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Chapter 1 – Alien Tech

My mag-boots clanged on the deck plates as
the alarms blared around me. I shouted to the techs and scientists,
“Get out now. Seal the blast doors.”

Doc was shouting out orders too, “Just drop
the tools ya eejits! Do as she says.” The gnomes, elves, and humans
looked panicked as the automated warning blared out over the public
address system. “Hull breech imminent, seek shelter. Emergency
crews dispatched.”

I called out to the air, “Mother?”

The Worldship Leviathan's sentient AI, my
friend, replied in my helmet, “I'm almost there Knith.”

And with that, a lithe shape dropped from
somewhere up above in the zero-gravity of the Trunk, as Beta, one
of Mother's avatars who had an independent streak of her own
started grabbing scientists and shoving them toward the blast
doors. “Now! You heard the lady. Get moving, I can only contain the
contaminant for a few more seconds.”

In the three hundred and sixty degrees view
projected in my heads-up display, I saw that that got them all
running in their clunky mag-boots, Beta and Doc trailing behind.
Once they got past the bulkhead, Beta slapped the emergency seal
controls, sending the huge blast doors sliding down with a
thundering, reverberating thud with her on my side of the massive
barrier. She called out, “Go, I'll secure the bodies in the alien
vessel before depressurization.”

I nodded as I kept running, saying, “Thanks
for the assist.”

“Always, Knith,” was the happy response from
our World.

There was a buzzing of wings next to my ear
in the helmet as Graz, my Sprite sidekick, was muttering in
incredulity, “What are you doing, you stupid Big? This whole
section is going to be sucked out into hard vacuum any second,
including us now. That green bio-crap is eating everything!”

I slapped the side of the helmet of my
Brigade Enforcer Scatter Armor to make her stop talking, “It
wouldn't be the first time we took an unscheduled EVA, and I'm not
letting him get away.”

Pouring on all the enhanced speed I could
muster from my unique genetic makeup and the servos in my armor in
my pursuit, dozens of drones zipped past me going the other
direction, flying in to start cutting the affected materials away
from the alien bio-tech that was currently chewing its way through
the hull of the Trunk. Mother supplied a visual feed in my heads up
of her high-power lasers cutting the infected superstructure away
to starve the alien tech of material to convert into whatever it
was attempting to accomplish.

It ate away at all the hyper shielded and
carbon strengthened materials that were designed to withstand
meteoroid strikes like they were tissue paper. It was converting
everything it touched into more green bio panels, burrowing through
the hull. It was only a matter of seconds by the readings she was
feeding me before we had a breech.

I caught sight of the strangely armored
humanoid who had slipped behind some cargo vessels mag-anchored to
the bulkheads. Mother's optical tracking tried to reacquire since
none of her internal scanners could even pick him up.

I knew he had to be one of the preternatural
races because of his supernatural speed. I was unique as far as
Humans went, and even with the aid of my Scatter Armor, I wasn't
gaining. I was a failed engineering attempt by the Fae to create a
changeling who could help solve their reproductive problem. Only,
all they managed to do was to make a... more human Human. My Fae
wife calls me the next evolution of Human. A little faster, with
slightly enhanced senses and reflexes, and I could technically live
as long as the ageless Fae if I didn't get myself killed doing
boneheaded things like rushing into danger like this.

Over the past few weeks, there has been a
rash of thefts of the dozens of alien technologies found in the
Eurag'glith, the amalgam ship assembled over a billion years by an
artifact fragment of the Forge of Creation in its search for its
brethren artifacts here in the Ka'Infinitum. It rammed our world,
destroying one of the spokes of the Alpha ring stack and lancing
the half-mile-long ship through the Trunk of the Leviathan.

A breakaway faction of the Siubhail, a group
of lesser families of Greater-Fae who have been oppressed by the
Summer and Winter Seelie and Unseelie courts who were just granted
their autonomy, believe the Divided Courts have mismanaged their
power, causing the problem of no Greater Fae children being born
since Exodus, in the five thousand years since the Leviathan left
the dying planet Earth behind on its ten thousand year journey to
our new home on Iridani Prime.

And this group, calling themselves the New
Guard, has joined up with other preternatural dissenters, and even
some of the hidden Outlier faction from the Cityships in a
concerted effort to wrest control of the Leviathan from the Fae and
our elected government. In the last few weeks, they've staged
assassinations of prominent political players and the theft of
magitech systems, weapons, and alien technology that they hope can
overcome the raw power the Queens of the Divided Courts wield.

There have been seven deaths on the World so
far because of New Guard violence, no strike that, nine now. With
the scientific community methodically going through the various
vessels that make up the Eurag'glith, cataloging all the technology
they come across for more in-depth investigation at a later date
when each system can be tested in a safe and controlled
environment, it has made a target-rich environment for the New
Guard.

Every time the Brigade Enforcers, like me,
get close to stopping them, this armored figure comes out of
nowhere, not registering on any of Mother's systems except optical
tracking, escaping with the technology, or engaging the Enforcers
and allowing as many of the New Guard operatives to escape as
possible before he vanishes back into the shadows as quickly as he
came.

The Fae have started murmuring in the back
halls of Ha'Real palace about a mythical boogeyman, Effírië-l'ussë
or Effírië for short, Silent Death in old Fae. A bedtime story told
to young Fae to keep them from getting into too much mischief. The
Effírië is a spirit assassin, who comes out of nowhere to smite the
wicked or redistribute wealth to those less fortunate like some
sort of dark Robin Hood.

The Effírië-l'ussë is attributed to fourteen
Greater Fae kills, a feat that is next to impossible when dealing
with the overwhelming strength and magic the Greater Fae possess.
These supposed kills, as well as a string of unsolved robberies of
invaluable items, all dating back to the first days of the
thousand-year construction of the Leviathan herself.

The first kill attributed to the Effírië, was
the Elf Queen, J'Vree. She had disappeared during the days the Fae
stepped forward, representing the preternatural races of old Earth,
revealing their presence and offering assistance, magic, and power
to help build the enormous vessel that would shepherd twelve
million souls to a new world before a slowly expanding sun
swallowed the Earth.

There was so much infighting among the races
who felt the Fae were overstepping by taking charge of all the
preternatural races in the negotiations. The biggest rival the Fae
had was Queen J'Vree. And to this day everyone believes the Fae
Queens eliminated her, then blamed it on a fictitious assassin, but
nobody can prove it. So whenever unsolved robberies, deaths, or
unexplained incidents arose on Earth before Exodus and on the
Worldship once we were underway, whispers of the Effírië-l'ussë
arise again.

And up until this new uprising, I had viewed
the stories as just a spooky myth the preternatural told around the
Fright Night holidays. Right up until he showed up right in front
of me, taking down two Greater Fae with a fighting style I've never
seen like it was no effort, before running from me and a squad of
Brigade Enforcers once an assassin who killed the Secretary of the
Interior got away.

A Minotaur and a Centaur Enforcer went down
with injuries before I caught up. We had exchanged a flurry of
blows that felt to me as if he was just probing my defenses for
weakness before he misdirected me and seemed to vanish into the
shadows in Bulkhead-H, even Mother was not able to track him.

Luckily the two Greater Fae and our Enforcers
made full recoveries, but that was small comfort since the
Secretary was still dead at the hands of the assassin which the
Effírië seemed to be helping.

Now here I was, chasing him again. A Gnome
scientist was caught trying to smuggle a containment vessel of a
biological material found in one of the living bio-ship portions of
the Eurag'glith. When a Grindle of the Enforcer security team
caught him, a struggle ensued and the containment vessel came open
and spilled some of the material, which quickly ate through the
Grindle and the Gnome until it contacted the deck plates. It seemed
to prefer that and concentrated on assimilating the carbon hardened
materials, leaving the half dissolved bodies behind.

