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Above the desert moon Dela Turkomann, the portal’s enormous ring of energy glowed like an imprisoned man-made sun. Years earlier, the same spot in the galaxy had served as the site of Mowbray Vonnegan’s greatest victory. Even with a batch of Excalibur Armada vessels running rampant through the battlefield, bringing chaos and destruction with them, the CasterLan Kingdom had been defeated. In the years since that battle, nothing about the portal nor the barren moon orbiting Mego Turkomann had changed.

Between the orange sun that brought the solar system its warmth and the pale surface of the desolate moon and the bright white energy of the portal, three completely different types of vibrant color existed.

The sun provided life, yet it threatened death. Only a few species could look directly at it without damaging their eyes. Everyone else had to put a hand in front of their face or use protective lens to keep the power of its rays from causing permanent injury. And yet, if it weren’t there, no life could exist in the solar system.

The moon was the exact opposite. It relied on the sun’s light to appear as a stark shade of yellow. The far side of the moon appeared grey, ominous, and cold. No one would be injured if they looked at Dela Turkomann. And yet the moon provided no life because it contained no water. It teased the idea of survival but it too possessed the ability to extinguish any life that got too close for too long.

In some ways the portal was a combination of the sun and the moon, and in other ways it was an entity of its own. It possessed the dazzling energy of the sun, causing some species to avert their eyes because of the portal’s blazing light. Like the moon, it relied on exterior factors in order to exist. If only one of the three hundred and sixty cylinders that formed the portal’s ring was removed, the entire thing would cease to exist. And yet the portal didn’t provide life the way the sun did or offer a tantalizing glimpse of the possibility of life the way the moon did. The portal was neither hope nor devil. It would kill in an instant if a ship passed through without its tinder walls in place, but it could also carry a vessel from one part of the galaxy to another. Because of this, it was a marvel, made by humans and aliens, that was in some ways greater than the galaxy’s most miraculous natural creations.

It was from this portal that a Cat III cargo carrier appeared. The vessel was seven times longer than it was wide, with a flat belly and a set of five large engines to push the ship across space. Once through the ring of energy, the long ship’s tinder walls rose. After it was away from the portal, the ship turned slightly to begin moving in an elongated arc as it set a new course. In another few days it would reach another portal, disappear into it, and then be off with its load of materials to a further region of the galaxy.

Approaching the portal from the opposite direction was a Hellship. The vessel, sleeker than other flagships, flew directly toward the field of energy. A Solar Carrier was behind it. Then an Athens Destroyer. In total, nine ships passed through the portal above Dela Turkomann: two Hellships, one HC Ballistic Cruiser, one Solar Carrier, two Athens Destroyers, one Flying Fortress, and two Havoc Gunships. They were what remained of the fleet General Julian Reiser had taken across the galaxy as part of the Round Table’s campaign.

Even with the use of portals, it had taken weeks for the vessels to cross from the edge of the known galaxy and return to the sector where Edsall Dark was located. This was because the outer sectors had fewer portals than the hubs of civilization, places that had once been known as the Vonnegan Empire and CasterLan Kingdom. At their furthest point from Edsall Dark, Reiser and his soldiers had flown for days without coming across another jumping point. Now, though, they were able to leap three sectors in a matter of hours.

As they approached the portal, each ship lowered its tinder walls. One by one, the caravan of flagships disappeared into the glowing white light for one last time.

When they appeared next, they would finally be home.
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Portia tugged on Hector’s arm, coaxing him through CamaLon’s busy markets. For as far as they could see, tents lined either side of the street. Inside each was a vendor selling trinkets, art, or some other galactic creation. While the products varied from one spot to the next the noise and the bustle of people was constant. A grey alien, as wide as it was tall, let out a beckoning holler from the long trunk protruding from its mouth, letting those nearby know that his blankets were the nicest anyone would be able to find in the entire sector. In the next tent, a human-sized reptile hissed that the fruits he was selling had been flown in from Durtha-Major only hours earlier. A worm-like creature, ten feet long and less than a foot wide, a dozen short arms on either side of him, stated that his paintings were considered masterpieces back on his home world.

“Come on, silly,” Portia said. “I swear, we’d already be back home if you weren’t so slow.”

She said this even though Hector’s energy platform gave him the ability to move across land faster than a trained sprinter. To his credit, Hector did not remind her that he had wanted to remain at home and that she had been the one to demand he get some fresh air. Letting her have her fun, she walked behind him and put her full weight into his back, pushing as hard as she could so he would keep going further down the street. Of course, he could have refused to budge an inch. He hadn’t, though, because he wanted only for her to be happy. As such, he went where she wanted.

“I painted each one with my own hands,” a Chilock with six arms said of the artwork on display.

“I prepared the candy only two hours ago, and it has the finest sugar from Tursa-Minor,” a human woman said.

“I wove the fabric myself,” a MaqMac said with the aid of a voice box that translated its beeps and blurts into Basic.

People bartered with one another. Children ran through the street as they laughed and played with one another. Small animals kept to the edges of the street, fascinated by the goings on but also ready to dash for cover if anything startled them.

“It’s so... loud,” he said, a frown on his face, as if he had never been to the market before.

Portia squeezed his arm and laughed. “They seem quiet and respectful compared to the bickering Round Table representatives you’re used to.”

Rather than answer, he merely nodded and looked at all the ordinary people who were perfectly happy even though the elected representatives, who were supposed to be governing the planets and colonies under the Round Table, were unable to agree on anything.

As they walked, they passed a guy who wasn’t shopping or talking or doing anything other than staring up at the sky. Both Hector and Portia ignored him. But at the next booth, two other people were doing the same thing. At the next intersection, a dozen people were staring up at the sky.

This had become popular ever since Arc-Mi-Die had sent an Excalibur vessel to hover in a holding position over CamaLon. Most had come to accept the ship, located twenty miles above the planet’s surface. True to their dysfunction, the Round Table representatives had been unable to agree on whether or not to negotiate with the warlord and also on whether to try and destroy the Excalibur vessel that was threatening them.

Every time Hector passed a group of people with their faces pointed toward the clouds, he grunted. If the representatives couldn’t agree on a threat directly above them, the Round Table was useless. As Cash, was fond of saying, “They should either destroy the ship or not, but just make a damn decision already.”

Noticing that more people were looking up at the sky than usual, Portia tapped a Gthothch on the shoulder and said, “Excuse me, my husband is shy and wanted me to ask you what’s of interest up there.”

Hector felt his cheeks turn red. He had led men and women into battle and had become a legend in the process. He had stalked the blood tunnels underneath the fields outside CamaLon in an attempt to eliminate every Vonnegan trooper he set eyes upon. He was unanimously loved for putting the well-being of others before himself and it had led to him being named Edsall Dark’s representative at the Round Table. But even with all of those accomplishments, it embarrassed him to no end when Portia put him on the spot for her own amusement.

Both of the Gthothch’s stone eyebrows rose when he turned to see who Portia was referring to. Hector’s eyes and the Gthothch’s were at the same height, but the alien’s thick stone legs ended with a pair of feet that touched the ground while Hector’s torso rested on an energy disk that hovered a yard above the street.

“It’s a holiday of sorts,” the Gthothch said, the sound of marbles rattling in his throat as he spoke.

Portia smiled. “A holiday?”

Hector was more serious: “There’s no holiday today.”

“A day of celebration then,” the Gthothch said, shrugging and turning his focus back up to the sky. “General Reiser is supposed to arrive back home today with the fleet.” His eyes glanced at Hector. “Surely, you knew.”

Hector shook his head. He had known Julian was bringing the fleet back but not to cheers. He had to force himself to keep his tone unchanged. “The people think his return is a triumph?”

Everyone around him in the market turned and looked at him. Portia squeezed his hand. The Gthothch didn’t bother to answer.

A half human, half Lerrk boy, young enough not to know who Hector was, said, “Of course, mister. General Reiser freed a bunch of sectors and allowed them to join the Round Table. Of course he’s a hero.”

The boy’s red eyes sparkled when he smiled and his teeth, sharper than any human’s, were on display. Other than the boy’s eyes and mouth and hair, which was coarse and pitch black, the kid could almost pass as being human.

“Allowed them to join?” Hector wanted to ask but was determined to keep his jaw locked shut.

Beside him, he felt Portia’s hand squeeze his right arm, the one that was still flesh and bone. On the other side of him, the gravitron arm he had received following the fighting in the blood tunnels rumbled with a soft energy, the metal fingers curling into a fist.

“They call him the Terror of the Cartha Sector,” the kid said in awe as he gazed up at the sky, “for how the leaders were afraid of the mere sight of him.”

“Is that why the Carthagens destroyed three of his ships and hundreds of his crewmembers?” Hector wanted to ask. Instead, he felt the muscles in his real arm constrict, felt a vein bulge from his neck.

Seeing something in her husband’s eyes, Portia squeezed his arm again, then said, “Come on, honey.”

But Hector didn’t move from where he was hovering.

“Have they taught you about Vere CasterLan in school?” he asked the boy. When the only response he got back was an empty stare, Hector added, “She’s the one that people should be celebrating. She’s the one whose name should be shouted from the top of the perimeter wall and out every window. Vere gave up a kingdom in order for peace to exist across the galaxy. Where’s the cheering for her?”

The Gthothch turned its attention back to Hector. Made of rock instead of blood and flesh, it was probably four or five times heavier than any human.

“You more than anyone should know the ceremonies and the tears that followed the establishment of the Round Table. Well, now the people celebrate again. What’s wrong with that?”

Portia squeezed Hector’s hand a third time. “Come on, silly. The people have a right to be happy.”

Again, Hector allowed himself to be pulled further down the street. A couple seconds later he turned and looked back. The stone alien and the half Lerrk boy had returned to looking up at the sky.

“This isn’t good,” he told Portia when they went around the next corner and were beginning to leave the market. “The people shouldn’t celebrate a general that way. He’s not some kind of savior of men, the way they think he is. No general is.”


[image: Image]
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In the years back when Vere’s father had ruled, only one portal had orbited above Edsall Dark. In the time after Vere returned home, there hadn’t been any portals because the existing one had been destroyed and the newly built portal had been purposefully constructed above Dela Turkomann, away from Edsall Dark. The Round Table’s formation changed all of that.

Now, in addition to the portal above the desert moon, a pair of new portals had also been constructed directly above Edsall Dark. It had cost a fortune to have them built, but the clear necessity made their creation one of the few things the representatives had been able to agree on. Hosting the actual table that the Round Table representatives sat at, which effectively made CamaLon the most important capital in the galaxy and thus made Edsall Dark the most important planet, brought with it three times more commercial traffic into and out of its spaceports.

Other planets had specialized names for their portals. The one orbiting the fiery planet CryBurn4 wasn’t named for the planet, the red storms of heat that swirled across its surface, or even the glistening diamond moon that revolved around it. Instead, the energy field was known as the Ashamon portal after Isaiah Ashamon, the man who had first landed on the planet and lived to tell about it.

Such was the case with the Tevis-84 portal that used to be above Edsall Dark and whose name had originated after a group of Tevin scientists who had conducted eighty-three unsuccessful experiments concerning the gravity anomalies found in caves beneath the planet’s surface before the fateful eighty-fourth experiment was a success.

The two new portals above Edsall Dark could have been named after the Round Table or Vere CasterLan or any number of other things. However, not even this could be agreed upon by the representatives of the Round Table, who each thought their suggestion was better than the others. Every time it was about to go to a vote, shouting erupted. For Hector, Cimber, and Cash, the most infuriating aspect of those votes wasn’t that they were inconclusive, it was that they were taking place while an Excalibur vessel hovered above the capital.

This indecision led to people coming up with their own names for the two portals, which were decidedly simple and unexciting. Because they were above Edsall Dark, one was referred to as ED1 and the other as ED2. Only when the representatives could come to an agreement might the names be changed to something more noteworthy.

When the Round Table fleet returned, it came through ED1. Brigadier Desttro’s Hellship was the first to appear. It was followed soon after by a Solar Carrier, then an Athens Destroyer, then the first of the two Havoc gunships, and then the others. The last vessel through the portal would be the HC Ballistic Cruiser now under the command of General Reiser. Cheers went up through the streets of CamaLon as the vessels arrived back home.

Julian had initially been content to allow the respective brigadiers to operate as they otherwise would have. After all, he was only aboard one of the vessels because his own flagship had been destroyed in the Orleans asteroid field. As they approached home, however, he had begun to think more and more of what his next steps would be. While he still couldn’t recall the dreams that stalked him each time he went to sleep—ephemeral memories of a figure in the shadows offering some kind of warning—he had the distinct impression that he had been saved from the Carthagen’s trap for a specific reason. It hadn’t been mere chance that had delivered him to the edge of the asteroid at the exact same time that Brigadier Desttro’s transport arrived. It was destiny... or fate... or whatever was going to lead him to greatness.

The more he thought of the story Lancelot had told him, of her improbable rescue by Bookknow, Julian began to see a pattern between the two events. Both had unfolded in the only possible way that could have ensured their safety. It was through his astounding survival that he began to find himself feeling as if his true mission wasn’t yet done. That thought led him to join Brigadier Bulwark on the command deck of his flagship.

“You don’t mind?” Julian had asked.

“You’re the general, I’m the brigadier,” Bulwark had said, his skin going back and forth between pure white and pure black as he spoke. “That’s all there is to it.”

Of course, both of them knew Julian could have simply issued the order instead of politely asking, and so Bulwark retired to his quarters for the majority of the return while Julian stared out the main viewports of the command deck.

Now, the only flagship ahead of him was an Athens Destroyer. Then it too disappeared into the portal.

“Tinder walls down,” he ordered.

“Tinder walls down, sir.”

The panels of atomized steel slid down over every exhaust port and every window looking out to space. The view of the stars was replaced by metal. At the front of the command deck, a series of three large holograms formed. The one in the middle showed what was in front of the vessel since they could no longer look out and see for themselves. All it showed at that moment was the portal directly in front of them.

“Proceed,” Julian said.

“Yes, sir.”

The ship began to pass into the field of contained energy. The hologram at the front of the ship showed them entering the portal. The vessel felt as if it were lurching forward. For a moment, there was nothing on the hologram. A moment later, everyone felt as if they were being pushed back into their seats. The hologram showing the space in front of them displayed the same Athens Destroyer that had passed through the gateway ahead of them moments earlier.

They were through the portal.

“Raise the tinder walls.”

“Yes, sir.”

All around him, the panels slid away and Julian could once again see the stars, the galaxy, the other flagships ahead of him, and—his heart thumped—his beautiful blue and green and white home world directly in front of him.

Something else was there as well, though.

He couldn’t take his eyes away from the Excalibur Armada ship that Arc-Mi-Die had positioned above the planet, inside Edsall Dark’s atmosphere, miles above the surface. The ultimate threat of a lunatic.

During his return home, Julian had received updates of the Round Table’s discussion on the matter. About half the way back to Edsall Dark he had quietly decided that if Arc-Mi-Die’s ship was still there when he got back, it wouldn’t remain for a minute longer.

“Ensign Reap, send orders to the rest of the fleet to position themselves halfway between the planet’s surface and Excalibur ship.”

“Yes, sir.”

As he watched, the Flying Fortresses and the other vessels moved according to General Reiser’s command. Only his own HC Ballistic Cruiser remained above the Excalibur vessel, at the edge between blue sky and black space. It astounded him that no one had done anything about the threat. Edsall Dark and CamaLon were supposed to be the symbols of a united galaxy, not the target of a criminal.

“I want that ship destroyed right this moment,” he said.

The weapons systems officer turned and looked at him. The Excalibur ships were known to be invincible. Sending a barrage of proton missiles at it wouldn’t do anything. Julian held out a hand to the officer to let her know he had something else in mind.

“Lieutenant O’hara, send a single, unmanned mech down to it, set to autopilot.”

“Yes, sir.”

The mech would land on the foreign vessel, equipped with a drill. The drill wouldn’t penetrate the legendary ship but it would trigger the Excalibur’s autodestruct. The only problem was that the explosion would send debris down on the planet below, which was surely why the Round Table representatives had been unable to come up with a plan for how to ensure no one was hurt if they attempted to rid themselves of it.

No matter, Julian thought.

That problem would be solved by placing his flagships there to clean up any mess.
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Talbot hadn’t served in any official capacity during the trip back to Edsall Dark. As far as he was concerned, he was no longer part of the Round Table forces. Now, he was just another person traveling across the galaxy until he got to where he needed to be. When he arrived home, he would become yet another of the billions of beings in the galaxy looking for a purpose in life, a path to reveal what he was supposed to be doing. The one thing he was sure of was that fighting for the galactic fleet wasn’t his true calling.

For the entire journey, he had rarely left his personal quarters. No one else on the ship knew much about General Reiser’s son other than the fact that he was alive but was also no longer an officer. Some of the crew on the HC Ballistic Cruiser might have thought Talbot was under house arrest if it hadn’t also been known that he had served with distinction in the Carthagen tunnels.

It wasn’t as if Julian had told his son to stay in his quarters. Talbot had isolated himself because he needed time to think about everything that had happened inside the asteroid’s tunnels and everything that would happen when he returned to Edsall Dark. From the troublesome dreams he continued having, of officers screaming for help, he was aware that he had a lot of things he needed to come to terms with.

He simply had no inclination to continue in the role he had been trained to perform in the academy. He had seen men and women die all around him and he knew he didn’t want to see it again. The only reason he had been a part of the campaign at all was because he had allowed himself to be carried in a certain direction rather than choosing his own path.

To a certain degree, the things the other officers had heard about him were true: Talbot had led the expedition forces after Brigadier Exeter died and Brigadier Warwick had been critically injured. But that hadn’t led to the other officers being saved. Rather, it had merely allowed them to struggle to survive for a few days longer than they otherwise might have. He wasn’t a savior, he was a prolonger. That wasn’t a distinction Talbot wanted. It certainly wasn’t something that deserved awards and praise. The first time his father had hugged him following their rescue, he had said how proud he was of his son. Talbot had shivered with disgust at his own failure.

While he was sure Julian would be hurt by his decision to quit the military, Talbot had no doubt that his mother would understand. After having her son nearly die in the asteroids, Margaret would probably be more upset if Talbot remained in service than if he told her he was going to do something else—even if he had no idea what that something else was going to be. She would take his face in her hands and kiss his forehead and cry with happiness. It was what mothers did when their sons returned home.

And yet the single question of what to do next weighed on him. At times, it made him feel as if he couldn’t breathe.

When the viewport that Talbot had been looking through sealed shut, he knew the tinder walls were lowering for the final time. A familiar sensation hit him, of being pulled slightly forward only to be yanked back once again. When the tinder walls rose, he looked out the window and saw Edsall Dark in the distance below.

His eyes narrowed when he also saw the Excalibur Armada vessel in their path. Although he hadn’t received much news during the return trip, his father had told him about Arc-Mi-Die and about the vessel the warlord had placed above CamaLon.

“What are you going to do about it?” Talbot had asked, sure his father must have a plan.

“If the representatives can’t decide what to do by the time we get back, I’ll make the decision for them.”

Talbot’s right eyebrow had come down toward his mouth, the automatic look of concern washing across his face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he had asked.

What he didn’t ask, because it was something a son could never say to a father, was, “After everything that just happened, do you think it’s a good idea to be making that kind of decision by yourself?” Instead, all he did was shrug and chalk up his father’s determination to being one of the many reasons Julian was a general of the Round Table and Talbot was formerly an ensign and now... nothing.

True to his father’s words, the fleet did attack the Excalibur vessel. Or, rather, the HC Ballistic Cruiser sent a simple mech down to the craft to make it self-destruct.

Talbot watched the entire thing. The mech’s engine allowed it to land on the top of Arc-Mi-Die’s vessel. A moment later Talbot had to put a hand in front of his face to cover his eyes. A blast, nearly as bright as a sun, erupted where the Excalibur Armada vessel had been. Anything within a two-mile sphere of the ship would be incinerated. Anything within four miles would receive severe structural damage. Ten miles away, the Round Table ships would be safe as long as their shields held.

That was why they were positioned halfway between the vessel and CamaLon. The Round Table fleet was arrayed in a tight formation that caused an artificial eclipse to cast down on Edsall Dark’s capital, bringing the market and the spaceport and the Great Hall into temporary darkness. Each ship had their shields activated and would absorb the brunt of the blast. For all of the other debris that might rain down upon the city and fields below, the flagships launched an array of thermal charges and cannon blasts that incinerated any shrapnel before it could impact the planet’s surface.

Far below the HC Ballistic Cruiser, Talbot saw a blanket of fire erupt from the side of one of the Havoc gunships. A chunk of debris that was too far away for him to see would have been turned to ash. A Flying Fortress fired one of its burst cannons. One hundred different lasers sprayed the debris until it no longer existed. Each piece of metal and burning shrapnel that exploded from the Excalibur vessel was caught by one of the counter measures launched by Julian’s fleet. The series of blasts and eruptions resembled a fireworks display, a celebration, more than it looked like the most important city in the galaxy being saved from the clutches of a warlord. In a way, Talbot thought, it looked as though Julian were throwing his own welcome home party.
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For over a year, Arc-Mi-Die had gone without seeing natural light. That was because he hadn’t left his hidden lair. The entire galaxy was looking for him. As soon as he stuck his head out from his secret hiding location, word would spread and everyone would know where he was. A fleet of Solar Carriers and Athens Destroyers would find him and bring him to justice. That was why he did everything necessary to ensure that not even his closest allies knew his location. Only his guards, who were also isolated from the outside galaxy, a skeleton crew working in the warlord’s complex, and his helper android knew where he was. Of those, only the helper android was allowed to leave the hidden base.

His current android was a v26 JMM make. Arc-Mi-Die simply called him J. Because of J’s programing, which prevented any deception or betrayal, he was the only thing Arc-Mi-Die trusted to deliver his orders. Of course, that same programming had been built into K, Arc-Mi-Die’s previous assistant, and that hadn’t prevented the notoriously distrustful warlord from eventually becoming paranoid by something the android said. A minute later, Arc-Mi-Die’s pair of Woghort guards had been ordered to attack the android with their vibro axes.

J had been built with the same programming as K but was a more evolved model. It was made by a competitor to the largest manufacturer of androids. As a result, it still had two arms and two legs like a human, but bore little resemblance to androids like Pistol. J’s legs were shorter than an average human, offering the unit a more stable center of gravity. Its arms were slightly longer, which allowed its hands to reach its shins even when it was standing upright. J’s skin was a light grey. Its eyes were dark grey, void of an iris or pupils.

Arc-Mi-Die might have been the driving force behind the terror engulfing the galaxy, but it was J who actually carried out the orders or delivered them to other mercenaries and pirates who were under Arc-Mi-Die’s payroll.

The only other beings Arc-Mi-Die saw on a regular basis were the pair of Woghort guards, stationed within his secure chambers. Anyone gaining access through the door to the warlord’s chambers would have to face the two Woghorts before they could take another step. Not even they could approach within twenty feet of Arc-Mi-Die without activating the automated defense measures that provided one of the final layers of the warlord’s security.

Only J was allowed within the perimeter of his master’s automated turrets and blaster system. However, the Treagon barrier, which lay inside that defensive field, ensured that not even J could get within hand’s reach of Arc-Mi-Die.

After being called, the outer door to the warlord’s lair opened. J stood in the doorway. Its eyes scanned left, then right, looking at both Woghort guards before stepping further into the room. They patted the android down even though J’s security protocol would trigger an automatic self-destruct if anyone tried to tamper with its programming.

Every time it was unnecessarily searched, J remained silent and emotionless, never acknowledging or arguing with how the guards treated it. When it was cleared, the android walked to the edge of the defensive perimeter of the windowless room that Arc-Mi-Die called home.

“What news do you have for me?” the warlord asked, both of his mouths already grinning in anticipation of what J might tell him.

“My lord, the Round Table forces have destroyed the Excalibur vessel above Edsall Dark.”

J was installed with advanced reactionary processing, meaning its initial social programming could learn behavior patterns in others. That was why the android knew the update it offered, even though it might send others into a fit of rage, would actually please Arc-Mi-Die.

Indeed, the warlord roared with laughter, both sets of razor teeth revealed and shining under the artificial light of the room.

“Finally,” Arc-Mi-Die laughed. “I was beginning to think they would never do anything.”

J expected this response because its programming had evolved to allow him to understand most of the warlord’s true intentions. Even though he claimed otherwise, much of what Arc-Mi-Die did wasn’t for the end result it brought about. Instead, the android assessed that most of the warlord’s actions were driven by the need for the initial reactions he received instead of the ultimate payment or victory he later obtained through his illegal dealings.

Arc-Mi-Die had issued a demand for part of the Round Table’s fleet in exchange for not carrying out anymore Excalibur attacks. But the enjoyment he got from experiencing the representatives utterly paralysis and indecision far exceeded the expectation he had of being given any ships.

The warlord strode from one side of his tiny self-imposed cell to the other. “One ship above one city brought the entire galaxy’s leadership to a standstill. They were helpless to figure out what they should do.” Then, turning back to J, he smiled and said, “This is going to be easier than I thought.”

“How would you like me to respond, my lord?”

Rather than provide an immediate answer, Arc-Mi-Die paced back and forth within the confines of the Treagon barrier, laughing the entire time.

On the opposite side of the room, the pair of Woghort guards snorted with delight, happy to see their boss in a good mood because that was when they were more likely to enjoy a special meal or receive a pitcher of ale.

“How should we respond?” Arc-Mi-Die said, not intending to get a response, merely enjoying the sound of his own voice, delighting in the afterglow of what he considered a victory. “We could send another ship to another capital and do the same thing. Or we could destroy a random colony and let them know we haven’t forgotten about the rest of the galaxy.”

He turned and looked behind him, the way someone would if they were enjoying a view of the stars and the galaxy instead of plain grey metal.

What J had come to understand about the warlord was the mentality his master had. Arc-Mi-Die had created this lair for himself so he wouldn’t be found, but a part of him considered it to be a sort of prison that he would one day free himself of. Because of that, even though he delighted in terrorizing the galaxy, he also blamed everyone and everything for his having to be in a room without any sunlight, without any access to fresh air or a glimpse of the sky.

“But we won’t do any of those things,” Arc-Mi-Die said. He turned and faced J again. “I want you to send the Round Table a message. Tell them I easily could do those things I just mentioned and even worse. Tell them I won’t if they turn over half their fleet to me, along with androids to fly the vessels. But now, I also want every planet, moon, and colony that used to be part of the Vonnegan Empire. If they give me all of that, I promise to stop terrorizing the galaxy.”

“Is that all, my lord?”

Both of Arc-Mi-Die’s mouths broke into huge grins. Both sets of arms came together to form a pair of clapping hands. “You know what?” Both of his eyes glittered with crazed energy. “Let’s go ahead and blow up a colony as well. Just for good measure.”

“Very well, my lord.”

J turned and began walking back to the door. He knew, just as Arc-Mi-Die did, that there was no way the Round Table would agree to such demands if they had balked at far lesser terms. But he also knew that Arc-Mi-Die already realized that and was planning for them to either become stuck in another cycle of indecision or else issue a rejection that would allow the warlord to feel as if his next attack was their fault and not his.

What the android couldn’t figure out, not even with his advanced reactionary processing, was what the warlord’s ultimate goal was, what endgame he was working toward.
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Old habits died hard. Even though she was alone in the cockpit of her Type III Burst shuttle and even though her armor served no purpose while piloting the craft, Lancelot wore her entire Carthagen suit. Even the helmet.

In the weeks since leaving the Orleans asteroid field, she had travelled to many different parts of the galaxy. She had visited the planet where she was born and where her father had been forced to flee. However, having little recollection from her early childhood, she had no idea what city she was from on the planet. There was no one on Tertiary-Go she could ask. It had been twenty years since she had been on the ocean-covered world. She had no frame of reference, only vague memories of mild weather and pretty clouds and the constant sound of waves. Regardless of which floating city she visited, no part of the planet seemed familiar. Somewhere on Tertiary-Go, her mother and father had fallen in love and Lancelot—Arc-Mi-Joan—had been born. Wherever those things had happened, they weren’t part of the existence she now knew.

In total, she had remained as a visitor on the planet for less than two days. Part of the reason she left was because it may have been the place where she was born and the place her father had lived, but it wasn’t her home. But the other reason was because she realized that each floating city’s constant bobbing up and down made her nauseous, and no setting within her armor, no matter how advanced it was, could counteract the queasiness in her stomach.

As she reboarded the shuttle, she had needed to put a hand against its side to brace herself from the sea sickness of the swaying cities. She knew, as she fired up the engines, that she would never return.

The problem was that if Tertiary-Go wasn’t going to be the place she considered home and neither was the Carthagen asteroid field where she had just spent the last twenty years of her life, she had no idea where home was. Her lungs burned when she was honest with herself because that was when she admitted that the shuttle she was flying felt more like her sanctuary than any planet or colony in the galaxy. That confession was particularly depressing because it wasn’t as though the ship had been a part of her life on numerous adventures. It was nothing more than a vessel she flew because it had been there when she needed to get away. The place she was most comfortable in the entire galaxy was a ship she had only piloted for a few weeks. She had enough self-awareness to realize it was the second place—her private chamber within the asteroid was the first—that she gravitated to because it guaranteed she would be alone.

Her only occasional visitors were Mortimous and the cloaked woman. When one of them did appear, they didn’t seem to think Lancelot’s circumstances were bad at all. To the contrary, they seemed to think the shuttle was a fabulous place, a step up from serving the Carthagens.

“But Lancelot,” the woman under tan robes was fond of saying. “You used to only be able to take off your helmet in your private chamber.” She said this even though Lancelot still wore the helmet when it wasn’t necessary. The woman added, “And you were stuck with the Carthagens. Now, you can go anyway in the galaxy you want, and you can wear the helmet or not. Whatever you please.”

The woman’s positive outlook was infuriating in a way that exceeded the frustration Lancelot felt each time Mortimous answered questions by asking ones of his own.

While it was true that Lancelot could theoretically go wherever she pleased, she instead went from one destination to another with a clear purpose driving her.

In the heart of the Plusodien Sector, Crantive-8 was a colony placed on a desolate grey planet. One of the only nice things anyone had to say about Crantive-8 was that it was the planet of a thousand different hues of grey. The mountains, the frozen lakes, the tundra—all of it was one shade of grey or another. Yet all of it managed to distinguish itself from the adjoining terrain. The result was a planet that looked like an artist’s sketch of a planet rather than a place where creatures should ever think about living.

What Crantive-8 was most commonly known for, however, was its gambling, debauchery, thieving, and other illicit behavior. In the years since Lord Plonnenst turned his kingdom over to the Round Table, it seemed as though every questionable character found their way to the colony within the grey planet in order to satisfy whatever ill habit they possessed. If you were avoiding paying a debt, wanted to place a wager on just about anything, or wanted to hire a bounty hunter, Crantive-8 was where you went.

Lancelot was going there for a completely different reason.

Her shuttle descended toward the planet, entered the clear containment field that surrounded the colony, then changed directions slightly to head toward the spaceport. The landing bay wasn’t filled with shining transports or standardized ships. Instead, vessels of all sorts were arrayed. Almost none of them resembled the original crafts that had come off the shipyards. Instead, they had all undergone continual upgrades, modifications, and repairs. Some of the work was done to alter a ship after it had been stolen so the original owner wouldn’t be able to find it. Some alterations were to fix ships after run-ins with pirates and gangsters and other types.

She guided the shuttle to an open spot, set the ship’s security protocol, then lowered the ramp. At the bottom of the walkway, at the floor of the spaceport, a winged alien, the size of a human child, fluttered over to her.

“Your ship will be gone when you get back unless you pay someone to watch it.”

“Thanks,” Lancelot said, her voice metallic and void of emotion through her helmet. “But I initiated the security sequence. It’ll be fine.”

The winged alien hovered in the air a dozen feet from the newest arrival to Crantive-8. Upon hearing what she had to say, he burst out laughing in a series of squawks.

“Buddy, the thieves here can steal any ship unless you pay someone to watch it.”

Lancelot had been about to leave the spaceport. Instead, she stopped and considered what she had been told. The truth was she didn’t know anything about spaceports like the one she had just landed on. Growing up in an asteroid ensured that there were many things she was unfamiliar with. She could tell, though, from the way the alien spoke that he believed what he was saying.

“Buddy,” she said, not intending for the word to sound the least bit friendly, “if I pay you to watch it, my ship could also get stolen, and I would also be out of the money I paid you to watch it.”

“True, true, very true,” the alien said. His wings fluttered faster and he turned and began to fly away. “Oh well, I tried to warn you.”

Lancelot faced her shuttle and assessed the situation. It was very possible that the alien was right and that the ship might not be there when she got back from her errand. Raising her four hands, she touched the handles of each of her four weapons. Both Meursaults and both vibro lances were in their sheathes on the back of her armor. Those four weapons were the only things she cared about. That was part of the reason she touched them, because of the comfort it offered. The other reason was to warn anyone watching her from a dark corner of the cavernous spaceport that she wasn’t to be messed with.

Finally, she turned and began walking away from her shuttle. If someone took the ship she had arrived on, they wouldn’t be taking anything that couldn’t be replaced. Yes, it was the closest thing she currently had to a home, but after leaving the asteroids she had lived in for twenty years, giving up a ship after a short time of travel wasn’t a big deal.

“Each loss is easier to move past.” That’s what the cloaked woman had told her once.

Maybe that was true.

There were a hundred other vessels parked in the same spaceport. If someone took her shuttle, she would either find the thieves and get it back or else take one of their ships. Or, if she had to, she would steal a random vessel.

She was only a hundred feet away from her shuttle, close to the alleys behind the spaceport, when a pack of Gorillians appeared around the corner, saw her by herself, and began walking directly toward her.

The Gorillians varied in color from tan to light brown to dark brown, but each had short, thick legs and arms that were long enough to drag across the ground and that were just as thick as their upper legs. Each had short, coarse hair that covered every part of their body. They snorted to each other through upturned noses. None of them realized that Lancelot’s helmet had translation software installed that would let her know exactly what they were saying.

Through the speaker inside her helmet, the computerized voice turned one of the Gorillian’s grunts into, “Another dumb sucker.”

Another grunted back, “That armor looks like it could be sold for a good price.”

“Hello, gentleman,” she said to the six Gorillians. “I’m looking for a pair of Turgdorians. Can you point me in the right direction?”

Once they were within ten feet of her, the Gorillians moved to her sides and began circling her. All of them, except for the one she assumed to be their leader, thought her question was hilarious and snorted in amusement.

“No?” Lancelot said. “Haven’t seen any Turgdorians recently?”

The Gorillians continued to circle her. Their leader was the only one who remained in front of her, assessing her armor and how much he might be able to sell it for.

A series of snorts was translated into Lancelot’s helmet as, “After we kill it, let’s find whatever ship it arrived on and sell that too.”

Another of the Gorillians growled a question to the others, to which she answered, “It’s Carthagen armor. If you had ever been near the Cartha sector, you would know that.”

While she had enjoyed the small advantage of listening to them without them knowing she could understand them, her patience was wearing thin.

One of the Gorillians pounded his chest with his oversized fists. Another stomped the ground. She guessed these were things that were supposed to intimidate her.

“I’m hoping you can tell me where I might find a pair of Turgdorians,” she said again.

The Gorillians growled at her insistence and by the fact that she wasn’t terrified by their displays of might while she was surrounded. The one that had slammed both of his fists against his chest now also barred his fangs. Before he could do anything else, Lancelot reached out with one of her longer, upper arms and grabbed the Gorillian by the throat.

No human would have a hope of moving a Gorillian. Without the armor she was wearing or a CAB suit equivalent, the alien would have laughed the gesture away before killing her. She guessed each of the beings surrounding her weighed half a ton, all of which was muscle. With the aid of the Carthagen armor, though, things were different. The Gorillian gagged under the force of her grip.

Lancelot jerked her hand toward the ground, pulling the Gorillian forward and off balance. With the shorter arm on her same side, she punched its neck, then drove her knee up through its sternum. By itself, the force of her punch would have sent the Gorillian stumbling sideways. Combined with the knee and with a push Lancelot gave, the alien stumbled backward without any hope of staying on its feet. It crashed into a series of crates beyond the perimeter of the other Gorillians, where it disappeared under the collapsed stack of crates. The entire attack had taken no longer than a split second.

The leader growled a set of commands. Before the Gorillians could carry them out, however, Lancelot withdrew both vibro lances and both Meursaults. Two streaks of metal extended from the lance’s handles and ignited with energy. Two streaks of silver vapor formed where the invisible swords cut through the air.

There were five of them and she only had four weapons. It was the kind of basic math that every criminal and every member of the galactic underworld cared about. Pirates, basic goons such as these Gorillians, only attacked when they outnumbered their target. Realizing this, Lancelot lunged forward, driving one of the lances through the chest of the Gorillian’s leader. Without pause, she withdrew the blade and re-centered it toward another of the criminals. The leader, more muscular than the rest, clutched his chest and grunted in agony, then dropped to the ground.

“There we go,” Lancelot said. “Now there’s a blade for each of you.”

Still alive, the leader tried to growl instructions to the rest of his gang but was unable to do so because of the injury and the pain flooding over him. A moment later, he was quiet and motionless on the ground.

Lancelot scanned the other aliens around her. “It looks like you’ll need a new leader. I suggest you focus on that instead of on me.”

The remaining four roared and dove for her at the same time. A pair of silver vapors passed through the air to either of her sides. One of the long energized lances pointed in front of her while the other pointed behind her. The Gorillians diving at her from either blindspot were cut clean in half by the Meursaults. The aliens in front of and behind her had their shoulders impaled by her lances, which made them offer a second roar, this one of pain rather than of violence.

She thought about telling them she would let them go if they agreed to leave in peace. It would have been nothing more than wishful thinking, though. Aliens like these wouldn’t go away for long. Instead, they would find weapons and wait for her to return to the spaceport. Knowing this, she withdrew both lances, adjusted her aim, and then impaled both Gorillians a second and third time, stabbing them with the vibro lance as if it were a ten-foot long knife. Both aliens dropped to the ground and went motionless.

Dead Gorillians littered the ground in a circle around her. The sound of crates shifting to her side caught her attention. The alien she had first grabbed by the throat was getting back up to his feet. Before he could collect himself, she took two steps toward him and grabbed him by both shoulders. Gorillians were pure strength and weren’t used to being outmuscled. Lancelot’s suit held the alien in place no matter how unhappy the alien sounded and how much it tried to push her away.

“Stop fighting unless you want to end up like your friends.”

The Gorillian ceased its growling and looked at the ground behind her. Every bit of fight went out of it and it began to make soft yelping noises that young Gorillians probably made when looking for their mothers.

“You can still get out of here alive,” she told him. “Just tell me where I can find the pair of Turgdorians.”

The alien’s head rolled left and right as he tried to deal with the loss of his gang. Snot bubbled out of its wide nostrils. He whimpered an answer and Lancelot’s gloved hands released their grip.

For a split second, the Gorillian seemed to assess whether or not it could tackle Lancelot and use its weight and brute strength to kill her. She didn’t blame it for envisioning this scenario; she would have done the same if she were in its situation. Seeing his dead companions, the notion vanished as fast as it had arrived, and the alien walked away, slouched forward, its knuckles dragging as it walked.

After it was gone, Lancelot turned and began heading in the direction of the bar where the Turgdorians supposedly hung out.
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With the Excalibur vessel destroyed and its debris obliterated before it could fall on CamaLon, the great vessels that comprised the Round Table fleet landed outside the city limits where there was room to accommodate them all. The fields beyond the capital wall, which, years earlier, had been the sight of one of the most violent ground battles in galactic history, became a parking lot for enormous flagships.

Dozens of ground transports took the crewmembers from their ships and carried them back to the main CamaLon gate. On board a transport taking personnel from the HC Ballistic Cruiser, Julian, Talbot, and dozens of officers all sat and watched the capital wall grow larger as they approached.

The Cruiser was the last flagship to land, and so the hundreds of people aboard each of the other vessels were already rejoining their cheering families in the city. By the time Julian and Talbot walked down the ramp of the transport that hovered four feet off the ground, there were thousands of people gathered by CamaLon’s gates and the main city square located just within the towering wall.

Not used to natural sunlight reflecting off of every surface, Julian squinted as he made his way down the ramp. Although he saw the sun as much from his flagship as the people down on Edsall Dark, each vessel had tinted viewports that filtered out the intensity of the light. It took him a moment, as it also did Talbot and the others, for his eyes to adjust and for him to get his bearings.

As his vision changed from seeing vague, grey shapes to a colorful array of beings, he began to appreciate just how many people had gathered in one place. At the same time he noticed the crowd, the throngs of citizens spotted him amongst the collection of officers.

“General Reiser!”

“There he is!”

“We love you!”

The crowd grew louder until each person became drowned out by the collective yelling and applause. Julian looked for Margaret, but in the throngs of people massed shoulder to shoulder he had no chance of finding her.

A woman shouted, “General Reiser, we love you.”

“All hail, General Reiser!” an old man bellowed.

Octo, the most vocal supporter of Julian amongst the representatives, made his way through the crowd with Winchester and a group of six others. Margaret was with them. Following that group were Hector and Cash and some of the other representatives.

“General, nice to see you again,” Octo said with a grin as he extended a hand.

Before Julian could shake his associate’s hand, Margaret dashed ahead and wrapped both arms around her husband.

“Margaret,” he said into her ear, not wanting to let go of her.

“Julian.”

They held each other for a moment, then Margaret turned to scan for the other people near her.

“Mom,” Talbot said, walking beside Julian.

Margaret let go of her husband and squeezed her son so hard he grunted.

Everyone around them was shouting congratulations and praise. With each volley of accolades toward the returning soldiers, but mainly directed at their leader, the crowd grew more energized.

“General Reiser saved us,” an old woman said, looking up at the sky that no longer had a warlord’s threat floating above it.

“No one else could have led the Round Table fleet into the Cartha sector,” another shouted.

“All hail, General Reiser!”

Julian held up a hand to quiet the crowd but his gesture was interpreted by the throngs of supporters as modesty, of him appearing to think he didn’t deserve the praise, which only made the crowd cheer even louder.

He turned to Talbot and Margaret, whose hand he was holding, and said, “Let’s go home.”

“Julian.”

General Reiser stopped walking and turned around to find who had spoken to him. What had caught his attention wasn’t his name being called—thousands of people were doing the same—it was that even though a cacophony of noises bombarded him, one voice had managed to become clear and distinct amongst the din. He frowned and scanned the faces in the crowd.

With Julian frozen in place, both eyebrows curled into a frown, Margaret asked what was wrong.

“Julian,” the voice said again.

Rather than answer, Julian kept looking for the man who had managed to make his voice heard over thousands of others. As he did, he began to realize why it bothered him. The voice calling out to him was one that not only seemed to penetrate all other noise, it was also one he had heard frequently during the campaign.

It was the voice of the man who appeared in his dreams. It was the voice he had first heard in the cave that Lancelot called home, and it was the same one that called to him in dreams he could never clearly recall.

No matter how much he looked at each person around him, though, none of them were the mysterious cloaked figure. He wanted to call out and ask where the man was but knew this would alarm and confuse his family and the representatives that had come to greet him.

“Beware the tide of this march,” the voice said so clearly that it was as if the speaker were whispering into Julian’s ear.

Julian spun around, and yet there were only his friends and family nearby. In the distance, across the field, a black robe caught his attention. The figure, a hood covering its face, was standing at the top of the ramp leading from the HC Ballistic Cruiser. Although all he could see from that distance was a vague outline, Julian got the impression the man was looking across the crowds, directly at him.

A flurry of thoughts crossed Julian’s mind. He wanted to call out and ask who the man was. He wanted to yell that there was no possible way someone could appear in his dreams, let alone be on one side of the galaxy and then also on the other. After all, to get aboard the Cruiser, the robed figure from Lancelot’s cave would have needed to find a way to board Brigadier Desttro’s transport along with Julian and Talbot at the edge of the asteroid, and Julian was positive no one else had been there. He also knew there was no logical way the robed man should be heard over the frenzy of people in the crowd, especially not from that distance. And yet the voice hadn’t yelled, it had sounded more like a calm warning.

Instead of saying anything, he stared directly at the distant figure, trying to make out who it could be.

Who are you? Julian thought.

To which the man said, or somehow thought the sentence into Julian’s mind from words unspoken, “Beware the tide of this march.”

Julian yanked at Margaret’s hand so she was facing the same direction. He pointed at the Carrier’s ramp. “Do you see that man?” 

No one was there anymore, though. If they had been there at all.

“What are you talking about?” Margaret asked.

Julian squinted, willing the man to reappear. When no one did, he muttered, “I’m tired. The sun must have played a trick with my eyes.”

“Welcome back, General Reiser.”

Julian turned and saw the massive form that was Hector’s upper body resting upon his energy disk. His old friend was smiling and it was obvious that even though Hector hadn’t agreed with the Round Table’s campaign, he was glad that Julian and Talbot were both alive and safe.

“It’s good to be back,” Julian said.

He was going to move toward Hector, pat him on the shoulder, and say he wished he had listened to his friend’s warnings before taking the fleet off to the edges of the known galaxy. But before he could, the crowd surged forward, pushing Julian along with it.

He turned back to Hector and shouted, “I’m sorry. Let’s talk later. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

But the words were lost in the mob of cheers and people chanting Julian’s name.
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“I’m sorry, Hector. Let’s talk later. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

Hector watched as the crowd of people swelled around Julian, pushing him further through the streets, closer to the city center. Portia, having returned to their home, was no longer by his side. In her place, Cash watched what was happening and shook his head.

“I can’t believe they’re celebrating,” Cash said in a low grumble. “It’s like they don’t realize a quarter of the fleet was lost doing something the original founder of the Round Table never would have agreed with.” After another chorus of cheers for General Reiser, he added, “Do you see what’s happening?”

“No,” Hector said, his tone unenthused as if he were half asleep.

“You’d have to be blind not to see it.”

Hector turned toward his friend. With his physical stature, that was usually enough for people to explain whether they had meant an offense or not.

Cash held his hands up in apology, realizing he had misspoken, and said, “Just watch.”

Not wanting to see whatever it was that Cash was talking about, Hector swiveled so his energy disk rotated toward the direction of his home. He had only just begun to move when Cash reached out and grabbed his arm. All around them, people were still shouting.

“General Reiser! General Reiser!”

“All hail the general.”

“Someone should put him in charge of the Round Table. Then we’d see results!”

“Listen to them,” Cash said to his friend. “They want a leader.” When Hector sighed, Cash held up a hand. “No, listen. I can’t see the world through your eyes. I don’t know what you’re thinking. But I do know you abhor war and conquest more than anyone else alive today. This parade started as a celebration for a hero, but it’s quickly turning into a call for a ruler.”

Hector shook his head. When he blinked, it took effort to re-open his eyes.

“Cash, everything will work out. I know it doesn’t always seem that way, but it will.”

“Maybe I mistook the look on your face,” Cash said, still staring at the crowds of Julian’s cheering supporters.

Hector turned and faced his friend. “What do you mean?”

“You say everything will work out but I see you holding your breath as you watch the crowd. I see the vein bulging from your temples. It betrays how much you’re truly bothered.”

In the distance, Julian and his wife and the others could barely be seen anymore. The only way to spot them was to track the center of the mass of people swirling about the person they were celebrating.

A man shouted, “General Reiser saved us from Arc-Mi-Die; while the Round Table did nothing but hide.”

A boy yelled, “Make General Reiser the boss; the Round Table was our only loss.”

Cash said, “You would never say it—I don’t think you would even admit it to yourself—but the only person these people should be cheering for is you. You’re the one who turned away from war. You certainly didn’t embrace it like our supposed hero.”

Hector shook his head. “You have to stop talking like that, Cash. What would you have me do?”

A pair of women bumped into Cash, barely noticing they had done so, and continued on following the crowds. A boy was placed atop his father’s shoulders so he could get a better glimpse of which direction Julian and the others had gone.

Cash said, “The people aren’t going to stop yelling, they’re only going to get louder.”

“So?”

Cash rolled his eyes, then shouted, “All hail General Reiser!”

A hundred people nearby repeated the call.

Hector grabbed Cash by the arm. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Why does it bother you when I say it? Don’t you see what’s happening? Pretty soon they’re going to be calling him King Reiser or Emperor Reiser.”

A boy walked by and said, “All hail King Keiser?” as if trying out the phrase.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Hector said, but he could barely get the words out. Some of the people around him were yelling that they didn’t need the Round Table at all, just General Reiser. “They don’t know what they’re saying,” he mumbled.

Cash looked at the people all around them. “Don’t they? They seem to know exactly what they’re saying.”

Hector shook his head. “I know Julian. He only wants what’s best for everyone. He has more honor than just about anyone.”

“All hail General Reiser,” a boy shouted.

“King Reiser!” Cash yelled back as if in competition. Then, turning to his friend, added, “I know you to be a man of virtue, Hector. But I also know you like to see the best in others, even if they can’t live up to your expectations.”

“Cash—”

“I’d rather die than sit and watch the Round Table fall apart.”

“It’s not going to—”

Cash waved a hand for silence. “I was born free. So were you. But many in the Round Table weren’t. They only are today because of what Vere sacrificed. What you sacrificed.” He looked all around with a bitter expression on his face. “The Round Table sent General Reiser on a campaign we didn’t agree with, but something even worse than winning or losing happened—the people found their new ruler.”

“You’re going too far, Cash.”

“The worst part, my friend, is that you don’t even see it. It’s happening right in front of you and you don’t see it.”

A group of three children pushed in between Cash and Hector on their way to keep up with the rest of the crowd.

“General Reiser saved us from the warlord when the Round Table wouldn’t do anything,” one said.

“Arc-Mi-Die won’t be so tough now that Reiser is back,” another called.

The third asked, “Why can’t we just have him instead of the Round Table?”

To which Cash let out a long exhale and said, “Indeed.”



  	9









The Turgdorians were said to frequent a bar at the far end of the colony. To get there, Lancelot had to walk through hundreds of yards of dark alleys and dimly lit streets. The ground was littered with puddles that alternated between spilt ale, places where criminals and goons had gone to the bathroom, blood lost during random fights, and trash that people hadn’t bothered to throw away.

Lancelot felt as if her armor was an extension of her body, and so she hated stepping through the puddles and hearing the splash or squish each time one of her four heavy boots stomped the ground and sprayed filth.

At one of the intersections she came to, an enormous stocky alien, wider than it was tall, held a human against a mesh fence. The alien’s hand was too large to hold the man by his neck. Instead, its palm encompassed the man’s entire skull, holding it in place while the human cried.

“Please, I’ll pay what I owe,” the man blabbered. “I swear I’ll pay.”

Lancelot continued past them, not bothering to intervene on the man’s behalf. She was there on her own mission, not to care for others. She did, however, make a quick assessment of the alien in case she ran into it some other time.

“Please help,” the human called out to Lancelot.

The man’s eyes were covered by the alien’s enormous palm, but Lancelot was sure if she could have seen them they would have possessed the fleeting hope that a stranger might intervene. The alien, its mighty hand gripping the man’s head like a small toy, turned and looked at Lancelot.

Just having the beast turn and look at her was enough to make Lancelot’s gloved hands twitch in the direction of her four weapons.

Don’t say a single word to me, she thought, or I’ll have to come over there; and you don’t want that.

The alien merely snorted, then turned its attention back to the human. Lancelot, satisfied that no insult had been issued, continued toward the bar where the Turgdorians were said to hang out. The man, his one hope for protection disappearing into the darkness, began to cry again.

Around the next corner, Lancelot passed a group of six brawlers. Two were human, one a Gthothch, two Watchneens, and one a muscular horned alien with sand-colored skin that was covered with dark wrinkles. The six tore each other apart. The two humans, their bodies not made for that type of fighting, were the first to be defeated, both motionless on the ground in a pool of their own blood.

Lancelot withdrew her pair of vibro lances and ignited them. Two long beams of glowing metal extended straight ahead, toward the remaining four fighters. The four aliens took note of her and her weapons, moved to either side of the street to allow her to pass, then, once she was past, resumed their fighting. Lancelot, satisfied they were no threat, de-ignited both lances and put their handles back into their sheathes behind her shoulders.

Around the next corner, a half human, half lizard was pushed out of a bar’s entrance hard enough to send the human-alien hybrid flying into Lancelot. Lancelot growled and turned to look at the bar to see if anyone was close enough to pose a threat. Seeing no satisfaction would be gained that way, she scooped the drunkard into the air with her two longer arms, held him over her head, then threw him back through the bar’s entrance with enough force to knock over anyone on the other side of the door.

Further down the street, a bounty hunter dressed in Mark-IV armor pointed a blaster at her. The bounty hunter’s armor was various shades of brown and yellow. From its reputation, she knew the armor was blast-proof. The person pointing the blaster at her was taller and skinnier than a human. His helmet’s visor was tinted so his face couldn’t be seen. The blaster in his hand waivered slightly, and Lancelot could see he was either drunk or inexperienced at his craft.

 “I’ll let you pass if you pay the toll,” the bounty hunter said.

Lancelot stopped in place. “Just out of curiosity, what is the toll?”

“How much do you have?”

Lancelot watched the blaster sway slightly to the side before coming back to center again. As soon as the same thing started to happen once more and before the bounty hunter could correct his aim, one of Lancelot’s shorter arms darted to her opposite side, grabbed a vibro lance, and extended it. The bounty hunter was able to get a single shot off, which deflected off of Lancelot’s armor. Then he grunted in agony as the vibro lance ignited and was driven straight through his chest.

Lancelot waited until the full weight of the bounty hunter rested on the vibro lance. That was the sign that he was either dead or too far gone to control his legs. The vibro lance retracted back to the handle and the bounty hunter collapsed to the ground as a motionless sack of Mark-IV armor.

She continued further down the alley. Behind her, a variety of aliens came out of the shadows and began rifling over the fallen bounty hunter, taking its armor and looking for anything else of value.

At the edge of the colony, she looked out at the containment field that protected everyone from Crantive-8’s natural environment. It was mostly clear but also had a slight tinge of white energy that made it look like the barren landscape was covered in drying milk. Also outside the containment field was a collection of bodies of various types of aliens. Some might have accidently stumbled through the containment field in a drunken stupor. They would have immediately been exposed to the harsh air of the planet and died. Others had been tossed out there after dying in bar fights or after being found by the goons they had been trying to hide from.

The bar she was looking for was directly next to the containment field, the very last establishment on the street. A bouncer was stationed outside—the owner’s effort to control the types of patrons and weapons that went inside. The bouncer was a control-mech android. It had the same analytical abilities of most other androids but its body was twice as tall and three times as wide as an average human. It had ion gloves that, when they touched any living being, sent pulses of energy through them, causing the recipient’s muscles to seize. It had Type III blast-proof armor that could not only deflect lasers from handheld and mid-size blasters but also absorb small explosives.

“Turn over any weapons you are carrying and you may enter,” the control-mech android said when Lancelot began to approach the door. Its voice was a deep and ominous version of a classic computerized language program.

Exactly ten feet away from the bouncer, Lancelot paused.

“I’m not going to hand over my weapons. And you will not survive if you try to confiscate them.”

She withdrew both vibro lances and both Meursaults to show the android so he could assess the reality of what she was saying.

“I am programmed to confiscate all weapons before entry.”

“I understand,” Lancelot said. “Is there any way you can override your programming in order to continue functioning?”

“I’m sorry, there is not.”

“I understand.”

Lancelot ignited her vibro lances and jabbed them at the control-mech. Both beams of metal shot out and burst with energy. To her surprise, the android was fast enough to evade the attack. Both of its gauntlets burst into a buzzing energy that grabbed the ends of either lance before they could be driven through its shoulders.

For a moment, the two of them stared at each other, the mech android holding the lances in place and Lancelot pushing forward with the full weight of her Carthagen armor. A moment later she retracted the weapons and the bouncer was left with nothing to hold. Instead, Lancelot stepped forward and brought both Meursaults down toward it. The android’s hands came up to grab these weapons as well but the blades, too slight even to be seen by the human eye, and so microscopically thin as to be able to cut almost every known material in the galaxy, sliced through the android’s gauntlets with ease. Both armored gloves fell to the ground. Two streaks of vapor flowed through the air to show where the blades had passed.

Lancelot’s next pair of strikes cut off the control-mech’s arms at the elbows. The next two took off its head, then cut its body clean in half.

“I am programmed... to confiscate... all weapons...” the motorized voice said as it began to lose power.

“You’re programming was your downfall,” she said, stepping over its remains.

Without wasting any more time, she pushed the door open and entered the bar.
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Hector shook his head and sighed. The crowd continued to flow through CamaLon’s streets to follow Julian’s celebration.

“The shouting is starting to wear on me,” he said to Cash. “I’m happy Julian is home and that the Excalibur vessel is no longer above Edsall Dark, but the extent of the revelry is...”

“Fit for a king?” Cash said.

Hector closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Instead of hundreds or thousands of people yelling separate cheers as they had minutes earlier, coordinated chants began to fill the city streets.

“Long live General Reiser. Long live General Reiser.”

Cash rubbed his chin. “They honor him the way we’re taught to celebrate the heroes of old, the people we made statues of.”

Hector gave his best attempt at a smile. “Sometimes, men are just carried along by life and sometimes they’re the masters of their own fate. Julian is allowed to get caught up in the moment. He’ll come to his senses, though.”

“The difference isn’t in the stars,” Cash said, “but in each person. You’re here because you saw what war did and you hated it. Julian is here because he wanted to win glory.”

“Cash—”

“This is what he wants, Hector. He’s not tolerating it, he’s encouraging it. The only person in this city who deserves this kind of praise is you.” He pointed a finger at his friend. “But you’d never allow them to hold you in that kind of esteem. That’s what’s so troubling about how Julian lavishes in it.”

“I truly think you’re making too big a deal of all this.

Pistol found Hector in the crowd and made his way to his side. In the first few weeks and months after Vere’s disappearance, Hector hadn’t felt right about inheriting her helper android. Now, he didn’t think he would be able to function at the Round Table without all of the support Pistol provided.

They nodded to each other without speaking, which was one of the things Hector appreciated about the android’s programming.

Cash turned to Pistol and told him that his boss was one of the most stubborn people he had ever met.

“You haven’t met half the people I’ve known, then,” the android replied, which made Hector smile.

They allowed the mass of people to push them closer to the first main intersection of streets in the capital. Julian and the main part of the crowd were gone but the stream of followers still filtered in from every direction.

After a few minutes, the chorus of cheers began to increase again. Hector and Cash both looked for the source. Julian and Margaret, with Octo, Talbot, and a group of others beside them, had made their way through a few of the city streets and were circling back upon the city square where the celebration had begun. They were met by the thousands of cheering beings of every species and race. Some sat quietly in the corners, mourning the loss of their loved ones, but they were drowned out by the frenzied mobs.

Thousands of people sang General Reiser’s name. As they continued to cheer, Julian did nothing to quell their frenzy.

Cash leaned closer to Hector and whispered. “I hope you think about it long and hard.” Then, to Pistol, added, “Maybe you can talk some sense into him.”



  	11









Standing a few paces behind his father, Talbot was amazed by the crowd’s reaction. The cacophony of screaming was just as loud as the chaos that had filled the Carthagen tunnels, and yet this was a completely different energy that surrounded him. People were cheering Julian—his father—the way they celebrated the legendary heroes he had read about as a child. All around him were people who credited Julian with not only expanding the Round Table and giving freedom to millions who lived in far-off sectors, but also for eliminating the threat that Arc-Mi-Die had put over them.

He could see the relief in the human’s and alien’s faces as he made his way through the streets of CamaLon. Mothers and fathers cried with happiness as they yelled his father’s name. Their children struggled to get a glimpse of the general. Young and old alike saw someone who, in a single moment of decisiveness, had done what the representatives had failed to do after endless bickering.

Everywhere he looked, the people cheered. They were atop the capital wall, packed on every street, standing at open windows that lined the celebration route. None of them questioned why some of the flagships were missing from the fleet’s return. None of them mentioned the absent officers and crew that had been aboard those vessels. The only thing of importance at that moment was that a man had stood up to evil in every form and had made the galaxy a better place.

Eventually, the parade route looped back around toward where it had begun. Through the still open main gate, Talbot saw the flagships in the distance. He also saw Hector talking to one of the other representatives. Breaking off from the main group where Julian, Margaret, and Octo were, Talbot walked to him. As he did, the man beside Hector—the only person in the area who looked miserable—nodded and walked away.

“Talbot,” Hector said, extending a hand.

“Sir,” he replied and smiled. “If I was interrupting, please forgive me.”

“Don’t worry about Cash. He thinks too much. He’s so observant he sometimes sees more than what’s actually there.”

They hugged and Hector leaned away to get a better look at the young man in front of him.

“You’re not a child anymore.” He spoke with a fatherly tone that he rarely had opportunity to use.

Talbot smiled again. Then, looking around at the crowds of people, said, “This is crazy. I’ve never seen a celebration like this before.”

“Not even when we defeated Mowbray,” Hector agreed.

The crowd no longer yelled, “All hail General Reiser.” They merely shouted Julian’s last name, without any needed title, as if he was everything they needed in one person. Their leader. Their ruler. All of it.

Talbot shook his head in a combination of amazement and unease as he listened to the calls. “Right now, it feels awfully odd to share that last name.”

The only word that came to Hector’s tongue was one he had just heard from the man who had just walked away.

“Indeed.”



  	12









The colony of Tantula-7 in the Plusodien Sector was unremarkable. It didn’t contain many people. The few who did live there were miners excavating the unique minerals found on the planet, botanists studying the rare soil conditions, or physicists studying gravity anomalies. In recent months, the colony was best known as being one of the sites where Arc-Mi-Die had kidnapped another scientist.

Outside the colony’s containment field, toxic clouds swirled in miniature tornadoes across the desolate landscape. Above the planet, a ship descended toward the center of the small pocket of civilization.

The vessel, part of the Excalibur Armada, grew larger and larger as it closed the distance between the void of space and the planet’s surface. The few people and aliens on Tantula-7 yelled and ran for cover. There was no safety to be found, however.

A moment later, a brilliant flash of light washed across the colony when the Excalibur vessel detonated. When the explosion dissipated, any sign of civilization was gone, as was the ship that had brought death to another part of the galaxy.
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Lancelot had been in enough dens of thievery over the previous weeks to be ready for anything. With the body of the control-mech still buzzing on the ground behind her, she stepped through the door and scanned her surroundings.

Of the roughly twenty patrons she observed only two were human. The bartender was an android, which was how Lancelot determined there were no Treagon barriers in the establishment. Unlike many of the bars she had been to in her search for the two Turgdorians, there was also no music. What it did have in common with almost every other place she had been was a lack of light. She had noticed during her travels that you could tell how wretched an establishment was by how little light was inside. The true menaces and scum only wanted to go places where they could hide in the shadows.

Even with the almost nonexistent illumination, she could make out the shapes of aliens most people would want to flee from. With her normal eyesight, she could see little more. After the optics in her helmet automatically switched, the extent of the danger around her came into focus.

A hulking beast with short, coarse hair covering every part of it took up one entire corner of the room. The alien was as wide as most of the tables and even sitting on the ground it was ten feet tall. It would have to bend over just to get in and out of the bar.

A pair of amphibians sat in the middle of the establishment. Both had a single ion grenade that they had somehow managed to sneak past the android bouncer. Each alien held the explosive in the palm of their hand as they enjoyed their drink. The grenades were primed and ready to detonate to discourage anyone from trying to pick a fight with them.

In the opposite corner from the beast, she saw who she was looking for. The silhouettes of the figures were thick and bulky. Their necks were as wide as their heads, making it look like they had no necks at all.

Lancelot scanned the room one last time to take a mental catalogue of every possible threat, then made her way across to the far side of the enclosure.

