. Instead of embracing it as Julian had, Talbot used it to change the Round Table forever. She watched as the young man she had fallen in love with went into the Great Hall and told the representatives that he would help them alter the Round Table in a way that would benefit the entire galaxy. Protests ensued from some of the representatives, but Talbot, growing into the role of a leader, asked each vocal opponent to step outside the Great Hall and hear whose name the people were shouting.

He didn’t become a tyrant or an emperor. As Lancelot had suspected, Talbot combined Julian’s good qualities with the lessons learned he had gathered from witnessing his father’s mistakes. He was tireless in ensuring the Round Table functioned, and he was passionate about creating a galactic body capable of bringing about an end to war.

In Avalon, the Juggernaut fell away, and Lancelot saw a panorama of the future drawn into the timeless domain around her. Talbot ordered the Round Table fleet to be dispersed across the entire galaxy. Instead of an armada built for war, a different flagship was stationed above each moon and planet in order to deter pirates and gangsters and to keep the peace. At the same time, the Round Table was returned to its humble beginnings. Instead of hundreds of representatives sitting around one enormous table, each bickering and shouting to get their point across, only nine representatives sat at the table, one from each sector.

And she saw Talbot grow old and become a man full of wrinkles and gray hair. He never married, never had children of his own. And when he died, she saw him approach Avalon and she whispered, “I told you we would meet again.”
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