By happenstance, I was down visiting the
alien vessel to ask Doc to have lunch with Rory, Cait, and me when
this occurred. The Fae guard the Queens have assigned to watch over
the scientists after the first theft occurred, moved in a blur to
cap and contain the remaining bio-material, but the damage was
done.

It was at that moment that the armored man,
this Effírië had dropped in similar to the way Beta had, and took
the containment vessel before the Fae could react. That in itself
was impressive since the Greater Fae had reaction speeds faster
than any other race. But then when he fought the Fae who recovered
his wits and started fighting with his magic focusing pike, a blade
extended from the interloper's armor as he fought the Fae
one-handed while I and the rest of the security detail charged.

In moments the Fae was out, floating free in
Zero-G since his gravity field generated by his force of will was
gone, and multiple disabling wounds bled into the air. It wouldn't
kill him; it took a hell of a lot more than that to kill a Fae. And
with a flick, the sword seemed to fold away only to be replaced by
what looked to be honest to goodness mini crossbow.

When the man pulled the trigger, a gossamer
net spread out to ensnare the approaching Enforcers. They seemed to
be tangled in a giant spiderweb, and the more they struggled the
more they got tangled.

It was down to me as the scientists went
about cutting the Enforcers free and reviving the Fae while the
imminent decompression alarms started sounding. Well me and Graz
since, as always, she had stowed away inside my helmet when I went
out on patrol this morning.

Looking at Beta and she anticipated me,
moving the remains inside the Eurag'glith and after a testy
argument with the airlock's AI, sealed them in so they weren't
subjected to vacuum or sucked out into space.

I wished my Tac-Bike hadn't been on the other
side of the blast doors, I could have used it about now to overtake
this Effírië asshole. With a second Blast door looming in front of
us, I looked up to see the armored figure free-floating toward a
bulkhead high above.

Muttering, “Now I've got you,” as I
deactivated my mag-boots with thought and leapt with all my
servo-enhanced armor might. But I had a surprise for this guy, it
wasn't strength against strength here. With another thought my
armor reconfigured to EVA mode, the nanopanels forming a more
vacuum rated configuration, complete with... I fired the little
compressed gas thrusters that doubled my rate of closure.

I called out, “Stop, Brigade Enforcer, you
are bound by law!”

He looked back and his posture stiffened in
surprise as I started to draw one of my MMGs, magic mitigating
guns. Graz squeaked out, “That's right, you fairy humping space
fart, Knith is going to kick your...” She trailed off when just as
the blue lights indicating exposure to the hard vacuum of space
accompanied a new klaxon alarm started flashing.

Then just as the atmosphere started to be
sucked out through the new hole in the hull of the Trunk, a cable
shot out of the armor of the man, attaching to the hull, and
pulling him at a right angle to what looked like some sort of
access maintenance door into the other nine redundant bulkheads
leading out to the Skin.

My suit's thrusters started firing to try to
maintain my position, but the initial sucking of the atmosphere of
explosive decompression was too much for it. Fuck me sideways and
space me naked. Just as I started to tumble back toward the alien
vessel and the gaping hole in the deck of the Trunk.

Graz was screaming in my ear, “We're gonna
diiiiiiiiiiiii...”

The Effírië, halfway through pulling himself
through the door, looked my way, then toward all the debris being
sucked out into space. I couldn't see his face through the
reflective faceplate of his helmet, but I could sense his
frustration as he lifted an arm toward me, then a cable shot out
and wrapped around my leg. With a flicking motion, he attached the
other end to a Zero-G handrail by the door then vanished through
it, sealing it behind him.

As we dangled there, the impossibly thin
cable more than a match for the lessening suction trying to pull us
out into space, Graz paused long enough to say, “Now that was a
pretty kick-ass trick,” before resuming, “...iiiiiiiie!”

With a muffled clang in the thin atmosphere
remaining, I saw Beta slamming a half-meter thick piece of deck
plate over the hole as more drones zipped out of maintenance doors
to weld the temporary patch in place. Mother fairy humper, her
newest Avatar she modeled after the Greater Fae was just as strong
as a real Fae this time. She kept making improvements on her avatar
each time her prior design failed in some way.

That's when my thrusters gave out, compressed
gas depleted, leaving us just floating on a tether as Mother almost
purred in my head, “Rupture sealed, Knith. I've got drones working
on the redundant bulkheads now and Skin Jockeys dispatched to
address the damage to the Skin.”

Then she added with humor in her tone, making
me envision the redhead I've always seen her as, smirking, “Are you
just going to hang around up there?”

“Nobody likes a smartass ship, Mother.”

“But you love me Knith.”

“Yes I do, grudgingly at times like this.” I
grabbed the cable then pulled myself to the access door. Of course,
it didn't work when I input my Brigade override. I asked,
“Mother?”

She sighed. “Sorry, Knith, the control
circuits have been severed on the other side. I can't open it until
I can get an Avatar there or a maintenance crew.”

I closed my eyes, sighing in resignation.
Oberon's balls, the Effírië escaped again. Then I said to the
others, “What's with him saving us from getting sucked out to have
to be rescued by Ready Squadron... again? I mean, I'm grateful and
all, but isn't he the bad guy? Don't they have some sort of bad guy
code or something that says not to aid your adversary?”

I unwrapped the cable from my leg and
examined it, tugging at it to rotate myself to attach my mag-boots
to the deck plates. With a thought, various overlays came up in my
vision as I examined the cable while I detached it from the
handrail. “Are you seeing this Mother?”

“Yes. There's no trace DNA on it, and the
almost undetectable impact marks on the high carbon titanium
indicate the strands are likely hand-wrought.”

I nodded as I heard the atmosphere being
pumped into the space to equalize pressure in this segment of the
Trunk with the rest. Hmm... heard... Mother, always using the
magitech in my armor's thought control circuitry to listen to my
surface thoughts, prompted, “What is it, Knith?”

“How many times do I have to tell you to stop
listening in on my thoughts?” Then I added, “I know you don't have
any sensor data on this guy, but you can track him optically. What
about sound? Something seemed off the last time I went up against
this Effírië, it's been nagging at me, but I think I just figured
out what it was.”

“I have audio recorded for all the Brigade
run-ins with him. What are you listening for?”

Graz zipped out of my helmet in a streak of
sparkling gold dust the moment I snicked up my visor when the blue
hard vacuum strobes went out and the green telltales of breathable
atmosphere lit. “Yeah Knith, what're you listening for?”

“Well if you'd keep your tiny ass quiet so I
can listen to the encounters, I'll let you know.”

“There's your weird obsession with my ass
again. You Bigs are so odd. And hey, did you just call me
little?”

I flicked a finger at her and she darted out
of the way in a streak of golden light. I could see the shit-eating
grin on her face through her own Scatter Armor visor. “Play back
from the moment he dropped in on the dying men, isolate only sound
coming from the Effírië.”

Graz seemed to hold her breath as I cocked my
head and listened. Nodding to myself once it got to where I started
the pursuit. “Ok, again, magnify sound by a factor of five.” And
then I had her stop as I blinked in shock. I shared, “Well that
eliminates the bulk of the people on the World and the Cityships.
I'm leaning toward a Fae of the New Guard.”

As I clomped to the next maintenance hatch,
Mother opened it remotely as I reached it and I pulled myself
through, Graz's wings buzzing along at my side. She was as graceful
flying in Zero-G as she was in the full gravity of the rotating
ring stacks of the Leviathan.