Standing over their table, she said, “I’ve been looking for you two for a while now. You’re tough to find.”

The Turgdorians looked up from their drinks and stared back at her. Neither were the portrait of beauty. Their upturned noses allowed her to see the thick black hairs that filled their nostrils. Their skin was covered in bumps the size of swollen knuckles. They breathed through their mouths, putting their infected gums and yellow teeth on constant display.

The pair of Turgdorians looked at her, then snorted. The noise was translated by Lancelot’s language software as, “Go away.”

The pair of aliens went back to their drinks as if she wasn’t standing there.

Lancelot said, “Two months ago, you were on the colony of Tantula-7.” Still, no response from the thugs. “You kidnapped a doctor.” Without realizing it, one of the Turgdorians’ eyes flickered away from his drink, toward the person standing over him. Lancelot added, “His name was Dr. Ythoul-Ythoul.”

Both aliens looked up at her and grunted. Beside both of them were ion axes, which their enormous monster hands moved towards.

Lancelot cursed herself, having not noticed the weapons earlier. She was also beginning to suspect that many of the regular patrons must have been given access through a rear entrance so they didn’t have their weapons confiscated.

The Turgdorian to her right grumbled a series of noises that were translated to, “My friend told you to leave. Now I’m telling you, too. You have the wrong people. We’ve never been to whatever colony you’re talking about.”

Lancelot put her weight back on the rear two legs of her Carthagen armor. Both sets of arms were crossed to show how little she respected the threat the Turgdorians thought they posed.

“Do you want to know how I’m sure you’re lying?” she asked them. When they didn’t reply, she said, “You opened your stupid, ugly mouths and bragged about it. If you hadn’t tried to impress some other wretched excuse for life, I wouldn’t have heard about it and I wouldn’t be here.”

Both Turgdorians snorted a series of extremely vulgar slurs toward her, laughed, then lifted their mugs for another gulp of ale. Before they knew what was happening, sweet liquid splashed in their laps.

Two streaks of dark vapor drew lines threw the air where the Turgdorians had been holding their drinks. It happened so fast that the aliens didn’t even realize the extent of what had happened until they looked at their soaked pants and saw their hands, lopped off at the wrist, were still gripping the mugs.

Both roared with a combination of outrage and pain. The one to Lancelot’s left used his other hand to clench the stump where his other wrist had been. The Turgdorian to her right ignored the lost hand and reached for his ion axe. Before he could get it, another swish of black mist passed through the air and he was missing his other hand.

The Turgdorians cried with rage, appealing to anyone nearby for help. A series of snorts was translated into Lancelot’s helmet as, “Anyone who helps us will get everything we collected from our last five bounties!”

Lancelot sliced the handles of both of their ion axes in half just to make sure they couldn’t be used against her, then turned to see if anyone in the bar would accept the challenge. Before anyone had a chance to assess how rich they might become if they collected the reward, she withdrew both vibro lances and ignited them. While they glowed, she used her other two hands to twirl both Meursaults to let everyone know, beyond a doubt, that she had a pair of weapons superior to anything they might be holding.

The two amphibians in the middle of the bar gulped the last bit of their drinks, got to their feet, then walked toward the door to leave. A pair of human-sized lizards followed them. Everyone else stared at her, and she knew they were assessing the risk versus the reward.

Still spinning the invisible swords so the trail of mists were constant, she said, “I have no quarrel with anyone else in this room. My issue is with these two Turgdorians. If you leave me be, I will do the same to you.”

A wart-covered, sickly-green alien gulped the last of his drink, belched, then stood and left the bar. He was followed by a gelatinous swirling alien that looked delicate but was known for possessing one of the galaxy’s most lethal toxins.

A rustling came from Lancelot’s side. It was the hulking beast. Lancelot didn’t aim her weapons at it but she did stand on her hind legs and swivel her helmet to see what it would do.

The giant pushed the table away and stood. It had to hunch forward at a ninety-degree angle to keep from hitting its head and back on the ceiling. As large as Lancelot was in her Carthagen armor, the beast was twice as wide, with hands that dwarfed her helmet. It uttered a single growl that lingered in the establishment for ten seconds.

The Turgdorians gave a hopeful snort.

But instead of coming to their defense, the hunched-over hulk nodded to Lancelot, then lumbered toward the bar’s exit and then was gone. Lancelot suspected the enormous alien almost certainly would have been willing to accept the Turgdorians’ deal if it was just a four-armed and four-legged warrior in front of him. But not even the giant would dare take on someone with a pair of Meursaults.

“Smart move,” Lancelot said under her breath. Then, turning her attention back to the pair of goons, listened to their cries.

A noise caught Lancelot’s attention. She spun to defend herself but it was only the two human patrons also deciding it was time to leave.

She turned back to the aliens. “You will answer all of my questions. Anytime you don’t, you’ll see a flash of mist pass through the air. It’ll be so quick you won’t even feel the piece of you that’s missing until you find it on the ground. Do you understand?”

Both Turgdorians snorted in the affirmative.

“The two of you kidnapped a scientist named Dr. Ythoul-Ythoul on the colony of Tantula-7. Is that correct?”

The Turgdorians looked at each other, then gave dual sympathetic snorts. A streak of mist sailed through the air, causing the alien on her right to flinch. A moment later, he realized his over-sized ear, the same dimensions as a human hand, lay on the table in front of him.

“I asked a simple question. I expect a simple answer.”

While his friend howled in pain, the other Turgdorian snorted in the affirmative.

“What did you do with the scientist?”

The Turgdorian to her left was about to turn and see if he should answer when he noticed Lancelot’s hand twitch and a tiny flicker of vapor appear where the Meursault promised an unseen blow.

He snorted a series of noises that were translated into Lancelot’s helmet as, “We jumped from portal to portal, stealing different vessels at each stop, to make sure nobody was following us.”

“Where did you end up?”

The Turgdorian couldn’t help himself. He grimaced and remained silent. A moment later, he too was missing an ear. It thudded on the table next to where his drink had been. Like the first Turgdorian, he also began to bellow in outrage and pain.

In her calmest voice, Lancelot said. “I already know you sold the scientist to Arc-Mi-Die. You aren’t betraying him by telling me what I want to find out.”

As she spoke, her placid speech was translated by the voice modifier in her helmet to sound slightly robotic, completely unemotional. The result, which she fully appreciated, was that she sounded even more cold and brutal than someone who was yelling or losing their patience.

“Now,” she said, “tell me where you exchanged him. Where was the delivery point? Who picked him up?”

She was ready for the Turgdorians to make a last ditch attempt at some form of attack. She was also prepared to bring one or both of the Meursaults down if they did.

In her helmet, after the Turgdorian’s grunts were analyzed, Lancelot heard them say, “An android by the name of J did the swap. On the planet Sceptor-Major.”

“Okay,” Lancelot said, taking a step away from them. “I’m going to go now. I fully appreciate that you could be lying to me. I hope for your sake that you aren’t. I found you once; I can find you again. Do not forget that.”

Both Turgdorians grunted that they were telling the truth.

Without another word, Lancelot turned and exited the bar.
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The lack of representatives in the Great Hall made it seem even more cavernous than usual. When the Round Table wasn’t in session, the empty room resembled a colony without any people within its containment field. The doors opened and instead of hundreds of officials and just as many support androids filing in, only Hector, Cash, and Cimber entered. None of them spoke until the doors to the Great Hall were once again closed, the echo of their presence dissipating in the vast room.

Cimber’s mouth moved as if he were silently talking to himself and he paced back and forth in irritation. When he realized how irate he had become, he placed both hands on the edge of the Round Table to force himself to be still.

“Why did you call us here?” Cash said. “What happened?”

“The parade was bad enough,” Cimber hissed. “Neither of you saw what happened afterward, though.”

Cash, having calmed down following the celebration, seemed unimpressed. “More cheering, I expect.”

Cimber gripped the table until the veins bulged from his hands. “They offered him a crown.”

Until the words were spoken, Hector had been caught up in appreciating the vast expanse of the room around them. Upon hearing his fellow representative, his throat constricted and he found it difficult to breathe.

“Who did?”

“The people. The fools cheering for him in the streets. They started a chant while Julian was standing atop the capital steps. They yelled that he should become the Leader of the Round Table.”

“What did he say?”

Cimber shook his head and growled. “He waved the notion away.”

“See?” Hector said. “That’s not so bad.”

Cimber’s voice grew louder. “Which only made them call for him to accept it a second time.”

“And?”

“And again he denied them. A third time they called for him to lead the galaxy, and a third he rejected the idea.”

Hector let out a sigh of relief. His shoulders, which had been raised and tense, lowered back to his sides.

Cash wasn’t as relieved, though. “What did the others around Julian do?” His tone lowered. “Specifically, Octo and Winchester.”

“It was absurd,” Cimber said, shaking with anger. “Those two should be hung for what they did.” He closed his eyes to try and calm himself but it did no good. “They encouraged him to accept the people’s call!”

All of the air left Hector’s lungs. “Did Julian put them in their place?”

Cimber shook his head. “He laughed and tried to act as if the whole thing was embarrassing, but you could tell he loved the reaction from the crowd and from the representatives calling for him to lead.”

“Good man,” Hector said under his breath.

Cash smacked the table in front of him. “Good man? For encouraging the crowd? For laughing instead of telling them in no uncertain terms that the Round Table shouldn’t have a leader?”

Hector offered a gentle smile, unaffected by his friend’s lapse. “A lesser man would have been swept up by the cheers. Julian showed the type of man he is by not giving in to their moment of weakness.”

“That’s not all,” Cimber said, leaning against the table for support. “Octo and Winchester gave him the Sword in the Stone, in front of everyone, and said it was proof Julian was supposed to rule.”

If Hector wasn’t elevated in the air by a disk of energy, his legs would have buckled.

“That’s not possible.”

Ever since the battle in the blood tunnels, word had spread that Vere CasterLan had left a Meursault blade embedded in stone, miles beneath the surface of Edsall Dark. Treasure hunters had gone in search of it. However, the tunnels stretched for hundreds of miles and many of them had collapsed in multiple places, which made their exploration nearly impossible and had caused many a treasure hunter to perish in search of the sword. Hector never thought anyone would actually find it.

“Oh, it’s possible,” Cimber said. “I was there. I saw it. Octo told the crowd that it was rumored that whoever possessed the Sword in the Stone was meant to lead the Round Table.”

“That’s not true!” Hector said. “It’s the same sword Vere had, and there wasn’t even a Round Table back then. Not to mention, that’s the first I’ve heard of some supposed legend.”

Cash rubbed at his temples to calm the headache that was causing him to groan in frustration.

Hector said, “It must have been a replica.”

Cimber shook his head and sighed. “A replica that can also vanish and leave streaks of vapor where it passed in the air? Impressive replica.”
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After defending Julian’s honor, Hector left the Great Hall. Cash and Cimber remained, silent and brooding. Only after the thick double doors closed again, sending another prolonged echo through the chamber, did they speak.

“Hector isn’t able to see the danger of the situation,” Cimber said.

“It’s understandable; he’s known Julian for a long time. They were in the academy together. I’ll tell you this, though: the people are doing themselves a great disservice by holding the name of a general above someone like Hector.”

A pitter-patter began high above them as drops of rain sprinkled down on the roof of the Great Hall. Within seconds, the skies opened above the city and the rain poured down, filling the giant room with the hum of running water over top them. The only windows in the Great Hall were high above the table where the representatives sat. The little bit of access to the outside world revealed constant flashes of lightning.

“It’s a strange time we live in,” Cash said. “The people finally have what they’ve wanted and look how fast they’re willing to give it away.”

“This can’t end well. The Round Table simply cannot become the same type of monster we defeated in order to bring the galaxy together.”

Cash smiled. “The people hold Julian as some sort of god-like being. They don’t realize he’s just a man like any other man. He’s no mightier than you or I and especially not Hector. Maybe we just need to give them time to see that.”

All of Cimber’s anger was gone. In its place was despondency. “I’m already hearing rumors that Octo and Winchester will formally introduce a motion to have Julian lead the Round Table. They might as well put a crown on his head without his approval.”

“I know what they’ll say: ‘But Julian is no tyrant; he would never let the Round Table move away from what it was intended to be.’ It’s a false argument, though. No one should lead the Round Table. Not a man of pure heart, but especially not someone who just went across the galaxy to force more planets to join us.”

Cimber opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again.

“Out with it,” Cash said. “It’s just the two of us. Nothing you say will leave this room.”

Cimber scanned his surroundings even though he already knew the Great Hall was empty of anyone else.

He leaned closer to Cash. “I’ll drive an ion knife through Julian before I allow him to turn the Round Table into another empire. If the time comes, I hope you’d do the same.”
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There was no telling how long it had taken. Maybe one minute. Maybe ten. But the result was the same: Lancelot’s Type III Burst shuttle wasn’t there when she got back to the landing deck.

“I told you your ship wouldn’t be here unless you paid someone to watch it,” the same winged alien said in the form of squawks that were translated inside Lancelot’s helmet. The alien fluttered nearer to her but stopped far enough away that she wouldn’t be able to withdraw a sword or lance and slash him in half.

Lancelot stood in place, looking at the empty spot where the vessel had been. All four legs of her armor were straight-legged and rooted to the ground. The winged alien probably misinterpreted the stance as one of anger. To the contrary, Lancelot simply had a lot of thinking to do and needed to figure out her next move.

Mortimous’ friend, the robed woman who sometimes appeared to her, had warned her of this very thing, telling her to be cautious and that the galaxy is filled with humans and aliens who will try to take advantage of her at every step.

Lancelot’s exact response to the comment had been, “I’ve defeated everyone I’ve ever met. I think I can handle myself on some third-world colony.”

The cloaked woman was probably smiling right now, wherever she was.

The winged alien had, of course, also tried to warn her. Could anyone blame her for being susceptible to some amount of treachery after living a sheltered life inside an asteroid? For the first time since leaving the Carthagens in the Orleans sector, Lancelot had the feeling she might be better suited staying amongst the floating rocks.

She closed her eyes, knowing the winged alien wouldn’t be able to tell because of the tinted lenses on her helmet. Silently, so the creature wouldn’t hear, she imagined talking to Mortimous and his friend.

So, I suppose you’re pretty satisfied. You tried to warn me and I didn’t listen.

Neither of the veiled figures responded.

What am I supposed to do now? I wouldn’t mind a suggestion.

Nothing.

Re-opening her eyes, she focused on the alien. A million scenarios played out in her head.

In one, she pierced one of the alien’s wings with a lance to ensure he couldn’t get away. Then she would interrogate him and he would confess to being part of a crime syndicate that stole ships from hapless visitors and would tell her where to find her shuttle.

In another scenario, the winged alien was just a concerned citizen and told her, without needing to be hurt, who had stolen her ship and where they could be found. Her Meursaults would teach the thieves a lesson.

More realistically, her ship was already out in space on its way to a chop-shop that would remove any traceable identifications. She would get side-tracked from her mission of finding Arc-Mi-Die only to spend months looking for the shuttle.

After blinking, she broke out of her daydream and realized the winged alien was staring at her the way he would if she had suddenly turned into a statue in front of his eyes.

“I need a ship,” Lancelot said.

A series of squawks were translated as, “Buddy, I know you do.”

Ignoring the condescension, Lancelot turned and looked at the rest of the spaceport. “I’m not from around here. What do you suggest?”

The winged alien scratched his chin. “Well, a transport leaves here twice a day, but you have to be willing to go where it’s going. Or, if you have quite a bit of money on you, you could hire a pilot to take you where you need to go.”

“Do you know of a good pilot?” Lancelot asked, subtly scanning all around her at anyone else looking to mess with her.

The winged alien jerked a hand over his shoulder. A Rocknon pilot, a creature that slithered across the ground on a hundred legs, was going back to a small space jet. Further off, a Ren, his pilot’s jacket covering most of his fur, began to board what looked like a small junker that wouldn’t be safe passing through any portal. The winged alien was gesturing to the ship next to that one. In the distance, a human whistled as he made his way to the vessel. The craft’s poor condition and the way the pilot conducted himself made Lancelot scoff.

“Oh, he’s very good,” the winged alien said. “Thrice Won is his name. Great pilot. Even better ship. Much better than it looks. He and his co-pilot are famous for evading an entire squadron of—”

The winged alien stopped mid sentence because Lancelot was already walking toward the human and his ship.

“Thanks,” she said over her shoulder as she walked away.

“You know, it would be polite to tip me for my help,” the winged alien shouted. When he didn’t get a response, he gave a loud squawk of irritation and fluttered away.

The closer Lancelot got to Thrice, the better an assessment she was able to make of him and his ship. The human pilot looked to be in his early thirties and had a swagger of someone supremely confident in everything he did. The fact that he was willing to call attention to himself by whistling when everyone else on Crantive-8 wanted to remain in the shadows spoke to either his abilities or ego or both. He wore a leather jacket like the ones of old that were now relics of the past. A holster was strapped to either hip, each with a blaster ready to withdraw.

“Thrice Won,” Lancelot called as she strode across the platform.

The pilot’s pace slowed but he continued whistling as he approached his ship. “What can I do for you?”

“I need a vessel that can get me to Sceptor-Major.”

“Well, the Ronan can get you there faster than any other ship nearby,” he said, nodding to the vessel behind him. Thrice gave an even bigger grin and added, “Or any ship that’s not nearby, for that matter.”

Lancelot turned her attention to the Ronan. It was twice as large as the shuttle she had arrived on. It looked like it either had cockpit’s on both corners of the front of the ship or else had some sort of attack drone that could break away from the vessel during combat. Being in front of it, she couldn’t see what kind of engines it had but she trusted it was indeed fast.

“When will the ship be ready for flight?”

Thrice laughed. “Slow down, partner. We haven’t even talked money yet. You’re going to have to be awfully rich for me to want to take you to Sceptor-Major instead of finishing the run I’m currently on.”

The pilot’s grin never waivered when he spoke, not even when Lancelot got within ten feet of him.

“I think you misunderstood,” Lancelot said. “I need a ship. Not a pilot.”

Thrice chuckled and flashed a brilliant smile. He might have even winked. Not because he was dumb—he knew he was being threatened—but because he was going to enjoy what came next.

Lancelot fancied herself as having the quickest reflexes in the galaxy. But what she realized right after Thrice gave a genuinely amused laugh at her comment, was that she was only the fastest draw of anyone who had been to the Orleans asteroid field. Outside Orleans, the galaxy revealed once again that she wasn’t as prepared for an intergalactic search as she might have liked. If she were, she would have been familiar with the reputation Thrice had earned as not only a pilot but as a gunfighter.

His hand was at his hip, a blaster drawn and focused on her, even before she knew what was going on. Three streaks of laser flashed in front of her face before she had a grip on her own weapons. One hit squarely in the middle of her chest. The next struck the chin of her helmet, and the last hit the center of her armored forehead. If it wasn’t for her blast-proof protection, each of the three perfectly aimed shots would have killed her.

Lancelot cursed herself for being in awe of not only his speed but also his marksmanship. Without another word, her vibro lances were out and extended and her Meursaults were leaving vapor trails by her sides.

Thrice backpedalled, sending perfectly aimed blasts at each of her knees, each elbow, everywhere he could think of to find a weakness in her armor.

Seeing that the shots weren’t slowing Lancelot down, the pilot said, “Temple, I could use a hand.”

Before Lancelot had time to think of who or what a Temple was, a wall of force rammed into the side of her and sent her skidding across the ground. She tried to get to her feet but was tossed through the air again. With a crash, she landed on her back, twenty feet away from where she had been.

She would have had a better chance of gathering her senses and assessing whatever was tossing her around if it weren’t for Thrice, who was so accurate with his blasters that he was able to hit the visor of her helmet, one shot after another. Not only did it send blinding light that distracted her, the pinpoint mastery would eventually degrade the integrity of one spot of her armor. No battle gear, no matter how well-made it was, could withstand an indefinite amount of blasts.

She brought the blunt side of a Meursault in front of her eyes. The laser blasts to her face stopped but immediately resumed on a different part of her armor. However, it was better than nothing.

She was just about to hold a lance out in front of her to ward off whatever was ramming her when she was tossed through the air yet again. This time she was ready and gathered her senses enough to roll over her shoulder as she landed so she ended up on her feet.

Temple, it turned out, was some kind of alien she had never heard of or seen before. In her armor, Lancelot towered over a normal human. Temple was twice her height. His skin was dark grey and brown and the only clothes he wore were shorts and a vest. Every other part of him revealed skin that had some kind of naturally occurring thick shell around it. While he had two legs and two arms like a human, his proportions were out of skew. His feet were wide and flat like a table’s surface. His arms were long enough to almost touch the ground when he was standing upright, and they too were massive in width. Except for his small mouth and eyes, Temple’s face was also covered in a shell-like armor, and Lancelot guessed he got his name from the top of his head, where a series of small horns protruded in a spiral like an ancient temple.

She had a preconceived notion of monsters such as the one in front of her either roaring or stomping the ground. It was a stereotype that Temple didn’t live up to. He wasted no time bellowing or trying to intimidate. Instead, he charged her again.

“Stop,” she tried to say.

Before she could, Temple was upon her and his own momentum drove him straight through both of her vibro lances.

“No,” Thrice yelled, seeing his friend hurt.

Lancelot de-ignited her lances. Not out of kindness but because it was the quickest way to get them back. As soon as she saw where Thrice was standing—easy to note because of the stream of laser blasts hitting her—she re-ignited one of the lances, reversed her grip on it, then used all of her strength to throw it like a javelin.

Thrice was fast, but he wasn’t capable of the superhuman speed it would take to jump out of the way and to safety. The vibro lance tore threw his leg. When he tried to get back to his feet, the length of the energized lance scraped against the ground, sending sparks flying until it caught against the corner of the landing platform, ensuring he couldn’t get away.

Lancelot strode across the deck, a sword pointed toward either of his blasters.

“If you want to keep your hands, do not fire again.”

Thrice obeyed the command. “You killed my co-pilot.” His grin was gone. In its place was a look of hatred. “Why?”

It was an absurd question. Out amongst the stars, where space pirates preyed on everyone weaker than themselves, where gangsters and criminals tried anything and everything they could to rob, steal, and kill, Thrice already knew the answer. His problem was that he assumed the galaxy would get everyone else but not him. Until it did.

Lancelot reached down and de-ignited the lance sticking through Thrice’s leg. With its handle back in its sleeve, she said, “You’re friend is still breathing. Get to your feet”—she extended a hand to help him up—“and get him some help. Your ship will be waiting for you on Sceptor-Major.” She considered something, then added, “Unless someone steals it before you get there.”

The pilot hobbled over to Temple and put his arms around the monster’s neck. As Lancelot walked up the ramp, she saw the giant alien nod as Thrice spoke to it.

The answer to Thrice’s question was simple. Why had she done what she did? Because someone had stolen her own vessel and it forced her into doing the same. She could have understood his outrage if he was a farmer living on a remote settlement. But he was a guy who, from his smile and confident walk, was familiar hanging around the sleaziest holes in the galaxy. He should have known his luck would run out eventually. It did for everyone.

Soon, it would for Arc-Mi-Die.
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For years, Hector had been master of his own domain. Any time he had a moral dilemma, either in the correct action to take or advice to give, he had been able to retreat into the introspective calm of his mind and determine what he should do. Recently, however, he was unsure of everything.

In order for the Round Table to be created, he had agreed to fight in one final battle. In doing so, he had been responsible for the deaths of many soldiers, both on his side and the other side. It was something he had vowed to never again do but it had been for the greater good and so he did it. Almost immediately, however, the Round Table had changed from a perfect idea to a flawed reality. The representatives couldn’t agree on anything. One of the few times they did pass a motion, it was to send—over Hector’s opposition—the fleet off to threaten other planets to join them. Now, the people were clamoring for a general to rule over them after they had fought so hard to do away with kingdoms and empires. None of it made any sense.

Portia could try to help him come to terms with everything, but his wife always saw the good in people. Rather than take a realistic stance, Portia gave everyone the benefit of the doubt. Cash and Cimber were the exact opposite. The few times Hector had tried to get their opinions, he soon realized how little faith the two men had in those around them. Cash always predicted the worst. Cimber thought everyone in the galaxy was innately corrupted and capable of evil.

No longer trusting his own ability to judge situations and people, not having a confidante who could be objective and balance themselves between optimism and pessimism, Hector found himself confiding more often in Pistol.

“Do you ever miss Vere?” Hector asked, knowing what the answer would be.

The android’s face remained unmoving except for his mouth. “I am incapable of missing someone.”

“I’ll miss her enough for the both of us then,” Hector said, wishing he could ask her how to make the Round Table function the way she had envisioned.

Typical of Pistol’s social programming, doing his best to provide the type of response that would be appreciated, he said, “If I could miss someone, she would be the person.” Then, for good measure, the humor setting trying to alleviate the downcast mood, added, “Certainly not Fastolf, that’s for sure.”

In Hector’s backyard, he and the android were situated between a pair of fruit trees with ripe green orbs that were ready to pluck and eat. With the stars above them, Hector turned off his hover disk and allowed himself to lower toward the ground until he was laying on his back. With the intense light from his energy disk off, he could appreciate the brilliance of the night sky and the constellations. The view, of millions of tiny dots, allowed him to free his mind, reminded him how insignificant the problems of mortals were in the greater scheme of things. A couple feet away, Pistol remained standing, his eyes glowing faintly as he watched a small bug climb up his arm.

Without taking his eyes away from the sky, Hector said, “Do you think Julian will accept a crown if it’s offered to him again?”

A pin prick of light circled Pistol’s irises, a loop of yellow running around as he processed an answer based on the limited information available to him.

“It is impossible to know for sure. History has shown that promises of power make people act out of their normal character. Of the one thousand, two hundred and sixty-seven instances I know of in recorded galactic history in which someone was offered power to rule, one thousand, two hundred and fifty-one of them eventually accepted.”

Hector groaned and shook his head. This was where Portia would tell him that if anyone could beat those poor odds, it would be Julian. Of course, it was also where Cash and Cimber would say that ambition was a ladder that knew no limits, especially not for a career-minded general.

The problem was that having any leader at all, well intentioned or not, was against what Vere wanted when she created the Round Table. She never would have permitted a single person to rule over the collective kingdoms that had unified under one banner.

“The galaxy’s weight is too much for any one man to bear,” Hector said. “My soldiers didn’t die for one person to rule them. I didn’t lose my body for that.”

Pistol’s eyes flashed as he tried to interpret the words into a working metaphor he could make sense of and reply to.

“It’s getting late, sir. You should sleep.”

Voiced by anyone else, Hector would assume it was the speaker who actually wanted to depart and get some rest. Knowing Pistol needed no sleep, Hector appreciated the concern.

“I don’t sleep anymore,” Hector said. “How can I when all of this is happening?”

Portia’s silhouette appeared at the doorway. She told him a group of representatives were there to see him.

Hector pushed himself upright. “This late? Who?”

“Cash, Cimber. A few others.”

Pistol lowered the volume of his audio before asking if Hector would like him to remain there. Hector sighed and tapped a button on the edge of his belt. His energy disk burst into life, immediately lifting him upright and two feet off the ground.

“That won’t be necessary, Pistol. Thank you, though.”

“Good night, Hector.”

“Good night, Pistol.” To Portia, he said, “Tell them they can come out here.”
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It wasn’t the way Cash preferred to do things. He prided himself on being calculating, respectful, patient. To show up at Hector’s door when most people would be sleeping was a slight he would need to seek forgiveness for. Portia’s narrowed eyes and her curt tone as he entered their home had reminded him of how unusual his behavior was.

“Thank you, Portia,” he said, offering a pained smile to let her know he appreciated the situation. “I promise we won’t be long.”

He and Cash and the other two representatives they had brought walked through the main room and out the double doors that led to the backyard. There were no lights on, which made Hector’s energy disk resemble a spotlight.

“I’m sorry, Hector,” he said. Turning, he saw Portia had already closed the door behind him. “But we need to talk.”

“Who have you brought?” Hector said, not particularly welcoming.

Cimber stepped closer so Hector could identify him. Each of the visitors were wearing hoods, which had also no doubt been part of the reason Portia’s greeting was cold. Hector’s as well.

“And these two?” Hector asked, motioning to the other two men hidden behind robes in the darkness.

“Better not to say right now,” Cash said.

Hector’s tone changed, and Cash knew it was because the man didn’t want to be a part of anything that had to be secretive—or worse, treacherous.

“Well, can you at least tell me if I know them?”

“Of course. They are good men, like yourself. Like Cimber and I.” Seeing that Hector didn’t intend to reply, Cash continued, “Everyone will suffer under tyranny.”

The war hero’s enormous shoulder’s tensed. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

Unperturbed, Cash said, “The four us have had an honest talk. The people may be glad to submit to oppression in the form of a crown, but we will not. We have sworn an oath to protect the Round Table. And we will carry out that oath—at any cost.”

“Gentleman,” Hector said, leaning forward slightly so his energy disk moved him closer to them. His voice lowered. “You know me. You know I’ll do everything within my power to protect the Round Table. But the way you talk is...”

“Necessary,” Cimber said.

Hector sighed. “They offered him a crown and he refused three different times.”

“His reputation grows by each day,” Cash said. “Everyone is talking about him possessing the Sword in the Stone. Most people are foolish enough to think it really is a sign that he is meant to lead the Round Table.”

Hector shook his head.

Cash reached out and put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “The people are calling him much more than general or ruler. Some are calling him king. Some call him Julian the CasterLan. I guess it’s only appropriate: he does have the CasterLan family blade. Some are calling him the rightful heir to everything Vere started.”

“That’s ridiculous, she never—”

“Regardless, all of them are saying he was meant to rule the Round Table.” When Hector didn’t say anything, only shook his head, Cash repeated, “I’m sorry, I know he’s your friend. But we have to do something.”
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To get to Sceptor-Major, Lancelot had to fly through the main portal in the Plusodien Sector. To do that, she had to take Thrice’s ship, the Ronan, past the remnants of the Tantula-7 colony.

“Not pretty is it?” a voice said from behind her.

Being that she was unfamiliar with the ship and its controls and thought it likely that someone could have been hiding aboard the vessel, Lancelot jumped and spun.

The woman with the brown robes, her face hidden, was standing in the doorway of the cockpit. Lancelot’s hands moved away from the handles of her Meursaults.

“Can you please announce yourself next time?”

Rather than answer, Lancelot’s guest stared at the immense destruction outside the ship.

“What happened?” Lancelot said.

“Arc-Mi-Die happened. He sent another Excalibur vessel here and it detonated, taking everything with it.”

The woman reached a hand out and let it rest on the empty co-pilot’s seat. Lancelot turned and, to her surprise, saw human skin. It was healthy and smooth and cream colored. Part of Lancelot had always suspected that Mortimous and this woman, hidden beneath cloaks, were nothing more than skeletons covered by cloth and a hood.

“You’re flesh and blood,” Lancelot said, almost asking.

The woman’s smile was audible. “But also much more than that. All of us are.”

“Will you teach me how you appear and disappear?”

“All in due course,” the figure said. “First, you have to give up all worldly struggles. Only then will you have a chance to see them.”

“Them?”

“The Word, the beings that live outside of time and space. The closer one gets to living and thinking like Mortimous—understanding the few things that are truly important in the galaxy—the closer one gets to being like them. He learns from them. I learn from him. One day, you might learn from me.” The woman had an audible smile when she added, “The galaxy is a miraculous place.”

“Says the person who just saw a colony destroyed for no good reason.”

“That’s why you must kill Arc-Mi-Die.”

The Ronan soared toward the portal. It was only a dot of light in the distance but Thrice’s ship was so fast that the ring of energy doubled in size within seconds.

“Lady,” Lancelot said, her already cold tone resonating through the voice modulator of her helmet, “trust me, I’m working on it.” Then, the portal getting even larger, added, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m piloting a ship I’ve never been in before. I need to find out how to lower the tinder walls before I become space dust.”

When she turned the next time, the figure was gone.



  	20









“I don’t understand,” Hector said, hovering backward so the closest tree was within arm’s reach and he could steady himself against it. “This has to be some sort of mistake.”

“It’s no mistake,” Cimber said in a low growl. “He’s going to take over as emperor and the people are dumb enough to welcome him into the role.”

“We have to act fast.” Cash said, stepping closer to Hector so he could keep his voice low. “His son is nearly as beloved as he is.”

Hector squinted in confusion. “Talbot?”

“If he outlives Julian, we’ll find ourselves with an Emperor Reiser, just not the one we planned for.”

“This is crazy,” Hector said, holding both hands out to ward away the notions being put before him. “Julian is being welcomed home as a war hero. He happens to be the person in possession of the Meursault. You and I both know treasure seekers were exploring the old tunnels. It was a matter of time until someone found it. The important thing is he rejected the people’s plea when it was put before him.”

He stared at the hooded men behind Cash, neither of them willing to show their faces as the group put forth grisly suggestions in the middle of the night. Tilting his energy disk forward, Hector moved in between the four representatives.

“If the Round Table is in danger, I’ll be the first to eliminate that threat. I’m no butcher, though. And I know that as much as you, Cimber, and you, Cash, are worried, that you aren’t wrathful either.” He let out an exasperated breath. “And now Julian’s son as well? Are you all crazy? What you aren’t thinking of is the possibility that your act won’t sway people from wanting a leader—if that’s what they really want.” He groaned, not believing it could actually happen.

“That’s why we have to kill Talbot as well,” one of the men in the shadows said.

Hector flexed his arms. His neck bulged with vein and muscle. His voice low, he said, “If you come to my house and speak like that, at least have the guts to remove your hood and let me see who you are.”

The representative who had spoken lowered his head and backed slightly away.

“That’s what I thought,” Hector said. Then, to Cimber and Cash, “I’ll talk to Julian myself and see what’s he’s thinking.”

Cash sucked air in between his teeth. “My friend, do you really think he would tell you if he was planning on taking a crown? He knows how you feel. I imagine he would hide it from you, of all people, as long as possible.”

Cimber, his hands curled into fists and looking directly at Hector, said, “In the old days, you wouldn’t find out until the king or the emperor ordered men to round up anyone who could cause problems. That was how people like Julian let people know they were interested in ruling.”

“Enough,” Hector said. “I told you I’ll talk to him. I’ve known him longer than any of you.” He eyed the two other conspirators who were still anonymous in the shadows. “If he has any intention of claiming the throne, I’ll find out. You have my word.”
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Julian had seen plenty of pictures of Meursault blades over the years. From a distance, he had once seen the king’s former sword as it hung by Artan’s side. Back when Vere gave that same Meursault to Morgan, Julian had been stationed on the far side of the kingdom. His most personal and recent experience with the swords had come from Lancelot. She had defeated him three times, each with little effort, and part of that was due to the pair of Meursaults she carried into combat.

Now, Julian was holding one for himself. Not just any either, but the exact blade Artan the Good had held while ruling the CasterLan kingdom. Until Julian held one of the legendary weapons in his own hand, he couldn’t appreciate how light and balanced the weapon was.

In front of his fireplace, he turned the sword over and over in his hands. It wasn’t cold enough to necessitate the fire, but he was mesmerized by the way the flames played off the chameleon blade. With the sword held broadside out, the blade almost looked like any other, the reflection of yellow and orange flames dancing from one edge of the metal to the other. A mirrored surface danced wherever he flicked his wrist. Adjusting his grip slightly, the thin blade vanished, revealing nothing in front of him but the fire. With another gesture, the sword reappeared. Back and forth he went, turning the weapon so its blade became invisible and then was reborn.

“Are you coming to bed, honey?”

Startled from his trance, he looked up and saw Margaret in the doorway. Her eyes were tired, narrow slits and she looked as if she were trying to remain as close to sleep as possible so she could return to dreaming within moments of putting her head down on a pillow.

“Of course, my dear. I’ll be up in just a minute.”

She offered a smile and left him alone again.

Without another thought, his attention turned back to the Meursault. No matter how many times he looked at the sword in his hands, it kept him enraptured. There had been other times when he had been in awe—his first time passing through a portal, his first post as commander of a flagship—but never like this. In his hand was a legend. The past and also the future.

Billions of lives had passed through portals. Thousands of officers had commanded flagships. Only a select few rulers had ever been able to say they owned a Meursault.

He held the tip of the blade in front of the fire, the only source of light in the room. As the sword moved in invisible swishes around the flames, a trail of sun-colored vapor followed, letting Julian see exactly where the hidden blade was moving. A moment later, he pulled the Meursault away from the fire, flicked it in the direction of the wall beside him, and saw the vapor turn to match the dark grey of the shadows all around him.

The streaks of colored mist made his thoughts return to Lancelot. Where was she? What was she doing? He tried to get her out of his mind but as much as the Meursault in his hand mesmerized him, it also reminded him of the three fights he had lost, and when he thought of that he was inevitably reminded of the young woman pretending to be an alien, extremely proficient in her ability to kill, yet more out of place in her spot in the galaxy than anyone he had ever known.
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Talbot knew better than anyone that the classic tales were filled with stories of men and women of all ages, each struggling to find their way through life. All of the stories Margaret had told him when he was a child still lingered in the back of his head. He identified with the characters in those fables more now than ever. In some stories the main character was an old man and in others a young girl, sometimes a teenage boy and sometimes a widowed mother. Each of them was united by suffering some setback in life that made them question who or what their destiny was. It might have been a fight versus a monster or a disagreement with a resentful family member. In the end, each character came away knowing what type of person they were meant to be.

By himself in the dark of night, laying on the ground in the middle of the fields of Aromath the Solemn, Talbot enjoyed looking up at the stars and imagining he was a character in those fables. All around him, bugs chirped. Little animals popped out of holes in the ground, inspected him from afar, then ducked back under cover.

Talbot’s problem—one of his problems—was that all of those stories were hundreds or thousands of years old. They were tales that had been passed down from one generation to another for as long as people could remember. Because of that, all the stories his mother had told him had taken place in the forests and fields around CamaLon. He lived in an age when a destiny wasn’t as simple as striding across the woods but could take place anywhere within millions of light years. There were hundreds of thousands of planets in the known galaxy. The thing he was supposed to do with the rest of his life was out there on one of them. However, he didn’t know which one, or even what that destiny was supposed to be. It wasn’t fighting for his life or leading a fleet into battle, but it nonetheless felt like an overwhelming burden.

The only thing he knew for sure was that he wasn’t meant to be an officer of the Round Table. Seeing his comrades die in the Carthagen tunnels had been proof enough of that. If he needed another reminder that he wasn’t cut out for that type of life, it was seeing how the people responded to his father.

They adored him. They held him as supreme over other men and women. They called for him to rule.

It was all too much.

Talbot knew he wasn’t like his father. Choosing to be in the empty, quiet fields rather than in the middle of the celebration had been proof enough of that. The insects and little furry creatures offering their unique noises were preferable to the humans and aliens cheering in admiration.

What to do then? If he explained his situation to his father, Julian would say, “Well, you can’t very well make a living out of laying on the ground and looking at the stars. You actually have to do something.”

It was true. But what else was there that would make him happy?

That was the thought that kept him awake most of the night. When he got too tired, instead of walking back into the city, to his home, and getting into bed, he merely closed his eyes and slept out in the fields.
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For the most part, Margaret had been able to sleep soundly. After waking up and not finding Julian beside her, she had gone to the doorway of his study and asked when he would join her. Almost immediately she had fallen back asleep.

When she awoke the next time, Julian was finally in bed beside her and she couldn’t be sure how much time had passed. What woke her was her husband’s voice; he was talking in his sleep. It was something he had never done before the campaign to the Cartha sector, so just a few mumbled words from him were enough for her to open her eyes and become alert.

“Who?” Julian asked in the slurred speech of sleep. “A ceremony...” His already closed eyelids squinted as if concentrating. “They’d murder me if I choose wrong?”

That was when Margaret put a hand on his chest and patted him. “Honey, you’re having a bad dream.”

His eyes darted open and he scanned the room. Seeing that they were alone, he resettled his head against his pillow. She asked if he wanted to tell her about the dream and he frowned.

“A man in robes tried to tell me something,” he whispered, not looking at her, choosing instead to stare at the corner of the room as if someone might appear there. “But I can never fully understand him or remember his message when I wake up.”

“Did he tell you someone might try to murder you?” she said, hoping it might jog his memory.

“The streets were graves,” he mumbled, lost in thought. “Blood drizzled down the alleys. In the middle of it, I think a voice told me to beware which path I choose.” He cringed and added, “The funny thing is I swear I heard the same thing the other day while I was awake.”

He rubbed at his eyes and sat up in bed. There was no sign of the sun yet, and all Margaret could see in the room were the outlines of their furniture and of her husband.

Julian said, “ ‘Cowards die a thousand deaths during their lifetime.’ We’ve all heard that saying.” He rubbed at the scars he had brought back with him from Orleans. “I’ve already died a couple times. Does that make me a coward?”

“Of course not, Julian. Of course not. I don’t know anyone more brave than you.” She smiled and gave him a nudge with her elbow. “Brave and foolhardy... and stubborn... and—”

“Okay, I get the point,” he said, but she could hear the smile in his voice. His tone turned grave, though. “I’ve seen so many wonders out there,” he said, motioning toward the sky. “It seems odd to me that anyone should waste time fearing death when we all know we eventually will one day.”

She was about to say something but Julian had a habit of opening his mouth and clicking his tongue when he had something else he wanted to say but was still processing the idea. She knew him well enough to know that if she interrupted his train of thought he might never get it back.

Finally, he said, “I get the feeling, in the dream, that I’m being warned.”

“Of what?”

He shook his head and sighed. “I don’t know. Making or not making a certain decision.”

“What decision?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. But what I do know is that if I don’t keep doing what I think is best, I’ll become that scared man I never was before.”
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A couple blocks away, Portia put a hand on Hector’s cheek. He opened his eyes and smiled. One of the things he liked telling her was that no matter how dreadful a place the universe sometimes seemed to be, no matter what issues plagued him, each day began on a good note as long as he opened his eyes and saw his wife looking back at him.

“Did you settle things with your associates?”

He rolled his eyes. “As much as it could be settled.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

He rolled on his side so he was at the edge of the bed. There, he took a band of metal from his night table and attached it to a device that was permanently fixed to his waist. With the energy disk ready to be used, he flung himself out of bed. He was sailing out and down. Then his energy disk ignited and he was rising back up toward his normal elevation, hovering in place.

“I don’t want to think about it myself, let alone talk about it.”

“Do you mind if I ask something?” Portia said.

“Of course not.”

“Why were the men wearing hoods?”

The corner of his mouth curled into a frown. “Because they didn’t want to talk about it either. Not really.”

Portia propped herself up on one elbow. “It’s that serious?”

The look he gave her before going to splash water on his face said it was.
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At the edge of the known universe, a giant ship lumbered through space. In size, the vessel resembled a moon more than it did a flagship. It was larger than any of the enormous rocks in the Orleans asteroid field that it approached. In shape, it bore a slight resemblance to the result of combining an Athens Destroyer with a Flying Fortress. It had the jutting edges and sharp angles of the first ship, and the large disc-like proportion of the second. The resulting vessel, though, due to its size and design, ended up resembling neither craft but something more ominous, unknown to even the most travelled galactic cargo haulers. Although not black like the metal of the HC Ballistic Cruisers, it was darker than the atomized steel that made up the rest of the Round Table fleet. Barrels protruded from every side. Each cannon was larger than the combined firepower of a Solar Carrier’s entire arsenal and would be capable of letting loose blasts of energy comparable only to the Crown that defended Edsall Dark.

Approaching the Orleans asteroid field, the colossal ship looked as though it were going to ram the asteroids directly in front of it. Unlike a flagship of the Round Table, infinitely smaller in size and able to slowly navigate the gaps between each hunk of rock, the Juggernaut was too large to attempt a navigation of Orleans.

Instead of attempting the feat, a pair of projectiles shot out from the front corner of the vessel. One soared into Orleans as fast as a streak of laser, curving and bending as it went to ensure a safe route through the field. The other projectile flew in a straight course, barely travelling faster than the ship it had been launched from. A moment before hitting the nearest asteroid, the nearer of the two metal cylinders exploded. Rather than destroy the rock in front of it, the device erupted into a flat ring of energy, larger even than the ship. On the far side of the Orleans asteroid field, the other projectile did the same thing.

Instead of flying through or around the asteroid field, the Juggernaut flew directly into the wall of energy in front of it. As it did, each part of the ship to make contact with the ring of light disappeared. Travelling at a normal cruising speed, it took five minutes for the entire vessel to vanish.

A moment later and thousands of miles away, each part of the Juggernaut that had disappeared through the first portal reappeared from the second portal.

Eventually, the enormous craft was completely past the asteroid field without ever slowing or changing courses. In the middle of the Cartha sector, the Juggernaut continued on its journey, inching closer and closer to the former kingdoms which now comprised the Round Table.

No longer needed, the portals that the Juggernaut had employed collapsed back into metal cylinders that immediately began to make their way back to the ship. A minute later, the other projectile, having raced through the asteroid field, also returned.

The Juggernaut continued on.
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Arc-Mi-Die paced from one side of his room to the other. He was fully aware of the irony: he was avoiding galactic justice by putting himself inside a self-made jail cell.

His Woghort guards were gone for exactly one hour while they ate a meal. Although almost no one in the galaxy knew where he was and even fewer had any contact with him, the presence of his guards was a near constant. The little bit of time each day that they dined on still-living rodents, provided by the warlord, was the only time Arc-Mi-Die was completely alone. He used the time to leave the protection of the automated defense perimeter and the Treagon barrier inside it. When he heard the security chime indicate the guards were making their way back to the room, he went back to the confined space. He was fond of thinking that the pure dedication required of him was what separated him from other historic space criminals who had possessed extraordinary ambition.

After news had come back that the Excalibur ship above Edsall Dark had finally been destroyed, Arc-Mi-Die had ordered the destruction of another colony. This wasn’t to achieve a major milestone in his plan as much as it was to remind the people he was still out there, still capable of terrorizing the universe as he pleased. If he had intended the attack to do more than simply cause panic he would have chosen a more worthwhile target than some out of the way colony. The beauty of the latest attack was in the very fact that Crantive-8 was a minor colony. It was one thing to threaten the Round Table’s capital—it showed Arc-Mi-Die’s strength. It was quite another thing to attack a colony few people knew of because it made everyone realize the next attack could happen anywhere. It sent a wave of paranoia through all of space, kept his name on everyone’s lips.

The only thing Arc-Mi-Die hadn’t counted on was that Dr. Ythoul-Ythoul, who was one of the most recent scientists to be kidnapped, had ended his own life rather than continue to be forced to work for the warlord. The physicist wasn’t vital anymore so his loss was of no consequence in that regard. Other scientists were capable of picking up where Dr. Ythoul-Ythoul left off and the scientist wasn’t the first causality in the warlord’s secret lair. Dr. Runnington, a chemist, had been decapitated by a guard he had insulted. Professor Thourough-U had been so despondent after being kidnapped that he had trapped himself in an airlock, leaving the guards no alternative but to release the hold and send the professor into outer space without a protective suit where he of course died immediately.

None of that mattered, though. As long as the majority of the scientists believed they would one day be allowed to go home, the necessary work would be completed and Arc-Mi-Die could bring the Round Table to its knees.

Through their inaction, the group of elected representatives on the other side of the galaxy had given Arc-Mi-Die all the reassurance he needed to know he would eventually ruin them. After all, another colony had been destroyed and the representatives still couldn’t decide the appropriate response.

In contrast, Arc-Mi-Die had no problem figuring out what to do. Another Excalibur Armada vessel was already on its way to the site of the next attack.



  	27









Hector rapped his knuckles against the thick wood door. Upon waking up and having a conversation with Portia, followed by a small plate of food, he had wasted no time in getting to Julian’s home.

The door opened and Julian was there, barely awake. He yawned and asked what Hector was doing at his house so early.

“So early?” Hector said. “I almost came over in the middle of the night.”

Rather than seem alarmed by Hector’s urgency, Julian gave a half smile and rubbed his eyes. “My friend, always so serious.”

As Julian turned to walk back toward his study he motioned for Hector to follow.

Julian wasn’t even behind his desk yet, let alone seated, when Hector said, “I keep hearing rumors that a large group of representatives is going to offer you a crown.”

Julian waved the idea away. “That’s what this is about? That’s what required a meeting before I’ve had coffee?”

Every muscle in Hector’s neck bulged. “I’m sure you’ve heard the same thing. Please tell me the idea offends you as much as it does me, as much as it should offend anyone who believes in what the Round Table stands for.”

Margaret appeared in the doorway. “Hector, nice to see you again. Can I get either of you something to drink?”

Her appearance brought Hector out of his focus and he realized both of his hands had been gripping the edge of Julian’s desk.

“No, thank you,” he said, forcing his arms to fall to his sides.

Julian shook his head and Margaret disappeared.

After a moment, Julian smiled and said, “What’s the worst that could happen if I did accept?” Before Hector had a chance to erupt, Julian held out a hand and smiled. “I didn’t say I was going to, I merely asked what would be so bad about it. Theoretically speaking.”

“The Round Table wasn’t created for one person to rule. That wasn’t why Vere created it. You know that.”

“Haven’t you noticed what’s happening, Hector? The representatives are paralyzed with inaction. They can’t agree on anything. You’re there each day, surely you see it. The truth is they need someone to lead them. If not me, then someone else. They’ve proven they can’t lead themselves, that much is for sure.”

Hector vehemently shook his head. “You’re wrong. You’re absolutely wrong. Did Octo and Winchester talk you into this?”

Julian smiled. “Octo and Winchester are as frustrated as you must be with how the Round Table has been failing in its duties. The only difference is that they want to do something about it and you, for some unknown reason, still have faith that the representatives will magically grow out of their collective dysfunction.”

“Julian, this is madness.”

Rather than grow impatient, however, Reiser smiled. And this only unsettled Hector even more. “You misunderstand. You always assume the worst, my friend. I don’t want to be a dictator or an emperor. I don’t want a crown. I don’t even want to be a leader of bureaucrats. I simply want the Round Table to work.”

For a moment, Hector’s pulse settled and he was able to take a deep breath to calm himself. His shoulders relaxed and he nodded.

Then Julian added, “The one thing I know for sure, though, is that the Round Table needs some sort of leader so things actually get done.” Without realizing it, Hector began to hold his breath again. Julian added, “If they want me to be the man for the job, so be it.”

“Don’t you see?” Hector said, gripping the edge of the desk again, not caring that the wood was creaking under the pressure. “It doesn’t matter if they call you Emperor Reiser or King Reiser or just Leader of the Round Table. It’s all the same.”

Julian sighed and gave a gentle laugh. “I couldn’t disagree more. Not everything is so black and white.”

A glimmer caught Hector’s eyes and he adjusted his sight to focus on an object behind Julian. Seeing his friend’s attention shift, Julian turned to see what was so interesting.

“Ah, my Meursault. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

A tremor of panic washed over Hector, bringing with it a slight shiver. “It’s true—Morgan’s sword, the one Vere left in the tunnels.”

Julian’s perfect teeth revealed themselves as he broke into an uncontained grin. “The Sword in the Stone, yes. But I prefer to think of it as Artan the Good’s sword. I never really thought Morgan deserved it.”

Hector thought, You wouldn’t say that to her face if she were here right now. Instead, he mumbled, “Julian the CasterLan.”

Reiser wiped a hand through the air to push the words away. “A silly title that the people created.”

“Then why did you go looking for the sword?”

Julian frowned in confusion. “Because it’s a Meursault. I would have to be crazy not to look for it. And anyway, it wasn’t me. I was away on a campaign if you remember. Winchester and Octo used their own resources to hire a team of searcher bots to go looking for it. It took them a long time, but they finally found it buried up to the hilt in stone, just like the rumors said.”

“Julian, you know how people are; they’re quick to assign blame and credit where neither are due. Don’t you see how they’ve attached stories to that sword? They’re even repeating the ridiculous notion that whoever finds it will become the next ruler.”

Julian offered a wink and a grin. “Yes, I’ve heard that.”

“And you don’t see how Octo and Winchester are pushing you in this direction?”

The delight in Julian’s eyes faded and was replaced by a sad smile. “Hector, you have to trust me. I only want what’s best for the Round Table. You’ve known me long enough to know—”

“There won’t be a Round Table if a ruler is installed. The representatives will become pointless. It will be the same type of kingdom Vere fought to eliminate.”

“Hector, you’re being overly dramatic. I—”

“Overly dramatic?” He was aware that his voice was growing louder but he didn’t care. “Overly dramatic? The galaxy is finally united and peaceful and—”

“Peaceful?” Julian shook his head and sighed. “A warlord has been destroying colonies without facing any consequences. He put a giant bomb, in the form of a flagship, above our capital and no one did anything about it. If you think it’s ideal to have everyone live in fear, we won’t be able to agree on much else. The truth is the Round Table needs someone to lead it. You know it does, you’re just too loyal—loyal to a fault—to admit it.”

There were a thousand things Hector wanted to say and do. He wanted to yell that none of the people who had died in the blood tunnels or in the fields or in the sky above Edsall Dark had done so because they wanted a single person to rule over them. They had risked their lives, and many had died, for the exact opposite reason—because they didn’t want a ruler. He wanted to cross to the other side of the desk and shake Julian by the shoulders. He wanted to take the Meursault and bury it so far underground that no one would ever be able to find it again.

Instead, he forced himself to breathe in, then out. Then he turned to leave.

On his way out of Julian’s house, his friend called, “Hector, you have to trust me. It won’t be like you imagine.”

Hector’s energy disk didn’t slow as he crossed the street and made his way back to his own home.
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“What was that about?” Margaret asked, standing in the doorway to Julian’s office again.

The mug in her hands billowed small puffs of smoke. She offered it to Julian in case he wanted a sip but he waved it away.

Julian sighed. “You know how Hector gets. Everything is one way or the other. There are no middle areas.”

She looked toward the window, where only tiny slits of the outside world could be seen through the holographic blinds which slowly allowed more light through as the day went on.

“Can you trust him?” she asked. “I’ve heard whispers that some of the representatives are worried about possible changes. Do you think there’s any chance they’ll panic and do something...”

Julian smiled as he waited for the last word. He expected it could be any number of things, from stupid to dangerous to something to stop you? Rather than offer the word, however, she trailed off.

He gave her a playful shrug and said, “My biggest worry right now is getting more sleep.” Then, seeing she wanted a better response, he added, “I’ve known Hector longer than I’ve known anyone else, even you. He’s the most honorable man in Edsall Dark. If I can’t trust him, the Round Table has no hope.”
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Cartha-Minor-d was the smallest colony in all of the Cartha sector. Outside the colony’s containment field, gusts of gold and orange swirled in miniature cyclones. Inhabitants of Cartha-Minor-d often claimed they saw mirages through the protective barrier. Instead of the types of visions that people travelling through the desert sometimes saw—mirages of lakes and streams—residents on the colony claimed to see fires burning in the distance. None of the flames actually existed, though. The phenomenon was nothing but an optimal illusion caused by the gases in the air.

Over the past weeks, the colony had become known as the last vestige of civilization that the Round Table forces had come across prior to entering the Orleans asteroid field and falling into the Carthagen trap. The proton flag with the Round Table’s insignia still glowed above the planet.

In the time since General Reiser’s ships had landed and he had persuaded the colonists to become part of the Round Table, nothing of substance had changed. The banner of blue, red, and yellow wedged circles, the symbol of the Round Table, was now displayed above certain buildings. That was the only difference.

Inside the containment field, there was still one main landing platform and one town square in the middle of the colony with two and three-story structures surrounding it.

A vessel approached. It was much too large to land, however. In fact, it was bigger than all of the combined Round Table flagships Julian had taken with him on the campaign. The Juggernaut came to a stop just above the moon where it fell into a hovering pattern.

From its side, four hangar doors rose. A moment later, a different colored mech appeared from each. The four mech’s were roughly the same proportion as the reinforced CAB suits Julian and the others had worn into the Carthagen tunnels, but each was slightly larger than a space fighter. The mechs stood atop platforms that were the same color as their armor.

The first mech, its armor stained white, carried what looked to be a long ion bow. The second mech, its armor a reddish brown, carried an enormous ion sword. The third mech was black. With the void of space around it, the armor looked like a spirit moving amongst the stars. In its hands was something that resembled a scale. The last mech was dull grey. In one of its hands was a staff with a blade as long as a sword’s. Unlike a sword, however, the blade came out to the side and had a slight bend.

All four mechs descended toward the colony. Shortly after they passed through the containment field, the first screams began. Over the course of the next few minutes, every single being that had been living on Cartha-Minor-d was dead.
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“How much longer,” Cimber said, leaning against a wall outside Hector’s house.

Cash looked at the time then back at the front door of the house they were stationed outside of. “Should be any minute.”

As soon as the door opened and Hector’s large frame appeared in the doorway, both men moved forward. Pistol was standing behind Hector, most of the android obscured by the war hero’s massive chest and torso.

“What did he say?” Cimber asked, referring to their friend’s conversation with Julian.

Hector took a deep breath and stared at the two men. Usually, he wouldn’t think twice about what to say and what to keep to himself. However, still not knowing who the other two men had been that had accompanied Cimber and Cash the previous night, not knowing who else might be plotting against Julian or to what extent they would go, he considered his words carefully.

“I don’t know.” Hector said as he sighed and rubbed his hands together.

Cimber tapped a foot against the stone step leading out from Hector’s house. “You talked to him and you don’t know what he said?”

Hector hovered forward, into the street. To Pistol he said, “Go ahead and get started on everything we discussed. I’ll be to the Great Hall shortly.”

“Yes, Hector.”

Pistol’s eyes gave quick scans on both Cimber and Cash, his irises glowing as he assessed their body language and maybe what they carried with them. He moved past the three representatives and made his way down the street.

Cimber, his eyebrows scrunched with anger, started to say something but Cash signaled for him to be stop.

“I understand how difficult this is,” Cash said, speaking softly as he looked at Hector with kind eyes. “Not just for you, but for all of us. Cimber and I hate what’s happening as much as you do. I don’t want this either, but if an evil is trying to work itself into the peace that has spread amongst the stars, we have to do something. I’d much rather sit in on another Round Table meeting and listen to everyone bicker”—he smiled to let Hector know he also wished the proceedings were more effective than they were—“and stick to the vision Vere created, than install a new leader after we just did away with them. We can’t let Julian take the throne that Octo and Winchester are trying to give him.”

“I know,” Hector said, looking down at the disk of energy that hummed and glowed underneath his stomach. His voice dropped to a near whisper. “I just wish I knew how to stop him.”

Again, Cimber began to say something and again Cash motioned for silence.

“Let Cimber and I take care of that. We’ll figure it out.” He put a hand on Hector’s back. “You shouldn’t be expected to confront your friend. I know this has been tough on you. We’ll let you know when we have a plan.”

“Thank you, Cash.”

Cash shook his head. “Don’t thank me. I’m defending the Round Table because of you. I wish more people held you in the same regard that they hold Julian in. If they did, the planet and the galaxy would be a much better place.” Cash gave his friend a gentle push. “Go about your day. Cimber and I will figure this out. We promise.”
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Even with jumping through two portals, it took Lancelot longer than she thought it would to get to the St. Jebastian sector where Sceptor-Major was located. It took so long because a black hole lay outside the sector and that prevented any portal from being built within a certain distance of it.

While scientists had managed to create technology that connected two spots in space, they never figured out why the proximity of portals to black holes effected their reliability. Even portals that were safely away from a black hole’s event horizon—the distance of space where all objects, even light, would be sucked into a black hole—were affected by the gravitational anomalies.

Because of that, the portal nearest to Sceptor-Major lay two days away from the planet she was going to visit, the planet where the Turgdorians had dropped off the kidnapped scientist months earlier.

Sceptor-Major was the larger of a pair of twin planets. Both were frozen deserts that appeared as a dust-colored brown because of the granules of sand frozen in huge blocks of mineral glaciers. Both Sceptor-Major and Minor had a combination of underground, surface level, and floating colonies. This was because both proved rich in resources and, other than having extremely cold temperatures, offered fairly stable living environments.

Thanks to the Turgdorians, Lancelot knew which of the twenty different spaceports to land on. Outside of that information, she had no idea of how to find the android named J that served Arc-Mi-Die.

For the first hour after landing the Ronan, she walked through the colony’s streets and markets. Androids of all makes and functions littered the area.

“I’m looking for someone named J,” Lancelot said to a human-looking model. The android, not programmed with any kind of voluntary speech, stared back at her until asked a specific question. “Do you know where J is?”

“Not enough information,” the android said in a flat, robotic tone. A feint yellow ring of light circled its eyes as it assessed the four-armed and four-legged warrior in front of it.

“Have you ever heard the name before?”

The android’s glowing eyes changed from yellow to purple. “I know androids with the names, J-01, JJ-01, JA-01, Jay-A, J-B—”

“Stop,” Lancelot said. “I get the idea.” Then, after scanning the streets, added, “Where would I go if I wanted to find work?”

“The employment office is—”

“Not that kind of work,” Lancelot said. The android stared at her, its eyes not glowing any color. Lancelot groaned and asked if there was a criminal syndicate nearby that might need help.

Something in the android’s programming activated. It might have been a self-preservation feature or a goodwill function. Regardless, it decided Lancelot wasn’t someone it should be associating with and began to walk away.

A group of four MaqMacs approached. Each of them had dirty uniforms. None of them were taller than Lancelot’s knees.

“I’m looking for an android named J,” she said to them. “I’ll pay for information.”

The four little aliens looked at her and at each other as they whispered excited bleets and beeps. A moment later, the group began to walk past her.

She scooped one off the ground with each of her hands. All four aliens dangled six feet in the air as the large gauntlets of her Carthagen armor wrapped its fingers around the entire circumference of their waists.

The MaqMacs yelled a series of noises that caused everyone within a city block to turn and see what was happening.

“Quiet,” Lancelot hissed. The MaqMacs continued to make frightened chirps. “I said, I’m looking for an android named J. And I’ll pay for any information you can provide.”

The MaqMac in her lower right hand offered a series of noises that were translated inside Lancelot’s helmet as, “We know no J. We are going back to underground colony. Please now.”

She sighed and put them down on the pavement. All four tiny aliens darted away.

An Orguantuan, an alien that walked on all fours but could stand upright and use its hands to perform jobs, was standing outside a building with no sign to indicate what it was used for. Orguantuans were the height of an average human but weighed over a thousand pounds because of their massive frame and the density of their muscles. Any time they wanted they could find work as bouncers, henchmen, or any other career where strength and intimidation were highly sought after characteristics.

Lancelot approached him and said, “I’m looking for an android by the name of J. Do you know him?”

The Orguantuan turned and looked at Lancelot. Its eyes narrowed and it gave a low growl. Even though Lancelot loomed over it, she guessed that from the looks of the alien it was as strong as her reinforced suit. And because it was lower to the ground, it would have the advantage of leverage to pick her up or knock her off balance. It was for this reason that she kept ten feet away from the creature. Although both sets of her arms were crossed to convey a casual nature, all four hands were ready to grab for a weapon if needed.

“Have you come across an android by that name? It did a deal with a pair of Turgdorians a while back. I’d like to do the same type of work.”

The Orguantuan stomped one giant foot against the ground, then the other. Its fangs barred, it let out a another growl, louder than the first, and slammed its fists against its chest.

A second Orguantuan came out of the nondescript building and stood beside the first. It was a dark tan color and immediately growled and hunched low to the ground. A third and fourth of the same aliens did the same thing.

Lancelot took a step backward. In all of her years of engaging in combat she had never retreated as much as an inch. A fifth and sixth Orguantuan streamed out of the building, each starring at Lancelot and slamming their enormous fists against their chests. Knowing it was the smart thing to do, she took a second step backward.