Mother prompted in a whisper, “What did you
hear? I can't seem to identify anything significant.”

I whispered back as I arrived at the door the
armored man had slipped through, to find a short, sword-like blade
shoved through the manual release coupling, jamming it. “It isn't
what I heard, it's what I didn't hear.”

Mother kept whispering after a moment's
pause, which to her was probably like a half-hour relative to a
normal person's ability to crunch data, “Oh... clever, Knith.”

Graz whispered, “Umm... oh, yeah. I totally
heard it.” Then the clueless Greater Sprite added, “Why are we
whispering?”

At a normal volume, I blurted, “I don't know,
she started it,” I winged a thumb at the walls around us. I swear I
heard my World titter in my head, and I had to grin, is a mammoth
Worldship supposed to titter?

I removed the blade and found it to be
segmented to collapse down into a small cube when the spine was
pushed in one direction. Ingenious, and the workmanship to fashion
the minuscule hinges by hand was phenomenal if the almost
microscopic impact marks were an indicator. I sealed it into an
evidence stasis bag and placed it in a belt pouch next to the one
containing the cable.

Then shared with Graz, “There were no servos
in that armor, and I'd hazard a guess that it isn't powered in any
way.”

“How do you know that there were no... oh...
I get it. Mab's tits, so that freaky Big is naturally that strong
and fast. The Divided Courts aren't gonna like this. Sucks to be
you, Knith.”

There are ambient sounds constantly around us
that we just tune out because they are just part of our everyday
lives. Like the sound of traffic on the streets in the Rings, the
buzz of energy and magic powering all the systems of the ship, and
tools and appliances we use all the time. Or in my case, for the
greater part of my life, the sound of servo motors and powered
systems in Scatter Armor, even mine that uses nano-panels to create
pseudo-servos to help enhance my strength and speed along with
artificial exoskeleton muscles. Even the servos in the Brigade
Megolith battle mechs. And they all make sound, virtually
undetectable, but present nonetheless.

But the only sound the armored figure made
was the sound of metal sliding on metal, and the cloak he wore over
the armor swishing through the air. That explained why Mother
wasn't able to detect his power signature on her sensors. The rest
is still a mystery, though I did taste a familiar, heavy magic
signature coming from the man. Whether it was his innate magic or
possibly some sort of Sanctum spell cloaking him from Mother's
systems I didn't know.

I asked as I looked up, relative from me when
I exited the maintenance space after finding nothing on my armor's
scans, “Is it safe to raise the blast doors yet?” I leapt and
drifted the quarter mile up to the Eurag'glith where Beta was
checking the temporary patch.

Graz smacked into my helmet at full speed,
feet first, to adjust my trajectory since I misjudged it slightly.
I rolled my eyes at her. “Gee, thanks.” She looked as smug as a
Fairy who just discovered socks made great ear warmers.

Beta called out as I stumbled when I hit the
deck, only one mag-boot making capture as the other hit a piece of
ceramic polymer debris, “Give me a second, I'll feel safer when the
Skin Jockeys place a temporary dome seal on the external damage out
on the Skin.” She cocked her head, her expression eerily... alive.
The Fae features she chose, with her red hair, to entice me were
quite expressive and it was easy to forget that Beta was an
artificial Avatar of our World. Though Beta is a subset of Mother,
she's been developing her personality as she often severs her
connection to Mother to experience things like the rest of us
living aboard, well, aboard her. It always gave me a headache
trying to keep it all straight in my head.

Beta smirked at me. I shook a warning finger
at her. “Mother, stop listening to my thoughts.” Then both she and
Beta replied in unison, “Sorry, Knith.”

Graz muttered, “That's not creepy, not one
bit.”

Then Beta was talking to the air in my voice,
“Control, this is Shade, badge alpha three four eight niner. Scene
secure, raising blast doors Epsilon twenty-three and four.”

I growled at her as the response came over my
helmet speakers, “Roger, Shade. Crime Techs and Beta Stack coroner
inbound.”

“You really have to stop using my voice like
that, lady.”

“You're welcome.”

“Thank you, but it's...”

“I also used it to order flowers and pancakes
to be delivered for Rory, since it is her birthday tomorrow.”

My eyes widened. Just space me now. I had
totally forgotten her birthday! I mean I didn't forget, I knew it
was tomorrow, but all the excitement with the New Guard stepping up
their game has been keeping me and the FABLE office busy. I haven't
had a chance to breathe. I was the worst wife ever.

I squinted an eye sheepishly. “Umm... thank
you.” I put a fist out and Beta bumped it, a self-satisfied grin on
her face.

The blast doors started cycling, the
vibration translating through my boots indicating the sheer weight
of the doors. And then chaos reigned, as three full squads of
Battalion Enforcers, emergency repair crews, and crime scene techs
started advancing on the crime scene.

After signing the two evidence bags and
handing them off to the crime scene techs, having them scan the
contents before taking them back, I exhaled in resignation. “Now to
tackle the mountain of paperwork and incident reports. Then I want
Rory to check these out to see if she has any insight since our
mystery man is likely Fae.”

Mother said wryly, “I've already filed the
paperwork and quantum encoded them to you and the New Guard case.
Go meet with Princess Aurora, I'll keep you informed if the techs
find anything here.”

Graz darted away in a streak of gold light,
calling back, “Last one there is a steaming pile of fairy
dung.”

I sighed. Ever since she became a Greater
Sprite, she had gained so much speed that she wants to race
everywhere because not even my Tac-Bike, which Mother was just then
remotely flying to me, could keep up.

I was about to mount up when an incoming call
pinged in my helmet. My smile bloomed and I snicked down the visor
for some privacy when I saw it was my daughter. “Hi, Caity, what's
up? I'm sort of at another Effírië scene.”

Her sweet voice held an accusing tone. “You
said you were going to get Uncle Pete to have lunch with us,
mom.”

I sighed. “I know, I know. It wasn't my fault
the New Guard took this time to steal more alien tech. But I'm
heading to Ha'Real now to talk to Aurora.”

She perked up at that. “You're going to mom's
lab? Are you at the Eurag'glith now?”

“Yes, so I'll be there in...”

Then the World seemed to bend towards the
bulkhead a few feet away from me, and a tear in reality seemed to
form in the shape of a small arched doorway as my daughter
performed the most amazing show of power in her arsenal. She
grinned from the other side of a wooden door with wrought iron
hinges, her angelic face beaming at me.

The growing number of people around the scene
were gasping and gaping in stunned disbelief as I exhaled, shaking
my head as I took a few steps then through the doorway only my
daughter could create. A 'lensing portal' according to Oberon, the
King of the Greater Fae, and Cait's grandfather. The only more
impressive piece of Fae magic is Queen Titania's teleportation
ability.

Caity grinned at me as she shut the door
behind me, her little Frost and Cyberwyrms forming a fake lanyard
for the amulet fused to her chest which pulsed red with her
heartbeat, blinked at me. Then with slight strain on my daughter's
face, she reopened the door and I could see Rory's lab beyond.

I grabbed my daughter's hand, saying,
“Showoff,” then we stepped through the door into Ha'Real, my wife
looking up from her work and a huge smile bloomed on her face,
making her look even more angelic as she made a halting, dismissing
motion with her hand to the two guards in the space. The girls
squealed and ran in to hug each other. Then Rory leaned over to
kiss my cheek.

“What brings my two favorite girls to my
lab?”


Chapter 2 – Effírië

After we settled in on a cushioned bench I
swear hadn't been there a moment before, I pulled the two evidence
bags out to ask Rory and voice my suspicion that the armored man
may be Fae. Then hesitated when Cait's silky dark hair rustled and
a yawning and stretching Twinkle stepped out from behind my
daughter's neck to sit on her shoulder, balancing herself by
holding onto Speck, Caitlyn's Frostwyrm.