The initial Orguantuan began toward her. Upon seeing two swirls of vapor flash in the air, it paused. At first, neither the alien nor its buddies behind it knew what to make of the colored mist that evaporated after a few moments. Then Lancelot turned the handles of the Meursaults so the flat side of the blade came into view. Many of the nearby aliens and humans saw the blades and gasped. Then, seeing they were pointed at the beastly Orguantuans, these same people darted for the nearest hiding spot until the chaos was over.

The lead Orguantuan began toward her again. The other five followed.

Lancelot withdrew both vibro lances, ignited them, and pointed them straight ahead, letting the aliens know they shouldn’t get any closer. One of the Orguantuans slammed his fists against the ground hard enough that Lancelot felt the pavement shake. When it stood upright the next time, it had a large chunk of the street in its hands, which it hurled at Lancelot.

The slab, easily weighing a couple hundred pounds, flew at Lancelot’s chest. She brought both Meursaults down in an X and sliced it into four pieces that caused her no problem when they hit the armor around her legs. Another boulder flew past her head. The next one she jabbed with the tip of a vibro lance to change its trajectory away from her. Instead of smashing into the face plate of her helmet, it glanced to the side and crashed into an android that had its attention focused elsewhere.

She continued to back away until she was off the sidewalk and in the middle of the street. The Orguantuans continued to stomp the ground and toss large chunks of rock and pavement in her direction. Rather than continue after her, however, they growled and pounded their chests once she was no longer near the entrance of their building. A minute later, with Lancelot still backing away, the Orguantuans quieted down and began to make their way back into their building.

“Friend, you gonna get yourself much trouble you keep acting that way,” a voice, fluid and accented, said from behind her.

Lancelot turned and saw an alien in full combat armor. He was slightly shorter and skinnier than a human. Only with all of the armor on did he look like he could pass for being an adult. Tendrals, like long strands of braided hair, hung from his arms and legs through the few open slats of his polished orange and tan armor.

“Oh yeah? What way is that?” Lancelot said, all four weapons still withdrawn and ready to use.

The alien made no movement to activate a weapon of his own. Instead, he cocked his head to the side and shrugged as if Lancelot posed no risk to him at all.

“Like you not from round here. Like you don’t belong here.”

The alien’s overly relaxed body language made Lancelot analyze each part of his armor and his surroundings for something that could give him a false sense of confidence. She saw no blasters, cannons, or handles to withdraw and yet the alien was at ease in the face of a much larger person that was holding four extremely lethal weapons.

Even though the tinted lens of her helmet prevented the alien from seeing her eyes, he seemed to guess what she was thinking.

“Size not everything,” he said with a smile. “Neither is big lance or rare sword.” She was going to ask what could matter more than proper weapons, but he added, “My name is J’onne Marks. People call me the gentlemanly bounty hunter.”

Without intending to, Lancelot let a laugh slip out. “The gentlemanly bounty hunter? Serious?”

“Of course,” Marks said and bowed. “Do you mind if I make observations, from one bounty to another?”

“I’m not a bounty hunter.”

She couldn’t see Marks’ face through his helmet but she could tell from the way his head bobbed that he was amused.

“Okay, whatever you say...”

“Lancelot.”

“Okay, whatever you say, Lancelot. Observation number one: you not from round here.”

“Very astute ob—”

“Observation two: Your actions and the way you conduct yourself reveal to everyone that you not from round here. Observation three: Every time you go round asking people who know you not from round here if they seen someone, they know it not for anything good. Observation four—”

“Can we cut this short? I’m sure you’re going to make some very good points, but I also want to find this android before another decade passes.”

The gentlemanly bounty hunter cocked his head to one side and scoffed. He followed this by tapping the toes of a boot against the ground and shaking his head.

“For a bounty hunter,” Lancelot said, “You’re very sensitive.”

She deactivated her vibro lances and put the handles back in their slips. The pair of Meursaults were still in her other two hands but she kept them down by her sides.

“If I couldn’t tell you from here, I would know now,” the bounty hunter said. “If you from here you would know who captured Drajou the Merciless and who killed the gangster Mamoth.”

Lancelot looked around for any sign of an android that might be J, then turned back to J’onne and said, “You?”

“Yes!”

“The gentlemanly bounty hunter?”

“Yes!”

Lancelot shrugged. “Okay.”

The bounty hunter shook his head. “You know, I felt bad for you because those Orguantuans gonna tear you to shreds and you seem hopelessly clueless.”

“First, those things would have gotten sliced apart and impaled.” She brought the blades of her Meursaults back up and turned the blade sideways so they would be visible to the alien. “And second, it’s not easy finding someone when you don’t know where they are or who exactly you’re looking for.”

J’onne held his palms out as if fending away invisible enemies. “Oh, not easy. Oh, I can’t find who I’m looking for.” His voice changed from mockery to disdain when he added, “I’ll have you know, in all time I’ve collected bounties I never once asked where my target be.”

“How else is a gentlemanly bounty hunter supposed to find someone?”

She couldn’t help saying it but she cringed afterward because J’onne was trying to help and she knew it would hurt his feelings. Somewhere, if Mortimous or the woman in the brown cloak were watching, she was sure they were sighing at Lancelot’s continued lack of patience.

The chest plate of Marks’ armor rose as he took in a deep breath. He was silent for a while and Lancelot guessed he had to calm himself or else he might throw a tantrum.

When he did speak he said, “Use your eyes. Use your ears. Not tough.” Without waiting for a response, he turned and began to walk away. A moment later he paused and said, “Two streets down. A bar named ThatAm. The android you look for been there before.”

Then he turned and continued away without waiting to be thanked. Lancelot sighed and began down the street in the direction she had originally been heading. One of the Orguantuans was still out on the curb. It growled in her direction and thrummed both fists against its chest. Rather than have the same encounter unfold a second time, she crossed the street and made her way toward the bar.


32







It was easy to forget about Pistol. He stood against the back wall during every Round Table session, ready to act when Hector needed him, yet he rarely spoke. He was also nearby when Hector conversed with Cimber and Cash in private, but he always made sure to give them space. Because Hector was the only person who would have a request of the android, and because all the other representatives had helper androids of their own, no one took notice of him. Yet he was always there.

His programming allowed him to understand enough about human nature and about Hector’s psyche to figure out why Cash sometimes became dismayed and why Cimber sometimes had outbursts that he would apologize for moments later. In the same fashion, he had been witness to Vere’s, Fastolf’s, and Morgan’s quirks years earlier. Part of his programming relied on being able to predict their behaviors. So too did he understand how Hector’s moody introversion and stubborn hopes would get under the skin of those who held him to impossibly high standards.

As he watched the current Round Table session, he saw a new face in attendance. General Reiser. The hero of the Cartha campaign was standing behind the spot where Octo and Winchester were sitting. On the general’s hip was the Meursault that Pistol had once witnessed Vere give to Morgan.

Diagonally in front of where Pistol stood, to Hector’s right, Cash and Cimber stared at the men on the other side of the Round Table. Both men had facial patterns that Pistol recognized as irritation and disgust. Hector’s hand covered his mouth, a mannerism that Pistol had learned to interpret as forced calm.

Across from them, Octo smiled as he scanned the entire room. Half way through the morning session, he said, “It has become clear that the Round Table, as it was originally conceived, needs adjustment. Specifically, it needs someone who can lead others, someone who is experienced in bringing people together.”

Cash groaned. Cimber dug his fingernails into his arm. But there were also murmurs of approval from half the room.

Winchester smiled and said, “There is no one better suited for the role than the man who just brought more of the galaxy together during his most recent campaign.” The murmurs grew louder. “The people here and abroad adore him. Everyone in this room trusts him.”

In a low whisper, soft enough that only Cash would be able to hear—or an android with precise microphones—Pistol heard Cimber say, “Not everyone. Not by a long shot.”

All around the table, other representatives were also whispering with excitement, some hopeful, others flabbergasted by the proposal.

A voice rose above the whispers. “Let us take a break,” Hector said. “Before we say or do something foolhardy.”

Hector remained staring at Julian on the other side of the room. No one spoke or moved until Julian acknowledged what had been said and offered a smile. Only then did Hector’s energy disk swivel so he faced the door. Without another word, he leaned forward so the transport carried him out of the large chamber.

Pistol followed, adjusting the pace of his steps to fall in line just behind Hector.

“Is there anything I can assist with?”

“No, thank you, Pistol.” Hector travelled a few more feet down the corridor before coming to a stop. “Actually, there is. Keep your eyes on General Reiser. If he does anything other than excuse himself and come to join me out in the hallway, send me an alert. If he goes off with Octo and Winchester, follow them and tell me where they went.”

The android nodded, then stepped to the side as other representatives filed past him. Cash and Cimber approached, stopping beside their friend, neither of them acknowledged the android who was only two feet away.

“What are you going to do?” Cash asked.

Cimber kept biting his lower lip and digging his fingernails into his palms. “This cannot happen. We need to do something.”

“I’m going to take care of it,” Hector said.

“If this doesn’t—”

Hector’s chest expanded as he took in an enormous amount of air. His chin rose and his jaw flexed. He dwarfed the men in front of him. “I said, I’m taking care of it.”
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Hector’s energy disk carried him in small circles as he waited for Julian outside the Great Hall, the hovering equivalent of pacing back and forth. His thoughts were divided between two memories, the conversation with Julian from earlier that morning and also Julian’s face from only moments earlier as Octo and Winchester had tried to install him as the leader of the Round Table. His friend hadn’t looked like he was going to turn the offer down. Rather, Julian had the satisfied look of someone who was ready to step into the role they thought he deserved.

“You wanted to talk?”

Hector turned to see a smiling Julian approach. It amazed Hector that his friend could be in good spirits as everything they had fought for was close to ruin. He closed his eyes for a second, just long enough to collect himself.

When they reopened, he said, “This has to stop, Julian.”

Julian smiled again, the same carefree expression he had flashed when they were both cadets and everything had come so naturally to the two of them.

“I understand your concerns. I really do. It won’t be like what you’re envisioning. I don’t want to be an emperor or any nonsense like that. I want the Round Table to work as much as you. I just know it has to be altered slightly in order for that to happen.”

Hector looked back in the direction of the Great Hall. In the open doorway, filing out of the building to get fresh air, he saw humans and aliens, some laughing, others bickering.

“When I went into the blood tunnels, I did so because I believed it was the end of war.”

“It can be,” Julian said softly.

Hector shook his head. “It won’t be if we alter the vision Vere had. I believe that with every ounce of my being.”

Julian’s smile faded. “Hector, you’re in all of those sessions with Octo and the others. It’s not working.”

“The solution isn’t to create another ruler.”

“I don’t want to be a ruler. I just want to help. I already told you that.”

“You really want to help?”

“Of course.”

Hector sighed and put a hand on one of Julian’s shoulders. “Than take my seat at the Round Table.”

“I can’t do that. I’m—”

Hector waved the words away. “I’m tired, Julian. I’m not capable of making the difference I thought I could. I’m sure the people would love to have you in my place.”

“What will you do?”

Hector offered a sad smile. “I’ll live the rest of my life in peace and quiet. I’ll get to finally enjoy the silence. Be a better husband.” The smile grew just a little bit bigger. “Portia will be grateful to you if you do this for me.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. That way you can still try to make things better, but the way Vere intended.”

Hector and Julian both turned to look at the assortment of humans and aliens visible in the doorway. A collection of helper androids filtered out of the Great Hall to await their next instructions. All of the potential in the galaxy was through those doors, but also all of the painful realities.

Julian nodded. “Okay, I’ll do it.”
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Octo and Winchester were shoulder to shoulder. The pair of representatives passed through a set of corridors that led to an exit on the far side of the Great Hall. Cimber saw them first and started to rush ahead but Cash took hold of his friend’s arm.

“Let me do the talking.”

Cimber didn’t acknowledge the request, gave no indication that he would heed it.

They were only three steps behind the other pair when Cash swore he overheard Octo whisper to Winchester, “He’ll accept. He just needs the right persuasion.”

Cash held his breath, turned to motion for Cimber to be absolutely quiet so he could hear Winchester’s response. It was too late, though.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing,” Cimber said, his voice raised. “Whatever it is, we won’t stand for it.”

Octo and Winchester both stopped and turned. Cimber was close enough to both men to reach out and strangle them.

Winchester gave a half-hearted laugh. “Cash, Cimber, what seems to be the issue?”

Cash lowered his voice to try and make up for Cimber’s outburst. “General Reiser cannot be installed to lead the Round Table. It’s the opposite of what the Round Table was intended to be.”

Octo cocked his head to one side. His bushy eyebrows scrunched into one large mass of hair. “Install General Reiser? I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.”

“Listen, you,” Cimber growled, grabbing Octo by both lapels. “Wipe that smug grin off your face or I’ll wipe it off for you.”

“Cimber,” Cash said, grabbing his friend by the shoulder.

Cimber wouldn’t move, though. His hands remained fixed, holding Octo in place.

Winchester stepped forward. “You’ll release him right this moment.”

“And if I don’t?” Cimber said. “Are you going to do something about it?”

“Cimber, stop.”

The only way Cash could quell the situation was by forcing himself in between the two representatives. Cimber finally let go and Octo shook his head and straightened his jacket.

“This is not the way to conduct yourself,” Octo said, his face contorted with anger.

Cimber lunged for the representative again but Cash held him back.

“But trying to install a leader is the way to conduct yourself?” Cimber shouted.

“Come on,” Cash said, ushering Cimber in the opposite direction. When he managed to get his friend to follow, he called back over his shoulder, “This can’t happen. We’ll make sure it doesn’t.”
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Ten minutes later, the representatives filed back into the Great Hall. Julian returned with them, but this time, instead of observing the proceedings from behind Octo and Winchester, he stood behind Hector.

Julian noticed how Cimber and Cash gave questioning looks toward Hector, unsure of what was going on. Each time they did, Hector gave them a reassuring nod that did little to comfort the two cynical representatives.

After everyone was seated, Hector turned and smiled and Julian returned the kindness. He could see now that Hector had been right. It was easy to get caught up in the momentum and frenzy of the crowds who yelled for him to become King Reiser or Emperor Reiser. When he listened to Octo and Winchester say the Round Table needed him to be their leader, such a thing sounded not only reasonable but also absolutely necessary. Speaking to Hector in private, however, allowed Julian to see things from a different perspective. Hector wanted nothing to do with the cheering crowds and was able to see the situation for what it was. In turn, he had helped Julian do the same.

As Julian watched the hundreds of representatives file back into the room and take their seats, he noticed that Octo and Winchester, smiling and laughing back when he had been standing on their side of the Great Hall, now whispered to each other, both of them talking through gritted teeth. He winked at them, trying to let them know everything was going to work out. Neither of them seemed amused or quelled by his good nature, however. He was sure their mood would change once they found out he was going to be taking Hector’s seat at the Round Table.

He would bring a fresh voice to the room. All the representatives who applauded his return would be more willing to unite as one voice. The few representatives who didn’t want to alter the structure of the Round Table would also have their wish. Everyone would win.

But Hector didn’t announce that Julian was going to take his seat at the Round Table. Instead, after his android assistant handed him a small device, he said, “Everyone, we have an urgent update.”

Julian stepped closer to see what Hector was looking at.

“As you all know, we lost contact with Cartha-Minor-d nearly twenty-four hours ago.”

A hologram appeared in the middle of the Round Table, filling the Great Hall with blue and white light. The image was a cosmic map. The stars magnified from millions of dots to show the Cartha sector. Cartha-Minor-d was just outside the Orleans asteroid field. Everyone in the room glanced at Julian, knowing it was the last successful stop on his campaign prior to confronting the Carthagens.

Hector said, “We had assumed the loss of communications was due to solar storms or some other disruption. But we have just received news that Cartha-6 and two other colonies, every point of civilization we sent ships to in the Cartha sector, have also ceased to send communications.”

The room swelled with murmurs of disapproval. Julian heard a representative a few seats away from Hector say that it was surely a rebellion. A woman with translucent skin and white hair said that they might need General Reiser’s ships to return and remind them of their commitment to the Round Table. Another said it surely must be the work of Arc-Mi-Die.

The three-dimensional image filling the middle of the table changed from blues and whites to mostly black. The room became enveloped in darkness. The map now showed a section of outer space rather than a collection of stars and planets. Julian recognized the planet and realized he was looking at a video feed of Cartha-6.

In the distance of the holographic image, a large ship, big enough to be Cartha-6’s moon, approached. Julian gasped. Not because of how large it was, although that was surely why the rest of the room let out a collective exclamation of their own, but because he knew at once what it was. It was the third warning the Carthagens had created as his ships approached their home.

Because he had seen the ship before, he knew what was going to happen next.

“Please, no,” he muttered, his hands shaking.

Glimmers of light appeared from the side of the vessel. A pair of objects began making their way toward the planet’s surface, where they were joined by two others that had departed from the far side of the vessel. Moments later, the hologram stopped. Everyone in the room, Julian most of all, knew that must have been the exact moment that Cartha-6 had fallen under attack.

“Magnify and replay,” Hector said.

“No,” Julian whispered to himself, trying with all of his might to will this not to actually be happening.

The video feed started over. This time, the hologram zoomed in on the Juggernaut itself. Only the very edge of Cartha-6 was visible in the corner of the magnified image. Four hangars had opened from the enormous craft. A different colored mech appeared from each. They rode atop hover platforms that carried them toward the planet’s surface. Julian recognized them as the exact same mechs he had seen in front of the Carthagen asteroids.

“No,” he mumbled again and forced his hands into his pockets to keep them from trembling.

The four mechs were half the way to the planet’s surface when their weapons began to glow. That was also the same time the hologram went dark.

“What does it mean?” a Gthothch representative said from the other side of the room.

A feathered alien, yellow and grey, squawked a series of noises that were translated as, “We need to send the fleet there immediately.”

Julian closed his eyes. The room became filled with people calling for the Round Table fleet to go back to the Cartha sector, this time to confront the massive ship. Of course, none of the representatives doing the shouting would be aboard the vessels themselves. All of them would be safe back on Edsall Dark while they called for soldiers to risk their lives on everyone else’s behalf.

In his report of the campaign, Julian had mentioned the three different holograms that the Carthagens had projected. He was sure anyone in the room who had actually read the document—Hector, Octo, and Winchester surely among them—would recognize the mechs and enormous ship he had described as being part of the third warning. Now, presumably, that vessel had extinguished all life within the Cartha sector.

“What should we do, General Reiser?”

Julian opened his eyes and scanned the room to see who had asked the question. Octo was staring at him, waiting for an answer. Julian glanced around at the people who filled the Great Hall. It wasn’t just Octo who wanted an answer, but everyone. Even Hector had swiveled on his energy disk and was waiting to hear what Julian had to say.

He wanted to be able to take Hector and a few other people he trusted and whose opinions mattered to him and have a private conversation with them. He wished he could find out what exactly had happened to the people on Cartha-6 and the other colonies in the sector before committing to a decision. But he also knew most people in the room, most people in CamaLon and the rest of the sectors, regarded him as a sort of protector. If he told them he needed time to think, or worse, told them he didn’t know what to do, they would descend into arguments and bickering and fear just like they always did.

“We need to send the closest flagships,” he said. “I believe we have three located in the 16-D-10 sector.” He saw Hector’s eyes narrow and added, “Not to attack, only to investigate who is piloting that Juggernaut and what they want.”

Winchester stood. “Call for a vote: all in favor of following General Reiser’s suggestion?”

Each representative had two buttons in front of them. One was red and the other green. A hologram in the middle of the room tallied the count. Over nine hundred representatives voted to send the three flagships. Fewer than fifty voted not to.”

Winchester nodded to Julian. “General Reiser, the Round Table agrees. Have the three ships investigate what has happened at once.”
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The inside of ThatAm didn’t fit the idea Lancelot had in her mind of a local bar. It wasn’t filled with drunks and brawling thugs, the way other stops on her quest to track down Arc-Mi-Die had been. There were no Turgdorians or any other kind of thugs or henchmen. Looking around, Lancelot noticed there were also no androids in sight. Instead, she was out of place because she was wearing full battle armor while everyone else was in expensive suits and glimmering dresses.

A table full of Sheshnoors, an alien race with long, elegant necks, creamy pale skin, and fingers the length of daggers, sat at a table together, each of them wearing tailored clothes cut to fit their uniquely proportioned bodies. A half human, half Sirinse woman crossed the room in a sparkling blue dress that flowed behind her. A musician sat behind an oversized instrument that let off slow and haunting sounds as she sang in a beleaguered and sad voice that seemed more appropriate to a stage than a bar down the street from where organized crime was involved in something nefarious.

The bartender and all of the patrons stopped their discussions just long enough to turn Lancelot’s way and appraise the warrior and her possible intentions. There were no chipped or cracks mugs in the establishment. There was no one hiding in the shadows. Everyone Lancelot saw was proud to be there. Each patron had a tall and slender glass filled with bubbling liquid.

Making her way across the floor, she walked to the marble bartop. The bartender was a Gthothch dressed in a black suit.

Remembering J’onne Marks’ professional advice to stop asking so many questions, Lancelot said, “I’m looking for work.”

The bartender turned from a conversation he was having with a female human dressed in a shiny silver dress and smiled. “I’m sorry, this isn’t that kind of establishment.”

“I heard it was.”

“Oh?” the bartender said, offering a stone smile. “What is your area of expertise?”

“Killing people.”

Lancelot had not spoken the words loudly. But through the voice modulator of her helmet, the simple confession sounded unemotional and harsh, and that made the words seem deafening in such an establishment as ThatAm. The woman in the silver dress stopped laughing and backed away. The people at the nearest table broke into hushed whispers, dropped some money on the table to pay for their drinks, then got up and hurried toward the exit.

The bartender shook his heavy stone head. “Like I said, friend, this is not that type of establishment.”

“I heard it was,” Lancelot said again, trying her best not to withdraw a weapon and get the information the way she had grown accustomed.

“What can I say?” The bartender shrugged. “I suppose you heard wrong.”

Lancelot stared at the nicely dressed Gthothch, who went back to smiling and filling drink orders. A waitress, the size of a human child but covered in scales and with four small wings at her shoulders, flew in front of the bar and picked up a tray of fizzing drinks.

When she was gone, Lancelot said, “Where do you suggest I go? I could really use some work.”

She expected the bartender to press a button and call for help or else motion to whatever kind of surveillance cameras the bar used.

Instead, he sighed and said, “There are quite a number of unsavory characters in the back alley.” Lancelot turned to leave and the bartender added, “Please, go out the back way.” Then, cringing in his stone manner, he explained, “It would be nice if as few people as possible saw someone dressed in full armor leaving our establishment. We are not that type of place.”

Lancelot wasn’t offended. Rather, she took it as a compliment that she fit in more with the ruffians who lurked in the darkness than the hoighty-toighty patrons who wore expensive clothes while they drank out of ridiculous-looking glasses.

“Thank you,” she said and the bartender nodded.

The door leading to the back alley was made of reinforced steel and had a blast-proof coating, which meant the bartender hadn’t been wasting her time. She pushed the door open. The hinges whined like a siren. The fading sun cast everything in the already dark alley into an ominous series of burnt orange shadows.

In one corner of the alley she saw the outline of what might have been two other Turgdorians. In another, she saw something that looked like an Ogrish. In another, a group of men and aliens in overcoats smoked from pipes and argued in hushed tones.

The easiest thing to do would be to call out and ask if any of them knew an android named J. But like the gentlemanly bounty hunter had cautioned, all that would do would announce her as someone who was out of place from where she was supposed to be. If she had learned anything during her searches, it was that the people who made up the underworld of each planet and colony didn’t like seeing unfamiliar faces.

A noise came from above her head. Stepping forward and spinning, she used her two upper arms to reach behind her shoulders for her Meursaults.

One of them was gone.

She cursed herself for being stupid enough to walk through the doorway without first scanning her surroundings—including above her. Even before she was done spinning on her heels to look above the doorway she had exited, her hand darted over her head to grab at whoever or whatever had taken one of her swords.

She grabbed hold of an ankle. Swiveling, she saw it was the same race of alien as the four-winged waitress from inside the bar, only this one was a male and instead of fancy clothes he wore stained overalls and a blast-proof vest. As soon as his ascent with Lancelot’s sword was prevented and he had no hope of flying away, the alien tossed the stolen Meursault further down the alley, probably in hopes she would let go of him and chase after her blade. She had half a mind to slice the alien in half with her other Meursault. Instead, she wound her arm back and slammed him against the building like a wet towel. The alien crunched against the wall and fell motionless on the ground.

It was easy to spot her sword in the poorly lit alley because a trail of dark orange vapor, the color of the setting sun, arced through the air, showing exactly where the blade had passed. Every other alien in the alley noticed the same thing.

It was possible that they would have gone back to what they were doing if it had been a normal sword. But being that it was one of only seven known Meursaults in the galaxy and that there were wealthy buyers who would pay a fortune for such a rare object, each alien looked at everyone else nearby, then darted to where the sword lay.

The pair of Turgdorians were on top of it first because it had fallen by their feet. Instead of acting as a team, they fought over it, which allowed the wart-covered alien that resembled a monster from a children’s book to tackle both of them. Three MaqMacs, thinking they might be small enough to be overlooked, jumped into the pile as well.

Lancelot leapt over a trashcan, then past a single-person hover transport that might have been junk or someone’s ride. Two of the MaqMacs saw her coming and darted away from the pile. The third was trying to burrow through the tangled mess of alien limbs to get the sword. Lancelot grabbed it by the waist, wound back, and tossed it thirty feet down the alley.

She was going to pull the Ogrish off next but a pair of laser blasts hit the side of her armor, causing her to stumble to her left. Spinning, she saw a human in light battle armor, crouched behind a dumpster. Another blast hit her shoulder, sending her back a step.

“Do you fancy yourself some kind of bounty hunter?” she called to him.

With her other Meursault in one hand, she withdrew and ignited both vibro lances with her lower arms. She had to admit: holding only three weapons felt strange. But even though her fourth weapon was only feet away, the Turgdorians and ogre could sort it out until she stopped herself from being blasted anymore.

She stepped to the side to dodge a laser blast from hitting her sternum, then sprinted across the alley. It took no time at all for her to chase the human down. His Type-I heavy blaster was the first thing to go. Lancelot sliced it in half with the Meursault still in her possession.

The mercenary or bounty hunter or whatever he liked to think of himself as had other weapons at his disposal but none that were ready to use.

“Please, I made a mistake,” he said. “Just let me go.”

He grunted when a vibro lance impaled him, then sighed as the life passed out of his body.

The Ogrish roared and with all of its strength, picked one of the Turgdorians off the ground and threw him against the nearest wall. It got back to its feet and rushed the Ogrish, who, with one punch, knocked the alien out. He was about to do the same to the other Turgdorian when Lancelot began running toward them again.

She was only four steps closer to them when a metal clink tapped the ground by her feet. She knew exactly what the noise was but had no time to react. The proton grenade erupted and tossed Lancelot through the air and into the side of a trashcan.

There was no point to chasing down the Ogrish or reclaiming her weapon until she saw where the grenade had come from. Crouching behind the trashcan, she saw an alien perched on top of the roof across the alley, a grenade launcher mounted to the shoulder armor of his battlegear. His next blast landed at the feet of the Ogrish. After the blast subsided, the monstrous alien was lying flat on his stomach and wasn’t moving. The Turgdorian was still alive but was trapped underneath the heavier alien.

The bounty hunter remained atop the roof to see if anyone else would dart out and make an attempt for the weapon. It took all of Lancelot’s restraint to remain hidden behind the dumpster. When nothing stirred, the bounty hunter ignited the retro boosters on his boots, which allowed him to drop twenty feet to the ground at half the speed of a free fall.

As soon as he was at ground level, Lancelot picked up a vibro lance, still ignited, and threw it like a javelin at the bounty hunter. It entered his armor below his ribs and appeared through the other side of his torso. The weapon’s momentum carried the bounty hunter sideways, into the wall.

Lancelot raced across the alley and with one stroke of her Meursault, sliced off the alien’s helmet. It bounced on a shoulder, then off the edge of the vibro lance, then clanked against the ground. The bounty hunter’s body was still upright but only because the vibro lance was driven through the wall and was holding him up. When Lancelot withdrew it, the vanquished bounty hunter thudded to the ground in a heap of armor.

A sound to her side made her spin once again. J’onne Marks, the gentlemanly bounty hunter, was there, standing by the trapped Turgdorian. He had both hands on the handle of the Meursault and was trying to get it away from the much heavier alien.

“What are you doing?” Lancelot asked.

J’onne froze. His hands slowly retreated away from the prize.

“I was, uh, trying to help you get your marvelous blade back.”

“I appreciate it,” Lancelot said as she turned and crossed the alley, pausing only feet away from the bounty hunter so she looked like a giant looming over him.

With one of her front feet, she pushed with all of her strength and flung the fallen Ogrish off the Turgdorian. With her other front foot, she stood on top of the Turgdorian’s chest until it realized the brevity of the situation and understood that if it did anything at all other than give her back the Meursault it wouldn’t live. It did the smart thing and released its grip.

“Good move,” Lancelot said as she wiped off the invisible blade and put the sword back behind her shoulder. Then, turning to J’onne, she said, “Why did you send me here? Did you think it was funny to waste my time?”

The gentlemanly bounty hunter backed slightly away, his palms out. “I only try to help.”

“Have you even been inside that bar? Criminals don’t hang out there.”

“I think you’re wrong,” J’onne said.

Lancelot laughed and shook her head. “You think I’m wrong? Have you been inside there before?”

“I can only tell you what I know.”

A figure at the end of the alley caught Lancelot’s attention. It had been walking down the street but paused to inspect what was happening down the side alley. The figure looked like a human male but its posture was too perfect. An android. Not only that, but an android that had been on its way into ThatAm.

As soon as Lancelot turned and noticed it, it darted away.

Without saying anything, Lancelot raced after it.

“See? ” J’onne shouted after her. “I told you.”
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Three flagships were posted at the edge of the 16-D-10 sector. When the two Athens Destroyers and one Solar Carrier docked for resupply, they did so at the spaceport above Quad-Lun, a planet which, although it was inhospitable to life, was littered with nearly a dozen different small colonies. The three flagships patrolled the border between the Cartha sector and the 16-D-10 sector, providing reassurance to those who had converted to the Round Table that the space they controlled would be free of intergalactic pirates and gangsters.

Colonel Krull was the officer in charge of the three ships. As such, he had been alerted that a giant unknown vessel was making its way through the Cartha sector, apparently destroying everything in its path. Although no one could be sure until the ship was spotted again, it was assumed the vessel would maintain the same course and enter the 16-D-10 sector next.

“They’re calling it the Juggernaut,” Krull’s first captain said.

“So they do.”

It was Colonel Krull’s mission, if possible, to make contact with the Juggernaut and deter it from continuing further into Round Table controlled space. He was ordered to offer a diplomatic solution before providing one of brute force. He had received orders to only fire if the foreign vessel fired first or else it dispatched forces to attack Quad-Lun. Outside of that, Colonel Krull had the freedom to address the situation as he saw fit.

It was not the type of assignment Krull had envisioned for himself back when he was in the Vonnegan academy. In those days, Mowbray Vonnegan had still been ruler and Mowbray’s son, Minot, hadn’t yet been born. Neither Krull nor any of the others in his graduating class had cared about Mowbray’s glory. Most of them were there because they had been taken from their homes and forced to serve the empire. Others, like Krull, had joined because they felt a calling to explore the stars and would take any available means of doing so, even if it meant delivering fear across the sectors in the form of an Athens Destroyer.

He hadn’t realized at the time that “exploring the stars” would one day mean commanding three flagships at an outpost no one cared about, in a sector not many people visited. However, he was better off than his father and older brother. Both had died in Mowbray’s silly wars. Periodically reminding himself of that helped in adjusting his personal expectations; he wasn’t exploring nebulas or collapsing stars like he had dreamed of as a child but he was out in space and he was alive.

The higher ups had sent Colonel Krull intelligence stating that the Juggernaut could somehow jump through space without the use of traditional portals. They still weren’t sure how. Gathering more information on that capability was Krull’s secondary objective. It was the Juggernaut’s unknown capability that forced Krull to keep his ships near Quad-Lun. If he took them away from the 16-D-10 sector in hopes of confronting the approaching vessel, the enemy might be able to leap past him, bypassing all defenses. Instead, the three flagships stayed with weapons systems ready, every officer dressed in space armor.

Looking out through the viewport of the command deck of his Athens Destroyer, he saw a distorted reflection of himself. His skin was a more vibrant shade of purple than most Vonnegans. His jaw was wider. His mother had told him this was because he was meant for great things. After all, Mowbray Vonnegan had shared the same qualities and he was royalty.

What Krull now understood was that greatness didn’t come from sending husbands and sons, wives and daughters, into war but from ensuring violence was the last resort. The proof of this was in the diversity around him. There were only two other Vonnegans on his command deck. The others were human, Gthothch, and other aliens from around the galaxy. Only a couple years earlier, that would have been unheard of. It was a glorious thing to be a part of.

“Sir,” Krull’s watch officer said, “vessel approaching from the Cartha sector. Mark 11-74-18.”

“Put it up.”

A hologram filled the air in between where the colonel was standing and the front of the command deck. Most of the hologram showed empty space littered with stars. The very edge of it, however, showed what at first glance appeared to be some sort of armored frigate.

“Magnify.”

Krull’s teeth dug into his lower lip as he immediately recognized his miscalculation. It was no frigate at all, armored or otherwise. It was something slightly akin to his own Athens Destroyer, only with more armor, sharper edges, and a wider surface. Even from a distance, he could tell it was enormous.

“Measurements,” he said.

The watch officer provided them, causing everyone on the deck who had been focused on their job to see what was coming toward them. The ship was significantly larger than all three of Krull’s flagships combined. Even if his command was doubled to six flagships, the approaching Juggernaut would dwarf them. Even if all of the colonies down below on Quad-Lun were combined, they wouldn’t equal the surface area of the approaching ship.

“Juggernaut, indeed,” he said. Then, focusing on the task at hand, added, “Open communications.”

His comms officer tapped a series of buttons on the console in front of her.

“Comms open, sir.”

“This is Colonel Krull of the Round Table forces. Please identify yourself.”

He waited for the ship to transmit his request across every known verbal and visual language. All the while, the Juggernaut made its way out of the Cartha sector, closer to the first sign of civilization in the 16-D-10 sector.

“This is Colonel Krull,” he said again. “I am with the Round Table forces. Please identify yourself.”

The hologram of the enormous vessel had to zoom out as the ship began to fill the entire image and nothing else could be seen.

“Ensign Chipe,” he said to his comms officer. “The message is going out in every possible translation?”

“It is, sir.”

Krull nodded and turned back to the viewport. Silence filled the command deck as everyone focused on their duties so as to not have to think about the behemoth approaching them.

“This is Colonel Krull of the Round Table forces. Please identify yourself.”

“Transmission being received from the vessel, sir.”

“Put it up.”

The hologram of the Juggernaut shrank to half its size and moved to the left side of the command deck. On a new hologram, to the right of the main image, text appeared in the air.

WE ARE HANNIBAL. FOR TOO LONG YOU HAVE SPREAD DEATH AND SUFFERING ACROSS THE GALAXY. JUDGMENT IS UPON YOU.
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Colonel Krull’s Athens Destroyer was transmitting a live feed back to Edsall Dark. Julian and Hector watched it from the control room. Most of what they stared at was a three-dimensional hologram of the Round Table’s trio of flagships hovering in space between Quad-Lun and the approaching Juggernaut. Although the data was transmitted at the fastest speed back through every portal until it got back to CamaLon, Hector and Julian knew everything they were seeing had already happened minutes earlier. Not even the newest and most advanced communication technology could transmit speech or video fast enough to get it across multiple sectors without a significant delay.

That was part of the reason neither man asked to be patched through to the colonel’s command deck, because Krull would have already reacted to anything they were seeing. The other reason was that they both knew Krull would need to focus on what was happening rather than take advice from generals on the other side of the galaxy.

Even in the simple visual they watched, the immense size difference between the foreign vessel and the Athens Destroyers and Solar Carrier was clear.

“A ship that size can only serve one purpose,” Hector whispered.

Julian nodded, remembering how he had felt upon seeing the same vessel. He had gone from feeling like he really was the Terror of the Cartha Sector, invincible with his fleet of flagships, to feeling extremely vulnerable and naive.

A second hologram appeared in the control room. This one relayed the same message that the Hannibal had sent to the three flagships.

Seeing the words, Hector had to put a hand out to brace himself.

“You okay?” Julian asked.

A conversation came back to Hector.

“There will always be more of the galaxy to explore. There will always be another civilization to try and bring under the Round Table. How much longer until we come upon someone who isn’t intimidated by our ships of war? How much longer until we go too far and reach someone who wants to do to us what we have done to everyone else... or worse?”

The Juggernaut moved closer to Quad-Lun and the three ships that were in its way.

Julian frowned and asked who Hector had quoted.

“I said it a couple weeks ago to the representatives at the Round Table as you were approaching the Cartha sector.”
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It might have been possible for the Juggernaut to ram its way through the blockade that the three Round Table flagships formed. It wouldn’t have been much different than Colonel Krull having his Athens Destroyer fly directly into the path of three Llyushin fighters. Instead of utilizing this maneuver, however, the behemoth slowed its approach and launched just over one hundred projectiles.

Colonel Krull had already ordered all three ships to raise their shields. His next command was to launch a defensive salvo of countermeasures with the hope that most if not all of the Hannibal missiles would be caught in the net of explosions. Three clustered mines were launched from the underbelly of the Athens Destroyer. Each had a thruster that ignited and sent it on a course toward the Juggernaut in an attempt to intercept the oncoming projectiles. Once the cluster mines were a mile away from the Destroyer, they exploded into a ball of energized shrapnel that would hopefully draw the attention of the approaching projectiles and make them explode on contact.

But instead of going toward the clusters, the small cylinders launched by the Juggernaut dispersed all around the three Round Table flagships before coming to a stop. None of them exploded. None of them impacted Krull’s vessels.

Krull’s weapons officer glanced at him to see if an order was going to be forthcoming to target and destroy the devices. Krull, though, was deep in thought, trying to figure out what might happen next. None of the devices tried to attach themselves to the Round Table ships. They were just floating in space, a wide net of metal dots.

In the distance, four of the Juggernaut’s hangar doors opened and the four mechs lifted off.

“Open comms.”

“Comms open, sir.”

“This is Colonel Krull of the Round Table forces. Please turn around and exit the sector.”

As he watched, the four mechs—one a pale white, another a rusted red, the third black, and the last a dull grey—began to descend toward Quad-Lun.

“This is Colonel Krull. Please state your purpose.” After waiting five seconds and not getting a response, he said, “Any objects launched toward our colonies without our consent will be considered aggressors and will be dealt with accordingly.”

The only message the Juggernaut sent in response was nearly identical to the one from before. The words popped up as a hologram directly in front of where Krull was standing on the command deck.

WE ARE HANNIBAL. JUDGMENT IS UPON YOU.

The Juggernaut did not activate its cannons and begin sending laser blasts at the flagships. It did not launch fighters or any other type of weapon. The mechs, ignoring Krull’s warning, descended toward the planet’s surface atop their transports.

Colonel Krull motioned for the comms officer to turn off the feed, then said, “Launch two squadrons of Thunderbolts. Tell them to circle the mechs but not to fire unless I give the command.”

A lieutenant behind him sent the command to the Athen Destroyer’s hangars. There, pilots already dressed in their navigation suits would be climbing into their fighters and soaring into space.

Within seconds, the first pair of Thunderbolts roared past the Destroyer’s command deck on their way to intercept the mechs. A moment later, two more flew by. Then another pair and another after that.

The eight fighters circled the mechs while the foreign objects continued their descent. Krull watched from the side viewport of his vessel. None of the mechs were deterred from continuing toward the planet. Likewise, none of the Thunderbolts sent volleys of laser blasts or proton torpedoes.

“Sir,” an officer said. “The mechs are entering Quad-Lun’s atmosphere.”

As the colonel watched, the Thunderbolts began flying in wide loops when they were to the sides and behind the mechs but were passing at extremely close range when they got in front of them. The maneuver was designed to discourage vessels from continuing in their current course.

Krull signaled for the comms to reopen, then said, “Call off your ships or my fighters will be forced to repel them.”

A moment later, the mechs still continuing on their path toward the planet’s surface, Krull nodded to a lieutenant to pass along his orders to the fighters.

Everything in space happens at relative speeds that are much faster than they appear. It looked as though the mechs were taking their time approaching the planet but they were actually flying hundreds of miles per hour. The fighters, in order to be able to keep flying in circles around them, were travelling up to four times the speed of the invading objects.

The fact that the objects out the viewport were actually flying many times faster than the speed of sound was why what happened next was so impressive. The second mech, the one that was the color of dried blood, was scorched by the heat of a Thunderbolt as it passed within mere feet of it. The mech ignited the large ion sword in its hands and, faster than human eyes could make sense, brought the blade—itself the length of the thunderbolt—down the middle of the next fighter to pass by. That ship split into two pieces, each of which burst into explosions that extinguished as the oxygen reserves burned out.

“All ships engage,” Colonel Krull said. “Fire at will.”

Alarms filled the command deck. A new hologram formed in the air near Krull to show a map of the battlefield. Additional dots appeared as both of the other flagships launched fighters of their own.

In the moments before his own Destroyer’s cannons sent laser blasts at the Juggernaut, Krull saw the other three mechs also ignite their weapons. One had a bow that sent an arrow of energy into the nearest Thunderbolt, causing it to explode in a flash of blue. Another had what looked like a vibro scepter that sent out long waves of sickly yellow energy. When the Thunderbolts flew too close to a ripple, they disintegrated. Another ion arrow tore through a fighter. The long sword, glowing and outstretched, sliced through a Llyushin fighter. The final mech, the one with what appeared to be a scale in one hand, continued toward the planet without engaging the nearby ships. As it did, one side of the scale emitted black gas and the other a black sizzling energy. A Thunderbolt broke away from the rest of the fighting and targeted that mech. The two substances on either side of the scale expanded until they touched each other. Mixed together, they caused a chemical reaction that formed a cloud of energy that spread out toward the oncoming fighter. The Thunderbolt raced straight through the cloud. Rather than explode, it continued flying straight ahead. The craft was intact but the pilot, no longer doing anything intelligible to fly the ship, was apparently dead. Seconds later, the ship began to fall apart, piece by piece.

The cannons alongside Colonel Krull’s flagship burst into life. Simultaneously, the projectiles that the Juggernaut launched also ignited. Each formed a giant circle of energy that resembled a portal. They were as large as the portals Krull and everyone else was familiar with but they were missing the rim of three hundred and sixty metal cylinders that gave traditional portals their form. Each circle of glowing light was many times larger than the Athens Destroyer, and their quantity ensured the path between the flagships and the Juggernaut was blocked on all sides by various fields of energy.

The first blasts sent by the Athens Destroyer disappeared into the newly formed circles of light. Instantaneously, a laser blast rocked the colonel’s ship.

“Someone tell me where that came from,” he said, noting that the defense system display showed the Juggernaut hadn’t fired.

“It was our own blast, sir. It came back out through a different energy field, one behind us.”

Krull watched the Solar Carrier fire toward the Juggernaut. Its path was also obstructed by one of the temporary portals, and right away the laser that disappeared into the energy field reappeared from a portal located next to the Solar Carrier and blasted the side of the flagship. The same thing happened to the other Athens Destroyer.

“Stop firing,” Krull said.

Glancing at the holographic display, he noticed that the number of fighters confronting the mechs was dwindling. The Thunderbolts’ lasers didn’t seem to be damaging the mechs while the mechs’ weapons were capable of destroying the fighters with one shot.

“Get us toward those things,” Krull said.

“Sir, we’re surrounded by energy fields.”

Krull looked out the viewport and saw the other two ships were as well. There were gaps between the portals but not large enough for the flagships to maneuver safely between. A second layer of portals was positioned behind the first layer to fill most of the gaps.

Krull’s eyes narrowed. Was it his imagination or was the portal in front of them larger than it had been moments earlier?

“Sir, the portal is drifting toward us.”

“Back! Full reverse!”

“Sir, there’s another portal behind us.”

The ensign waited a moment, not wanting to ignore an order, then, seeing Krull had no better option to offer, she set the Athens Destroyer to move backwards at a pace that kept it away from the portal in front of them. After a minute, the large vessel ran out of room. The rear portion of the ship began to touch the portal located at the back of the battlefield.

“Lower all the tinder walls in the back half of the ship,” Krull said. “And tell me what’s happening.”

He didn’t need to be told, however, because he could see it for himself. The back edge of his ship, the mighty Athens Destroyer, was appearing through a portal on the opposite side of the battlefield. As he watched, more and more of his vessel was transporting from one side of the battlefield to another. The Solar Carrier beside him, rather than move, had allowed the portal ahead of it to begin engulfing its front ports. That ship had also lowered the applicable tinder walls and was also appearing from a different portal.

Krull gave no commands because he had no idea what he was supposed to do. As he watched, the mech with the energy bow sent another ion arrow into a Llyushin fighter, then another into a Thunderbolt. Further away, two more fighters soared off into space, their pilots somehow dead because of the black mech’s poison cloud.

“Half of our ship is through the portal, sir.”

Krull appreciated the effort, but he could see for himself that half of his damn ship was sticking out of a portal on the other side of the Juggernaut. Half of the Solar Carrier was also through. The second Athens Destroyer had a quarter of its front engulfed by one portal and a quarter of its rear section through a different portal.

As Krull watched, every circle of energy vanished. In an instant, a hundred portals that had covered almost every part of space they could see changed back into one hundred small metal cylinders. Instead of a blanket of energy fields, they saw the Juggernaut and the vastness of black space.

Alarms blared. The colonel closed his eyes for a second as he began to comprehend what had happened. All three flagships had been halfway through some kind of portal when the energy fields had all been deactivated. The flagships had, effectively, been cut in half. Part of Krull’s Athens Destroyer floated away from one side of the Juggernaut while the front half remained where it had been. The alarms screaming throughout the command deck were to signal not only the immense structural damage but also the vast portions of the ship that had been exposed to the harsh environment of space. The same thing had happened to the other two flagships.

Automatic containment walls slammed shut in an attempt to confine the damage and the exposure, but no response would save the lives of anyone who was near the oxygen tanks that exploded or the ion cells that had been sliced in half. Both parts of his ship, maybe both of the others as well, were going to be unsuitable for life within a matter of minutes.

“Full evacuation,” Krull said.

The portals burst back into brilliant fields of energy, each one returning from a small cylinder to a portal large enough for a flagship to pass through with ease. Once again, each one began to drift toward the pieces of the flagships, guided there somehow by the Juggernaut.

Everyone around Krull sprinted toward the command deck’s exits. Already dressed in space armor, they hoped to get away from the ship before it exploded. The nearest safety hatch was a thirty-second run. Alarms blared the entire time they dashed through the corridors. When Krull and the others got to the nearest hatch, they all saw the same thing. Through the tiny viewport, they groaned as a portal moved toward their section of the ship. If they evacuated they would float right into it.

Already, the portal in front of them was beginning to touch the viewport. By the time they ran to the next emergency hatch, half a mile further down the ship, the Athens Destroyer would be engulfed in energy again.

As Krull watched, he saw the nearest circle of energy blaze with finality. It was close enough to reach out and touch.

The next thing he saw, he was staring at Quad-Lun from the opposite side of the battlefield. A circle of energy was directly behind him. Miles away, he saw the remnants of his ship disappearing into the portal before reappearing where he now was.

His first thought wasn’t of his lost flagship or even of his last moments of life, which were surely approaching. It was, I passed through a portal and lived? How did the Hannibal figure out how to do that? What else can they do? And then, finally, We were never any match for them.

As he watched, the portals all deactivated again, once more slicing away the parts of the ships that had been passing through them. Without firing a single cannon, the Juggernaut had defeated three flagships.

Meanwhile, all of the Llyushin fighters and Thunderbolts had been destroyed and the four mechs, barely slowed by the diversion, were splitting off from each other, each on their way to delivering their unique version of death to the colonies below.
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Julian watched a feed of the battle knowing everything he was witnessing had already happened. Even if he could offer some tactic to help Colonel Krull or issue an order for the ships to retreat so the crews would live to fight another day, it would be pointless. By the time the hologram showed the three flagships being cut into pieces and the mechs descending to the planet’s surface, everyone would have already been dead for a few minutes.

As Julian watched the final moments of the battle, Hector’s words echoed in his head.

How much longer until we come upon someone who isn’t intimidated by our ships of war? How much longer until we go too far and reach someone who wants to do to us what we have done to everyone else... or worse?

His first sighting of the Hannibal and their Juggernaut seemed as fresh in his mind as if it had happened the day before. He had suspected the hologram in the middle of the Orleans asteroid field as being nothing more than a giant threat, something imagined by the Carthagens to scare away the Round Table fleet. Never had he seriously thought a ship that large could actually exist.

He still remembered his thoughts at the time, that while the hologram was obviously made with amazing technology, a floating image would never deter him from his mission. What Julian had thought to be a monstrous imagination was actually something real. What he had guessed to be a visual deterrent was actually death travelling across the galaxy. Coming for them.

Wherever the Hannibal had been, either in the sector just beyond Cartha or somewhere else, Julian was all too aware that they were heading in the general direction of Edsall Dark. The Carthagens, aware of the Hannibal, had been offering Reiser a genuine warning: Turn around now and hope you never see this Juggernaut again.

“They’re going to keep destroying each colony and planet they come across until they get to Edsall Dark,” he said.

Hector, still beside him, still looking at the spot where the holographic battle had been, said they might not.

Julian turned to face his friend. “What’s going to stop them? They just went through three of our flagships without firing a laser. Do you know how many more colonies are in between Quad-Lun and Edsall Dark? Do you think they’re just going to get tired and turn around?”

Hector narrowed his eyes, and Julian knew the man beside him was trying to determine if he was speaking to a friend or to the returning war hero.

Julian said, “They’re going to destroy everything in their path unless we stop them.”

“Julian—”

“Even if they do turn around after killing millions of lives, are we going to ignore what they’ve already done? If we do, why would anyone think the Round Table could actually protect them?”

“But when will it end?”

“When we destroy them.”

“And what about the next ship after them?”

Julian bit his lip and held his breath to keep from saying something he would regret.

When his head cleared he said, “I see now what Octo and Winchester were right. The Round Table will never be able to function in its current form.”

“Because it has someone who wants to avoid war?”

“Because it has someone who clamors to avoid conflict even when a clear threat exists,” Julian said, raising his voice.

“And why does that threat exist?”

Julian clenched both fists. He would never strike his friend, wasn’t foolish enough to think he would get the better end of the deal, but he wanted awfully bad to hit something. Not because Hector was wrong, but because he was right.

“That isn’t what matters right now. I wish you could understand that.”

Without waiting for a response, he turned and left the control room.
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Only weeks earlier, while his father was prisoner to the Carthagens, Talbot had been fighting for his life in the asteroid tunnels. Now, as he watched what was unfolding and realized his father would once again answer the call of the Round Table, Talbot was content to sit in his backyard with his mother and watch from afar. The two of them sipped tea and listened to the leaves rustle in the wind.

Talbot didn’t care if the people cheered his father or not. The man they called General Reiser had gone unnoticed for most of his military career. Now, after being captured, seriously wounded in battle, losing part of the fleet, and having some of his fellow officers die in the Carthagen trap, his father was suddenly a hero. By itself, Talbot wasn’t sure what there was to celebrate about the Cartha campaign. Maybe it was the fact that the people needed something, anything, to cheer. Maybe it was liking the thought that the Round Table was achieving something good or maybe it was because Julian had destroyed the Excalibur ship that had paralyzed the representatives with indecision. Surely, the fact that his father now possessed the Sword in the Stone contributed to the legend that grew around him.

He knew he was supposed to be happy that Julian was receiving the praise he had worked so hard to earn, Julian had been the leader of the Cartha campaign, but he had also been the only officer captured by the Carthagens and had missed almost all of the fighting in the tunnels. The fortunes of man seemed a funny and fickle thing to him.

When he blinked out of his thoughts and focused on the tiny two-winged creature fluttering in the trees, chirping and signing its beautiful songs, he realized Margaret was staring at him.

“My little dreamer,” she said and winked the way she had when he was a boy and had done the same thing.

It was the type of comment that would have bothered him to no end when he was younger. If she said the same thing around one of his childhood friends his face would have reddened and he would have complained about not wanting her to embarrass him. Now, though, he merely smiled and nodded.

She asked what he had been thinking about. He almost said, “Everything that happened in the Cartha sector,” but that wasn’t true. That was merely a product of his thought that he dearly wanted his life to be as different as it had been as possible.

“The future,” he said.

Her eyes lit up and the wrinkles near her temples became exaggerated when she smiled. “What else would a dreamer be thinking of? And what do you think of the future?”

The tiny, fluttering animal in the trees was joined by two other of the same species. The three spoke in lovely continuous chirps back and forth as they flew between a pair of branches.

“I don’t know. I guess I keep thinking about why I ended up in the Cartha sector. I didn’t even want to be in the academy. I just did what was expected of me. And then I see dad and watch how he’s able to make the exact future he wants. It’s like he was destined to step into whatever role he chooses for himself. I keep wondering why I can’t create the future I want for myself. But of course, I don’t even know what I would want that future to be.”

“You and your father are completely different people.”

Talbot cringed, trying not to focus on the negative aspects of that comparison. Most people considered Julian to be a great person, maybe the greatest living man in the galaxy. If Talbot was his opposite, what did that say about him? What were the antonyms of greatness and being universally liked? They certainly weren’t positive traits.

He knew what she meant, though. His father sought greatness and quests while Talbot was content to sit in an empty room and contemplate while entire days passed.

Anyway, he didn’t want or need to be universally revered. He just wanted to be happy. The singing little creatures in the trees understood that. So too, apparently, did his mother. Why then was it so difficult for Talbot to accept the notion?

When he figured that out, he guessed he would know what the future held for him.
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The next Round Table session was in progress but Hector was no where to be found. Cash and Cimber were capable of presenting all of the same arguments as their friend, but both representatives knew their words had less influence than the man Vere had personally requested to sit on the Round Table, the man who had gone into the blood tunnels and wiped out masses of Vonnegan soldiers. Hector had been the one to lose his legs while commanding a Solar Carrier and an arm while fighting the Vonnegans. His words carried weight when he spoke out against the prospect of war. Compared to Hector, Cash and Cimber were just another two people sitting at a table full of nearly one thousand representatives.

Everyone in the Great Hall argued over what should be done in response to the Hannibal and their Juggernaut. Too many voices tried to speak at once. The result was an echoing jumble of complaints and suggestions that became indistinguishable.

Cash felt a charge of electricity approach from behind and knew what it was even before he turned to find Hector’s energy disk hover into position next to him.

“I came as soon as I could,” he said.

Cash nodded, trying not to worry about why Hector looked shaken because it could only mean the conversation with General Reiser hadn’t gone as planned. Julian arrived to the room as well. Instead of joining Hector, the general stood behind Octo and Winchester once again. Cash sucked air in between his teeth, guessing it was an understatement to say the conversation between Hector and his old friend hadn’t gone well.

To Cash’s other side, Cimber was staring at Reiser, pure disgust on his face. Julian raised a hand. At first, only a few people stopped talking, but as more and more representatives saw that the general wanted to speak, entire sections of the Round Table fell silent.

Finally, he said, “Recent events make it clear we must send a large portion of the fleet to confront the Hannibal.” The room broke into excited murmurs. “I know there will be some who say diplomacy is called for in times like this.” Julian stared straight at Hector when he said this. “But trust me, as the general you sent across the galaxy to bring more planets to this table, that the time for diplomacy is over. It was over as soon as they attacked three of our flagships. We need to act and we need to act now, before more sectors are destroyed.”

Julian rested a palm on the handle of the Sword in the Stone as he spoke. Cash was sure it wasn’t by accident. What better way to remind the room of representatives of his supposed claim to rule than by touching the physical representation of that idea.

The vast majority of the representatives, usually unable to agree on anything, began to applaud. Cash suspected they did so partly because they appreciated being told how to react rather than needing to figure it out for themselves.

Hector put both hands on the table in front of him. “And what if this supposed Juggernaut destroys those ships as well? What then?”

Julian blinked in confusion. “There’s a huge difference between an enemy vessel being able to defeat three flagships and thirty.”

“Yes,” Hector said with a nod. “I believe the difference is thousands of lives.”

A few in the Great Hall hissed at this comment, not liking that someone was disagreeing with the great General Reiser.

Cash said, “Will every representative in favor of sending our fleet into another battle be aboard one of the departing flagships?”

There were a couple snickers. Then, realizing Cash was being serious, the room fell silent.

“I didn’t think so,” Cash said.

Octo sighed and wagged a finger across the table. “This isn’t the time for grandstanding. As General Reiser has said, this is the time to act.”

“Great,” Cimber yelled. “And when will the time come to discuss why the Hannibal are approaching our doorstep? When will that time be?”

Some of the same representatives who had just cheered the idea of the fleet being sent to confront the Juggernaut now shook their heads and reassessed the plan. Other parts of the room booed and hissed. Winchester motioned for these representatives to be silent.

“It’s understandable that some in the room have reservations. Not everyone appreciates the threat before us as much as General Reiser. He will—”

“You dirty piece of”—Cimber began to yell as he pushed his chair back, ready to circle the table and strangle Winchester.

Hector caught his arm and Cash saw that even if Cimber had wanted to go against his friend and cross the room, he would be physically incapable of such a thing as long as Hector held him in place. Finally, Cimber nodded and Hector let go. Rather than retake his seat, however, Cimber walked toward the exit and left the Great Hall.

“This isn’t the way to go about things,” Hector said.

No one jeered or mocked this. They simply looked back and forth between Hector and the other side of the room, where General Resier, Octo, and Winchester were located. Cash closed his eyes, knowing how this would play out.

Octo said, “All in favor of sending part of the fleet to confront the Hannibal?”

The Great Hall rang out with hundreds of voices echoing in unison as aliens and humans pressed the green button in front of them.

“Those opposed?”

Hector pressed the red button. As did Cash. A few others did as well. In all, less than a hundred representatives were against the idea.

“Very well,” Winchester said. “General Reiser, the Round Table has agreed. Send command to prepare the fleet.”
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Lancelot had no idea exactly what she was doing and had no game plan of what to do next. After seeing the android dart away from the end of the alley behind ThatAm, she had immediately followed. If what J’onne Marks said was true and J was known to visit the bar, it would make perfect sense that Arc-Mi-Die’s assistant would want to avoid attention. She guessed that was why it had wanted to distance itself from the disturbance in the alley as fast as possible.

Rather than go inside the establishment, though, the android kept walking. Lancelot trailed behind it for three blocks, all the while wondering how to figure out if this was the android she was looking for or just one that had happened to be in the area. From the advice she had received, she at least knew enough to realize she couldn’t simply stop it and ask. That wouldn’t end well for anyone.

Her problem was that she had to stay far behind it to avoid detection and to stay safe. If the android was J and it was working for Arc-Mi-Die, it would no doubt be programmed with a self-destruct that would initiate the moment it thought it was in any danger of being captured. Although J would never talk, someone who knew android programming could break through the encryption and track exactly where J had gone and where Arc-Mi-Die’s secret base was located. The warlord would never permit such a thing. Instead, J would blow up at the first sign of being captured, thus erasing every part of the hardware that acted as its memory.

That was why Lancelot not only didn’t ask the android’s identity, she also didn’t take a chance on sprinting through the street and trying to disable it before it self-destructed. Even with its back to her, his sensors would detect someone approaching at a fast pace, correctly interpret the act as a threat, and incinerate itself a split second later. That meant she had to keep trailing it from a distance until she came up with a better plan.

Eventually, the android doubled back and headed toward the spaceport. Lancelot made a couple educated guesses. The first was that this was in fact J. No other android would have reason to be so cautious. The second was that Arc-Mi-Die had programmed his helper to be overly careful. Anything out of the ordinary, even a brawl in the alley, was reason to hold off on trying to make certain arrangements. Instead, she guessed, J had run an assessment and decided to be safe and either return another time or else do business at a different colony.

Back at the entrance to the space dock, she saw J boarding a Type B Strain transport. It was a ship she knew to be popular with traders and pirates because of how easy it was to modify. Many of the visitors to the Orleans asteroid field had arrived in such crafts. After her lances impaled the unwelcome or surly guests, many of the ships had become part of the Carthagen’s stockpile.

Rather than try to get closer to the android, Lancelot went back to the Ronan. Although unlikely, there was a chance J would fly back to wherever Arc-Mi-Die was hiding. Even if it didn’t, Lancelot could follow J to the next stop and hope for a better chance to disable the android there.

The Ronan was on the far side of the platform from J’s Type B Strain transport. By the time Lancelot got to it, the other vessel was already in the air and heading toward space.

“Excuse me, do you have a second?”

A human dressed in dirty and patched clothes was standing at the spot where the Ronan’s ramp would lower.

“I don’t,” Lancelot said, pushing the human out of the way, sending him sprawling.

Even before the man picked himself off the ground and began to reach for the blaster located at his hip, Lancelot heard footsteps approaching from every direction. In front of her was another human, slightly heavier and taller than the first, an assault blaster pointed at her. To her sides, she heard heavier footsteps. One Orguantuan was to her left. To her right, another.

“I would have thought you would learn your lesson,” she said to them, guessing they were two of the same aliens that had confronted her on the street.

“I said, do you have a second?” the first man taunted as he got back to his feet.

A smug grin covered his face, revealing stained teeth and a gap where one was missing.

“And I said I don’t. What part of that could you not understand?”

Knowing J’s transport was getting away, she withdrew all four of her weapons.

“Move,” she said. “Now. I don’t have time for niceties.”

One vibro lance pointed to her right and the other to her left. That would keep the Orguantuans away at least temporarily. A slash of silver vapor tore through the air. The man who had tried to block her way to the ship’s ramp was staring at her in confusion. The Meursault’s blade cut through his arm so efficiently that his brain hadn’t yet processed that the blaster he had been holding was now laying on the ground, along with his forearm and hand.

Four laser blasts hit her armor before she was able to side step toward the second human. The man backpedaled without shame, the assault blaster jammed into the crook of his shoulder as he continued to fire at her. The pace with which he retreated made it difficult for Lancelot to get close enough to cut him down. She settled for slicing his blaster in half.

The next time he pulled the trigger, there was no barrel and an energy blast erupted in a wide stream rather than being funneled into a condensed line. Seeing his weapon was useless, the man tossed it to the ground and reached for something else in his pocket.

The Orguantuans were circling, trying to evade her vibro lances. Before the man could withdraw an ion grenade or whatever else he might have had, Lancelot spun and drove one of her lances through his chest. The man coughed and his hands dropped to his sides. When she retracted the lance, the man collapsed to the ground.

“You’re interrupting something very important to me,” she told the Orguantuans. “If you stop now, you’ll keep your heads on your shoulders. If not...”

She let the words linger to test the resolve of the aliens. Both growled and bared their fangs.

“Oh well.”

She swiveled her hips and shoulders so that both vibro lances were pointing toward one of the Orguantuans and both Meursaults at the other. The alien directly in front of her brought both fists above his head and roared. With his powerful frame, he looked angry enough to damage the side of her ship with his paws.

Without giving the alien a chance to move, Lancelot darted forward. Two swishes of silver vapor cut toward the Orguantuan before his ally could formulate his own attack. The alien in front of her, not used to anyone being able to face him in combat, reflectively put his hands out. Both sets of clawed fingers dropped to the ground and the Orguantuan wailed in agony. The cry was cut short by another streak of vapor and his head falling from his neck and hitting the ground.

The second Orguantuan rushed at her. He punched the blade of one lance away, not caring that the energy of the weapon singed the hair on his hand and burned into his knuckles. The Orguantuan grabbed hold of the other lance with such strength that Lancelot couldn’t move it, both of his hands sizzling as it did so. But no matter how big or strong the alien was, he only had two hands. Lancelot’s Meursaults cut his arms off while they held onto one of the lances, then cut off his head.

“I gave you all a chance,” she said, scanning the lifeless bodies. Shaking her head, she lowered the ramp to the Ronan, got aboard, and ran to the cockpit.

Every time she reached for a button near the pilot’s seat she had to remind herself that she was no longer in her own craft but in the unfamiliar one she had been forced to take from Thrice Won. As a result, it took much longer to get the ship prepared for takeoff than it should have. By the time the engines were roaring and the Ronan lifted off the ground, she was cursing under her breath in frustration. If she lost J now, all of her searching over the past few weeks would have been for nothing. And if that happened, everyone she came in contact with would want to cross to the other side of the street if they knew what was good for them.

Without waiting to see if another vessel was approaching the spaceport, she jammed the thruster down and raced out into the blackness of the galaxy as fast as she could. On her way through the planet’s atmosphere, the ships’ sensors picked up more than thirty other vessels in the vicinity. With many of those vessels being small one-man or two-man crafts that weren’t even visible to the naked eye, she would never be able to find J.

Instead, she had the Ronan search for any Type B Strain transports, making sure to identify it with her ship’s navigation sensor and not the weapons systems. If her targeting system locked onto the transport, J would immediately know someone was following it and all of Lancelot’s cloak and dagger efforts would be wasted. A display popped up showing her that there were two such ships nearby. One was heading away from the planet and one was landing. She slowed the Ronan to a cruising speed so she wouldn’t be noticed and then followed the one heading to a new destination.

“How are you going to capture him?” a woman’s voice asked from the edge of the cockpit.

Without looking, Lancelot knew it was the visitor who wore light brown robes.

“I don’t know. I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

“It’s exciting, though, isn’t it?”

The question took Lancelot by surprise. She was tracking an android across the galaxy that she still wasn’t absolutely positive was Arc-Mi-Die’s assistant. The word exciting didn’t exactly come to mind. She was also surprised that the mysterious figure in robes, who seemed distant from emotion and the trappings of normal life, would refer to the quest in such a way.

When she turned to look and see if the women was joking, she surprised herself by saying, “It’s hard to believe I was living in an asteroid not too long ago, and now I’m seeing places I never even knew existed.”

She could hear the smile in the hooded apparition’s voice when she said, “The galaxy works in mysterious ways. There’s so much to see when people are willing to notice it.”

“Any advice on how to get the android before it self-destructs?”

The Type B Strain transport altered its course slightly. Lancelot made sure the ship was far enough away that she couldn’t see any part of it except for the feint glow of its thrusters in the distance. Without her ship keeping track of where the vessel was going, the transport would be easy to lose track of.

“I said, do you have any advice on how to get the android?”

Still not getting a response, Lancelot turned to see what the woman was doing. The robed figure was gone.

Lancelot shook her head and sighed. She did have to admit, though, that for the first time in many years she felt like she was finally alive.
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Within the walls of CamaLon, a pathway led between the historic cemetery and the edge of the Artan CasterLan floral park that adjoined the market area. Not many people knew the pathway existed and fewer used it because its length was bordered on either side by a two story-high stone wall. Anyone who took the path was forced to stay on it for hundreds of yards. No matter where they were going in CamaLon, which added twenty minutes to their journey. In a time when street vendors were busy selling their goods, men and women were racing off to work, and kids had more options of things to do in the streets and fields, it was time almost no one wanted to waste.

The exception was Julian. The path took him close to his house, and the added time walking in silence gave him a chance to calm his mind and collect his thoughts.

To his surprise, a figure, hunched over and small, was leaning against the wall in the middle of the path. The man was hooded and his sleeves came down below his fingertips, ensuring no part of him could be seen. Julian approached the robed man without saying a word, lost in thought of how the Hannibal had defeated the three flagships and thinking of possible ways to combat an enemy who possessed technology other civilizations hadn’t yet developed.

“What will you do?” a creaky and aged voice said from underneath the hood when Julian was next to him.

Out of the corner of his eye, Julian saw a sleeve reach for him and reacted on instinct. His Meursault was out and leaving a trail of stone colored vapor in its way as the blade came up to offer defense from any possible attack.

Rather than put his hand up to defend himself or beg for mercy, the robed man laughed. Defiance in the face of not only the great general but also the legendary Sword in the Stone brought about a wave of irritation in Julian. He moved the sword’s tip so it was an inch away from the fabric that hung over the old man’s face.

“What will you do?” the old man asked again.

“Do I know you?” Julian said, leaning slightly to see if he could bend over far enough to look under the cloth that hung down and obstructed any sight of the man’s face.

He already knew the answer, though. He did know the man.

“Do I know you?” the old man asked in return.

With his free hand, Julian reached out to pull the man’s hood back, but when he did his hand touched nothing but the stonewall.

Startled, he jumped back and brought his sword to bear again.

“Unless you want your torso separated from your legs, I suggest you tell me who you are.”

“Unless you want your allies to turn on you, I suggest you find out who you are.”

What happened next might have occurred because Julian was upset with Hector’s stubbornness or because he had just watched three Round Table flagships get destroyed with little effort from the enemy or because Julian had ignored a warning about the Juggernaut. Julian unleashed the Meursault across the man’s body. A trail of vapor lingered in the air. Even though the mist passed directly through the spot where the robed man was standing, he didn’t fall over or grab his waist. In fact, the old man didn’t indicate any kind of injury at all.

“That’s what you’re going to do?” the man asked, confused instead of angry. “That is your response?” The man sighed. “Julian, you are proving me wrong. I’ve worked with some wholly and unquestionably difficult people in my time. Some take longer to see the light than others. You, though, are taking longer than anyone.”

At that moment, Julian realized why the voice sounded familiar. It was the same one that had tormented his dreams ever since he had become Lancelot’s prisoner. It was the same person who Lancelot spoke with in her cavern. It was the same voice that had called to him from across the field during the people’s celebration.

Stepping forward, Julian said, “Mortimous?”

The robed figure’s hood bobbed when the old man nodded.

“What did you mean when you told me to beware the tide of the march?”

A sound caught his attention and Julian turned to look down the pathway. As soon as he did, he cursed himself for his stupidity because he knew what was going to happen. He was going to turn back to where the man who called himself Mortimous had been standing and he would be gone. Every time Julian had woken from a dream he had the sense that the voice talking to him could disappear as easily as it had arrived. When he saw Mortimous standing near the ramp of the HC Ballistic Cruiser, the robed figure had disappeared as soon as Julian turned to ask Margaret if she had also seen him.

He sighed and turned back to where Mortimous had been standing. Of course, the soothsayer was gone.

Julian let out a long breath and glanced back down the pathway again.

A voice called again even though Mortimous’ body was nowhere to be found. “What have you done to be worthy of leading these people? Do you really think possessing the Sword in the Stone is enough?”

As much as Julian wanted to provide an answer, he couldn’t think of anything worthwhile.

The old man said nothing else, and Julian was left with no option but to continue on his way in silence.
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Cash knew why Hector liked to spend time in the Great Hall when there were no active sessions. Most people wouldn’t want to waste a single extra minute where they worked, especially when all they did was listen to hundreds of other people bicker and disagree on every topic. But Hector had confided that his favorite times in the Great Hall were when it was empty and quiet. In those moments, it was easy to keep believing that the idea Vere had fought for was still possible. That optimism in the face of unanimous dysfunction was one of the many reasons Cash held Hector in such high regard.

With only the two of them in the Great Hall, Cash walked beside his friend as Hector’s energy disk carried him around the circumference of the table.

“It’s still possible to get Julian to see our side,” Hector said, staring at the grain within the wooden wedges that formed the table.

“I’m sorry, Hector, but we have to plan for the contrary. You saw how the last session went. He’s on Octo’s and Winchester’s side.”

“I know him,” Hector said. “And I know that when he has a chance to consider my offer he’ll understand it makes the most sense.”

Cash stopped walking. “What offer, Hector?”

Hector’s energy transport paused in midair, then swiveled so he was facing Cash. It was clear from the tinge of regret on his face that what he was going to say wasn’t going to be something Cash would like to hear.

“I offered him my seat at the Round Table. The people of Edsall Dark would have to agree to it but—”

“You what?” Cash yelled, his eyes wide and manic.

Without thinking he stepped forward and put his hands out. If it were anyone other than Hector saying such a thing Cash would have grabbed hold of their neck and shook the sense back into them. Instead, his hands rested on Hector’s shoulders, one flesh and the other metal and energy. He forced himself to take a pair of measured breathes before he asked Hector why he would do such a thing.

Again, his friend gave a sad face, his eyes unable to meet Cash’s. “I’m tired. I’m no longer effective here. And I know Julian. You don’t see what he’s capable of but he could be great if you give him a chance.”

“You’re wrong, Hector. I do know what he’s capable of.” Cash pointed a finger at Hector’s face. “That’s the problem.”

“What are you two talking about?”

Cash and Hector turned to see Cimber. The representative was heading toward them.

“Nothing,” Cash said.

As soon as Cimber joined them, Hector politely excused himself and the other two men watched him leave.

“What’s his problem?” Cimber asked.

Cash sighed. “Nothing. He’s just tired. Like all of us.”

“What are we going to do?”

Cash looked across the room to make sure no one else was there, not even any androids or cleaner bots, and that all the doors were closed.

“We can’t let Julian claim the crown. The galaxy doesn’t remember the people who sit quietly and watch history unfold; it remembers those who shape history. Right now, Julian thinks he’s the one doing the shaping, but if it comes to it, you and I will have to do so ourselves.” And then: “Whether Hector likes it or not.”
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Brigadier Desttro watched the footage of the three Round Table flagships engaging and then being destroyed by the Hannibal Juggernaut. Each time he got to the end of the battle, he reset the three-dimensional hologram, played it from the beginning, and viewed the entire thing from a different perspective. Over and over, the Juggernaut launched a plethora of projectiles that ignited into a new type of portal, a portal that could somehow sustain life without a ship’s tinder walls being lowered and that also didn’t need a ring of three hundred and sixty cylinders to contain its energy. Desttro observed the way that the portals formed a perimeter around each side of the three flagships, effectively trapping them before slicing them apart. The result was the same each time and yet Desttro kept watching the short-lived battle unfold.

He did this from the comfort of his private quarters aboard his Hellship, the same vessel he had commanded as part of General Reiser’s campaign in the Cartha sector.

Being on solid ground did not suit him well. Within hours of the ships landing on Edsall Dark, Desttro had requested another deployment. Of the commanding officers who returned from the campaign, he was the only one who wanted to immediately go back out amongst the stars. The others were content to stay on Edsall Dark or go home to whatever planet they were originally from and reunite with their families. Brigadier Desttro wasn’t that type of officer, however. He knew he would never have a family, and the only place he wanted to be was in outer space. Sitting around on Edsall Dark would only drive him stir crazy.

He understood that the rest of his crew wouldn’t necessarily share his outlook, and he had no expectations that they would also want to go back out to space so soon. Of his own ship’s crew, roughly one-fifth of the nearly six hundred personnel wanted to remain aboard the Hellship.

“I love serving under you,” his senior comms officer had said, “but I need time with my family.”

“You don’t have to explain,” Desttro had said. “I understand.”

He was allowed to ask if any of the crewmembers of the other returning flagships wanted to join him. From the remainder of the personnel who had gone on the Cartha campaign, another two hundred people signed up to go back out to space and get away from the city and from normal life. It was enough of a crew to get the Hellship to the Round Table outpost in the former Vonnegan Empire. There, Desttro got the rest of his personnel.

It was from that former Vonnegan outpost, near Greater Mazuma, the old commercial center of the Vonnegan Empire, that Brigadier Desttro orbited in space, watching the Juggernaut face the three flagships. It was also where he received an alert that General Reiser was trying to contact him. He pressed a button and a hologram of Julian’s face appeared to the side of Desttro’s desk.

“Desttro, how are you?”

There was a delay as the feed transmitted through portals to its destination.

“Julian, good to see you again.”

It was the way senior officers spoke to one another after facing death together, the formal nature of rank seeming silly after what they had gone through.

Julian, in a fashion uncharacteristic for him, remained silent, staring into the comm link until Desttro asked how he could be of service.

“You saw the battle with the Hannibal?”

“I did,” Desttro said, not bothering to mention how many times he had watched it.

“The enemy will be making their way across the rest of the 16-D-10 sector. We expect, based on their course, that their intention is to continue toward Edsall Dark.”

Both of them knew what that meant. The only thing in between the center of the Round Table and the sector where the Hannibal currently were was the area of the galaxy formerly controlled by Mowbray Vonnegan.

“I had a feeling of that,” Desttro said.

“The Round Table has agreed with my assessment that we must confront the enemy as soon as possible.”

“Yes.”

“We will send all of the flagships in the Vonnegan sectors to converge on one location.”

“That makes sense,” Desttro said without emotion.

“I would like you to lead the fleet. I’ll send you the resources necessary to ensure success. You’ll have twice as many ships at your disposal as I took into the Cartha sector.”

Desttro’s mind went to work, guessing at the different ship allotments he might receive and the benefits to each. A fleet made up us mainly Athens Destroyers and Flying Fortresses would have vastly different capabilities than one made up of mostly Hellships and HC Ballistic Cruisers.

“Let me know as soon as you have the exact ship count so I can begin planning,” Desttro said.

Julian nodded and said, “I’ll have it to you shortly. As soon as the fleet meets at the rendezvous point, you will make your way to the edge of the sector. The Hannibal still have to pass through the rest of the 16-D-10 sector. You’ll meet them in the Thurndorian sector before they get to the planets that used to be part of the Vonnegan Empire.”

“Of course.”

Julian’s image disappeared. The moment it did, Desttro went back to re-watching the same battle he had already seen unfold a hundred times.
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Omega-NB was a sparsely populated colony in the middle of the 16-D-10 sector. It was known for mining and not much else. Bots outnumbered people ten to one and did the parts of the mining work that were considered too hazardous for the humans and aliens.

A MaqMac looked up in the sky when he noticed the sun was going away even though it was the middle of the day and there were no clouds. On Omega-NB, there were never storm clouds, nor any eclipses.

A nervous squeak escaped from the MaqMac’s little mouth. A giant vessel hovered above the planet. It was the object responsible for blotting out the sun. The MaqMac gave another anxious squeak.

If it were a flagship of the Round Table, the vessel would have had to be minutes away from landing at Omega-NB’s spaceport to appear that large. But the MaqMac could tell, from having seen thousands of cargo frigates approaching the mining facilities, that this vessel was still out in space. The fact that it was so far away, and yet able to cause an eclipse, made every other creature take note of the vessel as well. Nervous calls echoed from each corner of the mining facility.

The MaqMac beeped a series of concerned noises to his nearby associates, each of whom were covered in layers of dust. All of their bulbous black eyes widened and most of them yelled and ran for safety, not knowing why the enormous ship was there.

The vessel, which no one on Omega-NB knew was being referred to as the Juggernaut, didn’t fire a single blast. Instead, four mechs launched from its open bays and descended toward the planet’s surface. With so few living creatures amongst the masses of bots and cranes and trenchers, it would have been impractical for the white mech to search through each of the mines for aliens so it could fire ion arrows. The same went for the reddish brown mech and its giant ion sword. These two remained fifty feet off the ground, atop the hover platforms that carried them wherever they needed to go.

Only the black and matte grey mechs went all the way down to the colony’s surface. They landed on opposite sides of the mines. The black mech held out the hand that gripped his scale. The cylinders resting on either side of the device clicked open. From one cylinder, gas seeped out. From the other, boiling black liquid bubbled. As soon as the gas drifted far enough to contact the bubbles, a chemical reaction was triggered. The gas and the bubbles fed off each other, generating more energy than either could produce separately. A cloud formed around the dark mech and began to disperse in all directions.

The thick charcoal colored cloud swelled and swirled as if a thunder storm were inside it. As long as the mech held the scale out, the cloud expanded until it finally reached the closest buildings and machines.

A MaqMac that was hiding under a trencher held his hand over his mouth and nose but it didn’t matter. As soon as the black cloud wafted under the piece of mining equipment, the MaqMac gave a strangled breath, gagged, then went still. The black cloud swirled and washed over another building, then another. Before long, half the colony was covered and every living thing, even the aliens with breathing masks on, were suffering the same fate as the first MaqMac.

On the other side of the colony, the gray mech held out his scythe. The hover transport that the mech stood upon began to rotate in circles. Slowly at first, then faster and faster. Revolution after revolution, the transport picked up speed until the mech was a blur. Sickly green and yellow emanations began to stream from where the scythe was cutting circles through the air. Jagged streaks of lightning shot out in every direction. Some bolts were the color of rotting flesh, others the color of a dying sun. After one bolt struck a trencher, the machine’s metal began to rust and crumble away as if it experienced a thousand years of exposure in a matter of seconds. When another flash hit a group of MaqMacs hiding under the dilapidated trencher, each of them uttered cries of agony as their skin rotted away from their faces and hands.

The two mechs dispersed their brands of death across the landscape until every bit of life was extinguished. Once nothing was moving or breathing, their hover disks lifted them back off the ground where they rejoined the other two mechs, and then all four turned and went back to the Juggernaut’s hangars.
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Lancelot, still flying Thrice Won’s Ronan, followed J’s transport all the way across the St. Jebastian sector to the edge of the Folliet sector. She made a point to keep as far away from the craft as possible while still ensuring the Ronan could track the android’s course. The move was Lancelot’s only hope of not alerting the android that someone was following it. No matter how far away she stayed from the other ship, however, she knew Arc-Mi-Die’s assistant must be getting suspicious. After all, an unidentified vessel just happened to be on the exact same course and speed for millions of miles, passing one portal and dozens of moons, planets, and colonies.

Part of Lancelot kept waiting for J to respond in one fashion or another. Her hands lingered by the Ronan’s controls in case the android launched an array of cosmic mines or changed course to elude the vessel following it. Another part of Lancelot expected the android to call for assistance and for dozens of Arc-Mi-Die’s goons to arrive in a motley crew of fighters and attack vessels. Neither happened, though. Instead, J kept flying through the St. Jebastian sector without changing course.

Eventually, the Type B Strain transport passed by Folliet-Dark and its surface full of active volcanoes, each emitting a thick plume of smoke that blocked any visibility of the planet’s surface. Ten minutes later, the Ronan passed by the same spot. As it did, the transport was already passing by the next celestial body, Folliet-Old, a planet whose entire surface was formed of the same type of rock found in a nearby asteroid field. That fact led scientists to believe Folliet-Old was the first planet in the sector and might have been billions of years older than anything else nearby. A few minutes later, the Ronan passed the same ancient planet.

Finally, the transport reached Folliet-Bright and its combination of sparkling deserts and clear blue water. Instead of passing the planet, Lancelot watched in her ship’s display as J set a course to land on one of the nearby space docks. Rather than do the exact same thing, Lancelot slowed the Ronan slightly but allowed it to continue past the planet. She did this for half an hour to try and reassure J, who had surely taken note of the other vessel trailing behind him, that the shared course had indeed been a coincidence. After twenty minutes, Lancelot jammed the controls sideways and set a course for the Ronan to race back toward Folliet-Bright as fast as it could go.

As she approached the planet, Lancelot had no way of knowing which of the five spaceports J would have landed at. The best guess she could make was based on the information the ship’s navigation tracker had provided. It showed that J’s transport had been headed on a course between two of the less popular districts. Lancelot headed in that general direction, ignoring the other three landing pads.

“I have a feeling it’s that one,” the cloaked woman said from behind her. Lancelot turned to see where the woman was pointing, saw it was the colony at the far right corner of the main colony, and adjusted the flight path.

Lancelot hadn’t even known the woman was there. Instead of questioning the comment, she nodded and went toward the same spaceport. She was going to say thanks but had a suspicion the visitor had already vanished again.

The colony on Folliet-Bright was the same as many other stops on Lancelot’s quest to find Arc-Mi-Die, which was to say it was filled with the dregs of society. In a corner of the spaceport, a human man begged a pair of muscular, sand-colored aliens to leave him alone, telling them that he would pay them as soon as he had the money they were owed.

“Excuse me,” a winged Trydactl said. It was only three feet tall but it flew off the ground at an elevation so it could be face-level with Lancelot’s clouded visor.

“Yes?”

“I’m not trying to scam you or trick you, I swear.”

“Okay.”

“I just wanted to let you know your ship won’t be here when you get back. No ship will be at this spaceport for long unless you hire some sort of protection to watch over it.”

She could tell from the Trydactl’s tone and from its body language that it was telling the truth. She also guessed, from the way it was already beginning to drift away, that it wasn’t looking for the job of protecting her ship, was just trying to be friendly.

“I appreciate the tip,” Lancelot said. “But I don’t need the vessel anymore.” With one of her upper arms she withdrew a small finger-sized device from a pocket and held it out to the alien. “This will unlock it for you.”

The Trydactl’s head cocked to one side. “I don’t understand. I’m not trying to take advantage of you.”

“I know,” Lancelot said. “And I appreciate it. Take the ship. I don’t need it anymore.”

“But what would I do with it?”

“You could fly it to Crantive-8. There’s a pilot there who would probably pay a fortune to get it back.”

Without waiting for a response, Lancelot turned and made her way to where the spaceport ended and the main part of the colony began. Aliens of all shapes and sizes made their way down the streets. Some weren’t tall enough to come up to Lancelot’s knees. Others were twice the height of her Carthagen armor. Some had smooth skin and others had exoskeletons or scales or feathers. A human woman, old and fat, lay in the middle of the street with an empty bottle in her hand. Most people walked around her but every once in a while someone wouldn’t be paying attention and would accidently kick or stumble over her. Lancelot ignored all of this and walked toward the main streets.

There was even more sin and debauchery in the alleys. Each time Lancelot passed a corner, she heard crying, growling, or begging. In most of the shadows, she heard combinations of these noises.

Finally, she came to a dingy looking bar, which she entered. As she did, part of her suit stopped functioning and she knew she had passed through a Treagon barrier. The lens in her helmet stopped working. Her vibro lances would be of no use. Using her human arms and legs, she switched the automated parts of her armor to move in unison with her actual limbs.

Like many of the other establishments she had been to, the bar was dimly lit. Without the aid of her helmet’s sensors, she had to squint to see who or what was taking a seat in each corner. In one, she saw a reptile hunched over a table and approached him.

Standing over him, Lancelot saw that the enormous reptile had no interest in looking up to see who was encroaching on his space. He gave a soft hiss to let her know she should go somewhere else, then went back to lashing his tongue at the mug of ale in his clawed hand until the glass was empty.

“Hello, Traskk,” Lancelot said. “An old friend of yours sent me here to talk to you.”
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It wasn’t so much that Traskk abandoned the life he had known as the life he had known and grown accustomed to disappeared one day. When it did, the Basilisk had no idea what to do next.

For years, he had followed Vere everywhere she went. She was his only true friend. He had gotten along with Morgan but she was too much like him—filled with rage, untrusting of nearly everyone and everything—for the two of them to bond the way he had with Vere. He had enjoyed being around Fastolf but it was impossible to trust someone who took delight in taking advantage of others. There was Quickly, the pilot, but they had only come together for the mission to free Vere from the Cauldrons of Dagda. Once that was over, and once the Vonnegan Empire had been defeated, Quickly had been eager to leave Edsall Dark and settle down.

“I’m done watching my friends get blown out of space, and I’m done flying other people around,” the pilot had said to Traskk. 

At that moment, Traskk hadn’t been able to understand how someone could just leave the life they were familiar with.

The Basilisk thought Pistol might become a good companion. The android didn’t talk too much, wasn’t self-centered. That was good. He might have made the perfect friend, but Pistol’s programming required he support a mission and Traskk had no mission to offer. Instead, Pistol had become Hector’s assistant. That was when the realization really hit him: everyone he had ever known was gone.

Of the unusual mix of friends that had formed and spent their days at Eastcheap, Occulus and A’la Dure had died soon after leaving Folliet-Bright. Lovable yet infuriating Fastolf had died a few years after that. Then Baldwin—not part of the original group but a nice and respectful human nonetheless—had died in the Cauldrons. After that, Morgan. In the end, it had been just Traskk and Vere. Even with all the death and lost friends, that would have been enough for him.

But then she too, the most important person in his life, had disappeared. Not because of death like the others. That would have at least been something he could come to terms with. From a very early age, Basilisks became acquainted with death. As a result, they accepted it more easily than other species. Vere hadn’t died, though. She had simply vanished. That was what weighed on Traskk’s mind and made it so difficult for him. He had loved her like a sister. They had saved each others lives. And yet one day she had walked out into the caves beyond CamaLon and never returned. She hadn’t been killed or fallen ill, she had simply chosen a different path and she hadn’t even cared about him enough to say goodbye.

With nowhere to go and no place to call home, he had returned to the last spot he had been truly happy. Eastcheap. There, Fastolf had stolen wallets and told jokes. Occulus had tried to impart tiny bits of wisdom. Vere had refused to back down from anyone and had even chopped off an enormous knight’s head.

It wasn’t the same as it had been, though. Like the old days, he did nothing but drink and brawl. The problem was, there was no joy to be found in it anymore. Now, instead of sitting amongst friends, Traskk sat by himself. Instead of laughing and joining in fights with his drinking buddies, he growled at anyone who came too close or who tried to sit at his table.

The bartender threatened to have Traskk kicked out of the establishment. In response, Traskk had bared his fangs and roared a hiss that made half of Eastcheap spill their drinks as they darted for the exit. After that, the bartender left him alone.

“Hello, Traskk. An old friend of yours sent me here to talk to you.”

The reptile looked up from his mug and saw an alien in full battle armor, four arms and four legs, standing right in front of his table. Each part of the alien’s protective suit was bronze or brown, with gold accents.

Whatever the creature looming overtop him was, he had never seen one before. However, it wouldn’t have mattered if he had. Over the past couple months, more than a few humans and even some other Basilisks had approached his table. None of them had been welcomed either. Most of them had gotten the point that when a Basilisk turned and faced you with its oblong yellow eyes—its long claws digging into the table as it let out a hiss—that “go away” meant get out of my face right now it you want to keep breathing.

True to his nature, Traskk turned to the alien and let out a similar guttural growl.

Instead of leaving, the alien folded its two lower arms as if losing patience. With its two upper arms, it reached up to its helmet and unclipped a series of fasteners. Oxygen hissed free as the alien’s helmet came off.

Traskk looked up at the thing and let out a reptilian gasp from his snout. The thing in front of him was no alien at all but a human female. Not just a woman but one with flowing blond hair, fair skin, and red lips.

Regardless, he reminded her that he wished to be alone. His method of doing this was looking her straight in the eyes and barring his fangs.

Instead of leaving, she put her helmet down on the table and said, “Vere sent me. I need your help and I don’t have much time.”
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Arc-Mi-Die had contacts all over the galaxy. More accurately, there were goons in every part of space willing to get paid to do jobs they knew better than to ask questions about. None of these people realized they were working for the warlord, they just saw an android offering large sums of money and agreed to do whatever was ordered.

Until its latest trip, J’s most successful stop had been on Sceptor-Major. There, the android had once hired three Fire-Gones to kidnap a physicist. It was also where J picked up a different scientist that a pair of Turgdorians had grabbed.

The bar ThatAm had been a preferred meeting spot to find crews with the necessary skillsets. The establishment was upscale, so J could be assured no problems would occur inside. But it was also within the line of sight of other places where less reputable types liked to hang out.

“Odd looking fellow was in here looking for you,” the bartender said to J when it had approached the bar.

J’s eyes became illuminated as it processed the information and all of its possible repercussions. A thin ring of yellow light looped around its irises.

“What did he want?” the android had said without emotion or urgency.

“Wanted work. Said he was good at killing people.”

It was not the type of conversation that was supposed to occur in ThatAm. J was the one who sought workers, not the other way around. And anyway, no one who might consider themselves a professional in that line of work would go to a ritzy place like ThatAm and announce their intentions.

“Where did he go?”

The bartender had given a jerk of the head over his shoulder. “I sent him out back.”

J had nodded, walked back outside, and taken a look down the alley. There, a four-armed and four-legged thing was fighting multiple types of thieves and criminals. In an instant, J was able to assess that the alien wasn’t the type of person Arc-Mi-Die would ever trust. Even the Turgdorians, as rough around the edges as they had been, had known not to bring undue attention upon themselves.

Two blocks later, J’s internal sensors told the android there was a high probability it was being tracked. Someone or something was following its exact path through the streets. Because of this, at the next corner, J had turned and started back to the spaceport.

J’s ship was taking off when the eight-limbed alien got to the main deck.

A couple minutes later, another set of sensors went off. This time, they came from J’s Type B Strain transport as the ship soared out of Sceptor-Major’s atmosphere and raced into the darkness of the galaxy. A holographic warning showed that another vessel was following the same trajectory. J had no doubt it was the alien from the alley. For an entire sector, J watched as the ship stayed a good distance away. The tactic was obvious and not well-executed because it was clear to the android that it was being followed.

Because of that, the android went to Folliet-Bright because it wasn’t near Arc-Mi-Die’s hiding spot. It also had the added benefit of possessing an infestation of aliens who would gladly kill whoever was following it. Once that was accomplished, J could find some thugs to hire for Arc-Mi-Die’s next task.

J entered a bar two doors down from Eastcheap, at an establishment where there wasn’t a Treagon barrier to prevent androids or electronic weapons. The android found two empty glasses, picked them up, and clanged them together in order to get everyone’s attention. J could have shouted in its loudest android vocal setting, but the type of beings who inhabited a wretched den of drinking like the one the android was in understood better the language of glasses ringing as a signal for announcements. A table of three grizzled aliens with hard shells covering every part of their bodies turned and looked at J. So did a pair of aliens with six arms and a pair of thick and hairy wings. A human and a gelatinous creature with an artificial exo-skeleton built around it also stopped drinking. Everyone in the room no doubt had at least one blaster and one ion knife strapped to them. Most were probably familiar with the sensation of taking a life and would be fine with doing it for money.

J said, “An alien dressed in bronze and brown armor is nearby. It has four arms and four legs. I will pay ten thousand credits to every single person who makes sure that thing never leaves Folliet-Bright.”
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For centuries, EndoKroy had been the center of the Vonnegan Empire. It was the place Murdok the Devious, Mantal the Executioner, Mowbray the Vanquished, and every other Vonnegan ruler had called home. It was easy to remember EndoKroy as the purple planet where rulers plotted which sector they would attack next. But it was also the place where the first replacement bio arm had been successfully attached to a living being and where the Mandestol monks had supposedly reached nirvana many millennia earlier.

EndoKroy had undergone a dramatic shift in the years following Mowbray’s defeat to the Round Table forces. The skyscraper that had reached up into the grape clouds, home of the Vonnegan ruling family, had been turned into a university. The prison just outside the capital that had housed personal enemies of the Vonnegan rulers, where inmates were given slow, tortuous deaths rather than simply being executed, was turned into a museum dedicated to the history of space exploration and conquest.

Much of the rest of the capital city and the planet was unchanged, however. Tall buildings, reinforced with metal that resembled armor, reached high into the air. The sky and the clouds were always purple, and when the sun was out the entire landscape looked like an amethyst city. The population still consisted of many of the same people who had once called Mowbray their ruler but now they could walk the streets without worrying about Mowbray’s personnel guards coming to take them away or about a decree that more young adults would need to be trained and shipped off for another war. Instead of Vonnegan troopers patrolling the streets, looking for any sign of dissent, the city actually had people laughing and talking. Above the planet, three portals allowed terrific amounts of commercial space traffic to conduct business without the worry of Athens Destroyers finding reasons to confiscate goods.

It was at EndoKroy, the former center of galactic misery and now a shining example of what the Round Table was capable of, that an Excalibur ship arrived. It did not appear through one of the portals, however, and no one was sure how it got close to the planet without being detected. It was first spotted as it began to make its way through the planet’s atmosphere.

In the days of Mowbray and the other Vonnegan rulers before him, an entire fleet of Athens Destroyers would have been stationed there. Now, only five flagships were normally there and four of those had been ordered to rendezvous with Brigadier Desttro at Greater Mazuma.

As soon as the Excalibur ship was spotted, the captain of the lone remaining Athens Destroyer ordered his crew to move the ship in between the planet and the approaching vessel. As it did, a dozen Thunderbolts launched from the Destroyer’s hangars. Crewmen worked to prepare a second squadron of Thunderbolts, as well as a pair of mechs armed with drills. However, the Athens Destroyer’s captain knew they would take too long to prepare, and so he relied on his own flagship and the fighters already racing toward the Excalibur ship.

None of the Thunderbolt pilots bothered to shoot lasers or fire proton torpedoes. All of them were aware these weapons would have no impact on the legendary vessel. Instead, each let off a volley of gravitized depth charges. The canisters launched from each Thunderbolt, drifted toward the oncoming Excalibur ship, then erupted into a hail of metal shrapnel. One of the depth charges did the trick—a jagged piece of metal hit the approaching ship’s hull at over one thousand feet per second. The Excalibur ship sensed that someone or something was trying to penetrate its defense system and the entire vessel self-destructed while it was still miles above the capital.

The Athens Destroyer’s captain knew the threat wasn’t over, though. That was why he put his ship in between the approaching ship and the city below. Debris would have rained down on the Vonnegan people unless his flagship was in the way to absorb the brunt of the blast.

Alarms filled the Destroyer’s command deck. The Destroyer was crippled. Its shields had been wiped out by the explosion and the top third of the flagship was vaporized.

With what little operational capability the Destroyer still had, the captain ordered it to proceed away from the capital. It would still crash and many people aboard the vessel would die, but the densely populated capital would be spared.

“All crew to evacuation pods,” the captain yelled.

Only he remained on the command deck of the Athens Destroyer to make sure it stayed on course, toward the Mungrin mountain range. While he watched, almost three-quarters of the escape pods managed to jettison, saving a large portion of the crew. Down below, only minor debris from the Excalibur vessel would cause damage. For what he did, the captain would be credited with saving millions of lives. That knowledge made his final moments the proudest of his entire life.

Seconds before the Athens Destroyer crashed into the mountains and the captain was killed, he looked out the flagship’s viewport. What he saw brought about complete and utter dismay. So much so that the Vonnegan put his hands to his face and wept.

A second Excalibur vessel was racing through the planet’s atmosphere and, with his own Destroyer moments from exploding and the others ordered elsewhere, there was no way to protect the capital from certain annihilation.
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Margaret and Portia walked across the fields of Aromath the Solemn the same way they always did. Only now, instead of speaking the entire time, which was their ritual, they made their way in silence.

Margaret could have asked what Portia thought of everything that was going on with the Round Table, but she knew her husband was upset with Hector for stubbornly refusing to discuss ways to modify its proceedings.

Portia could have asked how Julian was getting along these days or about what it was like to possess the Sword in the Stone. She knew, though, from what Hector told her, that Julian was suspected of working alongside two of the representatives that her husband didn’t trust.

Margaret was tempted to ask if Hector was candid about what he thought would happen, knowing that when she asked Julian, all she got in return were shrugs and comments like, “I think I can make a difference.”

Portia had a question she wanted to ask as well but knew it would bother Hector if she did. The question was whether Julian actually intended to follow popular sentiment and take charge of the Round Table.

All of it went unsaid and unasked. As did everything else the two friends thought to say. Each comment, no matter how trivial, could lead to an unintended quarrel. And so they walked across the fields without saying anything.
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Lancelot, her helmet on the table so Traskk could see she meant no harm, took a seat across from the reptile. It wasn’t a good sign that he had bared his fangs and offered a guttural hiss, but J was somewhere nearby, Lancelot couldn’t capture the android by herself, and the woman in the brown cloak, who called herself Vere, said this alien could provide assistance.

Her confidence in Vere’s suggestion was waning, however. The Basilisk not only seemed to be inebriated, he also made it clear he didn’t want anyone bothering him.

“I don’t have much time,” she said again. “Do you want to help or not?”

Once again, Traskk’s shoulders rose as he took in air, then resettled as he let out a hiss that lasted five long seconds.

She began to reach for her helmet when Traskk’s tongue flickered. Pausing, she said, “I need the translator in my helmet to understand what you’re saying.”

When he didn’t respond, she picked the helmet up, scooped it over her head, then latched it in place. Nothing. She groaned. The Treagon barrier was preventing the software in her suit from working.

“My suit doesn’t function in here,” she said. “Can we step outside?”

Traskk’s eyes narrowed. She expected him to refuse but his nostrils widened in a snort of amusement and he stood. She guessed he thought he was being led out into the alley for a fight and was looking forward to relieving some aggression.

Each part of her suit came to life as it passed underneath the doorway and entered the alley behind Eastcheap. There were aliens of all types nearby but none of them wanted to mess with an angry-looking Basilisk and a Carthagen in full armor. When she spoke next, the sweet tone of her young, human voice was replaced by the mechanical drone of her suit’s voice modulator.

“Okay,” she said, “say whatever you were going to say inside.”

A string of hisses was translated to, “I said, I don’t know who you are, I don’t think you actually knew Vere or else I would have seen you before, and if you don’t stop bothering me I’m inclined to rip your face off.”

Lancelot took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. Part of her, the segment of her personality that refused to back down from any fight and welcomed showing anyone who challenged her what her vibro lances and Meursaults were capable of, gave a smile. It also amused her that the reptile had gotten up from his seat and gone outside just to convey that message, and she appreciated how welcoming he was of the prospect of a brawl. Under different circumstances, she had no doubt she could become good friends with this creature.

“You’re right. I didn’t used to know Vere,” she said. Before Traskk’s temper could be tested, she added, “I know her right now.”

The Basilisk’s clawed hands curled into fists. His heavy tail slammed against the ground.

Lancelot had complete faith that the things Mortimous and Vere said were intended to help. She also appreciated the recommendation to get assistance from one of Vere’s old friends. That said, the reptile was making it difficult for her to keep her composure and not withdraw one or both Meursaults.

A low growl was translated into Lancelot’s earpiece as, “No one has seen Vere in a long time. I’ll make this easy for you: prove you somehow know her or I’m going to start tearing your arms off, one by one.”

If anyone else threatened Lancelot in a similar fashion, she would have sliced them apart. Now, though, feeling as if she were losing precious time, she forced her hands to remain at her sides.

Closing her eyes, feeling calm come over her, she listened to what the woman in the tan robes had to say, then repeated it.

“You used to sit inside there with her, a fat thief named Fastolf, an old man named Occulus, and a mute co-pilot named A’la Dure. You sat there every day until Baldwin and Morgan showed up. Occulus was killed first, in the Forest of Tears. A’la Dure was touched by a Scyphozoan in the same forest. Fastolf was killed years later at the hands of Mowbray’s guards. Baldwin died in the attempt to free Vere from the lava prison. Morgan died in the blood tunnels.”

It had started out as a simple game of listening to what Vere told her and then repeating it, but after giving a name to each loss, it became more difficult to continue because of the effect the words had on the Basilisk. In front of her was someone who had lost everyone he had ever known. It had turned him into someone who wanted nothing more than to drink the days away, threatening anyone who tried to befriend him.

The reptile gave a low gurgle of sadness. His tail went limp and dragged on the ground. His arms reached for her, but instead of clawing at her he hugged her and wouldn’t let go.

“She didn’t abandon you,” Lancelot said while Traskk held onto her. “I know it seems that way, but that’s not what she intended. She’s on a journey. You don’t realize it yet but she still sees you every day.”

The Basilisk’s bulbous eyes closed, and Lancelot knew he was doing that in order to keep the tears from escaping.

He hissed a barely audible question and she replied, “Each night, you have bad dreams. You think they are memories haunting you but it’s actually Vere trying to communicate with you. It’s easier for her to reach you when you’re asleep because that’s when you’re mind is at peace. But you carry so much anger and resentment with you that even then you only ever have a fading glimpse of her voice. She wants me to tell you that you’re not being punished. You weren’t forgotten. She visits you because you’re loved.”

A drunken Watchneen bumped into them on his way down the alley. Lancelot saw the look that came over Traskk’s face. In that moment, the reptile would have loved nothing more than to have the chance to rid himself of all the pent up emotions going through him. The easiest way for that to happen would be to rip the Watchneen to pieces.

“It would probably be a good idea if you leave the alley,” she told the alien, trying to do her part to ensure it remained alive a little longer.

The Watchneen turned and appraised the two aliens standing close together. One was an alien with four arms and full armor that was twice the Watchneen’s size. The other was a Basilisk with claws even longer and sharper than its own. Without saying a word, the Watchneen nodded and disappeared around the corner.

Traskk turned his attention back to Lancelot. His eyelids drooped with the weight of sadness.

A hiss was translated into Lancelot’s helmet as, “How can I help?”
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Traskk listened as Lancelot explained the situation.

“The android I’m following knows I’m nearby. There’s a good chance that as soon as I go back out on the street I’ll be attacked.” She tapped the handles of her four weapons. “Normally, that would be fine. But I can’t allow J to escape.”

“I’ll get the android while you face the attackers?” he said.

“It’s not that simple. It will self-destruct if it knows it’s going to get caught, I’m sure of it. I’ll need you to hold the attackers off while I capture J. When the chaos breaks out, it will look like I’m running away but you have to trust me that I’m not.”

Traskk’s eyelids narrowed. Trust was not his strong suit. It wasn’t for most Basilisks, but especially not for him after everything he had gone through. On the desert moon of Dela Turkomann, a traitor had caused all of Traskk’s limbs to be cut off. His own best friend had vanished without saying goodbye. Now, a stranger was claiming to know someone who hadn’t been seen in years and was asking him to risk his life for her.

He hissed, “Say something to make me believe you,” then waited for his words to be translated inside the woman’s helmet.

Vere’s friend, a human woman pretending to be an alien warrior, paused for a moment, then said, “Remember how angry you were when you got back to Edsall Dark and found Scrope? Vere says you and Morgan argued forever over who would be allowed to kill him. Go out in the street and become just as mad as you were that day. If you resent Vere for leaving without saying goodbye, take it out on everyone in Folliet-Bright.”

He considered this for a moment, then flicked his tail over and over against the ground as the adrenaline took over. His claws flexed. His tongue darted in and out of his mouth in anticipation.

“That’s good enough for me,” he said and headed down the alley, toward the street.
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As soon as news of the attack on EndoKroy filtered back to Edsall Dark, a new wave of marches filled the streets. People chanted for General Reiser to lead the Round Table. They called for him to order the fleet to disperse across the galaxy, find Arc-Mi-Die, and bring him to justice once and for all.

“What good are representatives if they won’t represent!” half the people chanted.

“We need a ruler who will rule!” the other half replied in synchronized yells.

In between the demonstrators’ chants, people called out Julian’s name with various titles preceding it. King Reiser. Emperor Reiser. Rightful heir of the Sword in the Stone.

The marches started outside the Great Hall and made their way all throughout CamaLon, passing directly in front of Julian’s home so he knew how they felt.

Cash and Cimber listened to the citizens of Edsall Dark when they passed the Great Hall. It was impossible to ignore them.

“This isn’t good,” Cimber said.

The only reason the comment made Cash smile was because, considering it was coming from a man whose only way of expressing outrage was screaming and curses, it was an understatement of epic proportions.

“I know. If we don’t do something soon, it will be too late.”
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“They mean well,” Julian said as he and Hector looked out his office window at the street full of protesters.

“They’ve lost sight of what is truly important and all it took was a warlord no one will remember in another decade.”

“Hector, he decimated EndoKroy. He’s destroyed colonies all around the galaxy, and he has at least a dozen more Excalibur ships at his disposal. The people have a right to be afraid. They also have a right to expect more from the representatives who have done nothing to offer solutions.”

Both of them watched the endless stream of men and women, humans and aliens, walking past Julian’s home. Most yelled some variation of the sentiment that Julian was the leader they needed. Some also had signs offering unflattering portrayals of the representatives who sat at the Round Table.

Hector said, “You would deny them, though, right?”

Julian’s mouth curled with frustration. “How could I? I can’t turn my back on the people. They just want to feel safe.”

“There’s a better way. I told you, take my seat. Bring about change without destroying everything we worked to build.” When Julian didn’t reply, Hector added, “I need to hear you say you won’t try to become ruler.”

Julian’s eyes were locked on the crowds of people outside his house. “You make it sound like I would automatically become Mowbray Vonnegan or Mistus the Brutalizer. It wouldn’t be like that at all. I’m not that type of person. I don’t want to be a ruler, I just want to keep everyone safe. And it wouldn’t be forever, it would only be until the threat was gone.”

“Do something for me, then.”

“Name it.”

“Give the Sword in the Stone back.”

Julian laughed. “Back to who? It was buried in rock.” When Hector didn’t think the comment was funny, Julian added, “Someone else would just take it. Better for me to keep it.”

“People will believe anything when they’re scared. The sword makes them think you’re somehow worthy of leading the galaxy.”

Julian gave a playful smile. “Am I not worthy?”

“Give it to the Round Table then,” Hector said. “Maybe it will instill confidence in the representatives again if the sword lays in the middle of the table.”

Julian shook his head and sighed, any trace of joking gone. “Hector, the sword is mine. For better or worse, it’s mine. And the people will have more confidence in the representatives if the representatives ever actually start leading. If they can’t,” he paused and looked back out the window at the masses of people chanting his name, “someone else should step up and lead.”

“Julian, I can’t let you do that.”

There was no threat in the words. Hector didn’t clench his fists or move closer to Julian. His voice was even and steady. Even so, Julian turned from the window and appraised his friend.

“You can’t let me? Who do you think you are to say what I can or can’t do? I was the one risking my life on behalf of the Round Table in the Cartha sector. Where were you? You were bickering at a table.”

Rather than take the bait, Hector tried to smile. The attempt failed miserably. The two men stared at one another without speaking. Neither knew a third figure was there, present yet unseen.

Mortimous watched the marches taking place outside Julian’s home and listened to the general’s own words. Behind Julian, the Meursault was perched atop a pair of hooks that kept it mounted to the wall anytime Julian wasn’t carrying it.

“Beware the tide of the march,” Mortimous said again, but he knew that in Julian’s untrained mind, filled with turbulent thoughts, there was no way the man would be able to hear him.

Everything was going wrong.
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Lancelot was right. From the alley behind Eastcheap, she saw a mob of aliens waiting in the street for her.

“Over there,” a Gthothch yelled as soon he noticed Lancelot standing next to Traskk. The group of thugs, drunks, and thieves began toward them. She withdrew both Meursaults and ignited both vibro lances.

“Hold them off for sixty seconds,” she told her new reptilian friend. “That’s all I’ll need.”

The Basilisk, his eyes gleaming with the excitement of violence, growled a confirmation. His tail tapped the ground with happiness at once again being needed for a mission.

As the crowd approached, some with ion daggers, others with handheld blasters, a few with nothing but their claws, fangs, or spiked tails, Lancelot kept her attention at the building that most of the aliens were coming from. After everyone else from the establishment was already crossing the street to kill her, a grey face leaned out of the doorway. The man had no hair, no facial expression. At first glance, his skin looked like flesh. Upon closer examination, though, she saw it had a slightly rubbery texture. It wasn’t a man. It was the same android she had seen back on Sceptor-Major.

It was J, her link to Arc-Mi-Die.

She waited for the first waves of brawlers to get within striking distance of her lances. One of her vibro lances impaled the stone skin of the Gthothch who had alerted everyone else. Chunks of rock exploded from his back and he grunted and collapsed to the ground. Her other vibro lance pierced the wings of an alien with thick black hair, antennae, and six short limbs. It plummeted to the ground like a Llyushin fighter struck by a proton torpedo. Other aliens rushed toward her. She brought one of her front feet up and kicked straight out, sending the reinforced armor of her boot into the chin of a human-sized alien that had a shell covering most of his body.

A man in a dirty overcoat and greasy black hair stopped twelve feet from her and aimed his blaster toward her face. The shot was absorbed into the armor of her helmet. Before a second blast could be fired, she brought an invisible blade down. A trail of vapor passed through the man’s wrist, causing his hand to fall to the ground while it still gripped his weapon.

Beside her, Traskk tore another creature out of the sky, ripped both of its wings off, then flung the alien twenty feet down the street. The Basilisk then lunged at a Watchneen, maybe the same one from Eastcheap. Even though the alien had razor sharp teeth and claws of its own, it screamed in agony as Traskk first stunned it with a lash of his tail, then followed up while the Watchneen was dazed by sinking his claws into its chest and his snout in the aliens neck.

Lancelot apprised the situation, then raced down the street, away from the fighting and from J.

She was confident in her ability to run straight toward the bar where the android had been and cut her way through the hoards of aliens in her path. However, if she did J would self destruct before she got to it. Instead, she ran away from the bar, in the direction of the spaceport and the ship she had arrived on. Her hope was that J would notice her retreat and go back to its other business.

She made it down eight city blocks in less than thirty seconds. There, she turned right, ran another two blocks, accidently knocking over a human who wasn’t able to get out of her way. After another right turn and galloping another eight blocks, she was only three streets away from where she had started, out of sight of anyone who had been trying to keep up with her. She ran another four blocks past the fighting to be safe, then crossed the street and began up the side alley, back toward J’s hiding spot from the far side of where she had been a minute earlier. In the distance, she could hear the chaos of fighting still in the streets. Her hope was that J’s sensors would be focused on the melee and not on possible threats coming from the opposite direction.

Before starting her search for him, she saw a group of humans and aliens playing a game of cards and dice on the ground. She asked them if they had an ion grenade or any other type of small explosive. The entire group stopped their game, stood, and faced her.

“How much would you be willing to pay?” a human male with patches of hair missing and an unshaven face said.

She withdrew her Meursaults and vibro lances, then told them they would be allowed to live if they handed her one explosive. After that, they were free to get back to their game.

She couldn’t help but smile as each of them gave visible indications that they were assessing whether or not the eight of them could defeat her. She took a step closer so her Carthagen armor towered over them, then twirled the Meursaults so the gamblers could understand what they were up against.

“Here,” a different man said. Most of his teeth were missing and the ones he still had were made of metal.

He offered her a metallic cylinder the size of a human fist. In her giant armored glove, the explosive looked pitifully small.

“It’s a Cat-3 plasma grenade,” the man said.

“Thank you.”

She pocketed the device and sheathed her vibro lances. She was three blocks down the street before the men and aliens had time to consider the peculiarity of what had just happened.

A block away from the bar where J had been hiding and where the collection of thugs had exited, Lancelot went to the edge of an abandoned building and peered around the corner. The chaos was still in full swing, with Traskk in the very middle of it. Two of the aliens that had hard shells covering their bodies were trying to circle behind the reptile but Traskk’s tail kept swinging in wild lashes to keep them and everyone else away. A gelatinous alien with a metal exo-skeleton was shooting a blaster here and there but was striking other aliens more often than he was coming close to hitting Traskk. The look on Traskk’s face made Lancelot laugh. The Basilisk was roaring and hissing, but he was clearly enjoying himself.

She also noticed that in the havoc of widespread fighting, criminals and thieves had lost focus of their original goal and had begun to brawl with each other. In total, Lancelot estimated there to be roughly fifty drunken brawlers in the melee. A pair of human men were knocked out cold by a Gthothch who in turn was jumped from behind by a Watchneen. Sparks flew from the stone alien’s skin as the Watchneen clawed it. A Feedorian brought a mini ion axe down on an alien who possessed only a partial skeleton, chopping off four of its tentacles.

Lancelot did a quick scan to make sure there was no sign of J, then reached into her pocket and withdrew the plasma grenade. She turned a small switch to change its setting from timer to impact, then threw it as hard as she could. Instead of sending it directly at the crowd, however, she sent in almost straight up in the air. It would land only twenty or thirty feet away from where she currently stood, near the edge of the fighting, but it would also take out many of the aliens fighting near Traskk. She could have thrown it to the far side of the fighting but J and everyone else would see which way the explosion had come from. Instead, with all the strength her Carthagen armor provided, the explosive sailed hundreds of feet up in the air, with only a slight angled trajectory to get it closer to the fighting. By the time it landed, she would be in the alley behind the bar where J was situated, and the grenade would look as though it had dropped straight out of the sky. The already lawless streets would turn into bedlam. J, if the android was near the door of the bar, would look for an escape route and she wanted to be there when it tried to run.

Without waiting to watch the plasma grenade explode, Lancelot was sprinting again.
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From the doorway of the bar J was standing in, the android watched the free-for-all and bedlam unfold. What had started out as a simple group murder had escalated into sheer anarchy in the streets of Folliet-Bright. A Basilisk slammed his tail into a human with enough force to drive him across the street and into a wall. The reptile then tackled a Ram-Don so hard its shell cracked. Before the Ram-Don had a chance to protect itself, the Basilisk was tearing at it with his claws and fangs. But that was only a tiny part of the fight. Thieves, pirates, and drunks were fighting each other with the sole purpose of inflicting more violence on those around them than they themselves received. Only a few of the people still conscious even knew of J’s initial reward. The rest fought for the enjoyment and violence.

Nor was the fighting limited to the street anymore. Someone was on top of a bar across the street and was firing a pair of blasters into the crowd. The shooter didn’t seem to be saving friends or fighting for a certain side—he just liked having an excuse to send lasers into the crowded street. Someone else had a thermo launcher and was sending fireballs onto the sidewalk. The situation was getting out of control.

J’s risk avoidance programming had determined that the android’s chances of jeopardizing its mission had been surpassed. Rather than hire the mercenaries it had come to recruit for another of Arc-Mi-Die’s jobs, it would make sure the creature that was following it was killed. After that, J would head to another of the warlord’s preferred business locales on a different planet.

J was just about to turn and leave through the back exit of the bar when a plasma grenade hit the ground in between the doorway the android was standing at and the main group of fighters. Sizzling blue gel sprayed everyone nearby with burning, gelatinous energy. A Gthothch, already on the ground and unconscious, was engulfed in it, his granite skin sparkling with the energy. A human next to him was thrown sideways by the blast, all of his hair scorched and his skin smoking. For a second, the fighting in the street paused so everyone could see what had happened. Just as fast, the violence resumed again.

The sudden flash of energy near J impaired the android’s sensors and made it stumble backward the way a human would if accidently staring directly at an intense sun. Its eyes turned bright white as its auxiliary power flashed on. It stayed that way for a minute, just long enough for J’s processors to reset.

The android was halfway to the rear exit of the bar when the bartender stepped in front of him with a double-barreled blaster. It was pointed directly at J’s chest.

“You promised that gang a reward. You best pay up before you leave.”

J stared at the bartender, a middle-aged human-Jungston hybrid. The bartender’s large black eyes stared back.

In one motion, J stepped sideways, grabbed a chair, and swung it at the blaster. The weapon went off with a flash of energy. Two streams of laser hit the floor where J had been standing a second earlier. The wood floor was incinerated and sent a giant puff of sawdust into the air. The next swing of the chair came down on the bartender’s head, sending him to the ground.

J darted through the back hallway and pushed the door open. Compared to the noise and violence in the front of the bar, the back alley was nearly silent.

Before it could turn and begin back toward its vessel, two waves of mist came at it. One was parallel with the ground and approached J’s neck. The other was perpendicular to the ground and was going to cut the android in half.

In a fraction of a second, millions of processes fired within J’s central computer. Their conclusion was that the android was going to be killed or captured. Seeing as how it contained information that could lead back to Arc-Mi-Die and was programmed with preservation software on its master’s behalf, the automatic self-destruct was triggered less than a tenth of a second after registering the threat.

In a flash of pure energy, the center of J’s chest erupted into an atomic blast that would be strong enough to level everything within twenty feet. The back half of the bar would be rubble. The dumpster in the alley would be gone. As would the four-armed and four-legged creature standing only feet away with a pair of Meursaults in hand.
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The Juggernaut continued to creep across the 16-D-10 sector. Each time it passed a colony, the four mechs were released from the mighty craft’s hangars and descended to the surface to destroy every bit of life.

When all communications were lost with the tiny outpost on 16-Centura, everyone knew the planet had fallen silent because of the Hannibal. When the pair of colonies on the frozen moon, 16-Conical, stopped communicating with the rest of the galaxy, it was assumed everyone there was dead as well.

Lieutenant Ruins was on the far side of the sector, at the cluster of colonies located on the volcanic planet, 16-Tuero. Ruins knew what that meant: the Hannibal were approaching.

After that, the invaders would leave 16-D-10 and enter the Thurndorian sector. There, at the edge of what had once been part of the Vonnegan Empire, Brigadier Desttro was rallying a fleet of Round Table ships. That collection of flagships was only one sector away, but to Lieutenant Ruins it felt much further.

He wasn’t in command of an Athens Destroyer or a Solar Carrier or any other type of King-Class flagship. Instead, he was the senior officer on an Athens Cruiser. It was half the size of a Destroyer and carried a third of the armaments.

If the approaching Juggernaut had defeated three flagships without much effort, he didn’t like the chances of his Cruiser doing anything but getting obliterated in quick fashion. It was for this reason that he shouldn’t have been surprised when the next order came through.

The holographic image of a Round Table officer said, “Brigadier Desttro is ordering all Round Table ships in the 16-D-10 sector to leave their posts and rendezvous at our coordinates in the Thurndorian sector.”

Ruins had been expecting as much. Part of him was surprised it had taken so long. Instead of agreeing or disagreeing with the order, he replied that his command had been to protect the colonies at 16-Tuero. He then asked the holographic face what he should tell the people down there.

The officer, a Gthothch with medals decorating both shoulders, said, “Tell them to evacuate. Everyone should consider boarding a vessel and leaving the sector until we have confronted the Hannibal.”

Lieutenant Ruins thought about how many people were down there and how few of them were likely to own a craft of their own or know someone who did.

“Shall I coordinate an effort to use our cargo bays as camps for anyone without a means of leaving the colonies?”

“Negative. Your orders are to proceed directly to Brigadier Desttro’s coordinates to prepare for battle. There will be no time to safely deliver civilians to a location outside the sector. You’d just be taking them into battle with you.”

Lieutenant Ruins wanted to say, “Isn’t that better than abandoning them? At least then they would have a chance.” Instead, he nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”

The hologram disappeared and Ruins went back to looking out the viewport of the Cruiser’s command deck. Down on the surface of 16-Tuero, swirls of red and orange were dotted with islands that contained life.

Without turning toward his comms officer, Ruins said, “Send the order to every colony down there. Tell them to evacuate the planet if they want to live.”

“Yes, sir.”

In a matter of minutes, it would be everyone for themselves. There would never be enough ships in the spaceports to get everyone to safety. Without someone in charge, there also wouldn’t be a coordinated effort to effectively use the few ships that were available, meaning many more would be stuck down there than was necessary. Some people, concerned only for themselves, would dash from the colony with otherwise empty ships. Vessels with enough space to hold ten or a hundred passengers would carry a pilot and co-pilot and no one else.

A husband and father, desperate to keep his family safe, would surely kill the first pilot he found in order to steal his spacejet. Others would hand over their life’s savings in order to secure safe passage. Some wouldn’t have a ship or the money to buy a way off the planet. Without a chance of getting away, they would begin to find the best hiding spots possible and hope the Hannibal’s mechs missed them.

Originally charged with the safety of these people, Ruins was now leaving all of them to die at the hands of an unknown enemy. He knew it and everyone on the command deck knew it. The worst part was they also knew that staying was pointless. His ship wouldn’t be able to put up a portion of the fight that the two Athens Destroyers and Solar Carrier had mustered. If he thought there was even a minor chance he could do something, he would have considered disobeying orders and keeping the people down on 16-Tuero safe. It would be worth the court martial and the loss of his career if he could keep thousands of people alive. It was wishful thinking, though.

Turning to his nav officer, Ruins said, “Get us to the muster point.”

“Yes, sir.”

Moments later, the Cruiser powered up its engines and began to glide away from the planet.
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There were still shouts along the main street where Traskk had been fighting. He was no longer a part of the brawl, however. Even before the plasma grenade had gone off and taken out a segment of the mob near him, he had been struck by three different laser blasts, been stabbed in his tail with an ion knife, and had a Checknago—an alien with thick leathery skin and a long snout—clamp down on one of his arms with its powerful jaw. Lost in the ecstasy of the moment, he had barely noticed any of the injuries. In return, he had killed all of the aliens with blasters, taken off the arms of the man with the ion knife, and broken the jaw of the Checknago.

The explosion behind the bar across the street, though, was powerful enough to shake the ground and break him out of his bloodlust. Black smoke streamed up into the sky. In the midst of the fighting, he realized it had been a couple minutes since last seeing Lancelot.

The tremors from the blast were so strong that he would have swore someone had fired a proton torpedo into the middle of the busy colony. The thing that made him break from his adrenaline filled wrath was that the explosion obviously wasn’t part of the free-for-all in the street. Something else was going on.

Running through the entrance of the bar, he saw the bartender sprawled on the ground, motionless. A rodent, the size of a human child, was standing on its hind legs, loading a duffel bag with the most expensive bottles the bartender kept stocked. The little thief, startled, jumped and let a pair of sparkling blue bottles fall to the ground where they shattered. Traskk gave the alien a low hiss as he passed on his way to the rear entrance.

It was easy to know he was in the right place—the spot where the explosion had occurred—because the entire back portion of the bar was missing. The wall, reinforced to withstand break-ins, was rubble. A few small fires were burning under pockets of rock and twisted metal.

Walking over the scrap, Traskk saw a dark shadow burned into the ground. He had seen the same thing enough times to know what had happened. The shadow was the exact location where someone had been incinerated. Given his surroundings, he thought it likely that either a bounty hunter had collected a prize or someone had blown themselves up to avoid a worse death.

A step away, he saw the charred remains of bronze and brown armor and let out an involuntary hiss of panic. He had only just met the woman with blond hair but she was a link to Vere and might also be his first true friend in years. He didn’t want to lose her. With a swipe of his tail, he pushed away concrete and metal debris. Even before he turned her over, he knew it was going to be bad. The amount of Carthagen armor scattered about the wreckage told him that much, as did the extent of the structural damage to all of the nearby buildings.

Leaning over, he dug his claws under her shoulders and gently flipped her so she was laying on her back. Blood was everywhere. One of her shorter arms, located above her waist, had been completely blown off. The other was still attached to her torso but was caked with black residue. It crumbled when one of his claws touched it. Parts of her armor plating were scorched and smoking. Other pieces had been so thoroughly destroyed that entire segments were gone, revealing pale human skin underneath. On her helmet, the left portion of her visor and face guard were gone, and Traskk imagined that she must have turned her head a split second before the blast. The parts of her face that he could see, her cheek and eye, the bridge of her nose, were either caked with blood or dust or both. He thought it likely that her major organs would be okay because her upper two arms had come up in a defensive posture in order to take the brunt of the blast. As a result, both were stripped clean of any armor protection and were severely burned and covered with melted flesh.

“Did I get it?” she mumbled, and he let out a surprised hiss at her still being conscious, let alone coherent enough to speak.

At first, he thought she was asking if she took the direct impact of the explosion. Maybe she had a dark sense of humor like Morgan. Part of him suspected, from the way she didn’t open her eyes, that she wasn’t talking to him at all but to someone else.

Then he realized his mistake. Her upper two arms weren’t protecting her heart or any other part of her body. They were hugging something to her chest. Traskk reached down to see what it was. Even in her weakened state, Lancelot groaned and tried to keep hold of the object.

“It’s okay,” he hissed in Basilisk, doubting her helmet translation software was still working. “I just want to see what it is.”

She relented, either because she was too badly injured to put up a fight or because Vere had said Traskk could be trusted. As gently as he could, he pulled one injured arm away from her chest. Then the other. Her arms relaxed and Traskk looked at the object she was clinging to.