She smiled at us all, yawned again, “Hello
everyone... oh, we're not at home. I take one little nap and things
happen.”

My daughter leaned her cheek down and against
Graz's eldest daughter, Twinkle hugging her chin. I studied them a
moment, my suspicion that there may be something more than
friendship budding between them. They always seemed so in tune with
each other. And when Twinkle moved out of my nightstand when Caity
turned five, being a fully mature Greater Fae, and into Cait's
nightstand, I started to suspect.

For as cute and innocent the two looked, they
were a force to be reckoned with. When Caity called the Wild Hunt
to her and rode on the mountains of magic eating octo-spiders with
the wee folk of the World, Twinkle had marshaled the troops,
shouting orders and diving directly into the fray. They changed the
tide of battle, saving everyone on the World while Cait and I
sought out the minuscule fragment of the Forge of Creation, to
reason with it and reunite it with the rest of the Artifacts in the
Ka'Infinitum.

That grain-sized artifact, Chip, is now fused
with my daughter along with the crystal that called the Wild Hunt.
It had saved her life, keeping her alive until her body could
create enough of her own magic to sustain her. My daughter was
minutes from death at the time, so I owe that fragment everything,
even though it is a pain in my ass just like its trickster brother
fragment, Loki, who is just an asshole.

Cait caught me studying them and I could
almost hear her eyes rolling she did it so exaggeratedly, spookily
as I did. As half Greater Fae, she is gifted or maybe cursed with
genetic memory. She can call up all the knowledge from all who came
before her in her bloodline when it was needed. It wasn't something
she could consciously do, sort of trickled in when she needed it
since all that knowledge at once would be enough to drive someone
mad.

The side effect of this was that her human
half also had genetic memory, the first-ever. So she had all sorts
of traits, idiosyncrasies, and attitudes from Queen Mab, Rory, and
well, me. And it sometimes freaked me the hells out when she did
it... not so much when it was something acquired from me, like my
eye roll, but when she sometimes spoke, sounding exactly like her
grandmother, Mab, who is the scariest Fae I have ever known.

I absently touched my lips, one burning with
the fire of Summer, and one of the living ice of Winter. Both the
Queens were terrifying, and I swear a little crazy... or completely
crazy.

Rory was saying, “World to my Knith, you in
there love?”

I blinked. “Oh... umm... yes.” Awkward much
Shade? Pull it together. “I was just wondering if you've seen
anything like these, and I wanted to ask your opinion of
something.”

Her smile just melted me like the first time
I saw it and it lit up my soul. She set them on the table in front
of us that wasn't there a moment before. She opened her mouth as
she looked up, about to ask Mother to scan the contents and show
her, but Cait's Cyberwyrm gracefully wound down her arm from her
neck and reared up, eyes lighting as she scanned the chips embedded
in the bags and then turned and looked up. The magitech holographic
projectors of the lab lit and displayed the items hanging in the
air in front of us, only about five times the actual size.

“Thank you, Cybil.” She was biting the inside
of her cheek. Being Cait's other mom, she had figured out almost
immediately that the little Cyberwyrm Mother gifted Cait on her
third birthday, was one of Mother's avatars giving her full access
inside the magic defenses of Ha'Real without being specifically
called upon by Mab or one of the First Born.

Then we all leaned in as she deftly
manipulated the objects in the air as if they were the real thing,
the magic in the system allowing tactile feedback. I shared, “All
the man's weapons, gadgets, and armor seem to be unpowered, and
hand crafted. I couldn't hear any powered systems at all in them,
though I did taste familiar magic I can't quite place.”

She nodded slowly, digesting my words as she
kept one eye on thousands of lines of readouts from the scans
scrolling beside the objects as she unfolded the sword. “The
craftsmanship is incredible. And as you say, they don't appear to
be machined. It would take a master material smith to produce
these. Data shows them to be older than the Leviathan herself, but
it is a near thing.”

I nodded and prompted, already knowing the
answer, “It's the Effírië-l'ussë, isn't it? That's the assumption
I've been going off of, and I think he's... well I think
he's...”

She finished for me, “Fae?” She sounded
doubtful, though without any conviction behind it as I could see
her considering it as she watched a replay of my last brush with
the armored man.

I told Caity, who was leaning in to watch
over her shoulder, “Hey sweetie, you don't need to be watching the
violence I deal out.”

She cocked an eyebrow, just like Rory does,
and smiled slyly, “Mom, I'm a full-grown woman now, and I have
access to the genetic memories of all the wars and violence the
Greater Fae have waged over the eons. It won't emotionally stunt
me.”

I had to smother a grin, she sounded so much
like a typical teen or new adult, testing their limits. I reminded
her, “By Fae standards, you're an adult, but you're half Human too,
young lady, so that makes you my baby girl.” I stuck my tongue out
right back at her in response to hers that accompanied the nose
crinkle that got her out of so many lectures when she and Twinkle
got into mischief on the World together.

Rory sighed and deflated. “Girls, please. And
dear heart, your mother is right. You shouldn't be viewing this.
There is a difference between your genetic memory and firsthand
experiences, it is what makes you a distinct individual, your own
person.”

My daughter nodded thoughtfully as Twinkle
buzzed over in a shower of Sprite dust to land on Rory's shoulder
to start braiding the side of her hair. “Yes, mom.” She smiled,
taking pleasure in the fact she could call Rory her mom now.

I sputtered out turning my hands upright in
faux indignation, “Hey, why does she listen to you and not me?”

The love of my life, the Winter Maiden of the
Unseelie Court, looked at me and gave me such a stunningly
all-encompassing smile that still managed to make me go wobbly in
the knees as my stomach felt as if a thousand butterflies had taken
flight in it. She was so sexy it almost hurt my heart. I squeaked
out, “Oh... that's why.”

I shook off the heat building into arousal
and focused. “So are this blade and cable Fae design?”

She studied it and shook her head slowly as
she said, “I'm not sure. It is possible, but I can neither confirm
it nor rule it out since they seem to be completely sterile, no
trace DNA present at all which could verify the species.”

It was my turn to sigh. The Greater Fae
cannot lie, which in most cases makes them the best deceivers of
all the races, they can spin the truth to make you believe anything
they wish and not tell a single lie while doing it.

It is a byproduct of King Oberon casting the
most powerful gaes in the history of the Fae, exhausting most of
his magics and almost killing himself in the process, and not even
the Queens could break it unless they worked together, and that...
not gonna happen. His last words before he led the Wild Hunt on a
final ride and disappeared into the night were, “Let us see how the
Fae courts fare against each other when it is only the truth they
can speak forevermore.”

He is the only Greater Fae who is not bound
by the gaes... well almost the only one as my Cait is immune to
magic, so even if Oberon, now that he has re-emerged, tried to
include her in his old casting, it wouldn't work.

So what all this means is that when my wife
says she isn't sure, it is the truth and she isn't sure. I nodded
and said as I slipped the holographic display to the time index to
where the Effírië took down the fae guard, one-handed, in seconds.
“Did you see that? This guy took out a trained Fae soldier without
breaking a sweat. Only a Grindle, Woodling, or a Minotaur, and
possibly a Centaur or Orc could stand a chance against a Greater
Fae as long as they aren't firstborn. But this is a Human-sized
man, on the small side at that, not a huge preternatural. So
there's only one race that can stand toe to toe with the Fae and
exhibit that kind of speed.”