An android’s head.
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Talbot didn’t expect his father to have time for him. One enemy was approaching in a giant vessel and destroying everything in its path while another was hiding and terrorizing random spots of the galaxy. All of it fell on Julian’s shoulders. After all, he was the hero of the people, the Terror of the Cartha Sector, the man who many begged to lead the Round Table, the owner of the Sword in the Stone. As a result, more and more people were calling on Talbot’s father to become the leader of the Round Table. Every time Talbot saw his father, someone was visiting to offer Julian advice or to make a request. Entire days were spent that way.

Although Talbot didn’t care about the fleet or the representatives, he did keep track of who stopped by to speak with his father. Most often, it was Octo and Winchester. As the days went by, however, more representatives sought an audience and asked Julian to lead them. When Octo visited he made sure to close the door to Julian’s study. Almost everyone else who met with his father felt free talking with the door open. It was impossible for Talbot not to notice the distinction and wonder what Octo was saying that required secrecy.

With each passing day, the Hannibal were closer to Edsall Dark and the future of the entire Round Table was at greater risk. At the same time, Arc-Mi-Die was clearly becoming impatient or else more insane. Some people might be able to convince themselves that the warlord was running out of Excalibur ships and, even if the Round Table didn’t do anything, it would be a matter of time until Arc-Mi-Die was no longer able to menace the galaxy. Most people, however, knew that just because he might one day run out of legendary ships to use as bombs didn’t mean he would quit his maniacal ways. He would simply switch tactics and go back to kidnapping people or else come up with some other way of destroying colonies and instilling fear.

That was surely why so many different representatives visited Julian each day. They had varying approaches of conveying the same idea, but the message was always the same: Help us by becoming the leader of the Round Table. If not permanently, then at least until the imminent threats had passed.

The only person who visited their home and didn’t share in this sentiment was Hector. No matter where he was in the house, Talbot could hear the way the two men raised their voices when they spoke. Both tried to keep their patience, tried to refrain from yelling at the other, but neither was successful.

Not even these arguments concerned Talbot. Instead, he was fascinated by the way the galaxy worked. His father had ignored clear warning signs and had led the fleet into the Orleans asteroid trap. He had also become the first and only prisoner of the Carthagens. While Talbot and the other officers had fought for their lives, Julian had been locked in a stone room. And yet even as each senior officer had perished and all of the men and women fighting alongside Talbot had died, Julian had survived. Not only that, he had returned home to be treated like a hero.

If any number of things had happened just a little differently—their ship hitting straight into an asteroid instead of Brigadier Maceus’, the Carthagen warrior’s weapons killing his father rather then injuring him—they would all be living in extremely different circumstances. In that regard, even though they faced a colossal ship with advanced technology and a crazed warlord without compassion, it was miraculous that they were there at all.

He couldn’t help but wonder, if things had turned out differently, if someone else would have become the hero instead of his father. Would the people still clamor for someone to lead the Round Table? Talbot had no answers. That was okay, though. It was the questions that interested him, the possibility.

From the window of his bedroom, he looked out and saw yet another representative approach the house. This one was a Vonnegan with robes down to his feet. The man would likely also request that Julian listen to the desires of the people and lead the Round Table.

Weeks earlier, he and his father had been in CAB suits, the two of them on either side of a cave opening on the ledge leading to the abyss of space. At the precipice, his father had talked about Talbot avenging his death. Now, he was going to be the leader of every planet, moon, and colony that had once been part of dozens of different kingdoms. His father would become ruler of the greatest expanse of the universe that anyone had ever known.

Talbot shook his head in amazement. The course of events that unfolded in the galaxy was truly astounding.
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Lancelot’s eyes fluttered open. At first, all she saw was a haze of light. Gradually, as she blinked over and over, shapes and colors began to return.

Traskk was standing overtop her. Behind him, a stack of medical supplies was strewn about. Above her, a medical scanner was repairing some of her injuries. It looked to be the medical bay of a ship, only it wasn’t the Ronan.

“Where am I?” she groaned.

He hissed a comment back at her. After pausing for the translation software to tell her what the reptile had said and seeing nothing, she gathered her senses enough to realize she wasn’t wearing her helmet. Blinking, her head spinning, she looked down and saw she wasn’t wearing any of her armor. Instead, a medical gown covered her.

Memories started to come back. The fight in the streets. The plasma grenade going off. Waiting at the back exit of the bar, knowing J would want to make its escape. Slashing the android in half with one sword and cutting its head off with the other. A brilliant flash of light as it self destructed. That was the last thing she remembered.

“My armor, where is it?”

She tried to push herself into an upright position but didn’t have the strength to do it, and when she moved at all her head blazed with pain. One of Traskk’s hands eased her back to a flat position.

“I need my armor,” she said weakly.

In all the years she had spent living amongst the Carthagens, they had never seen her without every piece of her armor on. Only recently had she allowed Julian and now Traskk to see her without her helmet on. Her identity, her sense of comfort, still relied on having the heavy plating over every part of her, even her face.

Once she was lying on her back again, he put his palms out and gave a gentle hiss. She squinted, trying to make sense of where she was and what Traskk was saying. Understanding his mistake, he looked at the nearest control panel and hissed something else.

The next time he spoke in Basilisk, his words were converted into Basic and appeared in the air as holograms.

Calm down. You are safe. I found you in the rubble and brought you back here. I should add that you weigh a ton in that armor.

Her head blazed with pain as she focused on reading the words. A thousand questions needed answering.

“Where am I?”

After a hiss, more words appeared in the air. In the Griffin Fire. Lancelot squinted and shook her head, causing Traskk to hiss again. Vere’s ship... Her old ship.

Lancelot’s eyes darted around the medical bay. “My weapons...”

Traskk’s long tongue curled into the equivalent of a Basilisk smile.

Safe. I brought all four back with me, along with all of your armor that I could find.

“Where?”

His tail tapped the floor of the medical bay with slight exasperation.

It’s safe. You’re safe. Relax. Everything will be fine.

Her eyes roamed the area for any sign of her armor. If she could just put the helmet back on or the main torso pieces she would feel more comfortable. The medical scanner finished on her forearm and moved to her left clavicle.

Her thoughts once again went back to her last memory—finding Arc-Mi-Die’s android. More memories began to come back. As soon as the android took one look at her and identified her as the person who had tracked it across the sector, J had self-destructed. It had all happened impossibly fast. She had slashed one Meursault across its neck to cut its head off, the place where J’s memory unit would be stored.

There had been a click of some internal charge activating. In the instant it took her to bring the android’s head close to her chest, the eruption was already forming.

“His head,” she said. “J’s head. Where is it?” She tried once more to get back up but Traskk’s oversized reptilian hands kept her flat on her back.

Words appeared in the air after he hissed. It’s safe.

He gestured toward the bins behind him. The android’s head was on top of one of the storage containers. J’s eyes were still open, staring at Lancelot’s face, but there was no energy behind the pupils. She groaned.

“I feel like I got run over by a flagship,” she said.

The Griffin Fire’s medical scanner is repairing the damage to your body. You should be fine in a few minutes.

She asked how her armor was as her eyes looked for the suit. She had lived with it for so long that she sometimes forgot she didn’t actually have four arms and four legs.

A series of hisses turned into floating letters that read: Not pretty. I was working on it while you were unconscious. There are many parts I can’t fix. I would take it to someone on Folliet-Bright but this isn’t the type of place to trust strangers.

“I appreciate it.”

After closing her eyes, she heard Traskk walk to a different part of the ship. Beside her, the medical scanner continued to operate. Her mind was already processing what to do next. She had to fix the rest of her armor. She had to find someone who could analyze J’s processor. After that, Arc-Mi-Die would finally get what was coming to him.
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Durect-Duher watched with his son as the line of ships rose from the spaceports at 16-Tuero and headed toward the sky and out to space.

His son squeezed his hand. “Where are they going, dada?”

Durect-Duher, half human and half Vonnegan, looked down at his boy and at the little fingers holding firmly onto his own. The boy wasn’t old enough to remember the CasterLan Kingdom or Vonnegan Empire. Nor was he of the age that he could understand what the Round Table was. The child had no concept of some Juggernaut approaching from another sector, wasn’t even old enough yet to understand what sectors were. To his son, when he looked up at the stars, it was all just space.

“They’re leaving,” he said, trying hard to keep any anger or frustration out of his voice.

“All of them?”

Durect-Duher looked over his shoulder. It wasn’t just his colony that had a line of ships stretching up into the sky, it was every colony on the planet. He nodded.

“Why, dada?”

What could he possibly say to get his son to understand how the galaxy worked? After Lieutenant Ruins gave notice to the colonies that he had been ordered to rendezvous with other Round Table forces and that the Hannibal were approaching 16-Tuero, everyone was trying to save themselves. Many people either had their own vessel, knew someone who did, or had enough money to buy their way to safety. For people like Durect-Duher, though, who had spent his entire life working the fields, there was no such access. Not for himself and not for his son.

“They’re afraid,” he said, trying to contain the emotion in his words.

“You’re not afraid?”

He squeezed his boy’s hand again and smiled. “What do I have to be afraid of? You’re right here with me and you’re the only thing I need in the entire galaxy.”

He could tell this pleased his boy immensely even though the child remained silent, eyes fixed on the ships departing from 16-Tuero.

“You want to play a game with me?” Durect-Duher said with a smile.

“A game?”

His boy was already grinning. Durect-Duher could have said anything in that moment and as long as his son believed it was a genuine game, he would gladly partake.

“Let’s go around the colony and burn every single thing with the Round Table banner on it. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

A hint of skepticism crossed his son’s face. “Dada said never play with fire.”

He smiled and put his other hand through his son’s hair, which he knew simultaneously pleased and annoyed the boy.

“You’re too smart,” Durect-Duher said with a grin. “You got me. Let’s just tear them down then.”

“Okay, dada.”

“Whoever tears down more wins.”

“Okay.”

He expected his son to ask why they would do such a thing. The question didn’t come, though. If it had, Durect-Duher would have said that when you put your trust in someone and they abandon you, they don’t deserve to have any place in your life. For a farmer on 16-Tuero who grew his own food and had built his own house, he didn’t need other people for very much. What the Round Table had offered, and Durect-Duher had appreciated receiving, was safety. Now, after only a few months of its existence, that safety was being taken away.

He and his son would go around the colony, tearing down and ripping up everything with the blue, red, and yellow symbol of wedged circles. And as soon as his son fell asleep, if the Hannibal hadn’t arrived yet, Durect-Duher would burn it all to ashes.
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“We need to do something, and we need to do it now,” Cash said.

Beside him, Cimber gave a nod. Hector rubbed at his eyes and turned away. Portia was watching him from the window of their home, a look of concern on her face as she watched the three men in a huddle in the backyard.

Cimber said, “He carries that damn Meursault everywhere he goes because he knows people think the Sword in the Stone is some kind of sign.”

Cash put a hand on Hector’s shoulder. “I know this is difficult for you to hear, but if we don’t act soon the choice will be made for us. The Round Table will become another empire and its ruler will be Emperor Reiser. The people are calling for it. Most of the representatives are too stupid to realize the danger of it. They’ll be the first people Julian doesn’t need once he’s in control.”

“Stop,” Hector said. “I can’t listen to this.”

Cimber respected Hector as the true hero he was. He never publicly questioned his friend and in every Round Table session he argued on behalf of Hector’s ideas because the man stood for peace above all else. However, even he had seen more stubbornness than he could tolerate.

“You’re being a fool, Hector.”

“Maybe,” Hector said softly, looking up at Portia’s silhouette again in the distance. “But I don’t think Julian will accept the crown. If he does, we—”

Cimber gave an exasperated sigh. “Don’t you see? If he does, it’s already too late.”


65







Lancelot knew she looked ridiculous. With large segments of her armor damaged and in need of repair, she couldn’t wear her helmet, chest plate, or half of her arm protection. One of her artificial Carthagen arms was missing and the other was a burnt stub. Even so, she still felt more comfortable wearing the few pieces that were undamaged than pants and a shirt. The result was a human female torso sticking out of the mid section of armor with four legs below it. She looked like some mythical creature more than she did a Carthagen warrior.

Traskk sat across from her as she worked with a blowtorch and laser to fix another piece of her battle suit. Two buckets of tools had been retrieved from the Griffin Fire’s equipment closet so Lancelot had all the tools she might require.

She attempted to fix her helmet first because as soon as it was done, she would put it over top her head and feel more at ease. Without spare pieces of protective grade sheeting available and knowing that her chest plate was one of the many ruined pieces that would have to go in the garbage, she took the few sections of it that were still useable and melded them around the spot where her visor had been. While she worked, Traskk hissed just enough questions to help him understand what was going on without asking too many and taking Lancelot’s attention away from the task at hand. Each time he hissed something, she would glance up and read the holographic words floating in the air before going back to melding pieces of armor.

Where is Vere?

Lancelot saw the words, frowned, then went back to patching a crack next to the tinted blast-proof panel that let her see out of her helmet without allowing anyone else to see her face.

“I don’t know,” she started to say, but was greeted with an unhappy growl that let her know a better answer would be needed. She added, “Some of what I’m going to say might sound unbelievable at first.”

She allowed herself to look up long enough to see Traskk settle back on the bench across from her and fold his arms. His tail waved back and forth in gentle strokes in anticipation of whatever she could tell him.

Before going back to work, she kept her attention on the Basilisk so she could see his reaction. “There is a race of aliens who learned to live beyond the type of existence we know. We think of a past, present, and a future, a here and a there. Time and space mean nothing to these aliens.”

To his credit, while Traskk’s tail faltered in its swaying, he remained silent and unquestioning, ready to hear whatever else she had to say.

Lancelot said, “Remember the Green Knight?” Traskk let out a guttural hiss and barred his fangs. “Okay, geez, calm down. Anyway, they allowed him to appear at Eastcheap.”

The Basilisk’s oblong eyes narrowed, assessing what he had been told. His large reptilian nostrils, a thousand times more sensitive to smells than human noses, flared in anger without him even realizing it.

He gave an abrupt hiss that was translated into a single word: Why?

“Because of a man named Mortimous.” Lancelot went back to work on her helmet, burning and lasering pieces of metal as she spoke. “Very few people know these aliens exist. Even fewer have ever been able to move past our limited comprehension of the universe to actually see them. And only one person, Mortimous, has ever learned to move beyond time and space enough to directly communicate with them. Although from what I understand, even basic concepts such as friendship are lost on these aliens. They don’t even have a word or name they use to refer to themselves by. Vere calls them the Word.”

She held up her helmet. It wasn’t pretty—the original brown and bronze was now mixed with streaks of orange and silver where the armor had been melded. She also didn’t have a replacement lenses where the visor had been destroyed. It was an improvement, though, over how it had been an hour earlier. She made a note on a pad beside her to add another spare part she would have to find, then picked up a piece of armor from one of her damaged arms.

Traskk asked, What does Mortimous have to do with Vere?

“He saw potential in her. He knew she was capable of great things so he began to visit her. First in her dreams, like Vere is doing with you, then in person.”

The reptile gave a sad hiss, his tail falling limp.

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “Some people aren’t as receptive as others. Some people understand what’s happening right away while others go their entire lives thinking they’re just having bad dreams.”

Why Vere? Why not someone else.

Either Lancelot was beginning to understand Basilisk or else the sound of a sad alien was universal. She assumed part of Traskk’s true sadness came from the opposite question: Why not me? The person he had spent most of his adult life with had vanished for some unknown reason. It was natural for him to feel that if he were special he could have joined her. Instead, he was all alone, nothing to contribute to the galaxy.

At the same time, another question formed in her own head: Why me? She had managed to survive for twenty years on her own until Mortimous showed up and made her question everything she thought she knew. It had eventually led to her needing to repair her armor and being lucky she was alive at all.

“The people I know who have been visited by Mortimous,” she said, frowning at what remained of a blast plate after being inches away from an incineration blast, “are people who needed guidance. Vere calls it ‘needing to be pushed to do the right thing’ because she knows the Green Knight’s arrival was the only way she was forced to return to Edsall Dark so long ago.” She gave a half-hearted laugh. “I’d still be living in an asteroid if Mortimous hadn’t visited me.”

Traskk’s next string of hisses were translated into holographic letters as, Where are these aliens?

Lancelot shrugged. “Everywhere and nowhere.” When the reptile protested with a low growl, she shook her head. “They don’t have a concept of this place or that place. Vere told me one time that whenever she asks Mortimous where he goes to visit them his response is ‘where there is no time or space.’ Whatever that means.” She shrugged again and gave him a slight smile to let him know it made as little sense to her as it did him.

Looking down at her sleeve of armor, her mouth curled with annoyance and she made another note on the pad beside her.

“You’re sure you have a friend who can get me new armor?” she asked, looking at the mounting inventory of pieces she needed.

Of course.

“You said this wasn’t the type of place to trust people.”

An abnormally long string of hisses were turned into floating letters in front of her.

I’ll tell him you’re a friend of Vere’s. That goes a long way with people who knew her.

She nodded in the direction of J’s head. “How about the android’s memory? Know anyone who can get past its security and let me see where it’s been?”

The reptile brought a claw up to the side of his chin and scratched. The tip of his tail tapped the floor of the Griffin Fire while he considered the possibilities.

Not that I can think of.

After running her fingers along another shattered and crumbling piece of armor, Lancelot made yet another note on the pad beside her. Finally, she pushed the piece of paper over to Traskk.

“Do you mind having your friend make these pieces for me?”

The reptile hissed a confirmation and took the list.

He was half way to the Griffin Fire’s ramp when she added, “Traskk, I don’t have any money.”

His tongue darted out as he gave a purring Basilisk laugh.

You’re friends with Vere. No money needed.

Lancelot shook her head. She could get used to this.

After Traskk was gone, however, a wave of doubt came over her. Vere had accomplished what she had set out to do. The various empires, kingdoms, and territories that had managed to engage in never-ending battles with one another had become a united organization without boundaries. It sounded like an impossible feat and yet Vere had done it. Lancelot had a seemingly simpler task in front of her and yet she struggled to figure out how she could accomplish it. One wrong step in trying to unlock J’s processor and it would erase itself. Without it, she would never find Arc-Mi-Die and bring him to justice. She had a difficult time understanding why Mortimous and now Vere would spend time and energy on such a simple mission. After all, it wasn’t uniting the galaxy, it was just killing a warlord.

This thought brought her back to the memory of Julian waking in her cavern, a look of panic on his face after hearing Mortimous’ words. He too had dreamt of the old man. She couldn’t help but guess that wherever Julian was now he was also in the middle of his own mission. What peaked her curiosity was wondering how far along was he with it.
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Julian made his way through the quiet stone pathway bordering the cemetery and park. The trek was becoming one of his favorite times of day because it allowed him time to be alone and gather his thoughts.

Much of his day was spent thinking of Talbot and Margaret. Although his son never questioned him, Julian saw the way Talbot watched everything he said and did as if silently judging him. Meanwhile, Margaret supported him in all of his endeavors but she also was becoming increasingly worried that he might be taking on too much responsibility.

Each time the topic of the people’s marches came up, she said some variation of, “I just don’t know if any one person can fix the mess that the Round Table has created,” or “If anyone could fix it, it would be you, but how can the entire galaxy rely on one person?”

He almost wished she would question his intentions the way Hector did rather than his ability. In all his years commanding missions amongst the stars, she had never once questioned if he was up to the task. For good reason: it was terrible luck to say such a thing to an officer going out on a vessel. There was no better way to jinx them and ensure some terrible fate befell the vessel and its crew than to express some form of doubt.

As he made his way through the quiet and narrow path, a lone figure leaned against the wall, his back to Julian. The individual was covered in black robes, a hood covering his head, which made it impossible for Julian to see any part of him. Other than that, the path was empty.

He knew the man wasn’t going to be some random citizen of CamaLon. The robed figure was going to be the same man who had visited him in his dreams and who had appeared twice since his return from the Orleans asteroid field.

“Beware the tide of the march,” the old man who called himself Mortimous said, his voice raspy and aged.

“I heard you the first two times,” Julian said. “Do you want to tell me what that means?”

For a moment, the robed figure didn’t speak or move, and Julian thought it was either a figment of his imagination or the man had fallen asleep. There was an audible sigh when Mortimous turned to face him. Julian, still unable to see any part of the man’s face, squinted into the shadows for signs that the man was flesh and blood.

“I’m trying to help guide you,” Mortimous said. “You are not making it easy.”

“I don’t understand.”

Mortimous’ shoulders rose as he took in a deep breath. “Apparently not.”

Both of Julian’s hands rested on his hips. “Well, are you going to explain or keep wasting my time?”

“I can’t interfere too much,” the old man said, not explaining what that meant either. “That is the agreement I have with them.”

Julian shook his head the way he would any time a young officer said or did something that should have been trained out of him in the academy.

“So I’m supposed to beware the tide of the march?”

“Yes.”

“But you can’t explain what that means?”

The way the sun reflected off Mortimous’ dark robes made Julian think the cloaked figure might disappear right in front of his eyes.

The voice that came back sounded dry and low. “The people cheer you. They want you to save them.”

“Well, I’m trying.”

“It is not your job to save them.”

Julian gave a dismissive huff and began to move past Mortimous. “That’s ridiculous.”

As he watched, the black robes faded into nothing. He looked up and down the stone pathway to see if anyone else had witnessed the same thing. The corridor was empty and silent.

Even after he was gone, Mortimous’ voice called out, “You can try to help them, but you are not their savior. Don’t trick yourself into believing you are. That is not your destiny.”

Julian looked all around him, hoping the apparition would reappear.

“What would you have me do?” he called. If anyone was nearby they would surely think him crazy. “If the people want me to lead them, I can’t say no.” When Mortimous still didn’t reappear, didn’t say anything, Julian said again, “I can’t say no.”

Mortimous said nothing else.
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Hector hovered back and forth across his lawn as he thought about everything Cash and Cimber had said. He also replayed the things Julian had told him when Hector had visited him at his home. Each of them were his friends and yet the two sides were not only opposed to each other, they were both suggesting things Hector could never be a part of. He couldn’t imagine doing anything to Julian, as Cash was insinuating. But as someone who had rejected personal glory for the greater good, he also couldn’t imagine allowing anyone, not even a longtime friend, to wear a crown.

Hector was stuck in between them. The problem was, there was no middle ground for him to position himself on. Cash and Cimber were set on their course. Julian seemed to be set on his.

Portia tried to comfort him but her general comments that ‘everything would work out’ or ‘have faith in your friends’ had only given him encouragement a few times before he realized she was saying those things because she didn’t have any other advice.

“You beckoned?”

Hector swiveled on his energy disk. Pistol approached in the darkness.

“I did. I’d like you to do me a favor.”

“Of course.”

“I’d like you to keep an eye on Julian. Tell me who he’s meeting with. When possible, tell me what he’s saying. Don’t let yourself be noticed, though.”

The android’s eyes lit up as he processed the task. “Anything else?”

“Not at this time.”

Pistol nodded and turned back toward the house, leaving Hector alone again. As he hovered in small circles under the largest tree in his yard, he tried to think of what Vere would do if she were in his situation. He found no answers, though, only doubts. What Cash and Cimber were suggesting was wrong. And yet anyone claiming a crown to rule the Round Table would be a threat to the entire galaxy. It was possible that Vere had also been wrong all along. Maybe the Round Table couldn’t function in its current form. Maybe it did need someone to lead it. Vere had been absolutely sure, though, that she was doing the right thing.

No matter how many times Hector hovered around the trunk of the giant tree in his yard, there were no answers to be found.
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Billions of miles away, Arc-Mi-Die also paced back and forth. J hadn’t shown up from its last errand and it was unlike the android to be delayed. J also hadn’t sent a communication to explain what the hold-up was. There had been times in the past when a preferred mercenary wasn’t available and J had needed to find a replacement. But as soon as the android knew its return would be postponed, it was programmed to send an alert.

The last message the android had sent back had bounced off of four different portals before being directed to Arc-Mi-Die’s lair. It was one of the many precautions the warlord took to ensure he wasn’t found. If anyone happened to intercept the message they wouldn’t know where it had originally come from, who had sent it, or the identity of the intended recipient. That message had said that a vessel was following J’s Type B Strain transport on its way to Sceptor-Major. J was going to land and try to eliminate the threat before proceeding with Arc-Mi-Die’s orders. A day had passed since that communication and the android still hadn’t made contact.

Arc-Mi-Die wasn’t overly worried. J had been programmed to self-destruct if its capture was imminent. It also had a memory-erase protocol in its head that would wipe all data the android had stored in its memory banks.

Another android could be programmed to do the same work. Still, though, the loss, the uncertainty, left the warlord uneasy. When he felt that way his first impulse was always to destroy something. Sometimes it was only a nearby, unlucky android. Other times it was a rival warlord. With more Excalibur Armada vessels at his disposal, it would inevitably lead to another legendary ship being sent across the galaxy to slaughter millions of unsuspecting people.

“You,” he called to his Woghort guards.

They snorted and turned to face him. Neither moved toward their boss because of the automated defense turrets that would be triggered if they stepped too close.

“One of you go to the control room and have the master bot activate another android. Make sure it’s been programmed with all the same safety measures that J had.”

The two Woghorts nodded, then snorted at each other over and over in a series of grunts that became increasingly agitated. One of the Woghorts flinched and pushed the other against the steel door they guarded. That guard came back with a closed fist and punched his associate in the stomach. The two guards stared at each other for a moment, low grunts going back and forth between them. Then, the test of will lost, the guard that had the wind knocked out of him watched his associate leave and resumed standing at attention while the other got a rare chance to leave the seclusion of the private lair.
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Neither Mortimous nor Vere visited Lancelot while she sat by herself in the Griffin Fire. Instead, she was left to gather her thoughts and reflect on what she should do next.

She remained in her armor—the pieces that were still left of it. Her helmet was on but without a tinted visor, anyone would be able to see her blue eyes and blond hair. Her gauntlets and shoulder reinforcements were on but not the sections that covered her forearms or elbows. The main chest plate was missing, revealing the lining underneath the armor. When Traskk came back with the new machined replacements, she would have to take much of the armor off again in order to connect the new pieces, but in the meantime she still preferred to have the rest of it on.

Her primary reason for wearing it wasn’t the source of comfort it provided but the need to be ready in case trouble presented itself. If there was one thing her search across the galaxy for Arc-Mi-Die had taught her it was that there were wretched and immoral scoundrels waiting at every corner of every colony, all waiting to prey on anyone who seemed weaker than them. If Traskk attracted the wrong kind of attention while on his errand or a gang followed him back to the Griffin Fire, Lancelot wanted to be ready.

Even while Traskk was gone and Lancelot sat by herself, local criminals attempted to steal the Griffin Fire. However, the security Traskk had installed around the vessel made it virtually impossible for anyone to get aboard. A trio of automated blasters was positioned around the hangar. Each one was tied to a motion sensor and scanner that either confirmed Traskk’s identity and let him approach the ship or else gave a warning blast followed by a lethal follow-up.

She watched in fascination from the cockpit of Vere’s old ship as a group of three thieves huddled at the far edge of the spaceport, trying to come up with a plan for how to get past the automated turrets and steal the Griffin Fire. One of the three was a Basilisk like Traskk, only with bright yellow skin. The other two were lizards with snouts as long as their arms and scales all over their skin, which was the color of murky green swamp water. The Basilisk walked toward the Griffin Fire, a hood pulled over his head. The two lizards aimed blasters at the defense system arranged around the room. There was no way of knowing how the sensors knew this Basilisk wasn’t Traskk. A single laser blast landed at his feet. Immediately, the pair of lizards shot at the automated cannons. They only hit one of the countermeasures before two others targeted them and struck both squarely in the chest. Each fell to the ground and didn’t move. The Basilisk, unsure if he would be targeted if he began to retreat but also sure he would be shot if he continued toward the Griffin Fire, stood perfectly still. He only moved when a second blast struck the ground in front of his clawed toes at the same exact spot as the first warning blast. After that, he darted away, leaving his two companions where they lay.

A couple minutes later, Traskk strode into the hangar, looked at the pair of dead aliens, and stepped over one of them on his way to the Griffin Fire’s ramp. The automated turrets didn’t even swivel toward him, let alone fire. A backpack was slung over both of Traskk’s shoulders and even from the cockpit Lancelot could see the pieces of the engineered blast-proof armor she had requested.

Once aboard, he joined her in the cockpit, gladly taking the co-pilot’s seat without protest even though it was his ship and she was only a guest.

He nodded to the hangar floor and hissed a series of noises that the ship translated in the air as, Every night when I come back to the ship, there are bodies of thieves who didn’t learn their lesson.

“You would think they would get the idea after a while.”

Traskk shrugged. Some other crooks will come by soon enough to take anything of value off those two dead liz-woks. A couple hours later, another group of thieves will try to steal the ship. It never ends.

She rolled her eyes. “Folliet-Bright seems like a really wonderful place.”

Traskk opened one of the backpacks so she could see the pieces he had brought back. They stood and walked to the main cabin. Lancelot reached down and withdrew a piece of the machined armor. Instead of being bronze and brown like the rest of her suit, the new pieces were dull grey.

Traskk pointed to them and hissed. The guy I found didn’t have dye.

“It’s no problem,” she said, holding a piece of the matte plating against her arm. “It’s perfect.”

Piece by piece, she took off the areas of armor that needed to be repaired and then used Traskk’s tools to weld the new segments of grey plating to the existing bronze Carthagen suit. As she worked, she only took off the particular pieces that needed to be fixed. Over time, more of her armor varied in color from the traditional Carthagen colors and were replaced by something new, a combination of gold, brown, bronze, and dull grey. Part of Lancelot was sad to see the change. The most consistent thing in her life had been the armor she wore every day for twenty years. Now, it was changing before her eyes. Something Mortimous had said recently reminded her of the opposing thought—parts of her life could be altered and she would still keep moving forward. Nothing was going to stop her from doing what she wanted.

“I need to get the contents of that android’s memory,” she said, her eyes flicking over to J’s head, still stuffed on a shelf above Traskk.

I’m not sure who we can go to, Traskk hissed.

“That’s a problem for me. What do you suggest?”

Even as she waited for a response, she knew no one on Folliet-Bright would be suited for the job. They would either claim they could do more than they were capable of and accidently trigger the security measure that would erase every bit of information in the metal skull or else they would betray her by finding someone who was upset about the riot in the streets and sell her whereabouts to them.

Her options were limited. Outside of Folliet-Bright, the only people she knew were the same shady characters she had run across during her search. Most of them wouldn’t be friendly if she saw them again. There was only one place she could go and she knew it.

Traskk had said something but she hadn’t paid any attention. The floating hologram of his words began to disappear as she looked back up at him.

I’m happy to go wherever you want.

The sight of the words made her shoulders sink. The Basilisk was staring at her with the tip of his tongue flicking up and down in what she guessed was a reptilian smile. There was something universal about happiness, about the affect that being wanted and needed did to someone. She saw in Traskk’s eyes the disappointment she was bound to cause.

“I wish I could,” she said. Already, Traskk began to offer a hiss of complaint. “But where I’m going, I have to go alone. I’m sorry.”

A sad gurgle escaped the Basilisk’s throat. He reached out and took hold of her wrist with one of his clawed hands. If anyone else did the same thing, they wouldn’t have known their hand had been chopped off until the Meursault’s vapor lingered in the air in front of them. With Vere’s old friend, however, a reptile she herself had immediately become fond of, she touched Traskk’s hand with one of her own.

“This is a journey I have to complete on my own. But I promise you that you’ll see me again.”

The words made the Basilisk’s eyes widen with hope. His tail tapped happily against the floor.

The last piece of armor she affixed was the tinted visor of her helmet. When she put her helmet on the next time, every part of her face was hidden behind reinforced black glass.

After everything else was done, three of her four arms were mostly grey, along with her chest plate and her front two legs. Her forth arm and her hind legs were bronze. Her helmet was a combination of the two colors, along with some gold. For all she cared the armor could be yellow or orange. As long as it functioned the way it had, as long as it allowed her to fight the way she was accustomed, she didn’t care what color her armor was.

She stood and began to put her helmet back on. Before she could, a pair of reptilian arms engulfed her and squeezed. Startled, not having been hugged since her father was alive twenty years earlier, it took her a moment to realize what was happening. A moment later she put all four arms around him and returned the gesture.

He let her go and hissed a question. Is everything you said about Vere true?

“Yes.”

Even the part about her visiting me in my dreams?

“Especially that.”

Pleased, his tongue flickered again.

With her Meursaults and vibro lances in their sheathes, she scooped up J’s head and put it into a satchel, then moved toward the Griffin Fire’s ramp.

“I’ll see you again,” she said at the ship’s edge. “Thank you for all your help.” She took a step down the ramp before pausing and turning. “And Traskk? There’s nothing to be sad about. In her own way, Vere is still with you. You don’t have to be alone if you don’t want to be.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned and continued down the ramp.

It took a while to walk amongst the other hangars before she found the shuttle that J had arrived in. When she did find it, it was surrounded by a group of four mercenaries. Two were human and two were Watchneens. Next to them, a group of combat bots hovered five feet off the ground. It was safe to assume that these were the people J had hired to protect his ship while the android was away.

“You,” one of the humans said as Lancelot approached. “You know where the android is that left this ship? It only paid for one day. We need more or we’re gonna steal it ourselves.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Lancelot said, still walking across the platform toward them.

The blasters attached to each combat bot clicked into place and swiveled to target her.

“Oh yeah, why’s that?” the leader said.

“Because I’m taking it.”

All four mercenaries laughed. “You are?”

But even as they chuckled and enjoyed the joke, she stepped forward faster than they could retreat. All eight combat bots fired, hitting her shoulders and sides. Jumping to her right, she ignited both vibro lances. The weapons tore straight through the bots, turning them to scrap.

The two humans and their two Watchneen accomplices pulled out blasters of their own. Her new armor didn’t have the same blast-proof coating as the original Carthagen plating. Depending on where the laser blasts hit her—new armor or old—the blasts either deflected away or were absorbed.

The result was the same, though. The last thing any of the mercenaries saw was a pair of slashes arcing through the air.

Lancelot continued past the motionless bodies, withdrew J’s head from the satchel, and held it so its eyes faced a scanner positioned next to the ramp door. A click sounded and the ramp lowered. She was on her way.
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The Juggernaut came upon 16-Tuero after everyone who had a way to leave the planet had already evacuated. Durect-Duher was one of the few people left on the colony of 16-Tuero-6. One of the only other people in the same pocket of civilization was his son, who still didn’t understand anything bad was happening. Durect-Duher didn’t want the boy’s last hours to be filled with fear. Better for the child to walk through the streets with his father, oblivious of the approaching death.

In the little bit of time he had left, the farmer made it his mission to go through the streets of 16-Tuero-6 and tear down every banner containing the Round Table insignia. If they were going to abandon he and his son, Durect-Duher wasn’t going to let any sign of their supposed protection remain where he lived. The Round Table’s promises meant nothing to him; they were hollow words belonging to officers who got scared at the first indication of trouble.

Sometimes Durect-Duher walked around with his boy sitting atop his shoulders so they could reach one of the banners that was supposed to be out of arm’s reach. Other times the father and son would order a nearby helper bot to remove a Round Table banner from the exterior of a second or third story structure. The two would laugh while the bot’s programming worked to figure out a way to accomplish the task. They walked all of the streets they called home, and it was a nice way for Durect-Duher to spend his final day with his boy.

In the evening, a ship appeared directly over top them. He knew it must be the Juggernaut because even from the edge of 16-Tuero’s atmosphere, it resembled a moon rather than a space vessel. A disc-shaped shadow cast down over the entire colony.

Durect-Duher squeezed his son’s hand. “Time to go home.”

“Yes, dada.”

16-Tuero-6 was a small colony. By the time the farmer got his first glimpse of the four mechs descending toward the planet, he and his son were already back to their house.

“Go play in your room. I’ll be right there.”

Without complaint, his son did as he was told.

Durect-Duher watched as, still miles above the planet’s surface, the four mechs split apart from one another, each heading toward a different colony. None of them started toward 16-Tuero-6 on their initial approach. That would come later. Two of the other nearby colonies, 16-Tuero-3 and 16-Tuero-9, were close enough that he could see the fogged containment field providing a barrier against the planet’s natural, toxic environment. As he watched, 16-Tuero-3 began to fill with black gas, and Durect-Duher knew the few people still living there were in the process of being killed. He didn’t see a similar type of gas spreading through the other nearby containment field, but he wasn’t naïve enough to think that colony was being spared. More likely, the people who had remained behind were simply dying in a different method.

A minute later, the black mech rose from the colony it had been at and hovered toward a colony further off in the distance. Another mech, the color of a dirty white undershirt, finished extinguishing life in what Durect-Duher assumed was 16-Tuero-1 and moved atop its hover platform toward 16-Tuero-5, directly next to the colony where Durect-Duher and his boy called home.

Through the wall, he could hear his son playing a game by himself. Such innocence. Part of Durect-Duher was glad his child would never have to see the darker side of the galaxy—people abandoning their neighbors, pirates taking advantage of anyone they could find. The boy had managed to live a life free of treachery, deceit, even disappointment.

“Dada, you coming?” the young voice called.

“I’ll be right there,” he said, still watching from the window.

Another mech was approaching from one of the distant colonies on the planet. It faced 16-Tuero-6 and Durect-Duher knew his time was up.

“Dada?”

“I know. I’ll be right there. Just give me a minute.”

The mech, he saw, was a reddish brown, the color of farm equipment that had been left out in the rain too long. The approaching monster was taller than a two-story building. The platform it travelled on hovered ten feet off the ground, which made the mech appear even larger than it was. It had an ion sword in its hands. The blade was at least five times longer than Durect-Duher was tall.

This was the thing that was going to wipe out all remaining life where he lived. This was the thing that was going to take his son’s life.

Anger welled up inside him. It wasn’t fair. Death was here because a general, sent by the Round Table, had invaded a sector in some far-off region of the galaxy. Durect-Duher cared nothing about any of that. All he cared about was his land and his crops, and, most especially, his son.

Before he knew what he was doing, he opened his front door and walked outside. The mech was one street away, hovering above the homes, scanning for life.

Durect-Duher saw the ripped and burned remnants of a Round Table banner on the ground. He picked it up and shook the crumbled cloth in the mech’s direction.

“Is this why you’re here?” he yelled. “Because of this stupid thing?” He spit on the remains of the blue, red, and yellow cogs, then tossed it on the ground and stomped on it.

The mech swiveled on its hover platform, then moved toward the farmer. As it travelled, it kept its ion sword perfectly upright, perfectly inline so it ran across the middle of its helmet, one robotic eye on either side of the blade.

Durect-Duher put his boot on the Round Table banner and dug his heal into the ground. “You’re stupid,” he yelled. “You’re wasting your time on the wrong people.”

Directly in front of him, the mech seemed impossibly large. The gusts coming off the bottom of the hover platform kicked up dust from the street. Durect-Duher squinted to keep site of the monstrosity in front of him. Its ion sword was large enough to destroy an entire home with one blow.

The mech didn’t speak. It didn’t announce who it was or why it was there. It merely scanned the torn and destroyed Round Table banner with a thin yellow laser, its metal eyes rotating and taking in its surroundings as it did so.

“Just get it over with already,” the farmer yelled, stomping the banner again.

But the mech didn’t bring its long blade down on him. It didn’t cause any destruction at all. It simply continued past Durect-Duher until it got to the end of the street. There, it rose toward the sky on its way back to the Juggernaut.

“I don’t understand,” Durect-Duher mumbled.

In the distance, he could see the remains of another colony. This one, instead of being blanketed in black gas, was engulfed in flames that were trapped by the colony’s containment field. Everything inside the colony’s artificial atmosphere would be burned alive. Only his colony was left untouched.

“I don’t understand,” he said again.

“Dada?”

He turned and saw his son at the door of their house.

“I’m coming,” he said, still watching the mech fade into the sky as it went back up into space.
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Talbot had no specific place he needed to be and no particular time he needed to be there. Since returning to CamaLon, his life consisted of walking through the streets, talking with his mother, staring up at the sky, and otherwise allowing the days to pass in peace and quiet. If Julian weren’t so busy he would tell Talbot that he needed to find some sense of direction. It was that need to do something, however, that had gotten Talbot to join the academy in the first place. It had also gotten him assigned to Julian’s campaign in his first tour of duty. If not having a sense of direction prevented him from doing things he didn’t actually want any part of then he was fine with wandering aimlessly.

He was halfway between the historic area of CamaLon and the street where vendors sold their produce and trinkets when he felt a hand tap his shoulder. He turned to see Octo.

“Have a minute?” the representative said with a smile.

“Yes, sir.”

Octo laughed. “I feel old enough already. I don’t need men half my age calling me sir.”

Julian’s associate motioned for the two of them to continue walking. Once they were away from the noise of the market, he asked Talbot how everything was going.

“Fine. Why, what did my father say?”

A scenario played in Talbot’s mind where Julian was desperate to find someone willing to give his son a job. The last thing he wanted was to work in some stuffy Round Table representative’s office, reviewing official documents all day.

Octo cocked his head sideways, confused then, deciding he wanted no part of whatever was going on between father and son, simply laughed.

“I was just curious to see how you were getting along after everything that happened in the Cartha sector. Terrible business that happened there.”

“I’m fine,” Talbot said, trying to offer his own smile but too confused by Octo’s appearance for it to be convincing.

“What are you doing these days?”

Again, Talbot suspected he was being set up to take a job he didn’t want or deserve. “Just enjoying the quiet of being home.”

Octo patted him on the back and chuckled as if Talbot had told a joke. “That’s grand. It really is. I’m glad to hear that.”

They turned a corner, began to head back toward the market. They passed an Olgonquan selling ten different varieties of fruit grown in the fields outside the capital wall. The alien had dull red skin that was perfectly smooth.

“I wish I could spend my days walking the streets too,” Octo said. “I really do. Problem is, there’s just so much stuff going on with the Round Table.”

“I can imagine.”

“Your father is incredibly busy as well.”

“Oh?” Even Talbot realized he didn’t sound interested.

“Very busy. Which brings me to why I wanted to speak with you.”

“Sir—Octo—I’m sorry, I’m not looking for any kind of job. I’m not sure what my father said but—”

“Job?” Octo stopped walking, his eyebrows arced in confusion.

That was the moment Talbot realized he had drastically miscalculated the situation.

“No, no,” Octo said. “I wanted to see what you thought of everything the people are saying about your father.”

“What are they saying about him?” Talbot knew he sounded stupid asking such a question.

Rather than being taken aback, Octo merely laughed again. “Why, they’re saying he’s the one person who can get the Round Table working the way it should. They’re saying the man who has the Sword in the Stone should take his rightful spot as leader of the Round Table.”

“But my father didn’t find the sword. You did, or your bots did, and you gave it to him.”

Octo shook his head and smiled. “A small triviality. And not one that’s important. What is important is that everyone sees the support Julian has.”

“Support?”

Octo brought his fist up and gave Talbot a friendly nudge on his shoulder. “Of course. And I’m sure he would want his son there by his side when he’s crowned. It would look so much better for the people if they saw you there by his side.”

Talbot squinted as he tried to make sense of what he was being told. If the people had seen father and son clinging to the edge of an asteroid they would surely reconsider putting all of their faith in someone who had been of the precipice of death. But beyond that, Talbot didn’t understand why it would matter if he stood next to his father or not. What difference could that possibly make in the grand scheme of things?

When Talbot didn’t say anything, Octo gave a smile that contained the beginnings of impatience. “So, can your father count on you to be supportive?”

“I guess so,” Talbot said, still not sure exactly what he was agreeing to.

“Good man,” Octo said. “Well, that’s all I wanted to discuss. Have a wonderful day.”

As Talbot stood in place, still wondering what they had been discussing, Octo walked away.
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As Hector’s assistant, Pistol had access to the corridors of the Great Hall. He did not, however, have permission to enter the offices of specific representatives unless their doors were open. This was a problem because the door to the room that Winchester and Octo had found for Julian to use was almost always shut. The best Pistol could do in monitoring Julian’s activity was to remain in the hallway and catalogue everyone who went in to speak with General Reiser.

At the end of the day, he watched Julian appear in the doorway, talk for a minute to two representatives in the hall, then depart for his house. Pistol followed at a distance of more than a hundred feet so Julian wouldn’t realize he was being trailed. After General Reiser got back to his house, Pistol turned and walked back to Hector’s residence. Once there, Portia was the one to open the door.

“Hello, Pistol.”

A flicker of yellow light traced a circle around the android’s irises as he identified the human and began the appropriate dialogue. “Hello, Portia. Good to see you again.”

“Come in,” she said with a smile and ushered him through the doorway. She nodded to the far side of the house. “Hector’s in the backyard with Cash. Go on out.”

“Thank you.”

The lights were off in the rear courtyard. If it weren’t for Hector’s glowing energy disk, normal eyes would have had a difficult time seeing Hector and Cash in the dawn light. Pistol’s vision changed to an infrared setting based on the lack of available light. He stopped when he came within arm’s reach of the two men.

Hector turned to him and said, “You can give your report in front of Cash. It’s okay.”

“I could not hear specific conversations,” the android said, “because Julian was behind closed doors all day. But I was able to see who he met with.”

“And?”

“He met with Octo first thing in the morning. After that he met with General Suster, then General Psi-New-Gun, then General Capture, then with Winchester, then with Brigadier Ver-Non-Ven, and finally with General Utink.”

Hector turned to Cash, but even before he could get a single word out, the other man said, “Now do you see, Hector? He’s trying to make sure he has the military’s support. He can’t lead the Round Table and appoint himself emperor if the other generals stand against him. Tell me you see that’s what’s happening.”

Hector took a deep breath, then turned back to Pistol. “That’s all?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you, Pistol. Have a good night. Same mission tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.”

The android turned and left, no concern as to the implications of what he had said, only focused on completing the task Hector had given him.

Cash didn’t share the same sentiment. On his way back toward the house, Pistol heard the representative say, “Don’t you see, Hector? We have to do something now, before it’s too late.”


73







After checking the controls to make sure she could fly the craft, Lancelot took J’s Type B Strain transport out of the Folliet-Bright spaceport and sent it on a course to the nearest portal. After appearing two sectors away, she raised the ship’s tinder walls and pulled the controls to the side, sending the craft into a semi-circle so it could fly through a portal adjacent to the one she had just appeared from. After a second jump, she appeared in the Thundorian sector.

It had been a calculated decision on her part to use J’s own ship to get her where she needed to go next. There was a chance that Arc-Mi-Die had some kind of tracker on the vessel. The benefit to the warlord would be that he would know where his android was at all times. If he saw J’s vessel following the path Lancelot had it currently set to, it would be clear to Arc-Mi-Die that something was wrong. If a tracker was installed on the vessel, surely a self-destruct capability would be as well. As soon as the warlord figured out that J was no longer in possession of the ship, he would detonate it. Lancelot would find herself floating in space, debris all around her, without a ship to fly. Not only would her mission be a failure, her suit would eventually run out of oxygen and she would suffocate millions of miles from the next living thing.

She knew though, that the downside to having a tracker—and a risk Arc-Mi-Die wouldn’t be willing to accept—was that any ping the ship sent back to his hiding spot could be intercepted. If that was done frequently enough, someone could trace the warlord back to his secret lair. That line of reasoning was why Lancelot felt confident that she wasn’t being tracked and that the transport she was flying wouldn’t blow up in the middle of space.

At the Thundorian sector, she found the next portal she needed, lowered the ship’s tinder walls again, then disappeared into the ring of energy. When she reappeared and the tinder walls rose, she was looking out at the Cartha sector, the place she had called home for twenty years.

She flew past the colonies at the edge of the Cartha sector, unaware that the Hannibal had been there and that no life existed within the containment fields any longer. The ship she piloted soared past planets and moons before getting to the edge of the Orleans asteroid field.

There, she slowed the transport and sent out an open communication.

“This is Lancelot. I’m alone and I come in peace. I request an audience with the Dauphin.”

After a minute of silence, no response received, she repeated the call. In front of her were asteroids of every shape and size. She dared not enter the asteroid field without her old ship because only a craft installed with Carthagen technology would correctly read which rocks were holograms and which real ones were invisible. It wouldn’t take long for her to fall for the same trap that had destroyed some of the Round Table’s ships.

“This is Lancelot. I’m alone and I come in peace. I need to speak to the Dauphin.”

She was about to repeat the call again when her transport received a signal. There was no hologram to accompany the message, only a voice calling out from the speakers of the transport.

“Lancelot, this is Swordnew. I’m approaching in a shuttle. Make sure your weapons systems are powered down and your shields are off. The Dauphin have granted you permission to enter Orleans but I’m under orders to destroy your ship if you break from the directions I give.”

“Understood.” A moment later, she added, “And Swordnew?”

“Yes?”

“It’s great to hear your voice again.”
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After gaining his composure, Durect-Duher began to come to terms with what had happened.

As the farmer and his son walked the streets after the mech’s departure, one of his neighbors shouted from the second story window of his house.

“They spared us!”

The man, Durect-Duher knew, was the only other person on Durect-Duher’s street to have been stuck in the colony of 16-Tuero-6. He had spent his entire savings to have his wife and two children taken away on a frigate that evacuated before the Hannibal showed up.

“Apparently so,” the farmer said, holding his son’s hand as they looked down the vacant and empty street. “Have you heard from anyone on any of the other colonies?”

In the distance, the black gas that one of the mechs had released in 16-Tuero-3 was still swirling within its containment field. The fires that had raged inside another colony had burned themselves out.

“Sure haven’t,” his neighbor said. “Pretty sure we were the only colony they spared on the entire planet.” Then, shaking his head, he smiled and added, “I can’t believe our dumb luck.”

Having come face to face with one of the four mechs, Durect-Duher didn’t think luck had anything to do with it. “Do you happen to know if any of the other colonies removed their Round Table banners?”

The other man cocked his head to the side. “Why would they have?”

Durect-Duher gave a polite smile and kept walking with his son down the quiet street.
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Swordnew’s starship appeared two minutes after signaling to Lancelot’s ship. Instead of having a Type III Burst shuttle like the one Lancelot had taken when she left the Carthagens, Swordnew arrived in an older Type II model. The ship had harder edges and no curved wings.

His voice came across the speaker in her cockpit: “You know the protocol.”

Without waiting for a response, he piloted his ship to turn and head back to the center of the asteroid field. She was to follow his exact course at all times. Flying anywhere else would likely result in a collision with a giant rock. Likewise, if she powered up her weapons systems, the Dauphin would activate a defensive measure and kill her.

She watched as he made a wide arc around what seemed to be empty space and knew he was doing so because an asteroid was there, hidden from sight by the Carthagen technology. Moments later, he flew between the narrow gap created by two large rocks. Seeing paths that were much easier to navigate, she guessed that one or both of the giant asteroids was an advanced hologram. Everywhere the shuttle went, Lancelot guided the Type B Strain transport in an identical course.

They landed on the same asteroid she had departed from, which was in contrast to how the Carthagens had operated while she had lived amongst them. Back then, any time the Carthagen’s location might have become known by visitors, they had relocated to another asteroid. Now, after Julian and the Round Table fleet had visited, they were still in the same spot. After finding out there were no other pockets of Carthagen civilization, only Swordnew and the three Dauphin, she realized they would likely never go to the trouble of moving to another asteroid again.

Flying inside a cavernous tunnel, Swordnew landed his craft on a smooth, excavated patch of rock. Lancelot brought her ship down beside his.

“How are the Dauphin?” she asked after they had both walked down the ramps of their vessels and were only feet apart.

Swordnew didn’t answer. Instead, he motioned for her to proceed toward a hallway to her side, one that she knew would lead to the elders. He walked behind her as if she were a prisoner and he was her guard. They both knew, though, that the gesture was more for his pride and his sense of duty than a practical course of action. She had easily beaten him every time they had faced each other in competition, and she would easily defeat him again if he tried to attack her on their way to talk to the elders.

“Had any more visitors after I left?”

Again, Swordnew didn’t answer her question, refused to speak at all. They walked down one corridor, turned a corner, then went down another. The entire time, Lancelot listened for the sound of Swordnew withdrawing one of his weapons. If she heard anything suspicious at all, both of her Meursaults would be out and Swordnew would regret ever thinking he could get the better of her. He didn’t try anything, however.

After turning another corner, she knew they were getting to the door that led to the Dauphin’s private chamber.

“You will stand in the center of the room,” Swordnew said. “Do not try to go anywhere else unless permitted to do so by the Dauphin.”

“I know, Swordnew. I was here for twenty years.”

He didn’t reply to this either.

The stone slab in front of them slid to the side, revealing the room she had visited so many times before. She strode to the middle of the chamber and turned to face the elders. Swordnew continued past her, to the back wall.

An audible gasp escaped her mouth when she saw there were only two Dauphin instead of three. The remaining two elders could have ignored her surprise, could have acted as though everything were exactly as she had remembered.

Instead, the Dauphin to the right said, “We have determined that only two should remain here.”

The Dauphin to the left added, “FaithKnow has returned to be with the rest of our people.”

Lancelot understood what they were saying and why they were saying it. After confessing to her that they were all that remained of the Carthagen civilization, this was their way of letting her know the third elder had passed away. Poor Swordnew, she realized, must still be unaware that he wasn’t protecting an entire race but only two pitiful people.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said.

The two Dauphin nodded.

“Why have you returned, Lancelot?”

“I need your help.”

Both of the elders shook their head with satisfaction in a way that Lancelot detested yet was forced to ignore.

“What is it you need from us, Lancelot?”

Her top and bottom right arms reached behind her. When she moved, she heard four weapons being withdrawn and turned to see Swordnew ignite all of his vibro swords.

“You don’t want to do that,” she said, looking right at him.

Instead of withdrawing her own weapons, she presented J’s head from the satchel that was slung over her shoulder. Swordnew’s helmet turned slightly to look past her, seeking guidance from the elders on what they wanted him to do.

They weren’t still alive because they were foolish. Both of them told Swordnew his weapons would be unnecessary. Even so, Lancelot stared at Swordnew until he put his swords back in their sheathes. Only once they were away did she turn and face the Dauphin.

“I need this android’s memory unlocked,” she said, showing them J’s head. “It will be encrypted and have security measures to erase all of its contents if tampered with.”

Both elders gave a soft chuckle. The one to the left brought up a hand and swatted Lancelot’s concerns away with a Carthagen hiss of amusement.

“We destroyed three of the Round Table’s flagships without firing a single shot. We slaughtered their soldiers in our tunnel without them realizing they were trapped. Do you think some simpleton’s security measure will stop us from decoding the android’s memory?”

The other elder added, “That is, if we want to.”

They stared at her and she stared back until finally the first Dauphin said, “If we do this for you, you will come back and act as our lead warrior again.”

As much as she was flattered by the offer, she also felt bad for Swordnew, who was having his role offered to someone else while he could do nothing but stand in silence.

“I will not,” she said.

“Then why would we do this thing for you?”

“Because I helped you for twenty years.”

“You helped because you were one of us. It was your duty.”

Not feeling the need to explain, the only word out of her mouth was, “No.”

She stared at the Dauphin until they grew uncomfortable and had to look away and offer anxious hisses.

One asked what the android’s memory had to do with Lancelot and why is was important.

“Are you sure you want me to say?” she replied. Her lower left hand, blocked from Swordnew’s line of sight, motioned back toward the warrior standing behind her.

The Dauphin understood that she was willing to answer their question but it could lead to them having their last remaining warrior become disillusioned much the same way Lancelot had. The chamber fell into silence. No one moved while the two Dauphin communicated in whatever silent fashion they were capable of.

Finally, the Dauphin on the right said, “Swordnew, you are excused.”

The Carthagen warrior remained where he was, shock rooting him to the floor.

“You want to be left alone with Lancelot? After what he did? How can you trust him?” It was the first time, Lancelot was sure, that Swordnew ever questioned something the elders had said or done.

With a simple hiss—the same kind that had kept Lancelot in line for so many years—the Dauphin managed to shame Swordnew into following their orders. The warrior walked to the chamber door and the stone slab once again slid away. Before he passed through the doorway, he looked back at Lancelot one last time. Even though Lancelot couldn’t see his face, she knew there must be hatred there.

If only he understood, she thought.

After he was gone and it was only the three of them again, Lancelot said, “Are you still sure you want to know?”

The Dauphin nodded.

With her two upper arms, she reached up to her helmet, unfastened the clips holding it to the rest of her armor, and took it off. Lancelot’s long blond hair fell down past her shoulders. Even in the dark light of the chamber, her eyes glistened blue. She was sure she had the biggest smile on her face that she had ever managed. Seeing something other than a Carthagen, both Dauphin stumbled backward. Both cried out in fright.

“This is who I am,” she said. “This is why I’m here for this android’s memory. This is why I was never one of you, no matter how much I pretended.”
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Arc-Mi-Die considered himself to be many things. Diabolical. Ruthless. The most notorious warlord in the history of the galaxy. But what people didn’t appreciate, one of the things he was sure they would respect about him if they were able to keep an open mind, was his sense of adventure and his acceptance of the unknown.

Case in point: when his new android assistant was activated and brought up to meet him for the first time, Arc-Mi-Die didn’t tell the unit which planet or colony he wanted destroyed next. Instead, he told the android—a v24 MNN make that he referred to simply as M—what the Excalibur Armada ships had been previously used for. He gave a list of the colonies and planets that he could remember being destroyed at the hands of his weapons. The entire time, he couldn’t help but allow both of his mouths to break into wide grins. He would leave it up to the android’s programming to decide which target should be selected next. There was a tremendous thrill that came with not being able to predict which site M would come up with.

M looked almost identical to J, with the exception that his skin was an outdated version of synthetic material that looked more like rubber than the newer versions. Before allowing M into his private room, Arc-Mi-Die had demanded three different confirmations that the android had been loaded with all of the same security protocols as his predecessor. The last thing he needed was someone in his own crew becoming lazy and thinking one of the security features was a waste of time. Even worse, if someone stationed on his hidden base wanted to assassinate him and take his spot, sabotaging M’s programming, setting him to explode right in front of the warlord, would be a good way to do it.

“How would you like me to proceed, my master?”

Both of Arc-Mi-Die’s mouths curved, his razor sharp teeth on display. “I would like you to analyze the information I have given you and I would like you to pick the next target.”

Both of his Woghort guards heard this and turned to see if Arc-Mi-Die was serious. When they saw he was, they snorted to each other and returned to facing the entryway door.

Any living creature would have understood the brevity of what the warlord was asking and would have surely been overwhelmed by being tasked with not only formulating which target should be attacked but also carrying out the orders. M, though, was incapable of being shocked by a task or by the amount of death it would bring about. Instead, the android merely nodded, its eyes glowing blue as it began to calculate the order.

“Is that all, my master?”

Arc-Mi-Die laughed. “Yes, that’s all.”

Without another word, M nodded and turned to leave. Arc-Mi-Die was giddy with anticipation of hearing which planet or colony the next Excalibur vessel had destroyed.
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At the furthest edge of what had been the Vonnegan Empire, near the border with the Thurndorian sector, Brigadier Desttro watched as more Round Table vessels appeared. Months earlier, General Reiser had taken an allotment of twelve flagships into the Cartha sector. Already mustered at the rendezvous site were fifteen flagships. He was expecting two more in the next day and three more the day after that. In total, he was slated to have three HC Ballistic Cruisers, four Solar Carriers, eight Athens Destroyers, two Flying Fortresses, two Havoc Gunships, and his own Hellship, as well as an assortment of mid-size cruisers.

The last report he had received stated that the Hannibal and their Juggernaut had apparently destroyed the colonies on 16-Tuero, the final colonized planet in the 16-D-10 sector. After that, everyone assumed they would continue on their path and enter the far side of the Thurndorian sector.

Desttro was still watching the footage of the previous encounter between the three flagships and the Hannibal, yet now he did so in the company of the senior officer in charge of the other flagships. When Brigadier Churnoff met at the rally point aboard his HC Ballistic Cruiser, he took a transport over the Desttro’s flagship and the two of them watched the battle footage from beginning to end.

Instead of watching in silence, Desttro shared his thoughts and encouraged Brigadier Churnoff to do the same. He repeated the viewing with every commanding officer as they arrived.

Churnoff said, “How can the portal allow vessels to pass through without their tinder walls down? We’ve never seen anything like that. It also seems to activate and deactivate on command.” He shook his head. “Makes you wonder how many other ways the portals might be different that we haven’t yet thought of.”

When Colonel Leviathan arrived in her Flying Fortress, she too took a transport over to the Hellship.

“Any thoughts are appreciated,” Desttro said as the holographic image began to play from the beginning of the confrontation, the three flagships still minutes away from being decimated by the Juggernaut’s portals.

Leviathan narrowed her eyes as she watched. When it was over, all she said was, “Again.”

A second time she watched the way the two Athens Destroyers and one Solar Carrier were caught off guard by the portals appearing all around them.

When the battle concluded the second time, Colonel Leviathan said, “We have to prolong the battle as long as possible, force them to become impatient.” She whispered the words as if talking to herself. Then, louder, she added, “We have to remember this is the only battle tactic we’ve seen of theirs. Surely there will be more. We need to keep them drawn into battle without actually committing our forces. See how they adapt so we can adapt even quicker.”

These were all things Desttro had also considered over the course of his own countless viewings, but through hearing the thoughts of the other officers he was reassured that the only thing to learn from the previous battle was that it had been unorthodox and that the Round Table fleet must be ready for anything. The only way to proceed into the next fight would be to learn from what had been done before and to what they saw the Hannibal do once Desttro’s forces refused to fall for the same bait.

Even if he were stubborn and refused to alter the battle plan, he was sure that twenty flagships and their accompaniment of varying weaponry and fighters would bring about losses for the Hannibal. It would be a foolish thing to force the impressive fleet at his disposal into the same situation that had caused three flagships to be destroyed and he would never do such a thing, but there was a confidence that came from knowing even a foolhardy approach, given enough weight and force behind it, could make the Hannibal question their incursion into Round Table space.

The review sessions with other commanding officers didn’t stop there. When Colonel Noshin arrived aboard his Havoc Gunship, he too met with Desttro and watched the three dimensional footage light up the officer’s quarters.

“They never fire their cannons,” Noshin observed. “We can see they have cannons at their disposal and yet they go unused. It’s easy to assume they’re either laser or ion weapons, but what if they aren’t? And what other weapons do they have in place of our traditional proton torpedoes, gravity mines, and the such? Surely, the trickery of their portals is only one of their options.”

Trickery was the epitome of officer talk. Hundreds of people had died aboard each of those flagships while the Hannibal set forth their unique brand of warfare, and yet the result was trivialized because every commanding officer knew better than to think of it in terms of mothers and fathers losing their children, husbands and wives losing their spouses. If they thought about it that way, if they allowed their officers to, no one would be foolish enough to face the monster that approached.

Brigadier Endger, commanding officer of an Athens Destroyer, took the idea of trickery to the extreme. The holographic battle had barely begun inside Desttro’s Hellship when Endger said, “Everything about them is smoke and mirrors. There is no benefit to having a ship that large. There’s a reason each kingdom’s flagships are roughly the same size.” He motioned toward the viewport at the Solar Carrier, Athens Destroyers, and other ships all mustering at the edge of the Thurndorian sector. “There’s also no reason to have cannons that large and not use them. Better to have three medium sized cannons than one giant weapon. And why deploy four mechs instead of swarms of fighters? Everything about them is absurd, even their method of stealing victory.”

Desttro was tempted to remind Endger that the same absurd ship had already killed many of their friends. He knew, though, that the other brigadier was only saying what he needed to say in order to rush out and face the enemy.
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The next session of the Round Table had barely gotten under way when Julian walked through the doors of the Great Hall. The hoards of arguing representatives stopped bickering and stared at him. It was impossible to ignore the Sword in the Stone at his hip. That, combined with the general’s uniform—both shoulders decorated with medals—made it look as though Julian had already accepted leadership over the Round Table.

Whispers darted around the table.

To his side, Hector saw Cash and Cimber speaking in hushed tones, their hands cupped over their mouths to ensure no one else could hear what they were saying. Everyone else stared in awe at the man who was walking around the Great Hall toward Octo and Winchester.

“Friends,” Julian said, his voice booming. “No one can say these are easy times. A warlord threatens us from afar. A new enemy is approaching from the edges of Round Table-controlled space.”

All throughout the Great Hall, representatives stirred in their seats. A Nickto, an alien with tentacles everywhere and who emitted a constant humming from its throat, gave an excited gurgle. A MaqMac, standing on top of his seat but still shorter than a human sitting on his chair, shook his little fists, happy to know someone would finally resolve what the Round Table couldn’t.

Julian said, “In both cases, we have only one aim and one aim alone. Victory. Our very existence demands victory. Already, three ships have been lost to the Hannibal, along with many innocent colonies. Numerous other colonies have been destroyed by the lowly warlord. No matter the cost, we will defeat both enemies. No matter how daunting the task, no matter how far we must travel across the galaxy, we will demand victory. We do not seek to defeat either enemy, the barbarians approaching our kingdom or the criminal with a disregard for life, because we seek glory. No, we do it because without destroying both of them, we cannot survive.”

Most of the room clapped and shouted General Reiser’s name.

A human sitting exactly halfway between Hector and Octo yelled, “Lead us, General Reiser.”

A Feedorian representative, his wings flittering with excitement, bellowed, “Emperor Reiser!”

Others called out that it was true: whoever possessed the Sword in the Stone must lead the galaxy.

Beside him, Hector heard Cash shout back, “That was never the saying,” but the cascade of screams and cheers overwhelmed anything Cash or Cimber or Hector might say.

Julian raised his hands. The Great Hall fell silent, waiting for his next words.

“Never waiver, my friends. When evil comes near, do not flinch or look away. Do not despair. The Round Table fleet will do what’s necessary to keep everyone safe. Our flagships will go to every sector, to every corner of the galaxy to root out Arc-Mi-Die. Already, a portion of our fleet has mustered in the Thurndorian sector and is preparing to destroy the Hannibal. We will defend our homes, our loved ones, our way of life, no matter the cost.”

Julian stopped then, and Hector couldn’t tell if his friend had said everything he had intended or if the roar of cheers and endless applause kept him from saying more. When it was clear the representatives were overcome and had no intention of quieting down, Julian smiled, nodded to the group, and then departed the Great Hall.

A moment later, amongst the din of noise, Hector left through a different set of double doors. Cash and Cimber followed. Pistol was in the hall, waiting for Hector’s next task.

“Stay close to him,” Hector said, leaning close to the android so no one further down the hall might hear.

Pistol nodded and turned to walk down a corridor that would intersect with the one Julian had used.

A hand grabbed Hector by the shoulder and jerked him to the side.

“This is madness,” Cash hissed.

Hector took a breath before he spoke to ensure he maintained his composure. “You will remove your hand.”

When Cash realized his overstep, his fingers uncurled from Hector’s lapel. Hector nodded and continued down the hallway.

“We have to do something,” Cimber called out.

“I know.”

“What are you going to do?” Cash asked.

“I don’t know.”

Hector was aware that both Cash and Cimber were still standing in the hallway, still waiting for some indication of what they should do next. It wasn’t enough to keep him from continuing away from the Great Hall.

“If you won’t act,” Cash yelled, “we’ll have to do something without you.”
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With the technology available to them, it took the Dauphin little time to neutralize J’s security protocol and decrypt his memory. The android’s decapitated head rested on a platform of energy beside a control panel that was washed in silver and gold waves of light. One of the two elders tapped commands into a panel embedded into the stone wall, causing the waves of light to morph into swirls of various shades of sparkling grey. J’s eyes lit up the way they would if the android was still processing information. The second Dauphin stood near the head, looking at it in amusement.

“That’s not a bad sign?” Lancelot asked, nodding to J’s glowing eyes.

Both Dauphin gave a soft hiss of disapproval.

The elder on the right said, “We defeated the Round Table with our devices and this warrior still questions if we know what we are doing.”

The other said, “It is clear the human never trusted us. That is why it didn’t fit in here.”

They were baiting her and Lancelot knew it. That was why she refrained from telling them off. They had created a culture where the warriors inflicted pain on one another for no better reason than the approval of three old aliens. They had allowed her to believe she was defending some great civilization rather than just the Dauphin. But worst of all, they had instilled in the Carthagen warriors a fear of anyone other than their own species, a fear that had forced Lancelot to hide behind armor for most of her life. She said nothing, however, and would force herself to continue saying nothing until they told her where Arc-Mi-Die was hiding.

It was interesting to her to see how they treated her once they realized she wasn’t a Carthagen. The humiliation of them knowing their prideful species had been bested by a measly human was all the satisfaction she needed. Even now, as they worked on J’s memory banks, they glanced over toward her and gave soft hisses of disgust at the sight of her long hair and blue eyes. Her instinct had been to put her helmet back on after revealing her true identity, but she enjoyed the discomfort it brought on them and it was liberating to keep it off while they worked.

The entire time she had been in the Orleans asteroid field, her identity had been a lie. Now that she was back, however, she knew it was the right decision to have left. The Dauphin held no power over her anymore. It was nice to be reminded of that.

Her attention went back to what the elders were doing to J’s head. A holographic map formed in the air, showing exactly where the android had gone. Every planet and colony, every mercenary it had recruited. Most importantly, a dot on the floating galactic map showed the exact location of Arc-Mi-Die’s hiding spot.

A smile came over her and her hands twitched with excitement. The two Dauphin stepped aside and allowed her to sift through the information. With her upper right hand, she swiped through the holograms, pushing away information she didn’t need and expanding the stuff she did.

“What will you do with this information?” one of the Dauphin asked.

“I’m going to kill a warlord,” Lancelot said in the same matter-of-fact tone the elders had loved back when she was killing on their behalf.

“Why?”

She cocked her head sideways. “Why? Because he’s wreaking havoc across the galaxy. Because he took my family away from me.” Both Dauphin stared at her. She wanted to go back to the hologram of data but their expression irked her. “What?”

“You think you are free,” the Dauphin on the left said. “You think you have reclaimed your identity.”

The Dauphin on the right added, “Have you ever asked yourself why you still go by the name Lancelot? Surely, you have another name.”

The Dauphin’s chamber was silent while she considered this. She stared at the galactic map, trying to focus on where Arc-Mi-Die was hiding. At no time during her search for him had she considered that it was really Arc-Mi-Joan who was hunting a distant relative. In fact, she had managed to think of her mission in every other possible term except that one. Yes, she had thought of getting vengeance for her father, but when she had considered the idea, it had always been her father, as Lancelot the armored warrior, that she was going to seek retribution for. It was never Arc-Mi-Joan, the scared girl who had been whisked from a planet at an early age, who was seeking vengeance.

Suddenly, the urge returned to put on her helmet. This time, she gave into it.

“Thank you for the information,” she said, her voice returning to the metallic tone produced by the voice synthesizer inside the armor. “And for the help you provided. You may keep the android’s head.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned and allowed the stone slab to move aside. As soon as it did, she left.
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“Not even my own backyard offers peace of mind these days,” Hector said as he hovered back and forth.

From the chair she was sitting in, positioned under the largest tree, Portia let her fingertips brush against his arm as he moved past her in his restlessness. He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of insects and of the breeze rustling leaves.

“Maybe we should move to some far-off colony,” he said. “I could plant crops and you could have a different sky to look at, different fields to walk each day.”

“Maybe,” she said, but he could hear in her voice that it wasn’t something she would be in favor of. “Is that what you would like?”

He moved beside her again and paused, and she rested her head against the shoulder of his that was still flesh instead of metal and energy. It was her way of letting him know he was loved and that she was there with him no matter what happened.

He put his hands over his face as if he would weep, but then only sighed. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “You know what I’d like?”

“What, my love?”

“I’d have liked to go to that far-off colony with you and grow crops, only thirty years ago. Before everything. Before I watched my soldiers die. Before I lost most of my body to this madness.”

“It’s never too late,” she said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

He swiveled to face her before asking what if it was too late.

Something about the look on his face made her pull slightly away. “What do you mean?”

A glint of light caught Hector’s eye and he turned to see Pistol at the doorway. He nodded and the android opened the door and walked out to the backyard.

“Hello, Hector. Hello, Portia.”

“Hello, Pistol,” Portia said, smiling at the memory of the first time she had ever met the android and the way his eyes had glowed while assessing her.

He remained standing in front of them in silence. Hector had made it clear that anything Pistol had to report could be said in front of his wife, but Portia pulled the hair back from in front of her eyes as she stood.

“Don’t stay up too late,” she said with a smile and made her way back indoors.

Hector understood why she was going back inside. It wasn’t that she was giving him his privacy; it was that she didn’t want to hear what would be discussed. It didn’t interest her and so she wanted no part of it. He wished he could excuse himself from everything as easily as she did.

“I followed General Reiser for the rest of the day.”

“And?”

“And he met with a handful of representatives, a few more high-ranking officers, and a former ruler.”

“Which one?”

“Kaiser Doom.”

Hector shook his head and groaned. “I didn’t even know Doom was on Edsall Dark.” Looking up at the stars, he asked what the two had talked about.

“My sensors couldn’t pick up the audio. There was some kind of interference. The same thing happened when he met with Octo, Winchester, and one of the other representatives. I was able to hear bits of what he said to the others.”

Hector closed his eyes for a moment.

“And?”

“To a general, Reiser spoke of another Round Table campaign that would take place after Arc-Mi-Die and the Hannibal were defeated. He spoke of sending ships to each corner of the galaxy to spread the message of the Round Table. To Representative Nil-Bak, he suggested—”

“Enough,” Hector said, digging his index finger and thumb into his eyes to dull the pain that was forming in the back of his head. “I’ve heard enough.”

“Anything else?” Pistol asked, not offended at being cut off from describing a day’s worth of work.

“Do the same thing tomorrow, thank you.”

“Yes, sir.”

And with that, Pistol turned and left Hector to be alone in his backyard. As soon as he was by himself, Hector couldn’t help but wonder once more if it was too late. No matter what he did, whether he listened to Cash and Cimber or if he allowed the swell gathering around Julian to play out, things felt as if they were already out of his control.
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It was an understatement to say that Arc-Mi-Die was excited to receive an update from M. Having given his new helper android free reign to select the location of the next Excalibur ship’s detonation, both of his ghoulish mouths broke into uncontained smiles at all the possibilities. Maybe a former kingdom’s capital. Maybe a hub of galactic trade. Of course, without any guidelines of appropriate targets other than a record of which planets and colonies had already been attacked, it was also possible that M would select a completely inappropriate target. Arc-Mi-Die imagined a waning city, depleted of its population, nothing of value to destroy. Or perhaps a colony that was completely empty and abandoned. In an odd way, even this scenario pleased the warlord. After all, if he was willing to destroy a barren colony for no apparent reason it would prove to everyone living under the Round Table’s banner that they were dealing with someone who not only ignored life and law, but who was a true lunatic.

A control panel near him lit up, indicating that M was proceeding through each layer of security on its way to being allowed access to the final door where the Woghort guards stood in protection of the warlord. Arc-Mi-Die tapped his fingers against his chest, eager to hear which part of the galaxy would now owe their misery to him.

The door to his chamber beeped. He signaled for the Woghorts to allow M entry, then watched as the metal barrier slid aside. One of the guards patted M down while the other stood in between the android and their boss. When the final layer of inspection and safety had concluded, both guards snorted and M made its way to the edge of the protective containment barrier surrounding Arc-Mi-Die. There, it gave a slight bow, as directed by the Subservient setting in its programming.

“How did it go?”

A dot of light circled M’s eyes as the android prepared its report. “An Excalibur Armada vessel successfully destroyed a colony on the moon, Terosh-48.”

“Terosh-48?” Arc-Mi-Die shrugged, trying to think if he had ever heard of it before. “And that is where?”

“In the Kerchin Sector, master. The area of space formerly possessed by Gerchin the Suspicious.”

“Ah, yes. And? Don’t keep me waiting.”

When it spoke, M’s face was perfectly still except for its mouth and jaw. Its eyebrows and nose didn’t move at all the way a human’s or alien’s would.

“The colony of Terosh-48-Major was selected and was completely destroyed. It was the largest colony on the moon, with a population of one point two million life forms. It was also a center of mineral exploration. All industrial operations were also destroyed.”

“Is that all?” Arc-Mi-Die said, both sets of teeth on display, his hands curling into fists.

M’s eyes lit up a second time as the android tried to assess what part of the news had been unsatisfactory. The Woghort guards turned to face the new assistant so they would be ready if Arc-Mi-Die ordered them to drag it away and have it tortured.

Arc-Mi-Die burst into laughter. “I’m just kidding. You did great.”

M’s eyes stopped glowing. The Woghort guards turned back to face the entrance door again.

“I don’t expect there has been any news of the Round Table’s reaction to this latest attack, has there?”

“No, master.”

Arc-Mi-Die chuckled and shook his head. “Those fools are going to have their precious Round Table drop out from underneath them and they don’t even realize it.”
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On the opposite side of the Thurndorian sector from where Brigadier Desttro was amassing the Round Table forces, the Juggernaut made its way further through space. It eventually came upon Cerrus-Surres. Like Edsall Dark, the planet was awash with white clouds overtop green land and blue waters. Also like Edsall Dark, it was a place with varying terrains where all forms of aliens came together to live in relative peace. It was said that Cerrus-Surres had only become such a varied and beautiful landscape after being completely annihilated by a meteor tens of millions of years earlier. All life had been wiped away. But slowly, over time, it had returned to support even more dazzling spectacles than it had before. Life had given way to death which had given way to rebirth. It was one of the oldest stories the galaxy had to tell.

Like everyone in the 16-D-10 sector, inhabitants throughout the Thurndorian sector had been told to evacuate for their own safety. As a result, the capital of Cerrus-Surres was almost empty, as were the many other cities spread out across the planet. Like those before them, many of the people who still remained were the ones who couldn’t find or afford a spot on one of the transports. There were also small communities, away from the cities, that stayed because of their religious beliefs. These people believed the Hannibal were sent by some divine power. They also believed, because they considered themselves to be righteous, that they would be saved when the Hannibal pronounced their judgment upon the rest of the planet. Elsewhere, inside the cities, there were hundreds of people who had been locked away in jails and who weren’t given a chance to take up valuable space on the departing vessels.

Everyone else was gone.

When the Juggernaut arrived, it remained in orbit above the planet. As it had done with the other places along its path, it instead raised four hangars and allowed the mechs to descend to the planet surface. This time, however, along with the mechs were hundreds of tiny projectiles that rocketed toward the surface along with the four metal demons.

The grey mech angled toward a field where a shepherd was watching his herd of shrep graze. The force of the mech’s hover platform scared the animals, sending them further across the plains. Rather than give chase, the shepherd, a Trungdorian with leathery skin, a man who had lived his entire life on Cerrus-Surres, simply looked up at the behemoth hovering over him. Without a word spoken between them, the mech brought his scythe down and cut the shepherd in half.

Ignoring the simple-minded animals, the mech then faced one of the many canisters that had fallen to the planet. The projectile ignited into light, forming a circle of energy twice as large as the mech. The machine moved forward, into the energy, and disappeared. It reappeared a split second later, on the other side of the planet, from the energy provided by another of the projectiles. This time, it hovered in the middle of a city, looking for other signs of intelligent life.

On another part of the planet, the white mech hovered above a town square. Its internal sensors scanned for dwellings with people hiding inside. The mech ignored one building, a two-story stone structure that it had found to be empty. Facing the next dwelling, it pulled back the string of its ion bow and sent an arrow of energy through a wall on the third story. An old couple, married fifty years, were struck as they hid under their bed, seemingly out of sight of the invaders.

Occasionally, as the mech made its way through the streets, one of the ion arrows would ignite a fire and flames would creep across the floors and walls until entire buildings were engulfed, then entire streets. Men and women of various alien species that had been hiding in bunkers and hidden rooms were forced from their homes and went screaming into the streets where they were struck by ion arrows.

After eliminating every sign of life in the town, the white mech turned to face one of the canisters that had been sent down from the Juggernaut. The capsule burst into a circle of energy that the mech passed through, only to appear from a portal elsewhere on the planet.

All four mechs performed searches on every corner of Cerrus-Surres, their work made quicker by the ability to teleport from one place to another. The prisoners in the jail were killed. The men and women in the streets were struck down. So were the zealots in the forest who sang about being spared during the judgment. Small animals and simple wildlife was spared. All advanced life was wiped away, regardless of how well it tried to hide or whether it offered prayers.
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Brigadier Desttro looked at the latest map of the sector. Intelligence updates showed that the Hannibal were half way across the Thurndorian sector and would be upon his ships in less than three hours.

In a group session, he had run through a series of attack plans with the commanding officers from each of the other flagships. Each tactic he reviewed was based on possible formations they might use and the types of weapons they could deploy. He stressed that their plan of attack would be based on reacting to what the Juggernaut did and what it didn’t do. The three flagships destroyed in the Cartha sector had gone into battle without consideration to the foe they were facing.

“We will not make the same mistake,” he told the room.

Instead, basic signals would be relayed to each ship, telling them when to keep their distance, when to utilize their squadrons of space fighters, when each flagship’s unique arsenal should be unleashed, and even when one portion of the fleet might need to stop attacking altogether and retreat to a safer distance.

He ran through a holographic mock battle while the officers listened and watched. The first simulation was based on how the Hannibal had approached the three flagships. The only difference was that instead of facing a pair of Athens Destroyers and a Solar Carrier, Desttro’s entire fleet was there.

Once the first simulated battle was over, he had the computer reset to show the Juggernaut engaging in alternate strategies and told the officers gathered in the room how he wished for the Round Table fleet to react in each varying scenario. He wasn’t one for micro-managing a battle. Instead, he offered the general guidance of how the attack might unfold and the overall strategies he would want employed. Each commanding officer was responsible for the specifics of what their crew did and how they did it.

The last thing he told them was, “You all know just as well as I do that we’re dealing with an enemy we know little about. The primary goal is not to destroy them but to show them they will not get by us. We want to turn them away peacefully if we can. But if we can’t, we will not let them get closer to the next Round Table colonies.”

He scanned the group of faces, some young and surely ambitious and competent if they were commanding a flagship at such an age. Others had grey hair, wrinkles, and decades of experience.

He told them it could very well turn into a battle that lasted a day or an entire week, but that in the end he wanted the Juggernaut repelled and he wanted everyone to get back to their families.

The lights came on in the room, making the holographic Juggernaut and flagships harder to see. The meeting done, the commanding officers stood and went back to their own vessels. There, they would no doubt hold meetings with their essential crews to instruct them on everything they had just been told.

In the hours in between Desttro’s final instructions and the appearance of the behemoth, each ship’s crew ran through drills of how to react to each possible scenario. By the time the Hannibal arrived, all personnel would be as ready as they possibly could be to take on the Juggernaut.
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Durect-Duher was in a state of shock that led to denial. He fully realized that he and his son were alive, as was his neighbor. From what he could see and from the news that his neighbor brought him, it was confirmed that every other colony on 16-Tuero was gone. He knew these things, yet he didn’t really believe them. He and his boy had been visited by the Hannibal and their four mechs and somehow they were still alive. Looking across the landscape at the smoke that engulfed the other visible containment fields on the horizon, it made no sense.

He and his son wandered the streets of 16-Tuero-6, not understanding why they were still alive. He had no compass of where he should go and no reason why he was still putting one foot in front of the other. Every once in a while his son would complain and Durect-Duher would realize he was squeezing the little hand too hard and relax his grip. Minutes later, he would be doing it again.

As he walked, his son talked nonstop. Durect-Duher didn’t reply to anything that was said, didn’t even know what his son was saying. He was in a haze of incomprehension that blocked out much else.

All he could think about was seeing the mech, yelling at it, and having it move past him. Hundreds of times, he replayed exactly what had happened. The Hannibal had arrived. Their four mechs had descended upon the colonies of 16-Tuero, the same way they had stopped at every other planet and outpost of civilization. Yet, instead of destroying every sign of life on 16-Tuero-6, the way they had at everywhere else, they had left without killing the farmer, his son, or his neighbor.

As his feet retraced the familiar streets of 16-Tuero-6, his senses gradually came back. The reddish-brown mech, looking as if it were stained with a combination of rust and blood, had hovered above him with its enormous ion sword. He had screamed at it with the torn and burned remnants of a Round Table banner in his fist. Instead of striking him down, the three-story tall mech had gone back to the Juggernaut.

At first he didn’t understand how he had been so lucky. He kept muttering thanks to the galaxy. He believed once more, as he had when he was a small child, that miracles were possible. Just as fast, he remembered the dead who were scattered across every other colony on the planet and his stomach churned. His legs buckled and he cursed himself for cheering for his own life when so many others hadn’t been as fortunate.

Slowly, as he walked back toward his home, Durect-Duher came to realize life would continue. Not just in the grand sense that he would grow old and get to see his son mature into an adult, but in the immediate. In their kitchen, he made a snack for himself and his boy. His son went to sleep for his afternoon nap. There would be a next day and a day after that.

A barrage of questions flooded him. When would people start to return to the colony? Would they ever come back? After all, if they did return they would have to see the faces of the three people they had left for dead and the corpses of those who had died. The shame might be too great. What would happen to all the colonies on 16-Tuero that were little more than ghost towns? Who would go about removing the dead? What would happen to the homes and schools and offices that had been there? Would they be resettled or would people choose to live elsewhere, some place that hadn’t been the site of mass killings?

The torn remnants of a Round Table banner blew against the window, temporarily reminding him of the symbols he had destroyed before being blown further down the street. A flood of realizations washed over him. He wasn’t alive because he was lucky. He was alive for the very reason that he had shown the giant mech the remains of the tattered Round Table banner. The giant machine had seen the contempt he had for the symbol and it had left him alone. It was the only possible explanation. In that moment, he understood that if he was alive because of that, others could be as well if they did the same thing.

He ran down the street and banged on his neighbor’s door. “My son’s sleeping. Can you keep an eye on him for a little bit?”

His neighbor was an old Vonnegan man with wrinkly purple skin. “Sure. What’s going on?”

Durect-Duher was already running further down the road. “I need to let the rest of the Round Table know about the mechs,” he yelled over his shoulder as he raced to find a building that would have a communication system capable of reaching other sectors.

By sparing him, the mech had unwittingly reminded the farmer of how precious life was. He had already understood that because of how fickle his crops were but it was an easy lesson to forget. After all, his livelihood was tied to whether seeds sprouted—what better reminder was there of how important all life forms were? What he had forgotten, what the leaders of the Round Table had surely also forgotten, was that decisions were tied to life and death. Choices were made. In each, paths between living and dying were navigated.

At the colony’s administration building, he tried the doorknob and found it locked. Rather than worry about niceties, he kicked the door down. The first room contained stacks of boxes and supplies. Another room had a table and chairs. Toward the back of the building, he found what he was looking for.

He made sure the communication console was plugged in, then looked for the power button. A whisper in the back of his head told him there was no way a simple farmer would understand how to work a cross-galactic communication system. This voice, he knew, was to be ignored if he wanted to save anyone else. And anyway, the holographic displays that formed in front of him told him exactly what he needed to do based on his intended goal. After swiping his hand through the air to select the options he wanted, the hologram changed colors and showed a voice wave that spiked to show audio was being recorded.

“To anyone out there, my name is Durect-Duher. I’m a farmer on 16-Tuero-6. Our colony was spared by the Hannibal. I repeat: our colony was spared. If anyone is out there, please relay this message to the Round Table and every planet and colony along the Hannibal’s path. Destroy any symbol of the Round Table. Do that and the Hannibal will let you live.”

After sending out the communication, he selected an option for the message to run on repeat until he returned and manually disabled it. If anyone was out there and they were listening, they would be saved.

Without anything else he could do, Durect-Duher walked back out onto the street, returned home, and made his son’s favorite food, for this was a day to celebrate.
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When General Reiser left his house the next morning, Pistol was four blocks down the road, completely out of sight. The android observed the same behavior as the other mornings he had carried out his assignment. As was his habit, Julian left his home with the Sword in the Stone at his hip. After giving a quick glance up and down the street, the general turned left, walked a block, then entered an alley and began his way through the narrow stone walkway between the cemetery and the historic city.

Pistol kept at least four blocks behind Julian at all times. At the entrance to the confined walkway, where no one else seemed to go and Julian could easily turn around and notice he was being followed, Pistol waited an additional thirty seconds. That was the amount of time it took Julian to get to the next turn in the passageway.

After he detected no sound at the end of the walkway, he proceeded up the same path. Julian was already gone, exactly as Pistol had expected. Alone, the android moved at three times his normal speed. On either side of him were high stonewalls that reached almost two stories into the air. As he moved, some of his systems stopped responding. The rock contained a mineral that impacted his sensor’s ability to function properly. He could still move and talk and perform physical activities, but he could no longer send or receive communications, couldn’t gain a reading of which life forms were nearby.

He was halfway down the walkway when Julian reappeared around the corner, heading back in the direction of his house. In an instant, Pistol’s programming factored whether it was a bigger risk to turn around and walk away or continue heading up the path, toward General Reiser. They were fifty yards away from each other. It was possible if he turned around right away, Julian wouldn’t notice it was Hector’s assistant in the rarely used corridor. Seeing that the human had already noticed him, Pistol’s software decided it was better to proceed ahead in the same direction as he had been moving.

They walked toward each other until they were only twenty feet apart. Only then did Julian act as though he recognized the android in the usually empty passageway.

“Pistol, right? Hector’s android assistant?”

The man had a smile, but Pistol’s social programming detected that at least part of it was not genuine. His logical programming factored this against the probability that Julian might not think it was suspicious that Hector’s android assistant was using the exact same path to the Great Hall at the exact same time of day.

“Yes, General Reiser. Hello. How are you?”

His programming determined the best course was to proceed past Julian and continue in the same direction, but he was stopped by a hand on his chest.

The general asked where Pistol had been headed. He was still smiling but Pistol detected annoyance. Thousands of calculations transpired in a split second. In the end, Pistol determined that it as best to offer a simple truth and continue on his way. “I was headed to the Great Hall to help Hector.”

The general’s hand remained on Pistol’s chest, letting him know he was not to proceed with his chore quite yet.

“And what brings you to this part of CamaLon?”

“I had a task to perform near the markets. Now I am to meet Hector at the Great Hall.”

Pistol’s internal processors were adjusting to the situation faster than a human would be capable of. The problem, as his calculations told him, was that there was no way of satisfactorily getting out of the conversation he was engaged in. Regardless of what he said or did, he was sure Julian would mention this run-in with Hector as soon as he saw him next. The android factored social graces and his master’s reputation against his need to evacuate himself from the current situation as quickly as possible.

“I’m sorry, General Reiser, I must be on my way. Hector is expecting me.”

“I’m sure he is,” Julian said, his hand falling from Pistol’s chest.

The general was still standing in the middle of the narrow passageway, though, not giving the android room to move past him.

“Why have you been following me the past two days? Do you think it’s appropriate to be sneaking around behind my back?”

“I’m sorry, General Reiser, I must be on my way. Hector is expecting me.”

Julian looked over Pistol’s shoulder and nodded. The android knew someone else would be walking down the same pathway, but his sensors weren’t functioning well enough to let him determine who it would be. When he turned, he saw it was another android. A model very similar to himself. The unit began moving toward Pistol and Julian at a leisurely pace.

“Did you think you were the only one following someone?” Julian asked. “Did it never cross your mind, or Hector’s, that I would have someone to prevent exactly this type of thing?”

In an instant, Pistol ran millions of recalculations. He realized that the presence of another android, ordered to provide covert tracking, could be loaded with equipment intended specifically to disrupt Pistol’s own sensors. That was why Pistol had been able to hear some of Julian’s conversations and not others. It was also why some of his sensors were limited right now. Not because of a mineral in the walls, but because his own systems were actively being interfered with.

He heard a click and a feint woosh and turned back to face Julian. The general’s Meursault was out and in front of him.

“General Reiser, I really must get going.”

It was a futile thing to say. His programming told him as such. But it was also the only option still open to him in a situation that was rapidly turning against him.

An arc of colored mist—the same shade as the stone walls all around them—came racing down at him. Pistol’s processors assessed exactly what was happening and what his options were. For any other weapon, he could activate his ion hands and defend himself the way he had done years earlier when freeing Vere from the Cauldrons of Dagda. With a Meursault, however, the gesture would be useless. The legendary blade would slice straight through his defense systems. He also knew that he had no other options, and so he merely stood still and watched as the sword cut him clean in half.

His torso fell to the ground. His internal systems, the ones that weren’t damaged, noted that he only had control of his body from the waist up. His legs, still upright but without a torso attached to them, were useless. The next slash of the sword separated Pistol’s head from his body. The next one cut both of his arms off. With each slash, Pistol was aware of what was going on but was helpless to stop it. With each strike, more of his systems shut down.

“Put every piece of him in a blanket and carry it to the incinerator,” Julian said to his own android, who was still  walking up the passageway to where Pistol now lay in pieces. “I don’t want anyone finding any part of him.”

“Yes, General Reiser,” the other android said in a voice that, like Pistol’s, had no emotion or inflection.

Pistol watched as a final arc of light came racing down directly at the center of his face. Then his systems went dark and everything was gone.
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Lancelot backtracked through the Cartha sector as fast as possible. She had the engines of J’s Type B Strain transport set to full power, sending it soaring across space as nothing more than a streak of light dashing past one planet after another. At the portal located on the edge of the Cartha sector, she slowed the ship just enough to ensure she didn’t ram another vessel coming through the energy field. The transport’s tinder walls lowered, the craft felt as if it were lurching forward then being dragged back, and when the tinder walls rose again she was at the edge of the Turndorian sector.

She immediately set a course for the second closest portal. It was an hour further away than another option but it led right to where Arc-Mi-Die was hiding. As the ship streaked through the galaxy, she became aware of a presence behind her. Rather than turn and see if it was Mortimous or Vere, she waited for her visitor to say something.

A woman’s voice said, “Have you given thought to what you’ll do when this is over?”

Lancelot knew if she turned she would see a figure cloaked in brown robes.

“Hello, Vere. Good of you to visit again. Have you given thought to what you’ll do once this is over?”

Vere laughed. “I used to do the same thing, you know? I used to get a big kick out of answering Mortimous’ questions with questions of my own. Later, I realized I only did that when I was nervous.”

“I’m not nervous.”

Lancelot was tempted to take her helmet off so she could show Vere the resolve that was hidden behind the tinted visor.

“I believe you,” Vere said.

A silence fell between them. No matter how fast the vessel rocketed through space it didn’t seem fast enough, especially not while Lancelot had someone standing over her shoulder.

“To answer your question, no, I haven’t thought about it. I’ve been too focused on finding and killing Arc-Mi-Die.”

“Life will go on after that,” Vere said.

“For me, at least,” Lancelot said, appreciating her dark sense of humor.

“I’ve seen friends become completely absorbed with revenge, to the extent nothing else mattered. It can destroy you if you let it.”

Lancelot turned and faced the robed figure standing in the doorway of the cockpit. “You were the one who suggested I find Arc-Mi-Die.”

“I know.”

“You were the one who said he had to be stopped.”

“I know.”

“And you’re the one who keeps acting as though your visits aren’t to ensure I stay focused on the task at hand.”

“I know that too.” After another pause, Vere added, “But even so, this quest will come to an end. What then?”

“What did you do when your own quest was over?”

It took so long for a response to come that Lancelot had to look behind her to see if Vere was still there.

“You know what’s funny?” Vere said. “I’m not sure of the answer. I could say, ‘When my quest was over, I disappeared and started my own journey.’ I could also say, ‘My quest never finished; all of my life has been to get wherever I’m going next.’ I’m not sure which is true. Maybe both.”

That was why Lancelot preferred her meetings with Vere over the ones with Mortimous. Vere shared her own doubts, let it be known that she had as many questions as Lancelot. Mortimous, on the other hand, always gave the impression he knew everything. Even though he stated the opposite, he had a way of making those around him feel as if he had all the answers.

As the ship continued to soar through the sector, Lancelot asked if there was something else Vere wanted her to do when this mission was over.

She could hear the kindness in Vere’s voice when the reply came back. “I’d like you to live your life. I’d like you to be happy, to find peace.”

“And you, how did you find peace?”

“I gave up everything.”

“Without caring what it would do to Traskk?”

“Of course I cared about Traskk. I still do. He doesn’t know how much he’s loved. But that doesn’t mean I should have remained where I was at the expense of my own happiness.”

“What was your goal? Where did you want to end up?”

“You know,” Vere said, “I didn’t have a specific place. I still don’t. If there’s one thing Mortimous has taught me it’s that everyone’s life is about the journey, not the destination. It sounds corny, but it’s true. I never had a thought that I wanted to be here or there, I just wanted to find a way to feel happy and know I made a difference.”

“You didn’t want to be anywhere in particular?” Lancelot said, thinking she had caught Vere in a lie. “Not even Avalon?”

It was the topic that most interested Lancelot—the name Vere had given to the realm where the Word existed beyond time and space.

“To be honest, no,” Vere said. “I’m happy where I am. If you had seen me back when I was your age, you would have thought I was a lost cause. I was brash and reckless and didn’t respect anyone or anything. For me to be where I am now is truly remarkable. In a way, it’s as miraculous as the stars forming and the planets giving way to life.”

Spoken by someone else, the sentiment could have come across as extremely egotistical. But Lancelot had been around Vere enough to know that wasn’t the intention at all.

“Can I go there?” Lancelot asked. “To Avalon?”

“I don’t know. Mortimous says it’s entirely up to each of us if we go there. I rarely see it myself. I see glimpses but nothing permanent. What I’ve found, though, is that the more I travelled the less I cared about where I was going. The more I just wanted to be.”

Lancelot laughed and turned back toward Vere. “When you think of it, this is a funny conversation to be having right before I execute a warlord.”

Vere smiled. “That it is, my friend. That it is.”
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The next session of the Round Table began, but Hector’s attention was elsewhere. Pistol hadn’t been seen since early that morning. In the years since Vere had vanished and the android began assisting Hector, Pistol had never been late for a single meeting, let alone missed one entirely. Looking across the room at Octo and Winchester, both smirking as they whispered to other nearby representatives, Hector’s stomach constricted and he realized he had lost any control he thought he once might have had within the Great Hall.

Unlike other recent proceedings, Julian wasn’t there. That added to Hector’s preoccupation. It had seemed inappropriate for someone other than the elected representatives to sit around the main room of the Great Hall. But now that he wasn’t there, after days of influencing those who were, his absence seemed just as peculiar as his presence.

Hector leaned to the side and whispered to Cash, “Do you mind if I ask your android for a favor?”

His friend nodded and went back to trying to follow the ten different conversations that were taking place simultaneously. None of which addressed the main issues impacting the Round Table.

The next time Cash’s assistant walked by, Hector tapped it on the shoulder. The android was a human model like Pistol but had clear skin that allowed all of its inner workings to be seen in its hands, neck, and the few other places not covered by its uniform.

“Yard, I need to ask a favor,” Hector said.

The android turned from Cash and faced Hector. When it did, the metal coil that acted as its spinal cord twisted. A pinprick of yellow light raced around its irises.

“Yes, Hector, how can I assist?”

“Have you seen Pistol today?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you know if anyone else has?”

“I can ask around.”

Hector considered this. He could just as easily do that himself—had, in fact, for much of the morning—but it was so out of Pistol’s normal behavior to go missing that he knew something was wrong.

“No, that won’t be necessary. But if you wouldn’t mind doing a search of the immediate area, both inside and outside the Great Hall, I would appreciate it.”

Yard turned to see if Cash was okay with the errand. When the other representative nodded, the android turned back to Hector once more. Underneath its transparent skin, tiny lights flickered and energy flowed from one internal system to another.

“I will begin immediately, sir.”

“Thank you.”

After the android was gone, Cash asked what the trouble was.

Hector shook his head and frowned. “I have a bad feeling something is going on.”

“You know what they say about an old general who’s still alive after countless battles?”

“What’s that?”

Cash offered an unenthusiastic smile. “They should never doubt their intuition.”
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ID-1D-0067 was a supergiant sun with a depleted hydrogen shell. It was a massive ball of light, fifty times larger than Edsall Dark’s sun and four times larger than the other suns in nearby solar systems. In the last stages of its stellar evolution, ID-1D-0067 was in the process of going supernova. Scientists projected that the supergiant had six years left before it transformed from a bright star and faded into nothing. In the span of the celestial giant, which had existed for billions of years, this final part of its existence was a mere blip.

The supernova sun was generating incredible amounts of energy. In addition to the bright light it washed over the rest of the sector, it also sent out tremendous amounts of radiation. In the years leading up to its extinction, the mining colony near ID-1D-0067 had been forced to relocate to another sector because the radiation exposure exceeded safe working levels. In the subsequent months, the radiation would continue to get worse until finally the sun was no more and dispersed as energy across the galaxy.

Lancelot was still an hour away from the sun and already the electromagnetic waves were disrupting the sensors on the vessel she was flying. Instead of changing course, however, she continued to fly directly at the sun.

J had held the secret to why no one could find Arc-Mi-Die. It wasn’t because he was moving from site to site. It was because he was hiding in a place no one would ever look. He wasn’t in a vessel out in the middle of space or underground on some remote moon. He was hiding inside the fiery ball that was a dying sun.

It turned out the scientists that Arc-Mi-Die had been kidnapping had never been intended as bargaining chips or for ransoms. They had helped the warlord find a way to stay safe within the inner layers of the intense heat.

There was a slight chance that the information she had was faulty. Arc-Mi-Die, proving his penchant for not trusting anyone or anything, could have had a program installed in J’s memory that gave false coordinates. Whoever deciphered the fake information and was foolhardy enough to fly straight into a sun would perish. It was also possible the Dauphin had betrayed her and sent her on a false chase. If either occurred, she would fly into the middle of the blazing fire expecting to find Arc-Mi-Die and instead would succumb to the intense radiation and heat.

While that certainly was possible, she doubted it would actually happen. After all, the criminal had to be somewhere. This was the only place she could think of that would explain why no one else had been able to find Arc-Mi-Die. It also further demonstrated just how insane the warlord was.

And anyway, the supporting information that the Dauphin had obtained from J’s memory banks gave credibility to the idea. At a set of exact coordinates near ID-1D-0067, she was to transmit a specific eighteen digit sequence into the sun. After that, she was to wait one minute, then begin flying at a cruising speed into a particular quadrant of the supernova. At that point, according to J’s own experiences, a transport would arrive and provide an encapsulating field of protection as it escorted her further into the sun. It was unlike any technology she had heard of before, and she had no idea how it worked. Regardless, sixty seconds after transmitting the code, she set the ship to head directly into the giant storm of fire and gas and hoped she made contact before her ship burned up.
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When M arrived back inside Arc-Mi-Die’s private chamber, every muscle in the warlord’s four arms and four legs became tense. He hadn’t called for the android and made a mental note to find and fix whatever part of M’s programming was causing it to disturb him without having been summoned.

After the guards patted him down, M proceeded to the edge of the Treagon barrier that protected Arc-Mi-Die.

“Master, J’s transport is approaching.”

Every sarcastic comment that Arc-Mi-Die had ready on his pair of lips immediately disappeared.

“What took it so long?”

“Undetermined, master. The only communication we have received was the eighteen digit security key. J is still following the protocol of otherwise maintaining comms silence.”

Arc-Mi-Die’s eyes narrowed into black slits. “It’s the exact same vessel? Not just the same make and model?”

On the slim chance someone stumbled upon J and saw what type of ship the android was flying, their first tactic might be to find another Type B Strain transport and try to trick the warlord.

“Yes, master. It has the same unique code installed into its sensors as well as the same tracking number.”

Arc-Mi-Die let out a long breath as he assessed his options. It went against all of J’s programming to miss sending scheduled updates. It was also outside its parameters to go dark for days without checking in. And yet the approaching vessel was the same ship and the pilot had sent the correct code. The only way to get that code would have been to get inside J’s head and the android was programmed to detonate upon any indication that it was in jeopardy. Anything other than the precise eighteen digit code would result in the vessel’s self-destruct activating. Even if seventeen of the eighteen digits were correct on the first attempt, the ship would explode. It sounded overly cautious except for the fact that androids weren’t capable of making typos.

For a while, Arc-Mi-Die stared at the metal panels that surrounded him. Millions of miles away, people had to use tinted lenses to keep from going blind when they looked at ID-1D-0067. Within the actual shell of the sun, where nothing was supposed to be able to survive, only the armored shell the scientists had created kept him alive.

“What should I do, master?”

Arc-Mi-Die snapped back into the present. “Let J in. But send a notice to all security located on the base. I want every single guard with a weapon stationed on the landing deck in case there are any problems.”

“Yes, master.”
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Even as the transport’s alarms began to sound, Lancelot continued to fly toward the supernova sun. One warning indicated that her current flight path would lead to certain death in approximately two minutes and ten seconds. Another let her know her shields would be able to tolerate the intense heat for another minute but would not be able to protect from the radiation. A third chime noted that even with the automatic solar slide over the viewports to protect the pilot’s eyesight, she would go blind in another fifty seconds unless she had a secondary means of protection.

Concerning this final alarm, at least, she was safe. The ship’s systems had no way of knowing that her Carthagen helmet was a better bulwark from the intense light than the vessel she was flying. The cockpit viewport was set to its lowest possible lumen level. In normal space, she wouldn’t be able to see a single thing because the planets and stars would be hidden behind the tinted viewport. With ID-1D-0067 directly in front of her, however, not even that setting could block out the intense light. Only with her helmet’s settings did she manage to keep from going blind.

The other two alarms were more concerning, and she was forced to admit her circumstances were not favorable. Unless something happened and it happened soon. She had entered the security code exactly as it had appeared. She had followed the course she was supposed to take. Yet nothing was in front of her except a ball of fire so vast it encompassed the entire viewport. Doubts raced through her mind. Arc-Mi-Die had tricked her. The Dauphin had betrayed her. The three alarms continued to sound in the cockpit, over and over.

The enormity of the object in front of her was astounding and contributed to the angst coming over her. It was thousands of times larger than the biggest asteroid in the Orleans. It was so big in fact that she could collect the entire asteroid field and it would still only be a fraction of the size of ID-1D-0067. It might very well have been possible to take every object in the Cartha sector—the asteroids, the planets, even the sun—and it still wouldn’t be the size of ID-1D-0067.

The alarms beeped again. In one minute and forty seconds, her current flight path would result in her death.

A moment later, a signal popped up on the display to her left. A ship was approaching. She knew from J’s memory banks what was going to happen next, she just didn’t know how it would happen. The advancing vessel would somehow lead her toward the center of the sun without either of them melting or bursting into flames.

At first, she wasn’t quite sure what she was seeing. The flames and ruptures of solar flares made everything a blur of energy. As the object approached, she began to understand what it was and her fingers relaxed. The vessel was another transport, the same size and a similar type as the one she was in, but it was enveloped in a containment field like the ones that protected colonies from the harsh environments of the galaxy. Somehow, the scientists Arc-Mi-Die had kidnapped had managed to create a moveable barrier field that was superior in protecting ships to any traditional shield system.

She waited for the transport to turn one hundred and eighty degrees, then moved beside it, close enough that her ship also entered the protective shell. Immediately, one of the alarms inside the cockpit went quiet.

In front of her, all she could see was a massive ball of fire and gas swirling with such intensity that they were indistinguishable. An endless series of explosions fed off the cosmic chain reaction that would only last for another six years. If at any time the transport beside her swerved away or disengaged the containment field that was surrounding both of them, every part of Lancelot and the ship she was piloting would be instantly incinerated.

One of the sensors told her she had passed through the first three layers of the sun. If she could turn and look out the back of the vessel she would no longer see the black emptiness of space, she would only see more swirling fire.

It took five minutes of flying beside the other transport for Arc-Mi-Die’s base to come into view. She knew it was going to be there and yet she still let out a gasp at the sight of what lay in front of her.

More than a dozen Excalibur vessels were collected in a tightknit formation beside a King-Class Battlecruiser, a trio of armored frigates, and a collection of smaller attack vessels. Three different egg-shaped containment fields, giant versions of the thing protecting her own ship as she travelled further into the sun, were dispersed side by side and arranged end to end. Within those three oblong containment fields lay the warlord and his arsenal of terror.

She had found Arc-Mi-Die’s hiding spot. She had done what no one else had been able to do. Now, the warlord was going to pay for her father’s death and for all of the misery he had brought upon the galaxy.

A beep on one of the displays let her know the escort ship was changing courses slightly. She matched its trajectory and headed for a hangar on the near side of the Battlecruiser.

Both crafts entered the enormous cavern of the flagship’s bay, then landed amongst other transports and shuttles that the warlord had accrued over years of killing rival gangsters and criminals.

On the landing platform of the Battlecruiser, she waited and assessed what she should do next. The ramp of the other transport lowered to reveal an android pilot who walked down the ramp, toward a side corridor. As the hangar door once again slid shut, it took a moment for Lancelot’s eyes to go from seeing drowned out light and a dimly lit hangar full of shadows to what was actually there. Second by second, she saw more forms and shapes in the room.

It wasn’t good.

All around her ship were aliens of various shapes and sizes, all with weapons, all waiting for the ramp to lower. One of them was an alien with six limbs and glistening skin who was standing behind the turret of a heavy blaster. The blaster was pointed at the side of her ship at the spot where she would disembark. Clockwise from there, a tripod was located thirty degrees further, a cannon mounted atop it. What looked to be a human—Vonnegan hybrid stood with his hands at the controls. A group of hTrungs, creatures that looked like overweight goblins, stood with ion axes in either hand. A collection of ten combat bots, most rusted and with some missing parts, hovered in the air, each with a small blaster protruding from its main core. An alien with antennae and tentacles and dirty green skin was sitting inside the open shell of a combat mech that was walking toward her ship.

A computerized voice, she couldn’t tell if it was an android or the ship’s alert system, said, “Exit the vessel with your hands in the air. Do so within the next ten seconds or we will destroy the transport. If you do anything other than walk down the ramp, you will be executed. If you are anyone other than the warlord’s android, you will be executed.”

“Wonderful,” Lancelot said as she stood from the pilot’s seat and walked toward the ramp door.
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Julian was halfway home when he heard his name called. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Hector hovering toward him and paused to allow his friend to catch up.

“Hector, how are you?”

But instead of returning the warm greeting, the other man said, “What are you up to, Julian? Where have you been?”

Julian sighed. “Hector—” he tried to smile but it failed him— “I understand your concerns. I really do, but you have to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

“Did you happen to see my android today?”

Julian shook his head and scoffed, then began to walk toward his house again. “Did you really think it was a good idea to have one of your best friends followed? How would you feel if I had someone follow you everywhere you went?”

Hector’s metal hand reached out and took hold of Julian’s shoulder. “When was the last time you saw Pistol?”

From the bionic hand gripping him, Julian knew he had to address his friend’s concern before he could go anywhere else.

“This morning, when I realized you were having him follow me. I passed him on the street.”

“And?”

“And I haven’t seen him since.”

A feint gleam of satisfaction crossed Julian’s eyes. The answer was truthful to a degree.

As they moved amongst street vendors and a group of children, both men walked in silence, offering strained smiles at those they passed. They turned a corner and the noise of the market began to die down.

Hector said, “You spoke to some of the representatives about starting another campaign. The last one resulted in the Hannibal taking notice of us. They wouldn’t have decided to cross the galaxy and come for us if you hadn’t taken our ships on that foolish campaign.”

Instead of arguing, Julian offered a large smile. “A campaign of peace, my friend. Not like the one I led months ago, but one of goodwill.”

“Do you really expect me to believe that?”

“Of course. For one very good reason.”

“And that is?”

Julian brought a hand up and patted Hector’s arm. “Because I’m not stupid. I almost died during the last campaign. So did my son. Many people I considered good friends did die. Why would I want to send others into a similar situation?”

Hector’s eyes narrowed. “Then why work with Octo and Winchester? You know they’re trying to do away with the Round Table.”

Julian shook his head. “My friend, it must be difficult living in a world where everything is either black or white.”

“I’m being serious.”

“I am too. Listen, they serve a purpose. Yes, they want to alter how the Round Table functions because anyone who says it functions right now is joking. They’re on one side and you’re on the other. That’s the very reason I’m spending time with them; so I can be in the middle and bring both sides together.”

They turned another corner and began walking along the narrow stone corridor. Walls of rock rose up on either side of them. Julian squinted at the spot further up the path where he had confronted Pistol to make sure there was no indication that anything nefarious had happened there.

Someone else was in the narrow walkway, though. The Soothsayer in his usual black robes. Julian wondered if the old man would say something while Hector was with him. He was also curious to see if his friend would be able to see or hear the cloaked man.

He turned back to Hector and said, “I know you want to follow Vere’s vision. I do too. But it needs to be altered slightly.”

Hector turned and cast an accusing glance. “With you as its leader?”

“Come on, Hector. Don’t be ridiculous. Let the people call me whatever they want. That’s not what I’m interested in. If it were, I would have accepted the crown when they offered it to me.”

They were almost upon the old man now. Mortimous still had his back to them. Julian suspected the old man wouldn’t say anything this time. Part of him wanted to call out, “I’ll be sure to beware the tide of the march,” just to prevent getting drawn into yet another odd conversation with the man. But of course, if Hector couldn’t see or hear the figure, saying anything to the visitor would cause much alarm.

They were only twenty feet away from the Soothsayer. To Julian’s relief, the man seemed to have no interest in offering a warning this time.

Instead, Julian said, “The masses are fickle, my friend. I learned a lesson recently: Beware the tide of the march.”

“What does it mean?”

“You know, I wasn’t sure myself at first. But I think I’ve finally figured it out. It means you have to understand what the people want without getting caught up in the praise they offer. The people are worried. I don’t blame them. We have a foreign invader approaching our doorstep. We have a crazed warlord set on destroying entire colonies. The people want to think someone can save them. I offer them that hope.” He tapped the handle of the Meursault on his hip. “This offers them that. That’s why I don’t contradict them when they call me by all those silly titles. They need to feel like someone is watching out for them and they don’t believe the Round Table is.”

“And your solution?”

“Streamline the Round Table. Give it fewer voices and make sure those voices are focused.” Seeing the doubt and alarm on Hector’s face, he added, “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to be an emperor. But what if we had only twelve people at the Round Table?” Hector started to speak but Julian wouldn’t allow himself to be interrupted. “Everyone will still have a voice. Every planet and colony can have their own Round Table. They would voice their opinion’s at a Round Table in their own sector. And each sector would have one person in the Great Hall. We would finally have a manageable number of voices again, everyone would still be heard, there would still be peace—everyone would win. That’s the vision I have, Hector.”

They were a few feet past the old man in the black robes when yet another figure appeared in front of them, at the very end of the walkway. This man was also dressed in all black, a hood over his head. Julian strained to see if he could make out who it was.

A pair of concerns forced themselves to the forefront of his thinking. The first was that Mortimous had never been accompanied by anyone else. The second was that the figure at the end of the walkway seemed to have something in his hand. Although difficult to see from such a distance, Julian swore it looked like the tip of a knife protruding from out of the baggy sleeve of the robes.

This was confirmed a split second later when the blade lit up, putting the ion knife on display.

Without thinking, Julian’s right hand dropped to the handle of his Meursault. He spun toward the man in black robes he had just passed, the man he now realized hadn’t been the Soothsayer at all.
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It wasn’t an easy decision, but Cash and Cimber realized they could no longer wait for Hector to talk Julian out of whatever plot he had schemed. Although Cash respected Hector, he knew that even those held in high esteem had faults and that his friend’s was his stubborn idealism. By the time Hector came around to understanding what had to be done, the galaxy would be under tyrannical rule once again. Cash prided himself on not suffering from the same romantic notions that kept Hector’s hands tied. If his friend couldn’t sway Julian from his goal of claiming the Round Table throne, Cash and Cimber would do it for him.

He had pulled the black hood over his head so his identity wouldn’t immediately be known. If he was lucky, Hector and Julian would confuse him for a vagrant. When he heard them coming down the stone path, he forced himself to keep his head down. To his surprise, neither man said anything to him as they approached the spot where he was leaning against the wall. If the general, who carried the Sword in the Stone with him everywhere he went, took note of Cash before he was within striking distance, the plan would fail.

“Give the Round Table fewer voices,” he heard Julian say on his way past him. It was enough for Cash to act. Glancing down to the end of the path, he saw Cimber was also in position and ready.

The next thing he knew he was throwing off the hood of his robe and withdrawing his own ion knife. He activated the blade and drove it toward Julian. As he did, he let out a cry consisting of a single word.

“Traitor!”
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Even after he left his officer’s quarters and returned to the command deck, Brigadier Desttro found himself replaying the previous battle in his mind. After watching it hundreds of times, every aspect was grilled into his memory. The part he kept going back to was the new technology that the three flagships had fallen victim to. A team of a dozen specialists had been tasked with thinking of all the different ways the Hannibal technology could be used. Desttro considered the possibilities they had given him while making sure his fleet was prepared.

All was quiet on the command deck of his Hellship. The preparations were done. Each ship’s crew understood what to do and how the strategy of the battle would fluctuate depending on what the Juggernaut did.

All around him, officers were checking their stations.

“Sir, they’re here.”

He turned to acknowledge the ensign who had alerted him, then walked across the deck, closer to the main viewport. As large as the Juggernaut was supposed to be, he still couldn’t see it because it was thousands of miles away. His ship’s display system brought up a hologram that showed the invading vessel on one side of space and his fleet on the other—opposing sides of the battlefield.

“How long until they’re in sight?”

“Ten minutes,” the ensign said, then frowned. “No, wait... five minutes. No, uh, two minutes.”

“Well, which is it?” Desttro snapped, no patience for variables at this point in the confrontation.

“I’m not sure, sir. I’m showing hundreds of projectiles coming our way,” the young officer said, shaking his head, trying to make sense of what was happening.

Desttro gave the order for the Hellship to raise its shields. A lieutenant on the other side of the deck entered the command.

The incoming objects were metal cylinders but they weren’t missiles or torpedoes. Some flew past the flagships. Some to the sides. Others stopped in front of the Round Table fleet. Desttro knew exactly what they were and was determined not to allow the Hannibal to have any advantage.

“Begin targeting their portals,” he said.

A moment later, the Hellship’s cannons burst into life, shooting at the thin metal projectiles before they had a chance to expand into circles of energy. The other vessels alongside him did the same.

Right away he noticed that the cannons weren’t destroying the tubes. Whatever they were made of was impervious to traditional lasers. The blasts did send each projectile flying away, but under the Hannibal’s command they could conceivably make their way back toward the flagships again. With hundreds of the projectiles floating in space, it would take all of their cannons to continue keeping the portals away.

Desttro turned back to the ensign. “How far away is the Juggernaut?”

Outside the viewport, a portal broke into life. From it, an object of unbelievably immense proportions began to emerge.

“They’re here, sir,” the ensign said.
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Lancelot knew she was going to be shot at as soon as she appeared at the bottom of the ramp. There was no way a room full of aliens, each hired to protect Arc-Mi-Die, would give her a chance to explain why she was there. Not to mention that the explanation—she was there to kill the very warlord who paid them—wouldn’t earn her any points. She guessed the only reason they hadn’t destroyed the ship already was that they needed to verify J wasn’t aboard. Anyone else was going to be torn apart by laser fire.

Toward the rear of the vessel, she pressed the button for the ramp to lower. Standing to the side, a spot the goons wouldn’t be able to see her, she withdrew all four of her weapons. With a thud, the ramp hit the hangar floor.

“Come out with your hands up,” one of Arc-Mi-Die’s mercenaries called.

A sensor inside her helmet displayed slightly more of the platform than what she could actually see with her own eyes. The henchmen were all roughly in the same positions, each with a weapon pointed at the ramp, ready to fire.

Without anything else she could do, she was off and running.

She made it down the length of the ramp in two long, galloping strides. The reaction from the aliens was instantaneous. The entire room blazed with light from dozens of blasters opening fire at the same time. Some hit her, but many of the goons’ reflexes were a fraction slower than her sprint. Luckily the pair of heavy blasters were among those that missed. Streaks of energy from four different handheld blasters struck her side. Another two hit her shoulder. None of the blasts slowed her momentum and each was absorbed into her armor. She was off to the right side of the ramp and closing the distance between the nearest mercenary so the tripods wouldn’t have time to swivel toward her.

Against so many adversaries, speed was her biggest asset. However, her good fortune didn’t last long. She tried to keep racing around the room as fast as possible but knew if she took a turn too fast her legs could go out from under her. If that happened, all of the laser blasts would catch up with her and she would never get back up to her feet. Even at a near sprint, one shot managed to strike the back of her helmet, jarring her for a moment. Another hit the middle of her back. Three others pelted her left shoulder. Even though the armor was doing its job, she knew she couldn’t allow the hits to add up. The blast-proof coating would eventually wear down and, under continuous fire, begin to deteriorate. If that happened, any subsequent blasts could be lethal.

The first alien she targeted had glistening skin and at least six limbs that she could see. It was standing behind the heavy blaster that had been rolled into the hangar. The choice of targeting it first was an easy one; if she got hit by one of its blasts, even with her armor in peak condition, the damage would be devastating.

She pointed a lance so the tip connected with the underside of the turret. The alien fired at the same time the cannon’s turret was punched up toward the ceiling. A thick streak of blue laser erupted. Sparks flew from the hangar ceiling. With her other lance, she impaled the tentacled alien through its chest. Its six arms thrashed for a moment. By the time they fell still, she was already off, racing toward her next target.

Another blast hit her back and another her rear hip. A pair of combat bots flew through the air, trailing directly behind her. Both unleashed a near continuous series of blasts that would have been strong enough to seriously injure or kill someone without armor. With her Carthagen suit on, the shots had no immediate impact other than to gradually wear down the integrity of the armor.

She came to an abrupt stop, turned, and brought both Meursaults down in an X. Two streaks of silver vapor criss-crossed in front of her. The pair of bots fell from the air and clanged against the floor, both cut perfectly in half.

Having run all the way to the other side of the hangar, still working her way around to the front of the ship, a blur passed in front of her visor. A split second later, an explosion erupted at the vessel she was next to. The result was a smoking hole the size of a small animal. If the shooter had aimed a few inches to the left, her helmet would be rubble and her face would be missing. The destruction to the ship meant one thing: someone had a grenade launcher and had a clear line of sight on her.

Temporarily ignoring the other combat bots, she found the piece of filth in possession of the weapon. It was a human male, middle-aged, with one normal arm and one made of metal. The grenade launcher he was holding was so large that the man had to strap it all the way around his torso. Even then, each time he shot a projectile, the kick-back knocked him slightly off balance.

Another puff of smoke flashed from the end of the launcher. Lancelot jumped as high in the air as her suit would allow. The grenade passed under her, causing more damage to the shuttle behind her. With two huge holes in its side, the ship was likely beyond repair and the mercenary had just gone from making a decent living to having a lifelong debt he would need to pay to the warlord for property damaged. She used his poor aim as an opportunity to cut two more combat bots out of the air.

Eventually, though, one of the grenades would hit her unless she did something about it. The open mech had other plans, however. Before she could race across the hangar, it saw her intentions and stepped in her path.

The mech’s pilot was a green alien the same size as the human with the grenade launcher. She could tell from the way the unit was exposed in front that the mech was a tremendously old version. It would still be packed with weapons capable of ripping her apart, though. The alien’s antennae moved back and forth in excitement as it targeted her. Over the mech’s shoulder, a pop sounded, a puff of smoke rose, and another grenade came arcing over and toward her. This one she was ready for and brought the tip of one of her lances up to deflect the grenade’s trajectory. It landed diagonally away from her, taking out another combat bot with its explosion.

Before she could do anything else, the mech brought up two heavy cannons and a thermal launcher. Her first instinct was to race at it and drive her lances straight through its midsection. She knew, though, that there was no way she would close the distance in time. And even if she did, the thermal fuel would melt the armor off her while she was still wearing it. From what she had heard, it was an excruciatingly painful way to die. Instead, she jumped backward and to the side, away from both the grenade launcher and the mech, to the relative safety and protection of the far side of the transport.

She drove one of her lances up toward the corner of the ceiling and impaled another combat bot. The remaining five hovered outside her attack range, pelting her with blasts. The four hTrungs came for her next. The pack of them lumbered around the back of the ship, each with misshapen teeth that hung down past their chins. Blisters covered their skin and they had ears as large as their fists. They looked to weigh about five hundred pounds each, almost all of which was muscle. The bulk of their weight was in their legs, which were twice as thick as the armored legs of Lancelot’s suit. Most important of all, though, was that each carried a pair of ion axes.

Her first instinct, as much as she hated any form of retreat, was to back away and assess a better way of attacking them. The sound behind her, though—the mech walking in her direction—ensured she was trapped. Without a better plan, and with the annoying combat bots still raining blasts down on her, she charged.

The hTrungs snorted as she raced toward them. Each brought their ion axes up to chest level to greet her. Instead of running through them, however, she went over them. Ten feet from plunging straight into the heavy aliens, she leapt, switched her grip on her two lances, and drove them downward as she sailed over the group. Two of the hTrungs gave loud grunts as the vibro lances drove down straight through the top of their heads. She impaled the aliens so deeply that she was forced to give up her grip on the lances. Two of the hTrungs fell dead on the ground. The other two roared with anger and chased after her.

Rather than attack them, she raced toward the half human, half Vonnegan stationed at the controls of the other heavy blaster. Until that point, the mercenary had no clear shot and had been smart enough not to fire. Unlike the man with the grenade launcher, he knew a missed blast would cause tremendous damage to the rest of Arc-Mi-Die’s possessions. Seeing Lancelot charge him, he grinned and unleashed his first volley.

The sensors in Lancelot’s helmet were able to detect the release of energy from the blaster’s containment cartridge a split second before the laser was channeled out of the barrel and fired at her. At that same moment, she brought her front knees to the ground, rolled over her shoulders, and saw a thick blast of laser streak past the spot where her head had been. Coming out of her somersault, still dashing at the tripod-mounted blaster, she looked behind her just long enough to see that one of remaining hTrungs had been obliterated by the blast.

A second streak of laser ripped past her. This one was so close to her that even as she tried to side step it, she felt a blast panel at her shoulder tear off. A warning inside her helmet indicated she was completely defenseless on that one portion of her Carthagen suit.

She was at the heavy blaster, Meursaults ready to attack. The only problem was that she was out in the open, which meant the human with the grenade launcher would have a clear shot. Even before she brought a Meursault down on the mercenary behind the heavy cannon, she saw him turn and focus not on her but on the human with the grenade launcher.

“No!” the human-Vonnegan man shouted.

Rather than bring a sword down at the mercenary behind the heavy cannon, Lancelot dove to the side. It seemed cruel for the human to slaughter a member of his own group, but it was a smart move. If Lancelot had killed the gunner stationed at the tripod, she could have used the weapon herself and had free reign to unleash blasts on everything else inside the hangar. Arc-Mi-Die’s ship would have been destroyed from the inside. The human with the grenade launcher understood this, and so he shot a grenade directly under the three legs that the cannon was mounted on.

The explosion, combined with the eruption of the cannon’s energy cartridge, was large enough to envelop Lancelot as she tried to jump away. A secondary sensor in her helmet indicated minor deterioration on more than half of the back side of her suit. The gunner was dead, though, and his heavy cannon scrap metal.