She chuckled and winked at me, asking, “Oh,
is that so?” as she pulled up another visual record of the prior
time I faced the armored man, the time index up slightly to where I
was fighting hand to hand with the Effírië, and we seemed evenly
matched. I had never reviewed the record since I was there,
experiencing it. Mab's tits, did I move that fast?

She smirked at me, looking playful as she
offered, “It seems to me that if the Effírië is Fae, then there
must be other races that could stand toe to toe with the Fae if you
were the only one emerge from your encounter unscathed. The Fae
guards in the recent encounters have been all secondborns or lower,
and there are a few more human and Fae-sized races that can match
their speed, and strength means nothing if they can't land a blow.
You show us that every day, my Knith. Besides you and the Fae, some
Elves, Sirens, and...” She hesitated and then whispered like
stating it would conjure one right here, “...Vampires.”

I nodded slowly, inclining my head in
capitulation, it was true, I was operating under a false assumption
that nothing could take down a Fae, but a skilled fighter didn't
need to have superior strength. Though a blood-drunk Vampire fresh
off an illegal feeding off a living person could match a Fae's
speed and strength.

I personally knew a couple of Vampires who
were upstanding citizens, and a Vampire instructor in the Brigade
who taught defense against Vampires. I made a mental note to make a
few discreet inquires to them to see if Vampires were capable of
what the Effírië has displayed. Though I was already doubting it
since most of the places he showed up were under the Daylights of
the Ring Stacks, and the ultraviolet light in daylight was one of
the two things that could kill a Vampire. The other was beheading.
On the other hand, his armor and visor could protect him from the
light.

I scrunched my lips to one side. “Ok, point
taken.” Then I furrowed my brow, “What I don't get is, why now? I
mean this guy is like your boogeyman, who hadn't been seen since
Exodus. Why has he re-emerged, and why is he helping the New Guard
and the assassins they hire?”

Cait offered, “Well, he is an assassin, so
maybe they hired him?”

Shaking my head I voiced an unpopular opinion
back at Brigade HQ, something that's been bothering me. “Except...
is he? I mean, an accessory maybe, but in all the confrontations
since his first reappearance, he's never killed once, he
incapacitates, using just enough force to prevent pursuit. He even
saved me from the embarrassment of being spaced today and having
Myra come save me again in her fancy new Ready Squadron
fighter.”

This had them all blinking, Twinkle buzzing
over to Cait's shoulder and cocking her head at her cohort in
crime. “Huh...”

Then I asked, “Do the Fae have records of all
the sightings of the Effírië since he first appeared back on
Earth?”

When my wife hesitated, I knew I was
overstepping a bit here, requesting Fae records. They didn't
release them without a court order, and sometimes not even then.
“What is it you are looking for, Knith Shade of Beta Stack?”

I shrugged. “Something isn't sitting right
with me. I know that many high-profile assassinations were
attributed to him back then. As well as daring robberies, and even
blackmail and subterfuge. But I'm wondering how many
'unexplainable' events were just attributed to him without any
eyewitnesses. It is hard for a Will-o'-Wisp to change its colors,
so why this new nonlethal approach? Or is this not even the Effírië
after all?”

Deep in thought, she said carefully as she
nodded slowly, “I'll have to run it by the Winter Lady.”

We all turned at the squeaky sound of one of
the wee folk trilling out an excited, “Yeeeeeehaaaaaa!” As a golden
light trailing sparkling dust came rocketing through the tiny
Spritehole Rory had installed in her office last year for Graz and
her family to visit her at her lab. She zipped to a stop, eyes wide
as Graz blurted, “The the fairy humping heck? How in Mab's name did
you beat me here, Knith? There no way a dumb Big like you could
have beat...”

She trailed off when she saw Cait and Twinkle
waving far too cutely at her from their hips. “Ooooh, you cheated.
Had the cute one do her portal mayhem shit to get you here.”

She buzzed up to Caity and kissed her on the
tip of her nose then joined her daughter on Cait's shoulder,
kissing the top of her head. They looked so similar to each other,
especially in their matching Sprite-sized Scatter Armor, their
wings extending from their backs. My daughter bubbled out, “Hello
Godmother.”

Graz beamed at her as she kicked at Speck and
Cybil who were trying to snap at her. “Hiya, Caity.”

Then my daughter was chastising her Wyrms
shaking a scolding finger at them, “How many times do I have to
tell you two, we don't eat my Godmother, she's family, like
Twinkle's siblings.”

“Ha, the day they could eat me is the day the
Stacks stop spinning.” Then she Sprite stung Speck when it got a
hold of her foot. The Frost Wyrm looked smug as it hissed then went
back to pretending it was a lanyard for the amulet embedded in
Cait's breastbone. Were it and Cybil laughing?

Caity turned her attention from her wyrms to
the conversation. “I can just ask now.” I started to reach forward,
mouth open to protest as she just said to the air,
“Grandmother?”

Graz and I both ran our hands down our faces
then winced as in an explosion of magic, Queens Titania and Mab
appeared in the lab, magic crackling around them throwing
furnishings back from the force of that compressed magic that could
instantly freeze or incinerate any target it was cast at. The two
women were the definition of day and night, summer and winter, and
they were terrifying and indescribably beautiful like this. Both
ready to strike out in an instant. Mab was hissing, “What is it,
dear heart? Danger?”

They've been a little overprotective since
anonymous threats have been leveled against my daughter over the
past couple of years and even assassination attempts. I wished to
stomp the perpetrators into fairy dust myself, my maternal rage
pushing me to, but my rational brain always won out, since my Cait
was perhaps the most protected individual on the Leviathan. Besides
her magic immunity, her grandparents being the Queens and King of
the Fae, she had an actual fragment of the Forge of Creation fused
to her being.

Caity sighed at them as she stepped up,
“Grandmothers. There is no threat, I simply wished to ask a
question, you could have called me on coms.”

They were so in tune with her magic, they
could feel it in their own when she called them. And every single
time they appeared in a fury of magic like this, ready to lay waste
to armies for her if need be. I know it comes from her being the
first Greater Fae born since Exodus, but they truly loved her too.
It was the same fierce love I saw in Mab's eyes every time she
looked at Rory. But she lets Rory fight her own battles, maybe
because they have had eons to work out the boundaries between each
other and Cait has been around less than a blink of an eye in their
frame of reference. So like me, they saw her as a child, no matter
how capable.

She leaned directly into the crackling
maelstrom of magic, that oddly was mixing freely even though they
were diametrically opposed forces, and kissed each of their cheeks.
The crackling power in their eyes faded and their expressions
promising violence were replaced with pleased smiles as they both
reached to cup her cheeks.

The two women looked as if they were just out
for a stroll as if they weren't prepared for all-out war just a
moment ago. That was as scary as their fury to me. I swear all the
power they wield has driven them stark raving mad. Titania surveyed
the room, her expression souring when she saw me. I flipped her
off, causing her to titter, then ask, “Why use the infernal and
impersonal communication system of the World when we can speak face
to face, little one?”

Rory held her hand out in a stopping gesture
as her guards came rushing back into the lab. One look at the
Queens and they backed out slowly, as if not to gain the attention
of the Summer and Winter Ladies.

Cait assured them, “I do so enjoy speaking
with you like this, so it's for the best it would seem. But really,
Grandmothers, must you always show up ready to take on the world?
It makes such a mess at times.”

I rubbed my face below my nose to cover the
grin at hearing my daughter chastising two of the most powerful
beings on our World. Mab chuckled. “What is your question, dear
heart?”

My daughter pointed my way. “Mom was
wondering if she could have access to all the Fae records on the
Effírië-l'ussë, and all the verified and unverified sightings. She
has doubts and questions after encountering him again today.”

Mab looked me over as if looking for injury.
“We heard. Our protection detail incapacitated, and again, Knith
Shade, Brigade Enforcer of Beta Stack C, Princess of Ashryver, you
step away unscathed. I find you endlessly interesting.”

“As do I,” Titania added. Then prompted, “You
have doubts? Of the Fae or about the Effírië? After word of the
event down at the alien vessel reached us, we were hunting him when
our dear sweet Cait called.”

I squinted an eye in anticipation of both of
them going off on me when I admitted, “Both.”

They just looked at each other then to Rory,
Mab saying, “Send for the Labhar Tagraidh und hu Effírië-l'ussë.”
Then, in tune with each other, smiled at first at Cait then Rory,
ignoring the rest of us as Mab just said to Titania, her sworn
enemy and suspected lover, “Back to the hunt,” taking her hand and
they were just gone, teleporting away with no fanfare, as if they
had never really been here.

My wife looked a little stunned. When I gave
her a concerned, prompting look, she smiled sweetly, pulling her
wits back around her and said, “I was expecting much more pushback.
They've never let anything from the Archives be viewed by a Brigade
representative.”

She cocked her head at Cait. “You must show
me how you do that, they didn't even argue.”

My daughter just blushed, her cheeks pink
like rose petals instead of the light violets and lavenders
associated with the Fae, something she got from me and her human
half, and it was endearing.

Then, Rory, all business said, “Well the
faster I get you the labhar, the faster I can get back to my work
isolating magic potential from various tissue samples from
volunteers from various races.”

I had to smile. Her work on solving the
inability of the Greater Fae to reproduce was no longer required,
now that the Fae were in negotiations with the Artifacts in the
Ka'Infinitum to undo whatever they did to punish the Fae for using
them as tools as if their power belonged to the Fae.

Now she was trying to figure out one of the
mysteries of the universe. Everyone knew that the Fae were living
magic constructs, down to their DNA, created by the Ka'Infinitum to
share their lonely existence, but the Fae took that power for their
own. But all the other preternatural races who evolved on Earth had
magics of their own. Dissimilar from the Fae. And my Rory wanted to
find out the secrets of naturally occurring magic in those races,
and what and where exactly the spark happens in biological
matter.

She eventually wants to figure it out so that
it can be used to make more efficient magi-tech. Magi-tech which
generated its own magic potential rather than relying on power
borrowed from the Fae and the Forge. The Queens find it distasteful
since that would lessen the World's dependence on the magic
provided by the Fae to power our Worldship and the massive
World-Drives. But they support her because her heart is pure and
she has a single-minded dedication to helping the people of the
World, even the 'lesser' beings like Humans, like me.

She started toward the door but I reached out
a hand to lay on her arm, she stopped and looked over at me, her
head tilted inquisitively. I prompted with my eyes to the doors out
to the office beyond, “Wouldn't retrieving something from the
Ha'Real Archives be... you know, something you could use a personal
assistant for?”

My girl was a hands-on person, always doing
everything herself, much to the constant, soul-crushing
disappointment of her assistant, Nyx. The awkward but eager Fae was
always just waiting at her almost antiseptically clean white slab
of a desk just outside those doors, waiting for Rory to need
something, anything from her.

Aurora sighed and smiled, wringing her
fingers, the compulsion to just lead us to the Archives instead
warring in her eyes, but one thing about the woman I married, she
had heart enough for ten people. She called out, “Oh, Nyx, could
you come in here please?”

We heard a squeak, and a crashing sound, like
someone had fallen off their chair, then the rapid clicking of
heels on the stone before the office door opened again, revealing a
Greater-Fae woman full of nervous energy, the two guards looking in
at us from behind her.

She scrunched up her face, her cheek dimpling
as she looked at the door jamb at all sides, then slowly put a toe
forward, when she wasn't immobilized by the icy ward Rory spelled
the door with, she dashed in, looking back as if she expected the
door to vanish. Then she smoothed down her impeccably pressed,
stark white blouse and skirt with one hand. Before readying a
writing device I'm told is called a pencil, and a pad of actual
paper in her other hand, her eyes wide as saucers.

“Yes, m'lady?”

Rory said as the Sprites buzzed over to land
on either of Nyx's shoulders, “I have a task for you, Nyx.”

The woman's eyes got even wider as her voice
went so high it cracked and squeaked, filled with surprising
wonder, “You... you do?” When Rory gave her an endearing smile,
nodding, Nyx... well, Nyx fainted, crumbling to the floor as
Twinkle and Graz took to the air, the notepad and pencil clattering
to the floor.

I only made it halfway to her but was too far
away to catch her, but Cait, well she was Fae fast and caught the
woman's head to place in her lap on the ground, the air whumping
back into the space she had been standing in behind me, she had
moved so fast. A moment later Nyx's eyes fluttered open, then she
realized what had happened and she squeaked in distress, clamoring
to her feet as she retrieved her pad.

She was blushing a deep lavender, not daring
to meet anyone's eyes as she said, “Oh my. How embarrassing.”

I reached a hand to steady her shoulder.
“It's ok, Nyx-y. Nobody noticed.”

She gave me a sardonic grin, but it made her
chuckle. Then she looked at Rory, her pencil hovering over her pad.
She always told me that if Aurora ever needed her to message
someone, she'd be there to “Message the hells out of it.” And now
she finally had her chance.

Rory told her, her tone kind, “That won't be
needed Nyx. The Queens have authorized the loan of the Labhar
Tagraidh und hu Effírië-l'ussë from the Archives, to Knith Shade.
Could you please retrieve it and have it sent to House Shade in the
Nursery?”

Nyx looked about to vibrate out of our realm
of existence in excitement, “Yes, Highness. Right away! You can
depend on me.” She made an awkward half bow, half salute, and then
was running out of the lab, pushing the male guard out of her way,
sending him stumbling back as she swatted at the female with her
notepad. “Out of my way! Official business for Princess Aurora!”
And then she was gone with the speed of a Greater Fae.

I turned as Rory said to me in a loving tone,
“Thank you for that, my Knith. It seems to have made her day.”

“You really should utilize her more often.
She can make your life so much easier for errands like this. You
don't have to do everything yourself, love.”

Cait nodded agreement, chiming in, “It's true
mom, and Nyx is such a wonderful person.”

Then Graz asked as she flew into my helmet,
Twinkle landing on Caity's shoulder, holding her ear for balance,
“Wasn't there some talk of lunch?”

I grinned and Rory started to shake her head,
but when Cait grabbed her hand, lacing their fingers and giving her
a heart-melting innocent smile, she caved, “Alright, I guess
unraveling the secrets of the universe can wait.” Then she asked,
being coy, “Stacks?”

I chuckled and nodded, that diner downring in
Irontown in Beta-C was her favorite place to eat, as it was sort of
our first unofficial date since she was sort of a murder and organ
harvesting suspect at the time.

I looped my arms with my two favorite girls
and started out to the courtyard of Ha'Real where we could get a
transport to bring us downring.


Chapter 3 – Danger Zone

Later that day, after an enjoyable time with
my family, I was seeing them off so I could get back to my
investigation, Cait's parting words got me thinking, “If this truly
is the Effírië, I wonder what brought him out of hiding after so
long to help the New Guard.”

As much as I wanted to join Caitlyn back home
to read the files the Fae kept on the Effírië, I thought maybe I
needed some insight to understand the man and his motivations. My
gut was telling me that there was more going on than meets the eye.
And I knew just the man to ask, someone who also hid from the
world, in plain sight, for five thousand years before stepping back
out in the daylights.

Mac, the human persona of King Oberon
himself.