She dashed back to where the four hTrungs had been, where her two vibro lances still were. The last of the aliens was lumbering toward her with his ion axes in hand. Under the florescent light of the hangar, both energized blades shone with a feint yellow tint. A long bead of saliva hung from either side of the alien’s mouth as it grunted at her.

A flash of light made her squint. The combat bots were focusing their attack on her helmet. In fact, they were smart enough to focus specifically on her visor. The distraction almost cost her her life. An ion axe came racing down at her chest. She dodged to the side but the hTrung continued the stroke, chopping off the front half of one of her artificial arms. At the same time, it dove forward and tackled her to the ground.

Its two paws gripped her two long arms at the wrist so she couldn’t move or hit it. But her third arm, still free, beat the alien over its face repeatedly. She broke one of its teeth. She broke its nose. Still, the hTrung roared and kept her pressed to the ground. The hangar floor rumbled underneath her, and she realized the alien’s goal. It was going to hold her there until the mech could catch up and kill her.

“I don’t think so,” she said, ignoring its bruised and battered face and reaching beside her. Her hand scrambled, trying to find one of her Meursaults.

Her fingertips brushed against the side of it, then took hold of it. With all of her strength, she drove the blade through the hTrung’s chest far enough that part of the invisible blade poked out the back, a feat she only recognized because of the red and silver mist that appeared in the air above the alien. It grunted and lost its strength. She pushed it off, picked up the other Meursault, and drove it down across the alien’s neck. Its head rolled across the hangar floor before coming to a rest.

She sheathed one of her swords and reached down to withdraw the pair of vibro lances from the previous hTrungs. With the mech unable to move fast enough to track her down and the human with the grenade launcher moving even slower, she focused her attention on the remaining combat bots. One of them got too close and was easy to cut into pieces but the others, seeing her attention turn to them, kept an even greater distance as they continued to pelt her with blasts.

With a smile no one would be able to see, she picked up one of the ion axes from the dead hTrungs and threw it as hard as she could. It embedded itself into the side of one of the combat bots. The machine dropped to the ground and began to smoke. She did the same with another axe, aiming it two feet in front of where the combat bot’s course was taking it, then throwing it with a snap of the wrist. That bot also dropped from the air, clanged against the ground, then began offering meaningless beeps.

The mech was finally catching up to her. She picked up another axe and threw it as hard as she could. It lodged into the mech’s armor, inches away from where the alien was exposed. In response, the mech launched a pair of laser blasts and a thermal grenade. She moved to the side fast enough to dodge the grenade. Both blasts, though, hit her squarely in the stomach. She stumbled backward, feeling as if she had been punched in the gut.

The thermal grenade was going to explode before she could get her defenses ready and get clear of the threat. Instead, she fell on the floor and rolled toward one of the fallen hTrungs, yanking its body in position so it was between her and the blast. The thermal grenade exploded two feet away from her. The alien in her grip, her only form of a shield, melted away to nothing. A warning in her helmet noted that two of her armored gauntlets were severely damaged.

The human with the grenade launcher was also coming around the side of the transport. With only a moment to decide her next move, she ran away. The boom of her metal boots against the hangar floor made it impossible to know for sure but she thought she heard the alien in the mech suit laugh as she retreated. It infuriated her enough that even though she knew the mech pilot would be dead in a matter of seconds, she thought about turning right back around and killing him face to face.

“Don’t let your pride get in the way of your goals,” Vere had told her on many occasions. “I almost did and it nearly killed me.”

It was advice Lancelot took to heart. It only took her a second to race around the far side and the rear edge of the transport. The human with the grenade launcher was still trying to figure out where his target had gone when she raced him down from behind. Both of her vibro lances ripped through his back before he knew what happened.

Without withdrawing them, she walked closer behind the man, who was stumbling and gurgling blood, and hugged him from behind. Rather than offer him comfort, she took control of his grenade launcher while he was still harnessed to it. With a puff of smoke, a grenade arced through the air and hit the back of the mech. An explosion engulfed the mech in orange flames. The armored unit stumbled forward, its back still facing her.

“Who’s laughing now?” she yelled, immediately sending another grenade into the mech and then, for good measure, a third.

When she was done, the mech was a pile of twisted and charred metal. No trace was left of the alien pilot that had been inside. Satisfied, Lancelot withdrew her lances from the dead human. As she did, the man crumbled to the ground.

The remaining combat bot, rather than attack her with weapons that were useless against her armor, exited the hangar and flew away. Lancelot followed it as far as the hangar door, where she paused. There was only one way to go.

“Arc-Mi-Die,” she yelled. “I’m coming for you.”

There would be traps and defenses along the way, she was sure. It didn’t matter.

As soon as she stepped forward the hangar door closed behind her. Slowly, one cautious step at a time, she made her way down the metal passageway.
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Hector turned just in time to see Cash throw back his hood. Horror washed over him as he saw his friend, ion dagger in hand, lunge forward.

“Traitor,” Cash yelled and he went for Julian.

Hector knew what was going to happen. The entire thing seemed to play out in slow motion. The light reflecting off the energized dagger. The look of hatred on Cash’s face. Cimber, also in black robes, running down the stone pathway to join in the attack.

It unfolded in front of him and yet he knew by Julian’s muffled cry that he was too late to do anything about it. The first jab of Cash’s ion knife plunged into Julian’s ribs before Hector or General Reiser could say or do anything. Julian’s hand began to reach down to withdraw his sword, but the knife stuck him a second time, this time in the belly.

Julian stumbled backward, where he collided with the stonewall. He tried to say something but instead only let out a pained groan. Any strength he had to withdraw his Meursault, the famous Sword in the Stone, abandoned him, and his legs gave way under his weight. He lay with his back against the wall, struggling to breathe.

“What are you doing?” Hector shouted, his gravitronic metal hand reaching out and taking Cash by the throat without a single thought about the possibility of the ion knife in his friend’s hand coming for him next.

Cash gagged. His face went red. He tried to focus the little bit of air trapped in his throat to say something but the iron grip around his throat prevented any noise from escaping. Hector loosened his hand slightly. At the same time, Cimber got to where they were standing. His hood had fallen back as he ran down the walkway and a crazed expression filled his eyes.

He too uttered a single word, “Traitor,” then plunged his ion knife into the soft spot between Julian’s shoulder and his chest.

Compared to the injury to Julian’s chest, this third strike was trivial. Julian barely seemed to notice it compared to the agony that came from the injuries to his stomach and chest.

Hector slammed Cash against the nearest wall before spinning and punching Cimber’s wrist so hard that the man not only dropped his ion knife but had surely suffered a shattered wrist as well.

“What are you doing?” Hector hissed, unable to control himself.

His eyes were wide and angry, the same look he must have had fighting for his soldiers’ lives in the blood tunnels years before. It was the same sense of rage and of wanting to utterly destroy something that had made him understand that he needed to abandon war if he ever wanted to have a chance of being a decent person.

“He was going to betray us,” Cash said through hacking coughs, getting back up to his feet while one of his hands cupped his sore neck. “He was going to betray the entire Round Table, the entire galaxy.”

Cash’s ion knife was still in his other hand. He took a step closer to Julian.

“This is madness,” Hector said, every muscle in his body rippling, daring Cash and Cimber to come closer.

Cash held his hands in the air to show he meant no harm. “We had to protect the Round Table. He was going to call himself emperor. I’ll kill myself if I’m wrong but I’m not.”

Cimber, holding his destroyed wrist in the palm of his other hand, trying to stabilize it so it didn’t move, winced as he took a step forward. “He was working with Octo and Winchester to get the other generals behind him. Once he had the military, he was going to take over.”

“I wasn’t,” a voice said weakly from behind them.

The three of them looked down at Julian as the general tried to collect himself, tried his best to keep breathing. Hector hovered directly in front of his injured friend.

“Move near him and you’ll regret it,” he said over his shoulder and neither Cash nor Cimber stepped forward.

Julian gasped and said, “Don’t be foolish, Hector. Couldn’t you see what I was trying to do? Take a crown? I’m not a child. I was trying to gather the people behind one idea.”

“Of you as emperor,” Cash said, pointing an accusing finger at the war hero who was still sitting on the ground, his back against the wall.

Julian tried to get back up to his feet but his body was failing him. “No,” he gasped. “To bring peace.”

Cimber stepped forward, was going to move even closer until Hector swiveled to face him.

“Don’t you see?,” he said to Hector. “He’ll have an answer for everything. He just happened to be given the Sword in the Stone. He just happened to encourage the people to chant his name. He just happened to be seen everyday at the Round Table. He’s a viper, and he’ll keep having answers for everything until we silence him.”

Julian tried to push himself up to one knee but even this was too much for him and he groaned and fell back against the stonewall. His breathing was raspy and the color was draining out of his face.

“My allegiance has been as constant as the Northern Star,” Julian said softly, almost too low to hear. “No one has shown an everlasting oath the way I have.” He nodded upward toward Hector. “Not even him. I’ve seen the galaxy lit afire with lasers and missiles. I’ve seen the spark of life extinguished more than anyone should ever have to see. And yet I still serve.”

Hector could tell that his friend meant to yell this last part, but Julian was so weak it was barely audible.

“It’s true,” Hector said, his back to Julian, his massive shoulders broad enough to encompass Cash and Cimber.

Cash took another step forward. The knife in his hand was mostly covered by the long sleeve of his robes hanging down over his arm.

“Hector, I know you see what we see. Julian can talk his way out of any situation. But remember what you saw with your own eyes. You saw the way the people rallied behind General Reiser. You saw the way he enjoyed every minute of it. He even made sure they saw him with the Sword in the Stone, allowed them to believe that stupid story that whoever possessed it should be leader.”

“No,” Julian said, his eyes closed. “It wasn’t like that at all.” His eyes opened for a moment, couldn’t focus on anything, then closed again.

Cash raised his empty hand and placed it upon Hector’s shoulder. “I know this is difficult,” he said. “I don’t like it anymore than you, but it’s what we had to do.”

He reached his other hand forward, put the handle of the ion knife into Hector’s palm. At first, Hector refused to take it. Only when Cash’s hand, tiny in comparison to Hector’s, pushed his friend’s fingers into a curl did Hector allow himself to hold the weapon.

“I meant what I said,” Cash whispered. “I’ll gladly die if what I did was wrong. You’re wiser than all of us combined. You decide. If you think I want to gain something in this other than preserving the Round Table, drive the knife into my gut. If you think Julian had ulterior motives, if you think he was trying to become an emperor, stand with Cimber and I.”

Hector looked down at Julian, whose shirt was covered in blood. His friend made no attempt to grab a hold of his Meursault because he knew he didn’t have the strength or coordination necessary to stand, let alone swing a blade. Julian’s neck was bulging under the strain of struggling for each new breath. He was making constant, tiny gasps. His eyelids kept fluttering open and shut.

Hector observed all of it, thought about everything that had led to this moment. Even he realized he was at a crossroads where it was impossible to do anything but take one of two paths.

He had known Julian for decades. They had graduated from the academy together. They had been friends ever since. Their wives were friends. If Hector had ever decided to have children, he had no doubt his offspring would be friends with Julian’s son. But he had also known Cash for many years. Not as long as Julian, but a long time nonetheless. Both men were people Hector considered to be honest and dependable. And yet he had to choose a side.

There was really no decision to make, though. History had taught him that much. Two thousands years earlier, the CasterLan king, Henor the Peaceful, had been the victim of an attempted assassination by his own wife and son. Afterward, he trusted no one. He had both relatives executed, along with all of their known associates. It was said the king, known as Henor the Vengeful from that day forward, only allowed his youngest son to live so the crown could be passed down. The pacts he had entered into with neighboring kingdoms were all strained as Henor demanded anyone from those realms who had dealt with his wife and son also be executed.

Four hundred years later, the already despotic Vonnegan ruler, Murdred the Violent, survived an attempted coup. What came next was one of the largest mass killings in galactic history. Murdred didn’t only kill everyone involved in the failed takeover, he killed their families and their family’s friends. He didn’t stop there, however. He went as far as killing everyone who bore a slight resemblance to the people who attempted the coup even if they were completely innocent—his insane way of reminding the Vonnegan citizens that they best not be connected to a betrayal in any way at all. It was said Murdred only stopped killing because his advisors told him it could result in a collapse of the entire civilization if such a large chunk of the population was eradicated.

Galactic history was full of rulers, some who were already predisposed to violence and others who had never hurt a bug, all of whom had faced betrayal from those within their inner circle. None of them remained unchanged afterward. All of them began to lash out and protect the power and influence they possessed. Many hoarded even more power, becoming authoritarian dictators who relied on absolute rule in order to ensure their own safety.

In front of Hector, stabbed three times already and struggling to breathe, was a general capable of rallying most of the Round Table representatives and the vast majority of its fleet behind him. The people loved him, looked to him as their savior. Julian would die unless Hector got him medical attention right away. But if Julian lived, how would he ever be able to look at someone from the Round Table and trust them? If Reiser hadn’t already entertained the idea of becoming ruler of the Round Table, he would be forced to after recovering from the attack. If Julian were allowed to leave the stone passageway, there was no telling what type of person he might become.

Hector closed his eyes and hovered closer to where Julian lay with his back against the wall. All of the air in Hector’s chest escaped him and he felt as if he were going to suffocate out of pure misery.

“Help me get out of here,” Julian said, his voice strained and weak.

When he felt Hector’s hand on his shoulder, Julian’s eyes opened and he focused on his friend. Hector was unable to meet his friend’s stare. If Julian lived, there was a greater chance than ever that the Round Table would be led by a tyrant. Deep down, Hector believed that wouldn’t have been his friend’s initial intention. After being attacked, however, surely Julian would want revenge, would want to solidify his power. The fingers of Hector’s gravitron hand gripped the ion knife that Cash had given him.

Julian saw this and groaned. “You too, Hector?”

Hector leaned forward. With his normal arm he pulled Julian toward him so they were almost hugging. He wanted to remind Julian of all the stories they had both learned—of Henor the Vengeful, Murdred the Violent, all the others. He wanted to tell Julian that he wished they could switch places. Hector would gladly die on the ground if it meant his friend could be healthy and save the Round Table.

Instead, he said nothing, only pushed the ion knife through Julian’s back until it pierced his heart and almost came out the front of his ribs. Julian let out a wheezing breath, then fell still.

When it was done, Hector didn’t move away or release his grip on the weapon. Instead, he continued to hold Julian against him so his friend’s cheek rested against his own. His gravitron hand let go of the knife, which was still embedded in Julian’s back. His eyes closed and he wished he had the strength to stab the knife so far through Julian that it would burst forth and stab his own heart. After all, it felt as if it already had.
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The Round Table flagships unloaded their cannons, one after another, on the tiny capsules that could explode into the Hannibal’s portals at any moment. None of the projectiles were destroyed by the lasers, but they were blasted miles away before whatever guidance system controlled them was able to recall them back toward the fleet again.

“How many do you count?” Brigadier Desttro asked the officer to his side.

The lieutenant sat hunched over a holographic display depicting the nearby space. “Computer says there are nine hundred and eighty-seven, sir.”

Desttro shook his head. Not because he was irritated by the large amount of possible portals that could burst into circles of energy. Not because he felt the portals gave the Hannibal an advantage that he wasn’t prepared for. But because the number—nine hundred and eighty-seven—might have been random or might have been extremely significant to the Hannibal. It could have been that through their superior technology they had found that specific number to hold some kind of cosmic significance. Or maybe it was the number of portals they had taken into battle against some other adversary the Round Table knew nothing about. The point was, he didn’t know. He shook his head because that by itself was a reminder that they understood absolutely nothing about the enemy they were entering into combat with.

He hoped the same went for the Hannibal—that they would be perplexed by the number of flagships in front of them and by the varying types of crafts and arsenals—but he somehow doubted the foreign invaders would be the least bit concerned.

He remembered back to the three warnings the Carthagens had given in the Orleans asteroid field back when he was commanding one of the flagship’s in the fleet led by General Reiser. One had been a reflection of the Round Table’s own ships. Another had been a recreation of a battle that had turned the tide of galactic struggles. The Carthagens surely knew more about the galaxy than most civilizations if they were able to create an accurate depiction of a battle they hadn’t even been present at. And yet their third and ultimate warning wasn’t of anything familiar to Desttro and the others. It had been a holographic projection of a single large ship with four mechs of varying colors. The Carthagens had created that image because something they knew about the Hannibal that made them believe it would make anyone who was familiar with them turn back for home.

He broke out of his stupor and focused on the main viewport out the command deck. The Juggernaut was close enough to be visible with the naked eye. And it kept getting closer.

“Open comms,” he said.

An ensign to his side nodded, then answered, “Comms open, sir, in three, two, one...”

Desttro was going to tell the Hannibal that if they turned around now the Round Table fleet would allow them to leave without being fired upon. Before he could, though, the capsules floating in space stopped moving toward the Round Table flagships and exploded into circles of light, each in position to form a multi-tiered wall in front of the Juggernaut.

Desttro signaled with his hand for comms to be taken down, waited for the nod of the ensign’s head to let him know the order had been carried out, then said, “A dozen probes. Launch now.”

A lieutenant in the back corner of the command deck said, “Launching a dozen probes, sir.”

Twelve torpedo tubes opened alongside the body of the brigadier’s Hellship, which was located in the very middle of the array of other Round Table vessels. Each tube sent forth an elongated projectile with fins and a radar beacon attached to its end.

The twelve probes each headed for different portals. After reaching the fields of light, they disappeared. Immediately, each of the twelve probes appeared from other portals, six to the left and six to the right side of the battlefield.

“Keep sending them through. I want the entire field of portals mapped so we know where each one leads.”

“Yes, sir.”

Desttro turned and saw a holographic map forming in the middle of the command deck that showed lines between the various portals to signify which energy fields were connected.

The probes had only mapped thirty-six of the portals before the wall of energy, which might as well have been thought of as the Juggernaut’s shield due to its encompassing sphere around the vessel, vanished and the mighty ship came back into view. In the time the portals had blocked it from sight, the Juggernaut had closed much of the distance between itself and the Round Table’s flagships. Desttro’s gut twisted. His stomach churned with anxiousness that he refused to let his officers see.

A moment later, the portals burst into fields of light again and the probes began vanishing into them once more.

“Uh, sir.”

Desttro turned and looked at the lieutenant standing in front of the three dimensional map that was being formed. “Yes?”

“The portals have all been reset.”

“Reset?”

“Yes, sir. The probes are no longer appearing out of the same portals they had before the deactivation and reactivation.”

Good to know, Desttro thought as he nodded to the officer. “Open comms again” he said to the ensign.

“Comms open, sir.”

A light above the main viewport window confirmed that any word he said would be broadcast out for the Hannibal to hear.

“This is Brigadier Desttro of the Round Table forces. You are passing through space protected by our fleet. If you turn around right now, we will let you leave without firing upon you.”

He stared out the viewport at the brilliant array of circular energy fields that obstructed his view of the enemy. With the portals at varying distances and in staggered lines, all he could see was a wall of brilliant and glowing white discs.

For a minute, there was no response, only silence.

“Sir, sensors indicate four new objects originating from the Juggernaut.”

“Four more portals?”

“I don’t think so, sir.”

 “This is Brigadier Desttro of the Round Table forces,” he said for the Hannibal to hear. “You are—”

He was cut off by a message that was projected as a hologram in the middle of the command deck for all to see.

WE ARE HANNIBAL. JUDGMENT IS UPON YOU.

“Ensign, close comms.”

But it wasn’t the ensign who replied, it was the officers at both the navigation and radar consoles. “Sir, incoming!”

The Hannibal did not unleash a volley of cannons or squadrons of fighters. Instead, four enormous mechs appeared, each from a different portal, each with their weapons drawn and ready to fire.

“Cannons,” Desttro said.

But the Hellship and the two vessels beside it—a Solar Carrier and an Athens Destroyer—only managed to unleash a few blasts each before the four mechs retreated to safety behind the nearest Hannibal portals.

They’re using them as shields, he thought.

While also protecting the Juggernaut and their mechs, the portals were drifting closer and closer to his fleet.

“Release the Helljets.”

“Releasing the Helljets, sir.”

A sequence of three prolonged sirens let the brigadier now the Hellship’s hangar doors were opening.

“Move us away from the portals,” Desttro said.

As he watched, not only did his flagship and the ones to his side engage their aft thrusters in order to move away from the approaching portals, squadrons of Helljets—each one sleek and curved, a lone ion cannon underneath the middle of the fighter to accompany a pair of small laser cannons on either side of the cockpit—raced past the command deck and began swerving in between the gaps formed by the circular portals so that groups of three or four Helljets could attack each mech from different angles.

The battle had begun.
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“Arc-Mi-Die, I’m coming for you,” Lancelot yelled.

The metal corridor leading away from the hangar had no identifiable doors. With each step along the path, the sensors in her helmet worked to identify possible booby traps and threats. A visual inside her visor showed an overlay of where a pair of false panels were located. She jabbed a Meursault into them, cutting apart the hidden blasters before they had a chance to pop out and target her.

A buzzing noise got louder as she approached the next turn in the hallway. A pair of combat bots flew around the corner, each with a grenade ready to drop. She drove her vibro lances through them, then tilted the weapons to her side so the combat bots were on one side of the hallway intersection and she was on the other. With her back pressed to the wall, she took a deep breath. A wave of heat and fire flashed around the corner, leaving her unscathed. After the explosion subsided, she peered around the turn and saw a section that was charred and black. The only trace of the combat bots were small pieces of plastic and rubber that had been deep inside the machines.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” she called, so Arc-Mi-Die would know she was having fun while hunting him.

A few paces ahead, a sliver of space ran the entire width of the ceiling. A trap was there and she knew it, but with only one direction to go she continued ahead anyway. After two more steps, a metal slab dropped from the ceiling and landed directly behind her. It was the width and height of the metal corridor and effectively created a wall behind her. Another ten feet further ahead, another panel dropped from the ceiling and slammed to the floor. On all sides, she was surrounded by nothing but smooth metal, a rectangular enclosure with nowhere to go.

She reached out and let the tips of her gauntlets run across the impromptu cell. A troubling thought crossed her mind: Arc-Mi-Die wasn’t trying to trap her so he could kill her; he had trapped her so he could get away before she could find him and make him pay for his crimes. The thought made her bring the Meursaults down in a pair of vertical slashes, followed by a pair of horizontal slashes. A square was cut into the metal. She slammed a shoulder against the panel and the section fell away with a loud, echoing boom. Facing the wall in front of her, she repeated the motion. In a matter of seconds, a trap that would have been an indefinite prison for whoever else triggered it was now an open corridor once again.

“You’re disappointing me, Arc-Mi-Die,” she said, having no idea if he could hear her but liking to think that he could.

At the next corner, she heard a high-pitched buzzing. With the blunt side of a Meursault to act as a mirror, she kept herself safely behind the corner and looked down the next turn in the passageway. A pair of fully charged heavy cannons, each sitting atop a tripod, were positioned roughly fifty paces down the next stretch of corridor. Her wrist moved slightly, making the Meursault glide down through the air. Both cannons swiveled to adjust their aim.

“Automated,” she said under her breath, trying to figure out how to get down there without being torn apart by lasers.

She thought about waiting for as long as it took another mercenary to be sent out to get her. She would easily be able to disable him and use him as protection as she made her way down the hallway. There were two problems with this, however. The first was that the cannons wouldn’t discriminate. Anything that attempted to make its way down the tunnel was going to be obliterated. Even with one of Arc-Mi-Die’s henchmen as a shield, she would only get five feet closer before the lasers shredded his body and she was once again left out in the open. The other problem was that if she waited too long, the warlord might get away.

Then it hit her—she was making this more difficult than it had to be.

“Not good planning on your part,” she said.

Only a few feet behind her at the previous obstacle was a pair of thick metal panels that were supposed to have trapped her. Instead, they were going to be her cover. The slabs would be blast proof because it would help keep Arc-Mi-Die safe and because he would get a tremendous amount of satisfaction seeing someone accidently kill themselves from a ricocheted laser blast.

She knelt down and, with her remaining shorter arm, heaved the first panel into an upright position. Even in her Carthagen suit, it felt heavy.

With her makeshift shield propped up in front of her, she began forward again. Because of how wide the metal sheet was, the automated cannons would only have the option of shooting at her front feet or at the edge of her fingers as they gripped the blast-proof panel. Every other part of her was hidden behind Arc-Mi-Die’s own trap wall.

As soon as she turned the corner, the automated laser cannons erupted. The force of the first volley against the section of metal knocked her back a step, and she had to lower her base and plant her back feet to keep from getting pushed further backward as the laser continued to hit the blast panel. Although she couldn’t see them, she could hear each blast deflect off the metal shield she was holding and zip back down the hallway at the very cannons that were firing at her.

She was only ten feet down the corridor when an alarm signaled inside her helmet. The panel she was holding was getting so hot from the constant stream of lasers hitting it that it was going to start melting. When it did, it would take her armored gloves with it. Without time to waste, she dropped and swiveled her shoulders back and forth. The sound of cannon blasts echoed in a continuous roar, then popped and went quiet. Silence filled the hallway. Jabbing her shoulder forward, she let the blast panel, glowing red from the heat, slam to the ground in front of her. Both automated cannons had been struck by their own deflected blasts.

“I’m still here, Arc-Mi-Die. I’m still coming for you.”

She walked down the rest of the corridor, then stepped over the wreckage of the blasters.

Finally, she was presented with options of different possible doors to take. The first three doors were open. Two seemed to lead to auxiliary hallways. A third led to a storage room. The fourth door was sealed shut.

The metal knuckles of her armored gloves rapped against the door. “Knock, Knock, Arc-Mi-Die.”

There was no response.

Again she used her Meursaults to slash a square section into the steel door. With her four feet planted, she slammed her shoulder into the area she had cut. Most of the door fell forward and slammed to the ground, offering her an opening large enough to step through. However, on the other side was a pair of armored Woghort guards with ion axes. Both snorted and snarled at her. Behind them, on the other side of the room and safely behind a containment field, was Arc-Mi-Die.
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“For liberty,” Cash said with reverence, looking down at the body of General Reiser. “For freedom.” His voice grew louder when he added, “Tyranny is dead.”

Hector withdrew the ion knife from Julian’s back and released his hold on it. The energized blade sparked against stone when it hit the ground. He drew himself up and turned to face Cimber and Cash. Both representatives moved a step away when they saw the look on Hector’s face.

He didn’t lash out, though. Instead, he stared down at his friend’s body and said in a near whisper, “Ambition’s debt is paid.”

When Hector was young, he had decided to go out amongst the stars for no better reason than craving adventure and yearning for prestige and honor. It had cost him his legs and the lives of many of his officers. If he had to explain to Portia what had just happened, and he was sure he would have to very soon, he would say that it was that same ambition that had just cost Julian a great deal more than his ability to walk.

A glimmer of light behind Cimber caught Hector’s attention. An android was at the very end of the path. As soon as it was noticed, it dashed away. Cash started to go after it but Hector stopped him.

“You’ll never catch him. None of us would.”

He had no doubt the android either belonged to Julian or had been sent by Octo and Winchester to keep an eye on their proposed emperor. Either way, news of what had happened in the stone alleyway would soon get to everyone in CamaLon.

“We have to let the people know they have nothing to worry about,” he told Cimber and Cash. “All the citizens and representatives need to understand why this happened.”

Cimber turned off the energy to his ion knife. The blade lost its glow and went back to looking like a metal dagger. He wiped the blood off the blade and slipped it back under his robes.

“Go to the Great Hall, Hector. You too, Cash. I’m going to find the few other representatives that were as worried about Julian as we were and get them to accompany us.”

Hector moved aside so Cash could pick up the knife that he himself didn’t want to touch again. As his friend cleaned the blade, Hector nodded in the direction of where the android had disappeared.

“We’re already found out. All we can do is let everyone know they’ll be safe.”

“There’s something else,” Cash said, his knife back under his clothes. No one spoke while Cash forced the next words out. “Julian’s son.”

Hector’s voice lowered to a near growl. “What about him?”

“The son of General Reiser could rally the people and the military against us. We can’t let him—”

“Talbot hasn’t done anything,” Hector said, hovering closer to Cash. “Why not kill Margaret then as well? Why stop there? Let’s murder everyone Julian ever spoke to.” He shook his head. “I’ll die before Talbot does. Do you understand me?”

Cash’s face shriveled to a deep frown. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. When he did finally speak, all he said was, “I understand, Hector.”

“You too?” Hector asked, turning to Cimber.

The other man sighed and said, “Hector, he’s a spitting image of Julian, only twenty years younger. If we did kill him, it would—”

Hector hovered toward Cimber. “Don’t say anything else. Not a word. Death is not a benefit. It’s not a thing to deliver like a present. And damn you for talking like this while Julian lays in front of you.” His voice lowered. “He was a true friend.”

“I’m sorry, Hector...” Cimber said, unable to look his friend in the eyes, his voice trailing off.

Cash stepped forward and placed a hand on both men’s shoulders. “What we’ve done here today will be talked about for ages, but we have to hurry if we want to be remembered as the men who preserved the Round Table’s liberty and not as assassins.”
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Brigadier Desttro watched as packs of Helljets raced around and through the collection of Hannibal portals in an attempt to catch the four mechs. With hundreds of possible circles of light to escape through, the mechs had little difficulty evading the Round Table’s fighters. Instead, squadrons of Helljets raced after a mech in one direction, only to see it disappear into the nearest energy field, then reappear from a portal behind them.

“Send a cluster of gravity mines in front of the middle portals.”

The weapon’s officer turned and asked how many.

“How many do we have?”

“One hundred and twenty Type II gravity mines, sir.”

“All of them. One each in front of a different portal. Make sure the Helljets know exactly where they are so they don’t run into them by accident.”

His flagship would send the coordinates of every mine in the battlefield to the fighters so the locations were permanently displayed inside each cockpit and the crafts would force the pilot away from them if he didn’t notice them himself.

“Yes, sir. Dispersing now.”

The brigadier watched as the projectiles rocketed toward the general vicinity of the portals before splitting into various directions. Each one had a counter burst that stopped its momentum, bringing it to a halt directly in front of a portal. He didn’t like using his entire supply of any type of weapon, not so early in the battle, but he knew the disadvantages were outweighed by the advantages. Yes, he was out of gravity mines, but six other vessels in his fleet also had them if needed. It was also true that the vast majority of portals were still unobstructed. But with how often the mechs were jumping from one spot to another, he was curious to see if they would completely avoid the area with mines. Really, the gravity mines were a test. Desttro wanted to see how the mechs would respond and if the Juggernaut or portals would react to the threat laid out before them.

The Juggernaut, after coming into sight during its initial approach, was still hidden behind the array of portals. Because the portals were tiered in overlapping rows and curved around the Juggernaut, it looked like the Round Table fleet was facing a dotted sun more than a traditional invader. All they could see in front of them was bright white energy coursing in swirls.

“The mines are all in place, sir,” his weapon’s officer said.

“All of them added to the Helljets’ radar?”

“Yes, sir. Posted to each fighter’s navigation.”

Outside the viewport, the Helljets raced back and forth across the perimeter of portals, he saw one of the mechs, the reddish brown one, appear in front of an oncoming squadron of fighters. In the blink of an eye, the mech, which was larger than the ships racing toward it, brought its ion sword down with such speed that it looked as if lightening had struck in the middle of space rather than a long blade crashing through a vessel. Two of the four Helljets broke into tight turns so they could come around and offer a counter attack. The other two were cut clean in half. The front half of both fighters continued in a straight line without any navigation. The rear halves, where the reactor and weapons were, exploded in a pair of bright bursts. The mech moved backwards, disappearing again into the portal behind it, before the rest of the fighters could target it.

Desttro considered his options. He could have some of the other flagships deploy even more mines. Or he could have them release their compliments of fighters to join the Helljets. Or he could do nothing and see how the battle unfolded.

The dull grey mech appeared from a portal to Desttro’s right. The four Helljets that had been racing after the white mech narrowly avoided it, each managing to swerve away without receiving any damage.

“Watch out,” Desttro muttered under his breath.

The grey mech swung his right arm in a wide stroke. The scythe he was holding didn’t come close to actually hitting the ships, which were all racing off to the far edge of the battlefield. However, the curved blade unleashed a wave of energy, the thickness of which looked like a fluid stream of lasers rushing away like an electric current. The wave of energy caught up to the middle two Helljets while the other two broke off into evasive maneuvers. Both ships disintegrated into pieces before erupting into a short-lived burst of flames.

That settled it.

“Tell Brigadier Endger to deploy half of her Thunderbolts. Tell Captain Trock to do the same for his Llyushin fighters. Make sure all of them know exactly where the gravity mines are located.”

“Yes, sir.”

A moment later, he looked out the side viewport of the Hellship’s command deck and saw the hangar doors raise from one of the Athens Destroyers and one of the Solar Carriers. From each, roughly two dozen fighters soared out of the confines of the flagship and began racing after the mechs.

The entire time, he knew, the battle was slowly drifting closer to his fleet. The Juggernaut was creeping forward behind a shield of portals that were also inching toward the flagships. In response, the gravity mines were smart enough to drift backwards as well, as did all of the ships under Brigadier Desttro’s command. They were safe from being sliced apart by the portals, but they were unable, so far, to stop the Juggernaut’s extremely slow march toward Edsall Dark.

“Ensign, how far have we moved backward during the course of the battle?”

The officer swiped a finger through a holographic display, then tapped on the air in front of him twice. “Five hundred and twenty miles, sir.”

It sounded like a lot but it really wasn’t. On the surface of Edsall Dark or some other planet, it would have been the difference between an army defending the capital or being overrun. Out in space, however, where celestial objects were measured in millions of miles or light years, it was nothing to be concerned about. It did reveal, though, what the Hannibal’s ultimate intention was. They didn’t care about the flagships in front of them; they wanted to find the next base of civilization and destroy it. And they were in no hurry to do so. Without firing their cannons, without coming to a stop, the Hannibal were letting Desttro know exactly how irrelevant he was to them.

At a portal directly in front of him, the white mech reappeared. It aimed its ion bow and sent an arrow of energy across the battlefield, where it pierced the cockpit of a Thunderbolt. The fighter continued ahead without changing course, its pilot likely dead already. The craft would continue to fly into the abyss of space until it happened to run into some random object or get pulled into a sun’s gravity field.

The same mech shot another arrow at a different Thunderbolt. The pilot managed to evade the ion arrow but swerved into a gravity mine. A wave of black energy burst outwards in the shape of a ball, then immediately collapsed in on itself. The Thunderbolt was no more, and the white mech returned into the portal from where it had appeared.

“If that happens again, I want every cannon we’ve got to decimate the mech.”

“Yes, sir,” his weapons officer said.

Further down the battlefront, he thought he saw the black mech but it was difficult to tell unless something other than infinite space was behind it. It must have been the enemy, though, because the HC Ballistic Cruiser stationed nearby unleashed a pair of cannon blasts. Two thick streams of laser burst from the front corner of the Cruiser. Instead of hitting the target, the pair of blasts entered the nearest portal and instantly reappeared on the opposite side of the battlefront, where they hit one of Desttro’s Havoc Gunships.

Desttro, his lips squeezed together in irritation, brought a closed fist up to his teeth.

“Send a reminder to every other flagship,” he said. “Only fire if they’re sure they’ll hit their targets.”

“Yes, sir.”

A moment later, when the white mech appeared from a portal close to the one where the black mech had previously been, the HC Ballistic Cruiser refrained from firing. Instead, the white mech had an easy shot at a Llyushin fighter. A streak of laser soared from the ion bow and pierced the fighter’s engine, causing a chain reaction of failures that resulted in the ship bursting into a brief explosion of blue and white.

And still they were slowly being pushed backward, toward Edsall Dark and the area of space Desttro was supposed to be defending.
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Facing the two Woghort guards, each of which were ten times heavier and stronger than an athletic human male, each holding a glowing ion axe, many things could have happened. They could have tried to overpower Lancelot. If they got within reach of her they could tackle her, hold her down, and drive their axes through her armor. They could have withdrawn grenades from their pockets and forced her to back away or else be disintegrated. Or they could have reached over their shoulders for an assault blaster that was strapped to them and started pelting her with lasers. She knew, though, from how Arc-Mi-Die’s mind must work—never trusting anyone, always sensing the next possible deceit—that he wouldn’t give his last layer of protection weapons that could cause him damage from a distance. That meant the Woghorts would have their ion axes and nothing else, and that made her smile.

Pointing both vibro lances forward, she lunged ahead. Before the guards could snort in panic or move away, both were impaled through their fat guts.

She maintained her grip on both lances, pushing the Woghorts backward in stumbling, staggered steps as the weapons pressed further into them. Both cried out with a whimper and dropped their axes. She turned her helmet slightly to face Arc-Mi-Die, who was still standing in the back corner of the chamber.

“Really?” she said, “I expected better from—”

A pair of automated turrets popped out of the ground, directly in front of the force field protecting the warlord. Both clicked into place and were firing before Lancelot could look for her next move.

The first blast zipped over the shoulder of one of the Woghorts and came directly at her helmet. She barely moved to the side in time for it to hit her shoulder instead of something more critical. A sensor inside her visor said the shot was strong enough to strip away the protective blast-proof coating. A second warning flashed to indicate that another direct hit of the same intensity and location would go straight through the armor. She didn’t pay the warning any attention, though, because she was focused entirely on the threat in front of her.

Bringing her two lower hands closer together, the straight beams of the vibro lances moved toward each other as well, forcing the impaled Woghort guards to follow their lead. For a moment, the two henchmen were in between her and the turrets and she was protected. In the next instant, both guards were shredded to pieces by the next round of laser bursts. After that, instead of holding two heavy guards with upturned noses and foul-smelling skin, all that was left were remnants of their tattered clothes draped over her lances where the Woghorts had been.

The next blast zipped past her face. The next after that hit her hip, sending a jolt of pain through her midsection and making her stumble back a step.

“You were saying?” Arc-Mi-Die said with a taunting laugh.

As fast as she could, she ran to the side of the chamber. The turrets had no problem swiveling and firing to keep pace with her. One blast hit the side of her front foot and sent her tumbling into the wall. Another incinerated a blast plate that had been protecting her abdomen. Warnings flashed inside her visor, telling her that both sections of armor were no longer useful in offering protection.

Knowing she was going to get hit at least one more time, she braced her back feet and wound back with her lower right arm. The vibro lance in that hand went hurtling forward like a javelin. A burst of laser rocketed out of the turret and hit the tip of the lance, dispersing energy in all directions across the room. The lance sailed directly into the turret’s opening until it was wedged deep inside, causing a rupture in the metal barrel, making the turret useless.

Before she could react to the other cannon, it sent a blast directly into her sternum. She was knocked backward four feet. Her stomach burned. Air wouldn’t come into her lungs. She tried to breathe but couldn’t. A warning inside her helmet showed that another direct hit to her abdomen would be lethal. While she was trying to catch her breath, another blast came at her. Instinctively, she put out the same hand that had thrown the vibro lance. The entire hand, the entire arm, dissolved in a split second and was gone.

She wound back with her other vibro lance and let it go at the same time another blast rocked her. This shot hit the edge of her helmet and carved out a three-inch crescent above her left temple. A quarter of an inch closer and it would have take off part of her skull instead of the metal protection around it.

All of the sensors inside her helmet went dark.

The lance she threw didn’t have the perfect aim of the previous one, but it did hit the target. Instead of entering the barrel of the heavy blaster, it pierced the stand that kept the turret swiveling. With much of its base gone, the turret’s automated programming tried and failed to target Lancelot.

She got back up to all four feet, stumbling, still trying to breathe after getting the wind knocked out of her. Each time she moved a sharp pain coursed through her ribs and she knew it was likely that one or more were broken.

Instead of being concerned at her approach, Arc-Mi-Die was still laughing. It infuriated her to see both of his mouths grin as he watched her stumble forward.

“I love your determination,” he said. “You and I could make a great team.”

“You don’t have a strong track record of working well with others.”

He shrugged, still smiling. “True. Very true. But I could change for someone of your capabilities.”

She walked toward the containment field while they spoke. He had no weapon that she could see but he still seemed unconcerned as she crossed the room.

“I’ve been looking forward to killing you for a long time,” she said.

This seemed to earn his interest. His smile became less exaggerated and his eyebrows arched in confusion. “Oh? I assumed someone sent you here to kill me on their behalf.”

It was her time to laugh. “In a way, I suppose many people did. Most of all, my father.”

The warlord nodded in delight. “Sorry. That doesn’t really narrow it down for me.”

She was tempted to take her helmet off as she continued forward. Her two Carthagen arms were missing, as were both of her vibro lances, but her pair of Meursaults would be more than enough to exact her revenge.

“My name is Arc-Mi-Joan. Daughter of Arc-Mi-Rome, your brother, whom you killed.”

The warlord didn’t just laugh, he clapped all four hands together in applause. “Ah, that certainly narrows it down.”

The fact that she was here and he still didn’t care, that he had killed her father and didn’t think he was going to pay for it even as she came closer, drove her into a fit of rage. Without meaning to, she let out a scream. With her helmet’s synthesizer no longer working it was her normal voice that echoed in the chamber.

Arc-Mi-Die’s eyes narrowed. “Activate auxiliary defenses,” he said.

Immediately, a series of four clicks sounded and Lancelot heard some type of gas being pumped into the room. She had no doubt that it was some form of lethal poison. Normally, her suit would keep her safe from such dangers. However, with a hole in her helmet and two of the prosthetic Carthagen arms missing, too much of the suit was compromised.

An incredible amount of the gas was being funneled into the chamber, swirls of green filled the air. Arc-Mi-Die would be safe, of course, behind the containment field. A quick calculation told her that even if she jumped forward, into the protective field, she would carry some of the toxin on her suit. Without thinking of anything other than killing her uncle, she pulled back a panel on her chest and pressed the emergency release. Every ounce of oxygen reserves she had in her suit was released through the slits of her armor. The force of the air pushing out created a temporary vacuum of space between herself and the poison.

The trick offered her enough time to jump forward, into the containment field. As soon as she passed through it, though, she realized she had also passed through a Treagon barrier. Her front two legs went limp. That was why Arc-Mi-Die hadn’t stop smiling, because he assumed she would either choke from the poison or be defenseless once she passed through the barrier that prevented any kind of energy. Any mercenary relying on a blaster would fail at his mission. Any android with a blade would be equally unsuccessful.

Lancelot, though, relied on no such source of energy. Not only that, she still controlled half of her suit of armor. The warlord was taking his time, coming toward her, all four clawed hands ready to tear her face apart.

She smiled and said, “This has been a long time coming.”

Two crescents of vapor passed through the air. Finally, Arc-Mi-Die stopped laughing.
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When the knock sounded on the front door, Talbot wasn’t sure if he had been sleeping or had been awake. Each day was a blur of the hours passing, with him not being able to account for them other than knowing he was happier on Edsall Dark, doing nothing, than he had been amongst the stars trying to be somebody he wasn’t.

“Mom?”

Margaret didn’t answer. And as Talbot came back into gathering his senses, he realized his mother would have no reason to knock on her own door. Rubbing his eyes, he walked downstairs. Through the fogged glass next to the entrance, he saw the wide frame of a man large enough to fill the entire doorway. Hector’s hover platform hummed with energy as it kept the man’s torso a couple feet off the ground.

“I’m sorry, my father isn’t here,” Talbot said upon opening the door.

“I know.” Hector had a difficult time making eye contact. “Do you mind if I come in? We need to talk.”

“You and me?” Talbot said, knowing he sounded young and dumb, but he stepped aside and let Hector hover into the room, then closed the door behind him.

When his father’s friend spoke, his eyes looked down at his hands, one real and one made of metal and energy, and Talbot got the impression the man was trying to force out words that didn’t want to be spoken.

“Talbot, do you know the difference between someone who is noble, wise, and honest and someone who is mighty, bold, and self-serving?”

What Talbot wanted to say was, “Why are you here? What’s happened? Where is my father?” What he said instead was, “Can’t they be the same person? Can’t someone be noble and mighty, wise and bold?”

Finally, Hector’s eyes came up to look at Talbot and for the first time he smiled.

“You truly are a Reiser,” he said, shaking his head. “Yes, I suppose they can be both.” Any sense of happiness immediately retreated again, replaced once more by despair. Hector continued, “You aren’t going to like what I have to say but you need to hear it.”

They looked at each other for a moment. Talbot knew he was supposed to say something, anything, but couldn’t think of what would be appropriate at that moment. Selfishly, he wished Hector would go away so he could return to daydreams of a better galaxy.

Hector’s eyes closed for a moment, then he said, “We are in unprecedented times. I would rather die than be in the situation I have found myself.”

Talbot realized he was holding his breath, that he was afraid to make any noise at all let alone speak. The man in front of him was supposed to be one of Edsall Dark’s greatest heroes and yet Talbot saw someone who was not only missing half his body but all of his spirit as well.

Hector’s eyes met Talbot’s. “Your father is dead.”

Talbot didn’t cry or yell or even stand and walk out of the room. He merely asked how it had happened.

“I did it. He was plotting to take over the Round Table. I wish it hadn’t been necessary.” His voice lowered and he seemed to be lost in the memory of another conversation. “I tried to dissuade him. I tried to talk him out of it.”

Rather than speak right away, Talbot tried to take stock of his emotions. He wasn’t angry or sad. He was numb. Both his body and his mind were without any feeling, and he knew it must be the shock of what he had been told.

“I loved your father as a friend. I thought of him as a truly honorable man. But no one can try to install themselves as ruler or emperor. Not after the struggle we faced to create the Round Table. I had no choice. I couldn’t let it happen.”

“He was always talking about the next conquest,” Talbot mumbled, knowing he was trying to justify what had happened, still unable to truly grasp any of it. A thought crossed his mind and he said, “Is that why you’re here. To kill me as well?” There was no fear or accusation in the question, only curiosity.

Hector’s eyes shot up from the ground. “Of course not. Never.”

Talbot frowned. Maybe that was only something that happened in the classic stories. He felt a heavy weight bear down on him and looked up to find Hector’s hand, the one of flesh and blood, resting its full weight on Talbot’s shoulder.

“If that was why you were here,” he mumbled, “I want you to know I’m not afraid to die.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Hector said. “No one is going to kill you, most certainly not me. I came to ask your forgiveness. I came to tell you I’ll submit myself to the court if that’s what you would like. What I did... it took the heart out of me. I...” he trailed off, unsure of what else to say.

Talbot’s face scrunched. “I guess the Round Table will need you more than ever.”

Hector shook his head and stared at Talbot, a younger version of the friend he had just helped to murder.

“I’m stepping down from the Round Table as soon as the population understands what happened and why we had to do it. I’m not meant for this. I’ll go off with Portia somewhere and we’ll never be seen again.”

A flood of thoughts began to wash over Talbot—the initial shock of what had happened beginning to wear off. He wondered where his father’s body was, who else knew about what had happened, who else had taken part. He wondered where his mother was, who would tell her the news, what both of them would do next. He thought about going all the way across the galaxy as part of some foolhardy mission just because his father had wanted it.

“He was a great man,” Talbot said. “Everyone else saw him as a general. I wish they’d gotten to see him as a father.” He looked at Hector and added, “I wish you’d gotten to see that side of him more often.”

Hector flinched and moved slightly away, then caught himself. “I don’t blame you for praising him. I would too. I still praise him for everything else he did, just not his ambitions.”

“I learned all the same lessons you learned in the academy,” Talbot said. “If what you say about my father is true, I understand why you did it. It doesn’t make it easier, but it’s better than...”

He would never be able to speak the words, but what Talbot was thinking was that it was better to have a father  murdered while being considered a great general than one who lived longer and became thought of throughout the galaxy as the next galactic tyrant. He didn’t even want to think that idea, however, let alone speak it.

Instead, he said, “I should be the one to present his body—at the funeral, I mean.”

“I could never ask you to do that.”

“Father would have wanted it. He would have wanted me to say something nice about the side of him few others got to see. It’s what’s expected of me, and I can do what I’m supposed to one final time.”
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The comm panel back on 16-Tuero automatically repeated Durect-Duher’s message across the galaxy. It went out to the entire sector. The problem, though, was that no one else was close enough to hear the message. The Hannibal had wiped out every other sign of advanced life in the 16-D-10 sector.

Luckily, a Bashtion, a highly intelligent though physically delicate alien with hollow bones, had been working at a station three planets from 16-Tuero. The Bashtion was dead, along with everyone else at his outpost, but the device he had been working with was still operational, still receiving messages and forwarding them out to other places in the galaxy.

One of those spots was another outpost, this one in the Thurndorian sector. Most colonies there were abandoned. However, one small outpost expected to be missed by the Hannibal’s projected course toward Edsall Dark. It was a floating town named Hobble.

Almost no one had heard of the floating town before, mainly because it consisted of three interconnected frigate-sized vessels floating in space, the total population of which was fewer than twenty people. Another reason almost no one was familiar with Hobble was because the tiny outpost was self-sustaining. There was nothing they needed in terms of resources from nearby planets or colonies. As a result, not even galactic traders ventured to their floating town amongst the stars unless it was by accident.

One of the few people on Hobble was a middle-aged Ghostwin, an alien with a body similar in size and ability to a human but with clear skin and wire-thin bones. The result was a figure that resembled a spirit more than an alien. The Ghostwin had been a teacher of technology and communications at the most prestigious school in the Thurndorian sector before she grew tired of unappreciative students and an unhelpful bureaucracy. It took a while for her to stumble upon Hobble, but as soon as she did she knew it was where she truly belonged. The few people she saw also wanted something other than the mind-numbing existence she had been surrounded by previously. She could spend her days experimenting with radical new designs for communications devices and no one would tell her what she could or couldn’t do. There was no need to earn or spend money. For her, it was a galactic utopia.

As soon as word spread to Hobble that a massive ship known as the Juggernaut was passing through the sector, the Ghostwin became the most popular person in the floating town. She and she alone had the devices needed to gather updates from around the sector and could tell the others if the Hannibal were altering their projected course.

Day after day she intercepted and collected hundreds of communications as they were transmitted across space, and each day she reported with a haunted smile that the twenty people in her town were safe.

The Ghostwin collected so many communications that she had a difficult time sorting through all of them. Some were trivial—a love note between star-crossed lovers. Others were professional—organizations and traders sending specifications related to their businesses. Most, though, concerned the Hannibal. Even amongst these, there was much variety. Family members looking for their missing loved ones. Fundamentalists saying the Hannibal were some sort of divine punishment. Pirates coordinating which destroyed colonies they should travel to for plunder.

“To anyone out there, my name is Durect-Duher. I’m a farmer on 16-Tuero-6. Our colony was spared. I repeat: our colony was spared. If anyone is out there, please relay this message to the Round Table and every planet and colony along the Hannibal’s path. Destroy any symbol of the Round Table. Do that and the Hannibal will let you live.”

As soon as the message finished, it automatically repeated itself. The Ghostwin was going to dismiss it as another lunatic sharing their fear, but a tiny voice in the back of her head wouldn’t let her. The man, whoever he was, sounded convincing. There was urgency in his voice, a pleading desperation to save others.

She listened to the message three more times. As she did, the notion that simply removing signs of the Round Table might be the difference between living and dying seemed more plausible. She had no doubt what her human friend on the other side of Hobble would say in response to Durect-Duher’s message: “See? We have no Round Table banners here and they left us alone. That’s good enough for me.”

Competing voices in the back of her head alternated between trying to convince her it was a hoax and telling her it was the only hope people had.

“What’s it going to hurt?” she said to herself as she pressed a button and had the message forwarded to three other sectors, including the space that had been ruled by the Vonnegans and also the sector formerly controlled by the CasterLans.

“What can it hurt?” she said again, then went back to listening to other messages.
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Brigadier Desttro watched as formations of Helljets, Thunderbolts, and Llyushin fighters raced after the four Hannibal mechs, only to have the enemy continually disappear into the vast field of portals surrounding the Juggernaut. Each time, the mechs would instantly reappear somewhere else, unleash a single blast, then go back into the portal again. With hundreds of places each mech could go, the fighter pilots were at a loss for how best to coordinate their attack.

The black mech emerged from a portal near one of the gravity mines. Its black frame was distinct against the bright energy behind it. From the side, however, the mech was nearly invisible against the backdrop of space. The pilots wouldn’t see it with their naked eye, would need their craft’s battle sensors to tell them where it was.

The mech vanished into the portal as a series of Llyushin fighters raced toward it, then reappeared after the fighters were passing. It held out the scale in its hand, the black gas seeping from one side and the black liquid bubbling from the other. A volcano of dark energy continued to expand as the two materials formed a cosmic reaction. By the time the next wave of fighters came by, a group of four Helljets, the pool of deadly energy was the size of a small frigate.

The mech moved back into the circle of light and was gone. However, the trap it had set remained. When the Helljets soared past, the black energy didn’t register on their sensors. One of the fighters flew directly into it. The ship dissolved into nothing, the pilot barely having enough time to let out a cry.

“Sir, we’re receiving a communication.”

Desttro turned and looked to the ensign who was sitting in front of an array of holograms.

“From?”

“From Wing Commander Redbeard, sir. He wants permission to fly into the Hannibal portals in order to have a better chance of chasing down the mechs.”

“And?”

“Without his tinder walls down, sir. He says it’s the only way they’ll have a chance of catching those mechs.”

Desttro understood the mindset that the wing commander must have. He saw with his own eyes how the mechs were able to pass through the portals without lowering or raising any visible tinder walls and suspected the Round Table pilots could do the same thing. This was especially true after reports from the previous battle indicated that the deaths aboard the flagships had been the result of catastrophic damage and exposure rather than from passing through the portals with their tinder walls still up.

Dessttro also understood that Redbeard wanted victory rather than personal glory. The pilots would never be able to keep up with the mechs if they had to slow down to wait for their tinder walls to lower on one side of the portal and then raise back up again on the other side. Darting through the portals with a full view of the space around them was the only way they would have a chance to race down the four armored machines.

Redbeard was smart. Better to test the life of one pilot now and possibly end the battle quickly than to let the fighting continue indefinitely and suffer a thousand small cuts.

“Tell Wing Commander Redbeard that he has permission to send one of the Helljets in his squad through the portal without the tinder walls down. Then report back to us.”

“Yes, sir.”

The ensign’s hands darted around from one holographic display to another as he sent a message back to Redbeard’s Helljet.

A moment later the ensign said, “He would like to try it himself, sir. Said he doesn’t want to jeopardize one of his pilot’s lives on a guess.”

Now that is a true officer, Desttro thought, shaking his head with admiration. “Tell him to do as he sees fit.”

“Yes, sir.”

The ensign swiped fingers up and down through the holographic display in front of him, then left and right, sending the update back to Redbeard’s fighter. Desttro let his attention return to the battle outside the viewport. His eyes scanned each group of Helljets. As one group came closer, he tried to identify the wing commander’s insignia on the side of any of the ships. He couldn’t see it because they were too far away and moving too fast, but he did see one Helljet separate from the other three in its group and set a course directly at a mech that was hovering in front of a portal. A moment later, the mech moved backward, into the circle of bright energy. It was followed a second later by a Helljet racing at full speed without the protection of its tinder walls.

Wing Commander Redbeard was either dead or had done something no other human or Round Table alien had ever done before.
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After Hector was gone, Talbot sat down. It would have been natural for him to think about all the times he and his father had spent together or about what Julian’s final moments might have been like, but he didn’t think about stuff like that. He didn’t think about anything, really. He simply stared out the window at the tiny animals flying from one tree branch to another, offering sweet chirps as they moved.

As he sat there, any concept of time or of the future seemed to vanish. Minutes could have passed or hours. It was then, in a moment of utter and complete calm, of not thinking about anyone or anything, that he heard the voice.

“You are capable of great things.”

Talbot blinked. His head snapped to the side to see who had snuck into his home. The voice sounded as if it belonged to an old man but not to anyone he knew. One glance around the room revealed no one was there.

“I’m going crazy,” he said out loud to himself.

Without time to wonder if maybe he had been asleep, another knock sounded at his door. When he tried to stand it felt as if he were pulling himself out of the ground, dirt and mud weighing him down. Every muscle was exhausted and complained as he pushed himself to his feet.

“Yeah?” he said, walking to the front door, expecting to see Hector’s powerful frame on the other side again.

Instead, upon opening the door, he saw Octo.

“Hello, Talbot.”

In the representative’s left hand was the handle of a sword with no blade. His right palm was also out but was empty. Then Octo stepped forward and the angle changed, and the Meursault’s blade became visible.

“What is this?” Talbot asked even though he knew it was the Sword in the Stone and that his father had been carrying it earlier the same day.

“I’m sure you’ve heard by now,” the representative said. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He looked over his shoulder as if not sure who might be nearby and eavesdropping. “Do you mind if I come in? We have a lot to talk about.”

Talbot didn’t answer, only moved to the side and held out a hand to indicate that Octo could sit wherever he wanted.

“It was still in the alley where they killed your father,” the man said, holding the sword away from his body with extreme reverence so Talbot would take hold of it.

Instead of accepting it, Talbot frowned, his hands hanging by his sides. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

Octo’s mouth curled at the sides and one bushy eyebrow rose. “Do with it? Take it. It’s yours. Your father would have wanted you to have it when he died. But just as important, the people need to see you as an extension of your father. They need to know where you stand.”

Finally, Octo got tired of holding the Meursault out and laid it gently on the ground.

“Where I stand?”

“The men who killed your father are butchers. Julian was a noble man, nothing more. Certainly nothing nefarious like others might have you think. Civil strife is coming. The people won’t stand for a great general being cut down in the street like a criminal. It was a cruel thing they did. Not just because they took a man away from his wife and son, but because the people of Edsall Dark finally had a symbol of hope and the murderers took that as well. That’s why the assassins killed your father, not because he was a danger, but because he gave the people the hope they had been looking for. They resented him for it.” He paused until he was sure Talbot was looking at him, every bit of attention on Octo’s next words. “Julian would have wanted revenge, that much I know. And revenge is what we’ll have.”

“Would he?” Talbot almost asked. The first thought that crossed his mind was that his father didn’t seem like the revenge-seeking type at all.

A memory kept him silent, though. It was of he and his father standing on the ledge of the Carthagen asteroid, both of them thinking they were going to die. In that moment, Julian had looked across the cave opening to his son and asked if Talbot would avenge his death. At the time, the comment had seemed completely out of place. Now, though, Talbot wondered if his father had somehow known his time was coming to an end.

Talbot asked what he could do.

Octo smiled, his cheeks obscuring his eyes. “You’re going to speak at your father’s funeral?”

“Yes.”

“Then all you have to do is tell everyone that what those men did was a foul deed, that fury will be unleashed until the people’s pain subsides.”

The representative’s words forced Talbot to think of his father’s body laying dead in the streets. He shuttered at the thought of Julian being killed not by aliens on a foreign asteroid but at home by people he trusted.

He asked when the funeral would be and Octo said it should be as soon as possible.

Talbot thought of his mother. He hadn’t spoken to Margaret yet, didn’t know where she was or if she was aware of what had happened.

“Tomorrow, then. It will be tomorrow.”

“And you’re sure you’ll speak?”

Talbot bent down and picked up the Meursault. A slight glimmer of vapor appeared as the sword passed through the air. He moved his wrist back and forth, watching the blade appear and disappear as the angle changed.

“I’ll do much more than that.”
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Wing Commander Redbeard saw the dull grey mech vanish into the portal and angled his Helljet toward the same ring of energy. He had flown through portals in his craft before, but obviously never with the tinder walls still up. As such, he had never had as close a view of one of the massive fields of light as he had a moment before he passed through it. All he could see in front of him was swirling energy. His single-man fighter seemed insignificant whenever it approached the Hellship’s hangars. In front of the portal, many times larger than a Round Table flagship, his fighter resembled a tiny insect approaching an ancient god.

Flying as fast as he could to try and catch the mech, he didn’t have much time to worry about what might happen when he passed through the energy. Instead, he had a split second to consider if this was really what he wanted to do, decided it was, and then plunged into the swirls of light. He felt the familiar push and pull.

Immediately, he went from seeing nothing but light and energy to seeing the back of the grey mech and other nearby portals. If he blinked, he wouldn’t have even known he had jumped from one point in space to another except for the jarring lurch in his stomach and the change of scenery. To his left, the same Round Table flagships that had been behind him were in a line. The dull grey mech spun, readying itself to pass back through the same portal.

“It worked,” Redbeard said across his comms for all to hear. “You can go through the Hannibal portals without your tinder walls lowered and you’ll be okay.”

He pulled right on the Helljet’s controls, sending the fighter into a tight turn to keep up with the mech. This time, the mech wasn’t going to get away. The enemy machine was more than twice the size of Redbeard’s ship. As it moved it kept its sword in an upright position which made it seem like a phantom more than a thing made for killing. The hover transport it travelled atop was deceptively quick. Even though the Helljet raced after it, the mech was already disappearing into the portal again.

Redbeard looked to his side just before returning through it as well. In the distance, he saw a formation of three Thunderbolts vanish into a portal. Closer to him, over his head, he saw a pair of Llyushin fighters do the same. The wing commander smiled. He and the other Round Table forces were using the Hannibal’s own tricks against them. Unlike the first battle, in which the three flagships had been overwhelmed by an enemy they knew nothing about, this would be the beginning of a counterattack that would keep the Juggernaut and its four mechs from going further toward Edsall Dark.

He plunged back into the portal. The pull and push felt almost nonexistent this time. His eyes darted left and right for where the grey mech was heading next. A warning on his navigation system blazed red. An alarm blared.

The last thing he saw was the mech, its long sword descending like a bolt of lighting, aimed directly at the cockpit of his Helljet. Then his existence was over. Not by a portal as he had feared, but gone all the same.
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Portia was with Margaret when she heard the news. The two women, even though their friendship was strained because of Hector’s and Julian’s respective concerns, still walked across the fields outside CamaLon twice a week. They didn’t speak nearly as much as they used to and when they did, it was small-talk—the weather, the crops—rather than anything to do with the Round Table.

A guard at the gate stared at Margaret, his eyes questioning, until she asked if he needed something.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s just that...”

The guard shook his head, not knowing if he was supposed to tell General Reiser’s wife the news that she clearly hadn’t heard yet. The look of concern and dread on the man’s face was clear and forced Portia to ask what was going on.

“General Reiser,” the guard said, still looking at Margaret. He gulped and cringed, his eyes filled with sorrow. “Your husband... he was killed.”

Any part of Portia that was concerned with the squabbles between Hector and Julian vanished and she reached out and took Margaret in her arms. Her friend was motionless, and Portia suspected she was in shock, unable to comprehend what they had been told. But then she felt Margaret’s lean her head to the side so she could look over Portia’s shoulder and stare directly at the guard.

“Killed?” Margaret asked, her voice cold.

Portia leaned back slightly. She saw in her friend’s expression that she wasn’t in shock at all but was connecting dots. Her husband, the guard had said, hadn’t merely died—that denoted a natural death. No, Margaret’s husband had been killed. Had been murdered.

The guard’s head swayed left and right in dismay. “Ma’am, I—”

“Killed by who?”

For the first time since the two women walked back toward the gates, the guard looked at Portia. Immediately, his eyes dropped to the ground.

His voice was weak, almost a whisper. “Hector and some of the representatives, ma’am.”

Margaret groaned. Portia wanted to keep a hold of her friend, wanted to hug her hard enough that all of this would go away, but she knew what was coming and so she let her hands fall away before Margaret pushed herself free.

“I have to get home,” Margaret said, already walking, not bothering to look back at Portia.

“Margaret, let me come with you. This has to be some kind of mistake.”

“I have to get home,” Margaret said again, her voice distant as she turned a corner and disappeared.