And maybe he had information the Divided
Courts didn't have about the Effírië as well. I've seen dozens of
ancient Fae texts in his quarters on the Underhill. Mixed in with
all the questionably obtained goods that littered his main room.
Again, hiding things in plain sight. And I've seen him watching me
as I notice things like that on his Remnant vessel. I think I amuse
him and he finds me interesting, especially when I see things I'm
not supposed to. I had already suspected he was Oberon long before
he revealed it to the World when the Outlier faction from the
Cityships attacked the Leviathan.

I spoke to one of the cameras in my helmet,
“Mother, could I impose upon you to send my Tac-Bike? I have to get
to Ready Squadron to hitch a ride out to Little Mouse, I have to
speak with Mac.”

She said with all the humor our World could
muster, “No.”

“No?”

Graz squeaked out, “What do you mean, no, you
overrated tin can?”

“Nobody is speaking to you, flying
menace.”

“Ladies! Please. But yeah, what do you mean,
no, Mother? You know he won't talk on open coms, even when you
encrypt it.”

She chuckled, are spaceships supposed to
chuckle? “I can't send you your Tac-Bike, Knith, because Brigade HQ
has revoked your authorization to it.”

I blinked. “What the fairy humping heck?”

She sounded far too pleased with herself as
she clarified, “What with me becoming a fleet with the Cityships,
and now a moon with miners from the Remnants and Cityships, Brigade
R&D believes Enforcers need a better way to transport
themselves between vessels than the troop transports or requesting
a ride from Ready Squadron. So they have developed an experimental,
vacuum-rated Tac-Bike Mark II with the same predictive and adaptive
circuitry with surface thought synaptic scanning as your Scatter
Armor, and of course a direct multiphasic link to me. The engineers
and scientists in R&D are needing a guinea pig, and I told them
I knew just the person.”

I blinked as I saw a Tac-Bike like no other
weaving through the early afternoon air traffic before dropping to
the street level to maneuver through the ground and foot traffic to
hover next to me. Graz gave an appreciative whistle and zipped over
to run a hand over the polarizing windscreen. Just to be zapped by
an electrical discharge and sent spinning through the air by some
sort of magic force.

“Ahhhhh!” I caught her. She shook her hand as
she sat on my palm. “Titania's panties! That hurt!”

Mother sounded as if she were having a hard
time hiding her amusement, “And it has the new magi-tech security
system, locking out unauthorized personnel from operating it.”

Graz zipped into my helmet and shoved her
face in one of the cameras, “You did that on purpose, you overrated
windup toy!”

I was smiling as I said, “That wasn't nice,
Mother.”

“Yes, it was.”

Then I looked at the bike, whistling low as
Graz had. It was a thing of beauty. The body was perhaps a half
meter longer than the one I have beat the Fairy shit out of over
the years, which I loved so. And the main engine cowling seemed a
little larger, with fairings that would cover my legs while
flying.

I reached out and tentatively touched it,
then ran my hand along the sleek body cowlings when I wasn't
shocked. I wasn't worried about any magical deterrents as I had
partial magic immunity and most magics slid off of me or the
effects were greatly diminished. “It's beautiful,” I looked at a
camera, “And you say it is vacuum rated?”

“It is.” Then I took a step back when parts
of the bike started to fold out of itself, nano-panels like in my
SAs re-configuring, the windscreen extending the entire length of
the vehicle forming a bubble large enough to cover the
operator.

I was whispering as people walking past
stared gape jawed at my new ride, “I can take it out on the
Skin?”

“More than that, like I said, it is a space
rated vehicle, while not as impressive as the Ready Squadron
fighters, with only a fraction of the range and no weapons system,
it still has the range to reach the Cityships and back or Little
Mouse and back without refueling.”

I was just blinking in shock, realizing that
what she was saying, was that this Tac-Bike was in effect, a
one-person shuttle. She asked, “Would you like to take a ride,
Knith?”

The canopy retracted back into a wind screen
as I worked my dry mouth, giddy in anticipation. “You bet I do.” I
saddled up, noting it didn't dip as I did so, indicating the
mag-drive was much more capable than my old bike. I looked to the
Sky-Glass above, seeing the now-familiar sight of the new Heart of
the Leviathan, Morrigan, being slowly moved over the past few weeks
into the open sphere it will reside in while ore and resources were
mined from the small moon-sized asteroid once installed.

Then I grinned as I saw the controls all
re-configuring to “human standard” when I grabbed the handlebars.
Then I felt a wave of nausea as the neural link circuity connected
with me, just like my Scatter Armor whenever I wore it for the
first time.

I blinked and tactical overlays and systems
readings for the bike bloomed in my peripheral vision. The bike
glided up into the lanes reserved for Brigade and emergency
vehicles and I snicked my visor down and told Graz, “Hold on
tight,” then I punched it.

A moment later we were tearing up the
airspace as I whooped in glee as Graz screamed out to some sort of
Fae deity to save her. This thing had to have twice the power of a
Mark I Tac-Bike. I prompted with a little hesitance tinged with
excitement as we hurtled toward a spoke terminal, “Ok Mother, how
do we get, umm, you know, out there?” I winged a thumb toward the
Sky-Glass.

The bike suddenly veered off and swooped down
toward bulkhead A, the emergency lights starting to strobe. “Are
you doing this Mother?”

“No Knith, the bike is tapped into your
surface thoughts like your armor, it is executing your
inquiry.”

The bike was taking me out... there? I pushed
away from the reticence I have been developing to being out in
space since nothing good has ever happened to me away from the
safety of the World, and let my excitement of actually flying out
to our new moon, Little Mouse, the old Heart of the Leviathan,
drive me.

I realized we were going into the bulkhead
structures. I disliked driving my Tac-Bike through the corridors of
the living and work space corridors inside the redundant bulkheads
like a lot of the Brigade Enforcers. It dawned on me why the bike
was navigating into them, we must be heading to the big launch bay
for the External Maintenance Crew, the Skin Jockeys.

But as the bike slowed for the foot traffic
to part in the corridors, people looking at me with either disdain,
curiosity, or in some cases, fear, the emergency lights of the bike
washing over them, we turned anti-rotation of the ring instead of
pro-rotation, I reevaluated my line of thinking. And an involuntary
shudder went down my spine, a sharp sting of panic I pushed down
right away as I assumed we were heading to the auxiliary Ready
Squadron Hanger instead to get outside the protective hull of our
World.

Graz asked almost cautiously, “Umm, Knith?
You ok?”

What the heck was that? I got over the night
terrors of that place a couple of years back. The Brigade mental
health counselor my superiors made me talk with to be cleared for
duty after the incident had said post-traumatic stress was a
possibility in the future.

I said absently, “I'm fine,” as I relived the
terror of waking up with the Greater Fae, Lord Sindri, above me as
he cut into me, extracting my eggs. He was my boogyman. Whom I had
faced down, taking his hand from him and bound by law. He was
sentenced to spacing, the only sentence for murder, and that
sentence was carried out.

Fun fact, the Greater Fae don't die when they
are spaced, they eventually freeze solid, very much alive and aware
as they float through space for eternity. But that bastard had paid
a Remnant captain before his sentence was executed, to retrieve his
frozen body in the cold hard vacuum of space and return him to the
Leviathan. And the way the laws are written, he cannot be spaced or
tried again, as it would be double jeopardy.

But once we passed bulkhead H, I exhaled in
relief, we weren't going there either. “Mother, where is this thing
taking me to get to the exterior?”

“Oh, Knith.”

“That's not an answer.”

Graz said, “Ooooooooh.” Like she knew.

“Hey, don't act like you know where we're
going, you flying rat.”