Portia looked at the guard. The guard returned her gaze for only a moment, then looked off toward the field as if something important were out there. With nothing else she could say or do, she too began back toward her home.
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News of Wing Commander Redbeard’s survival through the portal jump instantly went out to every Round Table fighter’s headset. The official communication came through a moment later: “All fighters have permission to enter the portals at their own risk.”

In his Llyushin fighter, the commander of the L1 squadron saw two Helljets curve sharply and plunge into the nearest portals. Further off in the distance, he saw a group of four Thunderbolts do the same.

“Okay,” Wing Commander Trake said to the other four Llyushin fighters in L1, “Keep your eyes open and stay together. Doesn’t look like there’s much room between the first layer of portals and the second. Once we go through, if you have to veer off and we get separated, stay in contact and report what you see.” 

Trake set his fighter to bank left for the nearest portal. The two pairs of fighters behind him did the same. Even though he had just received news that Redbeard had survived his jump, Trake’s knuckles gripped the flight stick of the Llyushin fighter hard enough that the metal lining of his gloves creaked. After a lifetime of having it drilled into his head that portals were lethal unless a ship’s tinder walls were in place, after seeing the result of crafts not doing what they were supposed to, he couldn’t help but expect to cease to exist as soon as he entered the light.

Instead, he appeared directly in front of another portal, this time in the interior layer of protection around the Juggernaut. Instead of attempting to swerve, he allowed the Llyushin fighter to plunge into a second portal in just as many seconds. The tactic served two purposes. The first was that with each fighter’s coordinates being updated in real time by the flagships, it would let the senior officers gain a better understanding of how the portals in the second layer were linked to all the others. The tide of war would eventually change as the fighter pilots, already outnumbering the mechs, also began to have a better understanding of the battlefield’s unconventional terrain. The second thing it would do, hopefully, would be to cause the Hannibal to grow nervous for the first time. The enemy would be comfortable as long as they were safe behind the inner layer of portals. Maybe the Hannibal would rethink how much sense it made to invade Round Table space once they saw a fighter fly past the viewport of the Juggernaut. A couple of proton torpedoes ripping into their hull would certainly help them come to that conclusion even faster.

The only problem was that after his ship passed through the second portal, he didn’t appear in front of the Juggernaut or another field of circular energy. Instead, the Hellship, Solar Carriers, Athens Destroyers, and other flagships were all in front of him. After passing through a pair of portals at such a fast speed, it took his mind a moment to catch up with what his ship’s computer already knew; he was back out where he had begun. Four other ships appeared behind him, the other members of his squadron.

“It’s disorienting,” he told them. “We’re going to have to—”

Another dot appeared on the nav screen, just behind the other Llyushin pilots. An alarm sounded in Trake’s cockpit. Before he could issue an order or take his own ship into evasive maneuvers, one of the four blue dots that was aligned behind him disappeared.

Without needing to be told what to do, the rest of the fighters broke into different directions. Trake’s own Llyushin fighter was breaking into a turn so it could target the mech as soon as he came out of its sharp curve. On his way into the one hundred and eighty degree turn, he saw the remains of a charred Llyushin fighter streaking off into the distance. The wall of portals came back into view. As they did, the enemy signal on his nav system disappeared. The mech had gone back into the energy field and was already somewhere else, getting ready to destroy another Round Table ship.

“Okay,” Trake told the other three ships remaining in his squadron. “Follow me. Ignore the mechs unless they’re directly in front of you.” He angled the Llyushin fighter back toward the nearest portal. “Let’s go.”

His ship rocketed back into the front of the portal they had just arrived from. The other three remaining fighters were right behind him. On the other side of the energy field, he swerved left and passed through a different portal in the second layer of energy fields than he had before. When he appeared next, he was coming out of the second layer of fields again, only in the opposite direction of the way he had come. In front of him were the hundreds of portals blocking his view of the Round Table vessels. He pulled right on the Llyushin’s controls as hard as he could and made it double back, into the portal next to the one he had just appeared from. The other fighters behind him swerved to do the same.

After passing through the next portal, he was out at the first layer of portals again, the Round Table flagships in front of him. A moment later he swerved and dove back into another circle of brilliant light. Right before he did, he saw the white mech appear from the portal above him, aim its ion bow, then release an arrow. Trake passed through the portal before he could react to anything the mech was doing. When he came through the other side of the portal, only two blue dots from his squadron remained on his nav display.

There wasn’t anything he could do but keep flying, keep trying to get the better of the Hannibal. After passing through another portal, he was on the far right side of the battle.

Each pass through the portals jarred his sense of direction. After another jump he realized it was easier to stay oriented on where he was if he completely ignored his view of space outside the cockpit and instead relied solely on the nav display of his fighter. After three more jumps through portals, he started to feel nauseous and light-headed. The constant pull and push from each leap, one after another, was having an effect on his nervous system. The last time he had felt this way was back when he was in the academy and he was learning to fly a Llyushin fighter for the first time.

He flew along the gap created between the exterior and interior layers of portals in order to give his head and stomach a chance to settle down. As he did, he began to doubt if any of the portals would lead to the inner layer of the Hannibal defenses and give him a clean shot at the Juggernaut.

“I’m going all the way around,” he said on an open channel.

Instead of wasting time finding a path through the portals, he would fly all the way around the perimeter in hopes of finding an opening toward its rear. The other two ships in his squadron followed. Once again, he couldn’t help but be awed by the size of the Juggernaut. The invader’s vessel required a defensive perimeter of portals with a radius larger than some of the planets he had been stationed on during his service.

All he could see on either sides of him was a barrier of portals. His nav system told him when he was around the front side of the Juggernaut and approaching its side. A while later, it showed that he was coming up on the giant ship’s rear thrusters.

Just as he had hoped, a gap as wide a Round Table flagship existed at the rear of the Hannibal ship, exposing the tail end of the Juggernaut.

“Looks like we found our way in,” he said, allowing himself the first smile of the battle.

In between the gap of portals, all he could see was the glow of the Juggernaut’s thrusters. Unlike the portals, which glowed a constant white, the thrusters swirled with hints of blue and green. The size and hue of the glow was mesmerizing.

“Stay focused,” he said, more for his own benefit than to the two pilots behind him.

His fingers tapped a pair of buttons, locking a pair of the Llyushin fighter’s projectiles into place. Trake glanced down at the nav display. Something didn’t feel right. There was a direct opening to blast the Juggernaut and yet none of the four mechs were anywhere nearby to deter him and keep their ship safe. Nor was the Juggernaut firing its cannons.

The weapon’s display beside his helmet glowed green, letting him know it was ready to launch. With his index finger, he tapped a flashing button. A pair of proton torpedoes rocketed away from the sides of his ship and began to soar toward the back of the Juggernaut.

The torpedoes were halfway between the fighters and the Hannibal vessel when the Juggernaut’s engines ignited to full intensity. In less time than Trake had ever seen a flagship react, each thruster changed from a glow of blue and green to a pure sapphire like the clear waters of the lake where he had grown up. In the next instant, there was...

Nothing.

The Juggernaut was gone. The portals were gone. The mechs were gone.

In front of him, Trake saw his two proton torpedoes, as well as the two launched from both of the ships behind him, continue forward. Only now, their target was gone, so the projectiles soared ahead without anything they were supposed to destroy. Rather than allow the projectiles to reach the Round Table’s flagships, one of the Hellships targeted them with its cannons, setting off a chain of six explosions.

After the explosion subsided, the space in front of Wing Commander Trake looked like a normal scouting expedition. A series of flagships were arrayed in front of him. To his side, he saw various Round Table fighters in their respective formations. There was no enemy to battle, no laser blasts or explosions. There was no sign at all that a conflict had been unfolding. The Hannibal were simply gone.

A report came through to his primary display as a glowing red message, indicating it was of the highest urgency possible.

ALL ROUND TABLE SHIPS ARE EVACUATING THE AREA. REBOARD SOLAR CARRIER N.M. SHOCKWAVE IMMEDIATELY. ANY VESSELS THAT HAVE NOT RETURNED TO THEIR HANGARS IN THE NEXT SIXTY SECONDS WILL BE LEFT BEHIND.
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Talbot and Margaret sat in their home with the lights off. A steady stream of people came by and knocked on their front door but neither mother nor son got up to see who they there or what they wanted. Sometimes the well-wisher knocked two or three times. Others knocked once, waited a while, and then Talbot could hear their footsteps trail away. Others never got as close as the door, were happy to congregate in small groups out on the street, singing songs in tribute to the fallen general.

“What will you do?” Talbot asked.

Margaret didn’t answer, only shook her head.

He thought again of what his father had asked of him as they stood on the ledge of the Carthagen asteroid months earlier. An epiphany came over him. Ever since he was a child and first began to understand what his father did and why he went away for long stretches of time, Talbot had always assumed that one day his father would be killed. It was never a concrete thing like knowing how or why, just the overall feeling that one day his father would be there and the next day he wouldn’t.

He wondered if his mother had the same sense. Had she always assumed that one day she would have to raise Talbot by herself? Perhaps part of her was surprised her son had made it all the way to adulthood before Julian died. Maybe some day he could have that conversation with her. Not today, though.

“I’m speaking at the funeral tomorrow morning,” he said.

She gave a weak smile and nodded, but again said nothing. The more he watched her there in the dark room, unable to speak, the more he thought about what he would say at his father’s funeral. He had already planned on talking about Julian’s accomplishments. As he sat there, however, the knocks on the door going unanswered, his own words falling on deaf ears, he thought of what his father had asked of him back in Orleans.

“Avenge my death,” Julian had said.

How better to do that than to make sure everyone in attendance knew who was responsible and that those people would be held accountable? After all, a security council hadn’t decided General Reiser was a threat. A jury hadn’t convicted him of anything. Instead, a small group of representatives had taken it upon themselves to kill his father and leave his mother crying in a dark room.

By the time he was done speaking the next day, the people would know exactly what Julian would have wanted.
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Brigadier Desttro scanned the report that was projected in the air in front of him. The immediate battle with the Hannibal was over. The enemy had suffered no losses. Neither had the Round Table flagships. The same couldn’t be said for the fighters. Seven Helljets were lost, as were four Thunderbolts and a trio of Llyushin fighters. While incurring no losses was the ultimate goal, the limited extent of casualties was a massive improvement over what had happened to the three flagships back in the 16-D-10 sector.

The most startling aspect of the entire confrontation was how it initially appeared as if the Juggernaut and four mechs had simply disappeared. One second Desttro’s forces were confronting the enemy and the next moment they were looking at empty space. The Hellship’s sensors knew what had really happened, though.

Instead of exploding into a portal like the hundreds of others circles of energy that had formed the enemy’s defensive perimeter, one of the Hannibal’s projectiles had continued flying through space. The Hellship’s sensors had continued to track it even though the crew no longer considered it to be a threat. Over the course of the prolonged and largely uneventful battle with the four mechs, in which the Hannibal had continued their slow crawl towards Edsall Dark, the other projectile had rocketed through space toward the Juggernaut’s next target, the lone colony on the frozen moon of Dasnoyk. The Hellship’s sensors confirmed this when a large object and four smaller objects all suddenly appeared above the same moon.

The enemy hadn’t cared enough to continue the fight. They were more interested in destroying Dasnoyk and anything else along the way to Edsall Dark. As the senior officer in charge of the fleet, he was happy that the battle had lasted a significant amount of time and that the losses were limited to a few fighter pilots. As a soldier, his ego was bruised by the fact that the enemy barely considered him worth confronting.

“How long for us to get to Dasnoyk?” Desttro asked his nav officer.

“Eight hours, sir.”

Desttro’s neck tightened. By the time they caught up to the Hannibal, anyone living on the frozen colony would be dead. If he were the type of commanding officer who flew into fits of rage the way Hotspur had many years earlier, he would make his way across the command deck and strangle someone. Instead, he took a deep breath and stared out at the stars.

“All the fighters made it back aboard their flagships before we left?”

The logistics officer checked his display. “Yes, sir.”

Each flagship under his command was flying at full speed to intercept the Juggernaut. Outside the main viewport of the Hellship, the stars in front of him began to rotate toward his side. Without any gravity to fight against in space, the ship picked up more and more speed until it was throttling through the galaxy at such a pace that only the stars in front of him remained constant.

He wasn’t racing so he could save anyone on the frozen moon. They were as good as dead. What he was trying to do was to save the next colony after that one.

We’ll see how it goes when we meet again, he thought, already strategizing on how to react to the Hannibal defensive perimeter of portals when they ran into the Juggernaut in eight hours.
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The public memorial for Julian was performed the next morning. There were many places it could have been held—at the space port where many of the flagships he commanded were docked, in the fields outside CamaLon where many other important ceremonies had taken place over the years. The place Talbot and Margaret settled on, though, was the public square, the same place Julian had been treated as a hero upon arriving back from the Cartha campaign.

Just as many people were there for his funeral as had been in attendance for his return as a victorious general. The mood of the public square, however, could not have been more different than it had been weeks earlier. Gone were the cheers and the applause, the children shouting support, the adults celebrating the man they thought would solve all of the Round Table’s problems. In their place were crying children, adults who groaned with sadness, and others who openly wept. There was no parade through the streets. No march. Only a collection of people standing shoulder to shoulder, all focused on the stage that had been built between two banners of the Round Table.

Talbot was there, as were Octo and Winchester. Margaret was not. She told Talbot she didn’t feel up to leaving the house.

Hector was there, and he was the first person to move toward the microphone. Before speaking, he spotted Cash and Cimber near the side of the stage.

“Friends, representatives, countrymen,” he began. “Please hear me out with what I’m going to tell you.” A slight murmur went through the crowd, and he was unsure what rumors had already spread through the audience. “You know me as an honorable man. When you hear what I have to tell you, please understand that it is coming from someone who gave much of his body so that peace could exist. Judge my words as those of someone who lost friends, his own peace of mind, and peace of body on the account of others. I will also say that I loved Julian no less than anyone assembled here.” He took a deep breath as he scanned the faces in the crowd. Old. Young. Distraught. Accusing. Hopeful. “Then you all must be wondering how I could kill General Reiser.”

Many in the crowd must have heard the rumors that Hector had been part of the mob that killed Julian because they stared at him, waiting for the explanation. Most people, however, even the ones that had heard the rumors, hadn’t actually believed they could be true, and a wave of shock ran over the audience. Thousands of people in the crowd gasped.

“I didn’t kill Julian because I loved him any less than his own family loved him but because I loved the Round Table more. Would you rather General Reiser had lived and you all became slaves, or he died and you all remained free? That was the choice I had.”

The crowd settled somewhat. Most of the people who had been distraught were no longer crying. The few men who had looked and sounded as if they might storm the stage folded their arms and considered what they were hearing. After all, the very same people remembered shouting that Julian should become emperor without ever truly considering what that entailed.

Hector looked out amongst the faces and said, “I weep for Julian as much as you. He was a valiant officer and I honor him for that. But he was ambitious, and I couldn’t stand by. If by defending the Round Table and peace I have offended anyone here, please tell me.”

A rumble of murmurs passed through the crowd again. Everyone looked to the people beside them for reactions.

“Not I,” a woman called from the middle of the square.

After the first person spoke up, more followed.

“Not me.”

“Not me either.”

“None of us.”

The same people who had welcomed Julian home and begged him to take a crown now gave Hector their forgiveness.

He nodded to all those in front of him. “I did nothing more to Julian than I would expect others to do to me if I was filled with the same ambition. However, none of the glory General Reiser earned should be diminished by this. Nor should anyone remember his final offenses after everything else he did under service of the Round Table.”

There were whispers behind him, movement, and Hector could sense that Talbot and the others gathered on the stage were growing impatient to have their turn to speak.

“With this I leave you: I killed my best friend for the good of the Round Table. I can tell you, I will never kill another living thing except if you decide I deserve the same fate. If that happens, I have an ion dagger ready for myself.”

He spoke these final words the same way he would say the sky was blue or the desert was golden. The crowd, stunned by his honesty, by the lengths a man without legs and with only one of his original arms was willing to go to serve the common good. Everyone stared in awe without speaking.

Only after Hector nodded a second time and swiveled atop his energy disk so he no longer faced the crowd did the shouting begin.

“Hector!”

“Long live Hector.”

“We love you, Hector.”

“Live, live.”

The shouting grew louder until a child yelled, “Hector should be our leader,” and then the crowd broke into a frenzy at the idea.

Hearing the people clamor so easily for someone else to lead them, Hector’s eyes closed with sadness.

He moved back toward the stage and said, “Please, let me go home. I have nothing else to give of myself.” He turned and gestured for Talbot to step beside him. After Julian’s son was there, Hector put a hand on the young man’s shoulder and told the crowd, “I’m leaving, but you must stay and listen to Talbot Reiser, the son of the man we mourn today.”

As he was exiting the stage, Hector heard a man tell his son that Julian had been set on becoming a tyrant and had deserved what he had gotten. He heard a woman tell her child that CamaLon was lucky to be rid of General Reiser. Part of him—the part that had slew Julian—agreed with them, but he also didn’t like knowing that if he could hear them say those things, Talbot must also be able to hear them.

He looked over at Cash and Cimber. Both men nodded, pleased by Hector’s words and the affect they had on the crowd. Then Hector turned and began making his way home to Portia.
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Talbot watched Hector depart from the stage and make his way through the throngs of people before finally disappearing at the edge of the town square. After the man was gone, Talbot looked out amongst the crowd that had at one time worshipped his father and the next moment had cheered his death.

There was no better way to start his speech, he decided, than to borrow from Hector: “Friends, representatives, countrymen.” The crowd’s murmurs and restlessness, following Hector’s words, faded only slightly. “Lend me your ears.”

When the people seemed more concerned with talking amongst themselves than hearing Talbot speak, the air went out of his chest. A younger version of himself would have seen that he obviously had less charisma than both his father and Hector and would have left the stage and gone home. The officer who had survived the Carthagen trap, however, who had fought for the chance to live another day, who had sworn to avenge his father, stayed exactly where he was.

“Please, I’ve come simply to bury my father, not to praise him.”

The crowd stopped talking then. All eyes focused on Talbot. He saw in them the look of men and women who no longer knew what to believe. They had wanted his father to protect them. After Hector’s speech they were cheering that he had been cut down. They would have no patience for more words that tried to sway them back in the opposite direction.

“The evil that men do lives after them but the good often disappears with their bones. Julian was my father, so I hope that isn’t what happens to him. You all heard Hector say my father was filled with ambition, that he needed to die. I didn’t know Julian as an ambitious man. I knew him solely as any boy knows his father. But Hector said he was ambitious and Hector is honorable so it must have been the case.”

The crowd, unsure what to think of what they were hearing, remained perfectly quiet. Not even the children squirmed or made a noise. Everyone stared intently to hear what Talbot would say next.

“Did Julian seem ambitious when the people shouted for him to become emperor? If he was, why didn’t he accept the offer? Yet Hector says my father was ambitious and Hector is an honorable man. Each one of you saw how many times Julian was offered a crown. And yet each time he refused. Was that ambition? Yet Hector says he was ambitious and Hector is an honorable man. You all loved Julian, and for good cause. So what, then, prevents you from mourning him now?”

He stared out at the throngs of CamaLon’s population, at the aliens of all types, sizes, and colors. None of them knew what to make of what he had told them. He glanced over at Cash and Cimber, the two representatives that Octo said had been accomplices in the murder. Both men looked at the crowd, their eyes darting for the first sign of a mob, their lips pursed with tension.

Someone in the crowd said, “Everything Talbot has said is true.”

Another yelled, “I was there when Julian refused the crown. How was that a sign of ambition?”

A woman shouted, “If it was, all of us should be killed because we’ve never accepted crowns either!”

Talbot looked out over the crowd and raised a hand for silence. “Yesterday, Julian’s word could have stood against the entire galaxy. Now, he’s dead. I won’t do Hector or”—he turned his attention to Cash and Cimber—“or the others who killed my father an injustice by saying they should be killed as well.” Cash flinched. Cimber took a step back, away from the crowd. “I won’t say that because they are honorable men.”

He withdrew an old fashioned note, written in ink on a piece of parchment rather than a typical electronic message, and held it in the air for the crowd to see.

“I have with me a note my father wrote during his campaign to the Cartha sector. I had thought to read it but I know it will be too upsetting for everyone.”

He paused, allowing the crowd to shout that of course he should read it. Some in the audience said they wouldn’t leave until Talbot told them exactly what the note said. Others stated it was their right to know what Julian had written.

“You will see how much Julian loved the Round Table,” Talbot told everyone in attendance. “You will know that he loved it every bit as much as Hector and the others who murdered him. We don’t know what kind of personal grievances they had against my father. Surely they must have had something against him to do what they did.”

He stopped and stared at Cash and Cimber again, daring either man to speak up and call attention to themselves. Neither man moved, let alone said anything.

Talbot turned back toward the crowd and said, “I don’t have Hector’s way with words. Men and women wouldn’t follow me into battle the way they would with him. I’m just a normal guy, no more and no less. I don’t have the credentials that Hector has or the friends on the Round Table. All I can do is tell you what I know.”

The crowd began to sway back and forth in waves as calls for him to read Julian’s note grew louder. He held the piece of paper out so they could see the parchment, knowing they would have no hope of reading it for themselves from where they stood.

He put the letter back in his pocket and said, “Julian wanted all of his possessions—his house, his money—to go to the people. He’s leaving everything to each of you. He wanted nothing for himself. Rather, he only wanted all of you to be happy.”

“He loved us,” a woman shouted from the crowd.

“What has anyone else ever done for us?” a man asked.

“No one on the Round Table has ever done anything for us. They can’t even handle a warlord. Julian wanted to give us everything.”

The cries of outrage continued, grew more fervent, until the inevitable happened.

“The killers need to suffer,” someone shouted.

“Let’s burn their houses down,” another called.

Instead of protesting the call to violence, others in the audience seconded the notion. Talbot was sure the face he was showing to the people was emotionless and cold. On the inside, though, he was smiling at successfully avenging his father. When he looked over at Cash and Cimber to see what they thought of his words, he noticed they were both gone.
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Brigadier Desttro was two hours from the frozen moon of Dasnoyk when three reports came to him. The first was a message from a freighter full of people who had managed to leave Dasnoyk’s colony just before the Hannibal arrived. That had been received thirty minutes ago. By the time the Round Table fleet got there, all life on the moon would be extinguished.

As frustrated as he was, he forced himself to continue providing an aura of calm to his officers. His task had been to stop the Hannibal and he had failed. While it was commendable that only a few lives under his command had been lost, that would offer no consolation to the people who had called Dasnoyk home and who were now dead.

The entire time his fleet raced across the sector to intercept the Juggernaut, he had been formulating additional strategies for facing the enemy a second time. The prior battle’s length negated any chance that he would be able to watch every angle of the holographic recreation of the confrontation before they once again met in battle, but he knew in which areas he had fallen short and in which his forces had excelled.

The second report that came to him was of a completely different nature, although it too tested Desttro’s resolve. The lieutenant who handed it to him must surely have seen what it said. Instead of letting on that she was also flabbergasted by what she saw in the report, the lieutenant simply handed the data screen over to Desttro and went back to her station.

The report said that a communication had slowly made its way across the galaxy after supposedly originating from a colony on 16-Tuero. The message’s sender insisted that one of the colonies on the planet had been spared because someone there had removed every symbol of the Round Table. If everyone else wanted to be saved from the Hannibal, all they had to do was reject the Round Table.

He read the report twice, his face an emotionless slab, then set the data screen aside. If he were in his private quarters there was no telling how he would react. Maybe vocal disbelief. Maybe anger. All they had to do was remove any indication that they were affiliated with the Round Table? They were the Round Table! They were its essence, the uniting force that protected—or was supposed to protect—all life existing within the swath of the galaxy that had rallied together. The idea that they would disown the Round Table was absurd. The idea that the representatives on Edsall Dark would leave the Great Hall and agree to never return, to send the galaxy back to the dark ages of local galactic warlords preying on the weak, was laughable.

Of course, that was assuming the message had any validity, which Desttro severely doubted. Was he really supposed to believe that the Hannibal mechs delivered death everywhere they went, yet would restrain themselves because some local villager had destroyed anything containing the blue, red, and yellow cogs? It was far more likely that everyone on 16-Tuero was dead and that whoever sent the message was trying to have fun at his fleet’s expense or else was playing a cruel joke after being abandoned by the fleet. Without wasting another thought on the message, he went back to contemplating the next confrontation with the Juggernaut.

That only lasted a minute, however. The same lieutenant handed him another comm screen. This one was security protected. Desttro pressed his thumb against the screen while a beam of red light scanned his eye. A moment later, the third and final message formed on the screen.

He read it in disbelief that was unmatched even by the preposterous report of the Hannibal supposedly leaving one colony alone. That report could have easily been made up. This one, however, was an official communication from CamaLon. General Reiser, the man Desttro had followed into the Cartha sector and then saved in the Orleans asteroid field, was dead. Initial reports said he had been assassinated by a small faction of representatives of the Round Table who feared a military coup.

Out of the corner of his eye, Desttro noticed movement, people turning toward him without saying anything. His officers were looking at him as if expecting him to do something. It was only then that he realized he had let out an audible groan upon reading the news.

Without giving any more verbal or physical indications to his crew, he went about assessing why the news had brought about that reaction. He determined it wasn’t because Julian was his friend or hero. He had gone back and risked his own life in the asteroid field to save Julian and anyone else still alive because it was his duty, not because he was saving a general or a living legend. Nor was he upset because it was someone he had known personally. He was more fond of Brigadier Exeter than any other commanding officer in the Cartha campaign and he hadn’t been upset when he got the news of his friend’s death. After all, he was used to death in space.

What bothered him was that Julian had been a hero only a week earlier. Now he was dead, accused of potentially becoming a tyrant. The message ended by saying tensions were high in CamaLon, reports of violence between supporters of Julian and of the assassins were taking place all over the capital.

Nothing was sacred.

Desttro was upset because everything they had fought for in the Cartha sector could come to an end before he got home. Everything they were doing today might be meaningless tomorrow. Sacrifices might not be worth the blood and sweat they were paid in. That was what made him sit back in his chair and groan with a brevity his crew had never seen before.

“General Reiser has been assassinated,” he said without emotion.

There was dead silence on the command deck. He knew the report would somehow spread across the fleet, better to let his crew hear of the report through him than to find out some other way.

He left the command deck and forwarded the report to the men and women in charge of the other ships in his fleet. The time gave his officers a chance to whisper amongst themselves and process the information. When he got back to the command deck, he told everyone that nothing had changed.

“We still have a mission and we’re still going to do it. Unless we stop it, the Juggernaut will still destroy everything in its path until it reaches Edsall Dark, and then it will take away our homes and families as well.” He looked at each person standing at attention. “Unless we stop it,” he said again.

Then he went back to thinking about the Juggernaut and how he would attack it the next time he saw it.
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Talbot met with Octo and Winchester in an office within the Great Hall. They picked that location instead of going back to his house because he knew it was going to be the type of conversation Margaret wouldn’t want to hear. That, combined with the mobs of people who were roaming the streets following Julian’s funeral made the Great Hall’s proximity more than convenient.

Most of the groups marching through CamaLon were looking for anyone willing to admit they still supported Julian’s assassination. That was a credit to Talbot’s speech. There were smaller groups of people who shouted that Hector was a hero for having preserved the Round Table. Each time the two sides met, clashes broke out.

“Many people could die,” Talbot said, looking back and forth between the two representatives, both of whom were more than twice his age.

They sat in a triangle, away from any desk. Talbot assumed this was Octo’s way of letting him know he was an equal member of their group, three sides of one triumvirate.

Octo nodded. “The capital will be unsettled for a while. Things will quiet down, though, eventually.”

“I didn’t want to create a divided kingdom,” Talbot said softly. “That wasn’t why I spoke today.”

Winchester leaned to the side and clapped Julian’s son on the back. “You did great out there, my boy.” His voice was gravelly and low. “You honored your father. He would have been proud.”

Talbot asked what would happen to Cash and Cimber. Octo narrowed his eyes, and Talbot knew he should have included Hector’s name as well. After all, those three representatives were also part of a triumvirate. However, something kept him from mentioning Hector’s name in the same breath.

“There is too much at stake for them to be allowed to meddle anymore in the Round Table’s affairs.”

Octo didn’t explain what he meant by this and Talbot didn’t care enough about what happened to the men who had killed his father to ask. Whatever happened was what they deserved.
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Cash cracked his knuckles from inside the entryway of Hector’s home. “I told you we shouldn’t have let that brat live.”

Hector hovered back and forth as he listened to Cash and Cimber relay the story of having to wait until dark to sneak down the street. They were forced to speak indoors for fear of being overheard in his backyard by the mobs who were still roaming the streets.

“No one is going to kill Talbot just because he’s the son of someone else,” Hector said. “I won’t allow it. We’re supposed to be better than that.”

“Better than what?” Cimber hissed, looking around at the vase and the framed painting nearest to him, trying to find something he could smash to pieces without facing Hector’s wrath. “Now the entire city is going to be out to get us.”

Cash shook his head. “I told you we shouldn’t have let him speak, Hector. I told you!”

Hector sighed and hovered to a different area of the room. “You’d murder him at his own father’s funeral?”

Cimber pounded a fist into the open palm of his other hand. “Damn you, man. Can’t you see what’s going on? The entire Round Table, the entire galaxy, is going to despise us because you not only wouldn’t let us kill Talbot, you actually thought it was a good idea to let him prosecute us in front of the entire population of CamaLon.”

Hector took in a deep breath through his nose. As he did, his giant chest expanded. Then he let the air escape and made his way across the room.

Directly in front of Cimber, he said, “You won’t talk to me like that in my own house.”

Cash moved between the two men before anything else could be said. “We’re all upset about what’s happened, but we have to stick together. We didn’t kill Julian just so everything could fall apart now. We aren’t simple villains; we were saving the Round Table. The people will remember that and everything will subside.” He paused before adding, “Anyway, if it doesn’t blow over, and if we don’t stick together, Hector has the most to lose.”

Hector swiveled on his energy platform and took Cash by the throat. “You threaten me in my own home? Are your words supposed to scare me? I know what I did. The people know me for who I am. Can you say the same?” He looked back and forth between the two men. “Can either of you?”

Cash rose on the balls of his feet as Hector almost lifted him completely off the ground by his neck. A moment later the giant hand released its grip and Cash coughed and dropped to both knees as he tried to catch his breath.

Hector’s attention kept going back to the front door, and he realized his mood was as much to blame on not knowing where Portia was and if she was okay as it was due to his actions toward Julian. If Pistol were still around, he would task the android with scouring the city to find Portia.

He turned and noticed, out of the corner of his eye, that Cash had a hand under his robes. His supposed friend would have no reason to withdraw a comm device or anything else of use.

Hector’s voice was low when he said, “It would be a great dishonor if I saw an ion dagger in my own home.”

Cash saw something in his friend’s eyes that made his hand immediately come back into view without anything in it. He held both palms out to show he meant no harm.

Hector said, “I know you’re angry, Cash. But how much will your anger burn? Will it be a spark or will you let it burn you down to the ground?”

Cimber reached into his own robe and Hector thought he might have to dispatch both men while they were in his own home. Instead of withdrawing a weapon, however, the representative had a comm cube in his hand. He pressed a thumb to it and read an update that had just come through.

“The generals are arguing over what should be done. Half are loyal to Julian. The other half to the Round Table.”

“We need to talk to them,” Cash said, getting back up to his feet. “We need to make sure they all know why we did what we did.”

Hector’s head dropped. “We can’t have a civil war. If all of our pain and struggle leads to us fighting each other...”

He put his hands up to his face and went silent. Not wanting anything to do with the other two men in the room, he hovered to the double doors that led out to the backyard. With the night sky, only the outline of the trees could be seen. He stared at them, hoping they might offer some sense of peace.

What had been complete dark earlier was now cast in shadows because of the moon’s position overtop CamaLon. In addition to the outline of the massive tree in his backyard, he saw a narrow line running down from a branch where usually there was nothing but leaves. His mind tried to make sense of what could be there. Maybe someone had hung a device from the tree in order to spy on him. The thought jumped to a similar idea and then another.

“No,” he whispered.

Without thinking, he reached for the switch that controlled the back lights. He knew what it was going to be. Deep down, he knew. He also knew that his life was over.

A flood of light washed over the yard.

“No,” he whispered again.

There, in the corner of the backyard, a noose around her neck, Portia was hanging from the tree Hector had liked to spend time under.

“No,” he said again, this time a low roar.

He said it once more, so loud it rattled the windows. Cimber and Cash both took a step backward.

Hector turned the lights off again. Portia faded back into the darkness. Without saying anything to his friends, Hector opened the back door and went to his dead wife.
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Through the floor-to-ceiling window that looked out on the backyard, Cash watched Hector travel across the lawn to where Portia was hanging from the tree. His first thought was that Hector’s wife must have been murdered. But as that part of the yard became visible from the light cast by Hector’s energy disk, he saw the stool Portia must have kicked away.

He wasn’t sure why she had done it, but he did know Portia was even better friends with Margaret than Hector had been with Julian. Maybe she knew she would never be able to face her best friend again. Maybe it was atonement for what her husband had done. Perhaps she thought Hector had become someone other than the man she had fallen in love with. Unless she had left a note and unless Hector felt like sharing its contents, which Hector’s insular and private nature would never allow, Cash would only have his guesses.

“What should we do?” Cimber asked, but Cash only shook his head and continued watching the scene in the backyard.

Hector put an arm around his wife’s waist to support her weight. With his other hand he reached up as high as he could. His fingers were barely able to reach the rope around her neck. With a quick flick of the wrist, he snapped the cord, then shifted his weight to accommodate Portia’s limp body falling over his shoulder.

Once he had her in his arms, Hector reached down and deactivated his hover platform. The energy that usually kept him floating above the streets and walkways faded, causing he and Portia to sink toward the ground. Without the energy of Hector’s disk illuminating the backyard, only his outline was still visible. The trees disappeared. The few objects that could be made out were nothing more than shadows.

“What are we going to do?” Cimber said again.

Cash sighed and turned to face his friend. “We go on without him. It’s the only thing we can do.”

“We need him. The people won’t go along with us without him.”

Cash grimaced and nodded toward the pair of doors leading to the backyard. “Do you want to be the one to tell him that?”

Cimber winced. Both men could see the outline of Hector’s hulking frame as it shook with sorrow. Anyone who went out there and interrupted his grief, especially for matters of the conflicts that men brought upon one another, would be in severe need of a medical scanner afterward.

Cash turned and looked out at the darkness and shadows once more. The man he held in higher regard than anyone else was out there and he was suffering. There was a chance, he knew, that he might never see Hector alive again. Either he would become a hermit or he would leave Edsall Dark all together. And yet there was nothing he could do but try to prevent a galactic civil war from breaking out.

“We go alone,” Cash said.

The two men opened the front door and disappeared into the night, both unsure of Hector’s fate.
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Just as Brigadier Desttro predicted, all colonized life on the frozen moon of Dasnoyk was destroyed by the time the Round Table fleet got there. One of his officers told him the Juggernaut was only ten minutes away.

“Get us there as fast as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

In the minutes leading up to the next confrontation, he did a mental review of the directions he had given to the other commanding officers. Like their first battle, they wouldn’t rush the outcome. This time, however, they would not only ensure the Hannibal’ projectiles stayed a safe distance away from their ships, they would also keep any from going past them. That would ensure the Juggernaut was forced to engage them or else turn away. Desttro would also employ a different formation for his flagships. Instead of forming a wall, they would wrap around the Juggernaut on every side except the rear. The message would be clear: the Hannibal were free to go back to wherever they had come. If they didn’t, they would be destroyed.

In the distance, a set of small blue lights glimmered. The Juggernaut. In a few minutes, they would be within range to unleash their cannons as well as their squadrons of fighters.

As the ship got closer, Desttro couldn’t help but think of the string of events that had led to this confrontation. He had been one of many commanding officers assigned to accompany General Reiser through the Cartha sector. He hadn’t even been a member of Julian’s inner circle. That honor had belonged to Brigadiers Warwick and Exeter, both of whom had died in the Carthagen tunnels. Of the senior officers who had survived, Desttro had heard that Brigadier Ver-Non-Ven had decided to retire after realizing he was daring the fates. Others had requested time off. It was only Desttro who had needed to be out amongst the stars and had accepted the next call to action.

Looking back, Desttro still couldn’t believe he had risked his life to attempt a rescue mission without having any reason to suspect Julian was still alive. It was outside his nature to do such a thing, and he still couldn’t pinpoint what had come over him in that moment. The most unbelievable part, though, was that the man he had saved had been assassinated by the very people he had been assigned to protect and serve.

Desttro knew the officers around him were still whispering about what Edsall Dark would be like when they returned home. Half the crew seemed to think everyone would rally together. The other half mumbled that the Round Table might disintegrate. No one knew, though, and Desttro refrained from adding to the conjecture.

In front of him, the Juggernaut was big enough to make out. It would take another two minutes for them to overtake the enormous vessel so they could turn around and obstruct the invader’s path. Gradually, the side of the Juggernaut came into view. Each cannon was large enough to destroy his flagship with one blast. None of them glowed with energy, however. None of them targeted the Hellship or any of the other vessels at all. Instead, the Juggernaut was content to continue flying toward the next outpost until it was blocked.

Finally, the front of the Juggernaut came into view. Only after the Hellship was a minute past it did his nav officer begin to turn the vessel around so it could then face the approaching Hannibal. Looking out the viewports, Desttro saw the other flagships perform the same maneuver at different angles around the Juggernaut.

He expected the giant craft to unleash its assortment of portals and then its four mechs. Instead, it kept flying ahead, although at a slower pace so it didn’t ram the flagships in front of it. It appeared as though each Round Table vessel was hovering in place but they were all slowly drifting backward to stay in the same U-shape around the Juggernaut. Only when the Hannibal ship could go no further without changing courses did the hundreds of projectiles burst from the foreign ship.

“Keep them at bay,” he told his weapons officer.

“Yes, sir.”

The hellship’s cannons broke into life, shooting the capsules in order to keep them from getting too close or from bypassing the fleet completely and going further toward Edsall Dark. It wasn’t only his vessel. The HC Ballistic Cruisers, the Flying Fortresses, the Solar Carriers, all of them. Hundreds of laser blasts targeted the tiny capsules that could somehow explode into fully functioning portals at the Hannibal’s command. Each time a blast struck an incoming capsule, the projectile was sent backwards until its small thruster corrected its course and it began to once again fly toward the Round Table ships.

The entire region of space in front of Desttro glowed with the energy of laser bursts streaking this way and that. A series of capsules, each halfway between the Juggernaut and the nearest flagship, burst into life, and where there had been empty space a circle of brilliant energy instantly filled their views. A few final bursts of laser were fired after the portals ignited and the streaks of light went into one end of a portal and came out of another in the opposite direction. Two blasts zipped harmlessly into space. Another two were absorbed by an Athens Destroyer’s shields.

All of the Round Table flagships ceased their firing. Only glimpses of the Juggernaut could be seen around the edges of the few portals that had ignited. Then a second set of portals burst into life behind the first batch and the Hannibal ship disappeared completely behind the layers of light.

“Send out the fighters.”

“Yes, sir.”

One of the Hellship’s sensors chimed and Desttro knew it was to indicate that the hangars were opening. Moments later, the Helljets would appear and begin to make their way toward the Juggernaut. Out the main viewport, he saw Llyushin fighters, Thunderbolts, and Havoc spacejets appear as well, each flying in formation, each with the goal of finding and destroying the mechs and then the Juggernaut. This time, he was unleashing the full force of his fleet. The lesson had been learned the hard way—he had lost some of his pilots because he had played it safe. Now, the mechs would be swarmed by hundreds of Round Table ships zipping about. They would be overwhelmed.

It didn’t take long for the first sighting of the mechs to come in. The matte grey mech appeared from a portal directly in front of Desttro. It swept its scythe through space, sending out a wave of energy that rippled and raced toward a group of three Thunderbolts. The Thunderbolt pilots, seeing it coming, swerved into the nearest portal and escaped the blast. Meanwhile, the mech was hit by four laser blasts from a squadron of Llyushin fighters that were racing in from the other direction. Sparks flew from the mech but its hover platform managed to carry it back into the portal from which it had appeared.

On another part of the battlefield, where an Athens Destroyer and Solar Carrier were on the right side of the Juggernaut, the white mech appeared, sent off an ion arrow that blasted straight through the middle of a Helljet, causing it to burst into thousands of pieces. Before the mech could retreat, however, a pair of Thunderbolts hit it with a series of laser blasts. The mech was knocked sideways, but was able to vanish back into the portal and reappear somewhere else.

The black mech, the toughest of all to see without the help of targeting systems, let the two sides of its scale send out the lethal combination of gas and bubbling liquid. The mixture came close to engulfing a group of Llyushin fighters but the entire squadron was able to break off into different directions and one of the pilots managed to let off a gravity depth charge on the way out. The depth charge exploded a moment before the mech was able to get back through the nearest portal. A sphere of energy expanded, then rapidly collapsed on itself, rattling the mech.

“Casualties?” Desttro asked after a couple minutes.

An ensign swiveled in her chair to read off the report. “Sir, three Llyushin fighters lost, all pilots presumed dead. Four Thunderbolts destroyed, two of the pilots were able to eject. Brigadier Endger is sending a medical transport out to retrieve them. One Helljet destroyed, the pilot dead.”

Desttro nodded and went back to watching the battle unfold. The portals were being held at bay. A few pilots had confirmed hits on the four mechs. Yes, a few pilots had been lost, but it was a small price to pay for being able to turn the tide of the war.
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Outside the Great Hall, a line of Round Table guards stood at attention. Each had a small blaster strapped to his hip. In their hands, each carried a pike that was longer than the guards were tall. The weapons pointed straight up at the sky as the guards stood motionless. Their uniforms were varying shades of gray and silver, except for the Round Table insignia on their chest.

Two of the guards parted to make way for Talbot, who was followed by Octo and Winchester. From the top of the Great Hall’s steps, the three men looked out at the rest of CamaLon. For the most part, the building behind them was empty. The other representatives knew to stay away from the Round Table until the matters at hand were settled.

Seeing no one approaching to confront them, Octo said, “Our hopes are answered. It would be madness for Hector and the others to challenge us and they know it.”

Talbot didn’t reply. He remembered the change he had experienced while in the middle of the Carthagen trap. He had entered their cave as a quiet and unassuming junior officer, but as soon as he was truly tested he had become the leader of men and women who outranked him. It wasn’t a role he had wanted but it was one he had filled as a matter of duty and survival. Now, he would answer the call again by doing whatever was needed to avenge his father.

He suspected the resolve of the men who had assassinated Julian had been defeated by the memorial crowd’s frenzy. Thousands of screaming people had a remarkable ability to make politicians and scoundrels rethink their actions.

His eyebrows raised in surprise when a guard to the far side of him announced that a group of soldiers were approaching.

“It’s them,” Winchester whispered.

Talbot’s hands didn’t move toward the Meursault at his waist. Just having the Sword in the Stone by his side offered a reassurance that everything would be okay. Nor did he turn to the guards behind him and give them orders.

“Stay calm,” Talbot said to Octo and Winchester. “Nothing will happen.”

The approaching soldiers were in battle armor, which made their boots clank against the ground like drums beating with each step. Through the narrow slits of their untinted helmets he saw the faces of men and women he recognized but had never formally met before. No doubt, many of them were soldiers who had fought with Hector in the blood tunnels years before and would remain forever loyal to him. Behind them were Cash and Cimber.

Without waiting to confer with Octo or Winchester, Talbot began walking across the courtyard to where the other group had stopped in a line. The soldiers moved apart to allow Cash and Cimber a chance to meet Talbot halfway between the two sides.

Above them, the sound of great vessels of war rumbled through the air like an approaching storm. Talbot looked up and saw a Solar Carrier, an Athens Destroyer, and an HC Ballistic Cruiser in a holding pattern mid way between the planet’s surface and outer space. Further across the sky, they were faced by another Solar Carrier, an Athens Destroyer, and a Havoc Gunship. He didn’t know who was commanding either side but he gathered that three of the flagships were led by officers who were loyal to his father and the other side by men and women who were loyal to Hector, and by extension to Cash and Cimber.

 “It doesn’t have to come to this,” Cash said as he walked toward Talbot.

Talbot stopped in the middle of the courtyard. “The time for kind words has passed. If you were interested in peace you would have dealt with my father in the Great Hall instead of in an alley.”

Cimber, who was usually the first to shout insults and lose control of his temper, put his palms out to appease Julian’s son. “We tried, Talbot. Believe me, we tried. He wasn’t interested in reason; he wanted to rule over the Round Table.”

The man’s words said one thing, his eyes said another. Talbot followed Cimber’s line of sight and smiled. The representative was focused on the Sword in the Stone, the invisible blade that left a trail of vapor behind it wherever Talbot moved.

“You want to see it?” Talbot said, withdrawing the Meursault.

A band of mist appeared in the air where the blade passed. The soldiers behind Cash and Cimber reacted without thinking, the majority of them raising their weapons. Each had assault blasters with an ion bayonette under the barrel. Seeing the other sides’ weapons drawn, the Round Table guards shifted their pikes to one hand and withdrew their blasters with the other.

A voice called out, “There has already been too much bloodshed.”

Cash and Cimber and the soldiers who had accompanied them turned to see Hector approaching from the street. He hovered to the line of armored troops, who parted to allow him past so he could talk to Talbot.

“I knew you’d come,” Cash said with a restrained smile.

But Hector shook his head. “I’m not here to fight. If the rest of you want to kill each other, that’s your business. If they want to kill each other”—he motioned to the vessels in the sky—“because they’ve lost they’re minds and are so eager to die that they’ll fight their own friends, then they can do that too. I’ve come only to speak to Talbot.” He hovered until he was directly in front of Julian’s son. “You have to trust me,” he said, his eyes red and swollen, his head sagging forward from the sorrow he carried. “Your father was one of my best friends. You have to trust that I tried everything I could think of. He had the chance to reject his ambitions and he wouldn’t.”

“He turned down the crown three different times,” Talbot said, his voice low, the Meursault angled slightly ahead of him toward Hector.

“He did,” Hector admitted. “But it became more difficult for him to refuse each time it was offered. Would he have become Emperor Reiser the fourth time the crown was offered to him? The fifth time? I couldn’t sit back and watch the Round Table turn into a monster.”

Octo held a fist up to his mouth and shouted, “The Round Table isn’t working, you fool. We have the full arsenal of the galaxy at our disposal and we can’t even find and kill the warlord Arc-Mi-Die.”

From the side path leading toward the court, in between where the two forces were facing each other, the clang of hooves sounded against the stone walkway. Everyone turned to see which new forces were joining the discussion. There was no cavalry, though. Nor was there an army of any sort. Instead, a single figure appeared. The armored warrior was twice as tall as anyone else in the courtyard, was covered mostly in bronze and brown armor but with a few plates of grey. The creature walked on four legs and had four arms. Every weapon in the courtyard shifted to point toward the newcomer. Talbot recognized it instantly as the same type of warrior he had faced in the Orleans asteroid trap.

The bronze helmet scanned from left to right, taking in the roughly two dozen people arranged in the vicinity. Showing no concern for the blasters pointed in the Carthagen’s direction, the alien took two more steps forward.

“You no longer need to concern yourself with the warlord,” the Carthagen said, tossing a satchel through the air.

The bag landed at the feet of Talbot and Hector. It bounced once, allowing the flap to open and for the contents to spill out. A monstrous face emerged. Olive skin. Two distorted mouths, both with sharp teeth protruding. Arc-Mi-Die’s head rolled side over side one time, then came to a stop, a look of ghastly outrage frozen on his dead face.
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The Round Table fleet’s assortment of fighters hunted the four mechs through and between portals. Anytime a Llyushin fighter, Thunderbolt, or Helljet missed its target, a streak of laser would disappear through one of the circles of energy, reappear from another, and either fly off into space or be absorbed by a flagship’s shields. Meanwhile, the fighters raced through as many different portals as possible. They weren’t necessarily trying to find a path through to the Juggernaut as much as they were interested in mapping where each portal linked to every other. In a matter of minutes, the relationship of the entire outer layer of portals was charted as was most of the secondary layer.

During the exploration, the various space fighters reported at least five more direct hits to the mechs, although no damage was confirmed. Only two additional pilots had been lost. One died instantly when the mech with the scythe sliced it in half. Another, after passing through the black energy cloud created by the mech with the scale, yelled into his comms that his ship was eroding around him. The Thunderbolt pilot’s transmission was cut off a second later.

The tide has turned, Desttro thought, allowing the first inkling of victory to creep into his mindset. The notion was reaffirmed by the rust-colored mech appearing from a portal and being hit by a pair of Llyushin fighters’ lasers before it could take aim at anyone else.

All at once, the space in front of the viewport was black and lightless again. Desstro blinked away the instant of confusion. Simultaneously, every Hannibal portal had vanished. The Juggernaut was in plain sight. Before he could give the order to fire, the hundreds of circles of energy burst back into life, blanketing the Juggernaut from sight once again.

At the same time, three different officers on the command deck saw something in their displays and called for Desttro’s attention. He turned to face the senior most officer, a lieutenant who had also served with him in the Cartha sector.

“The Hannibal’s portals have been reset, sir.”

Desttro nodded and told the lieutenant to relay the information to all of the pilots. This was an update he had been expecting.

As he watched, the Llyushin fighters, Thunderbolts, and Helljets all began racing through the portals again. The mechs, meanwhile, continued to elude the ships as best as they could but were no longer getting pot-shots off at the fighters without taking damage of their own.

The white mech appeared from a portal a moment after a formation of three Thunderbolts passed by it. The mech let off a pair of ion arrows. Two pilots managed to swerve into the next portal and get away, but the third was engulfed in flames as his fighter burst into pieces. Before the mech could sneak back into the field of energy, a Helljet blasted the back of its transport, causing sparks to fly in every direction.

On the other side of the battlefield, the reddish brown mech appeared, brought its sword up to cut a Llyushin fighter in half, but was littered with three laser blasts by a formation of Thunderbolts. The force of the shots knocked the mech backwards, into the portal it had appeared from.

Only two minutes later, the field of portals was almost completely mapped again. Unlike before, the back of the Juggernaut was also protected by portals. As more pilots navigated between the second and third layers of the portals they reported glimpses of the Juggernaut and were requesting permission to engage the main Hannibal ship.

With only a few more portals to map, the hundreds of circles of energy vanished again. The Juggernaut and the stars in the distance and the black of space all came back into clear view. Immediately, the hundreds of energy fields instantly reformed.

“Let me guess,” Desttro said. “The portals have been reset.”

The lieutenant looked down as the first reports were received from the fighters. “Yes, sir.”

Desttro nodded and turned his attention back to what was unfolding out the viewport. He saw a Helljet explode into flames before disintegrating. A moment later, the black mech formed a new cloud of its toxic energy. A Thunderbolt swerved to avoid it, but in doing so rammed directly into the mech. The Thunderbolt disintegrated in the explosion. The mech was engulfed in flames as it disappeared into the portal behind it.

“I want a report from the next pilot who sees that one,” Desttro said, pointing to where the black mech had been. “I want a report of confirmed damage.”

“Yes, sir.”

The mechs were getting hit more frequently. The Juggernaut was still moving forward, but only barely. It meant one thing: the Hannibal would have to change tactics if they ever hoped to reach Edsall Dark.
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“You do not need to concern yourself with the warlord,” Lancelot said before tossing the bag containing Arc-Mi-Die’s head.

The satchel landed at the feet of the men gathered in the middle of the courtyard. The warlord’s head rolled out of the open flap.

In her armor, no one in front of her had any idea she was human and not Carthagen. Even before she took another step forward, every blaster held by every soldier was pointed at her. She couldn’t help but smile at the hapless people who thought they had a chance against her. After killing Turgdorians, Gorillians, and more bandits and henchmen than she could keep track of, a mere two dozen armed soldiers offered little threat.

The youngest of the men in the middle of the courtyard asked why she was there. To his credit, he didn’t reach for a weapon like most of the others around him. Lancelot’s eyes, hidden behind her tinted visor, scanned him for possible threats. To her surprise, she saw the handle of a sword but no blade. A Meursault. Only the third such weapon she had come across in her life. Her eyes went back to the man’s face and actually took note of him for the first time. She was startled by how much he looked like a younger version of Julian.

She chuckled at the way the universe worked. Months earlier, Julian had been injured in the Carthagen trap and lying on the floor of Lancelot’s private quarters. Injured from the wounds she had inflicted on him and sure he was dying, his one wish had been to ensure the safety of his son. Now, after crossing a dozen sectors in search of Arc-Mi-Die and delivering his head, Julian’s son was standing in front of her.

“I’ve come to talk to your father,” she said, her voice deep and monotone through the helmet’s modulator, giving away no secret that she a human. “Where is he?”

A man, roughly the same age as Julian and dressed in the formal clothes reserved for representatives of the Round Table, leaned around Talbot’s shoulder. He was bald but had bushy eyebrows.

“Why are you here, Carthagen?” he said. “We ended the campaign.”

Even though she no longer protected the Dauphin, the simpleton’s comment was enough to offend her. As if ending the campaign made up for the death and suffering and fear they had carried with them across the galaxy while they were forcing other civilizations to join their cause.

Without thinking, she withdrew both vibro lances and ignited them, then withdrew both Meursaults. Most of the blasters pointed at her clicked, their safeties disengaged and their charge ready. She took another step toward the man, all four weapons pointed at him.

“You might need a dose of your own medicine,” she said, and the man gurgled in fear and backpedaled toward the protection of the guards on the other side of the courtyard.

Julian’s son stepped forward, his hands out to let her know he meant no harm.

“I’m here as a friend of your father’s,” she said. “Where is he?”

The splitting-image of a young Julian told her that his father was dead, his voice trembling ever so slightly as he got the words out.

Lancelot paused. Her helmet swiveled to gaze again in the direction of the representative who was now safely behind the guards. She pivoted on her hind legs to assess everyone around her.

Her response was a single word: “How?”

“He was murdered,” Julian’s son said.

Lancelot’s four shoulders rose in unison as she took in a deep breath. Already towering over everyone else, she reared up on her back legs. When her weight came forward again, her front boots cracked the stone of the courtyard.

“Who killed him?”

A middle-aged man, muscular and hulking, moved slightly away from Talbot and toward her. Instead of legs, the man hovered over the ground by a disc of energy that was attached to the bottom of his torso. He was also missing one of his original arms. In its place was a metal shoulder, elbow, and fingers, with energy streaming between them. What little was left of the man was enough for her to see he might have be the strongest and most imposing human she had ever come across.

“It was me,” the man said softly, his eyelids heavy, almost closed.

The man saw the way all four of Lancelot’s weapons pointed at him. And yet he remained where he was, closer to her than anyone else. His hands stayed at his side.

“Do you know how easy it would be for me to kill you?”

“I’ve seen enough death,” the man replied miserably as he hovered closer to her.

A representative, a few steps further away, said, “Hector, get back. We need you.”

The man they called Hector seemed not to hear this. 

“I killed Julian,” he said again, looking at Lancelot. Then, hovering forward on his energy disk until his stomach was an inch away from the tip of her vibro lances, he added, “I’ve seen enough death to last a thousand lifetimes.”

Her grip tightened on all of her weapons. She had killed to protect others. She had killed to defend her honor. She had killed as a favor. Now, she killed to put someone out of their misery.

Bracing her back legs, she drove her upper body forward. One of the vibro lances punctured the man’s stomach. The other went through his heart. The man let out an involuntary sigh. His hands clenched into fists, then relaxed again. The soldiers behind her raised their weapons but she paid them no attention.

The light in the man’s eyes began to fade. In his final moment, the sadness on his face disappeared and he smiled slightly.

“Portia?” he said, his eyes seeing something other than Lancelot and the people in the courtyard. His voice trailed off to a whisper in the wind. “Portia, is that you?”

His eyes closed. He let out a final breath. A moment later, the lances still through his heart and stomach, the man’s head slumped forward.

Lancelot thumbed the lances to deactivate. The pair of energy weapons shot back into the handles. Anyone else who had been impaled by her weapons would have collapsed to the ground. The man they called Hector, even though he was dead, continued to hover in place and would keep doing so until someone turned off his energy transport.

She turned and faced the soldiers who were aiming their blasters at her. None of them fired but nor did they retreat.

“The choice is yours,” she told them. “Have you seen enough death as well, or would you like to embrace it the way he did? I can offer you either option.”

Each soldier saw in front of them someone twice their size, with not just one Meursault but two. Someone in heavy armor while they weren’t even in space armor, let alone CAB suits.

“Lower your weapons,” the son of Julian Reiser said.

When she turned to face him, she realized he had given the order to the soldiers around the courtyard rather than to her. The command was obeyed by all of them. The young man took a step toward her.

“My father is dead but I’m still here. What can I do?”

Behind him, a pair of representatives, still staring at Hector’s dead body, yelled at the guards to kill the trespasser.

“You murdered the only man worthy of leading us,” one of them yelled at her.

The other said, “Now who will lead us against the Hannibal?”

The air left Lancelot’s lungs. Without the Carthagen suit stabilizing her, she might have stumbled backward.

“The Hannibal?” she muttered.

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

“I know what they are,” she said, her voice booming.

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.”

Her voice dropped. She was thinking of getting back to her ship and leaving the planet.

“Then they’re already dead,” she said. “And so is everyone here when they arrive.”
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Each time the portals were reset, it took the Round Table fighters less time to get past the first two layers and see glimpses of the Juggernaut. Three more Helljets and two more Thunderbolts and Llyushin fighters had been destroyed but these were chalked up to bad luck as they had been passing through portals at the exact same moment the Hannibal reset them, thus cutting the fighters in half.

The mechs were no longer attacking. Instead, they were a diversion, sneaking through portals when targeted, frustrating the pilots who were chasing them. While all of this was going on, the Juggernaut continued toward its ultimate goal.

The ring of Round Table flagships curved in a semi circle, starting on one side of the enemy ship, wrapping around to the front, and ending on the other side of the mighty vessel. Diagonally to Desttro’s left were a Solar Carrier and Athens Destroyer. Diagonally to his right were an Athens Destroyer and a Havoc Gunship. 

“Sir, a squadron of Llyushin fighters has gotten past the third tier of portals,” a lieutenant said from behind Desttro.

“Is there a fourth layer?”

“No, sir. They have a clear shot at the Juggernaut.”

“Tell them they can fire at will.”

“Yes, sir.”

The order was relayed from the Hellship to the fighters out in the battlefield. A moment later, the first report came back.

“L3 says four proton torpedoes struck the Juggernaut. It doesn’t look like there was significant damage, though.”

Desttro nodded and continued looking at the viewport, watching the part of the battle he could see with his own eyes rather than the holographic version of the entire battle that was floating in the middle of the command deck. The dull grey mech appeared out of a portal for a moment, was targeted by four Thunderbolts, then vanished back into the energy field.

The same lieutenant opened his mouth to provide Desttro with another report. Before he could say anything, the officer in charge of shield systems shouted, “Juggernaut’s weapons systems are powering up.” Then, barely any pause, “They’re firing!”

Every portal on the right side of the Juggernaut flashed off for a split second. Four thick blasts of laser engulfed the Athens Destroyer and Solar Carrier to Desttro’s side. Those shots were followed a split second later by another four blasts. The Hannibal portals reignited. The entire counter attack had taken less than two seconds.

An ensign said, “Getting reports from the two flagships, sir. Looks like the initial blasts disabled the ships’ shields. The second set of blasts caused extensive structural damage.”

This last part was obvious to anyone looking out the viewport. Both flagships had been torn apart. Both had gaping holes in the front center of the vessel that no doubt penetrated far into the ship’s inner core. A section of the Solar Carrier, roughly ten stories tall and a thousand feet long, broke apart. The Athens Destroyer became engulfed in a chain reaction of internal explosions. As far as the battle was concerned, both flagships were gone. There might be a few survivors on both vessels but not many.

The thing that didn’t make sense to Desttro was that he guessed the Hannibal didn’t need a direct line of sight in order to unleash their cannons. They knew exactly which portal they could fire into in order for the blast to ultimately appear from one of the outer energy fields and for it to hit the Round Table ships. He guessed it was either some version of honor they possessed or a tactic designed to break the spirit of the enemy which had made them lower their shields for the instant it took for the attack to occur.

Seeing the damage that had been incurred, Desttro ordered all flagships to back away as fast as possible. He didn’t plan on retreating, just wanted to get his fleet away before suffering more losses and so he had a chance to plan another attack. The ships couldn’t respond fast enough, though.

On the far side of the battlefield, hundreds of Hannibal portals vanished. Streaks of thick laser engulfed two more flagships. One was Brigadier Churnoff’s HC Ballistic Cruiser. The other was Brigadier Endger’s Athens Destroyer. Both exploded into many pieces. In an instant, the Hannibal portals on that side of the battlefield burst back into life.

“Get us away. Get the fleet away now.”

“Yes, sir.”

All across space, the flagships’ thrusters glowed as the vessels began to turn and move away from the embargo they had formed. The next set of Hannibal blasts destroyed a Flying Fortress and another HC Ballistic Cruiser. Part of what made the attack so maddening was that Desttro couldn’t see the blasts until it was too late. At least with traditional enemies, he could see where the ships’ cannons were pointed, observe the glow of energy, and know who was being targeted and when they would be hit. Now, he had no way of knowing if he would die next or someone else. More explosions appeared on the far side of the Juggernaut. He knew they could mean only one thing.

An ensign called out, “Captain Trock’s Solar Carrier and Colonel Noshin’s Havoc Gunship, sir. They’re both gone.”

The Hellship and the other remaining flagships were turning as fast as the lumbering giants would allow. It felt as if it were taking forever. Another Athens Destroyer and another Solar Carrier were torn apart by streams of laser that ripped holes through their frames and core systems. Both were littered with internal explosions until they broke into pieces. Each streak of laser shooting from the Juggernaut was so thick that it incinerated a dozen of the Round Table’s fighters that were unlucky enough to be flying through the region of space in front of the decimated flagships.

So this is it? Desttro thought. Is this how it ends?

None of the four mechs had been seen since the Juggernaut started firing, and he realized the four merchants of death had offered a comparatively formal and calculating punishment compared to the instant annihilation offered by the Juggernaut. The mechs, as deadly as they were, at least gave the ships near them a final chance to change their minds and retreat. Once the main Hannibal ship fired, no vessel under Round Table rule could possibly hope to survive. The fact that the invaders had waited so long to unleash their cannons meant only one thing: the Hannibal had ignored them as long as their patience had held out. That tolerance was apparently over.

His Hellship was still turning, still attempting to get away. Out the side viewport, Desstro saw another Athens Destroyer enveloped in blasts before breaking into three large chunks, each of which was filled with explosions.

When the next blasts appeared, they struck Desttro’s Hellship. The initial explosions racked the floors beneath the command deck. He lived long enough to see parts of his vessel drift off into space. Then he too died, along with the rest of the fleet he had been in charge of.

A minute later, the last Round Table flagship was no more. As it exploded into pieces, the hundreds of portals disappeared, returning to nothing more than small capsules that made their way back to the Juggernaut.

With no more enemies in front of them, the Hannibal continued toward Edsall Dark.


The adventure concludes in Book 6 of the Space Lore saga…




Avalon







The Round Table is on the brink of civil war. Meanwhile, the Hannibal and their enormous Juggernaut continue their march across space. Nothing can stop them.

It’s up to Lancelot to do what no one else can: defeat the approaching enemy once and for all. But to do so she will have to unite a band of the galaxy’s most feared warriors, all of whom want to kill each other.

In the final installment of the Space Lore saga, every answer will be given, including the origins or the Word, the Excalibur vessels, Avalon, and much more. 




Available in November!
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