We reached Bulkhead J where there was no more
foot traffic. These corridors next to the Skin were not occupied
and were mostly for maintenance, storage, and automated systems,
including maintenance drone docking. Then glided into the first
airlock we came across as Mother supplied, “The Mark II was kept as
compact as possible to fit nicely in a standard airlock anywhere on
me.”

I blinked. That was handy. I noted that when
the airlock door closed, there were only a couple of inches of
clearance front to back. That would explain why they bulked up the
engine cowling instead of just adding more length to the bike.

Graz said, “Yeah, wasn't it obvious? It was
obvious to me. I mean, you're not the brightest Big on the World,
so I understand it might take you longer to...”

I slapped my helmet, causing her to squeak
and grab my ear for balance. “Stow it pipsqueak, you're so full of
it, you had no clue.”

“Well fine, if you're just going to throw
around logic and the truth and whatnot. Where's the fun in
that?”

Sighing and ignoring her, I said, “Ok, so how
do we do this?”

The next moment I was grasping the grips more
firmly as the foot pegs slid back, putting me in a prone position,
laying across the seat that was re-configuring to form to my new
alignment. The canopy bloomed, stretching out around us like a
bubble, sealing us in as various readings popped up in my vision,
creating a flight control overlay. I blinked, grinning. “Well, ok
then.” The familiar hum and feel of the mag-drive cut out as the
whine of a plasma engine core took over. Mother Fairy humper, this
thing had a plasma turbine in it? I could feel the power of the
bike thrumming through me, the turbine exponentially more powerful
than the mag-drive.

Then Mother was on coms in my voice, “Flight
Control, this is Brigade Enforcer Shade, badge alpha three four
eight niner, Tac-Bike E001, requesting clearance for free flight.
Beta-C, J23, to Remnant vessel Underhill, hull number AJAX-43 at
Little Mouse central docking.”

“Roger Tac-Bike Experimental 001, cleared for
departure, traffic lanes clear.”

I was so excited, my body humming in
anticipation that I hadn't even admonished her for using my voice
again.

Then the blue warning lights of decompression
and hard vacuum started flashing in the airlock, the warning alarm
fading to silence as the atmosphere was removed. Then the external
door slid open to the Skin. I just stared out, over from our
current orientation to Beta-B, as we hovered there, indicators in
my helmet showing us mag-locked in place so that we weren't just
flung out by the centripetal force of the spinning stack.

I took a moment to look at the controls in my
heads up, seeing the flight path laid out in my vision like a
golden thread. Then stared at two glowing icons, one that showed
the autopilot engaged, and the big flashing amber one, execute. A
wicked smile spread across my face as Mother started blasting a
song from the anthropological music archives, Danger Zone, by an
artist named Kenny Loggins.

With a blink, I disengaged the autopilot, and
the controls switched to manual, and the execute icon vanished.
Graz was asking slowly, “Umm... Knith? What are you doing?”

I said, “Hang on,” as with a thought I
disengaged the mag-lock, and twisted the throttle to full. I held
onto the handlebars with all my strength augmented by my SAs and
whooped in elation as the G-forces tried to tear my hands free as
we rocketed out into space like a bat out of hell. Graz was
screeching, “No no no no... heeeeeelp meeeeeeee,” as she was
flattened against the back of my helmet.

The bike was so intuitive and handled like an
overpowered version of my old bike, so there wasn't much of a
learning curve, as the Mark II simply added a rotational axis. And
I swooped us back down to just a few meters above the skin.
“Yeeehaaaaa!” It was a pure adrenaline rush as we skimmed along the
outside of our World. The stars and the nebula we were passing
through were almost painfully bright.

We tore along, counter-rotation, the gold
string in my eyesight changing and adapting to our new location and
trajectory as I wove and bobbed around infrequent protrusions from
the otherwise smooth skin of the World, music pounding, the
euphoria of the flight pumping through my body and limbs. Mab's
tits, if this what it was like in a Ready Squadron Fighter, it's no
wonder Myra loved it so much if she felt this freedom every time
she flew outside the safety of the Leviathan.

I was ignoring the calls from Flight Control
advising me that I had deviated from the flight plan the Mark II
had registered with them.

Graz had regained her wits and was now
pressed against my visor, hands splayed against it as she squealed
in the delight which overrode her panic. Her tiny head bobbed with
the catchy music as I jumped a small dome of a sensor platform,
then we both were shouting out, “Gah!” as I sheared off a
communication antenna on the other side I hadn't seen.

The music stopped instantly and I whistled
innocently as I turned us up from our new orientation toward the
B-ring and beyond, recapturing the golden thread, “Fuck me now and
space me naked, that's coming out of my stipend.”

Graz reminded me, “Knith, you're married to
Princess Pucker up, she's loaded, and so are you now that you're
the head of your own house.”

I squinted an eye in mock pain at the
reminder. I was Brigade through and through, and it was just odd
having resources beyond my pay grade, especially resources I didn't
earn. I made one minor course correction, skimming along Mother's
new Heart. Our old nemesis tried to kill Graz, me, and the others
on the mission to move her into an intercept course to be captured
by the World.

In a whisper I muttered, “Hello, Morrigan,
not so tough now are you?” The familiar broken landscape of rocky
spires and rubble-strewn surface didn't look so foreboding now that
we had survived her worst and crushed her spirit. Now she was what
she was, the asteroid that would reside inside the sphere in the
trunk that we would mine for the resources to keep the World
spinning until planet-fall in five thousand years. Her bulk was
already a quarter of the way inside that sphere where she'd live
out the rest of her days.

Then we were rocketing past the B then A
rings and into space beyond the Leviathan to the growing glob of
light that now orbited her. Little Mouse loomed ahead.


Chapter 4 – Underhill

I engaged the autopilot for docking with the
Underhill a few minutes later, rotating one hundred eighty degrees
using attitude thrusters to view the stunning beauty that was the
Leviathan, gleaming in front of an impossible backdrop of galactic
proportions. I sighed.

Mother said in the enclosed cockpit of the
Mark II, sounding bashful, “Thank you, Knith.”

Graz was miming putting her finger down her
throat to throw up. I prodded, “She's a breathtaking sight from
here, admit it.”

The Greater Sprite crossed her arms across
her chest and harrumphed out, “Ok, fine. I guess she's ok for a
Worldship and all.”

Her grin gave her away and she had to hide it
by snicking up her visor when Mother teased, “You like me, you
really like me.”

I muttered, “Settle down you two, don't make
me turn this bike around.”

Mother prompted with humor in her tone, “Umm,
Knith? You might want to turn the bike around.”

Oh... yeah, whatever. I turned the bike back
around as we matched the orbit of the moon and the clusters of
Remnant vessels, the leftover vessels used for the construction of
the Leviathan, at the improvised docks on the airlocks of the
pressurized portions of the swiss cheese asteroid which was over
seventy percent mined out.

The largest of the lot of ancient ships, the
Underhill, with other Remnant's docked to various airlocks on the
vessel, some not capable of spaceflight on their own now, was
docked to the main port. That was our destination.

Various heavily armored, makeshift mining
vessels from the Cityships, and smaller Remnants hauling ore to the
fleet made their way to and from the asteroid, creating its
semi-congested traffic corridor.

I saw Mother opening a coms channel and I
eyed her through one of my cameras and blurted out before she could
do it for me, “Little Mouse Central Docking Traffic Control, this
is Brigade Enforcer Shade, badge alpha three four eight niner,
Tac-Bike E001, requesting clearance to insert into traffic lanes,
destination Remnant vessel Underhill, hull number AJAX-43.”

Icons bloomed in my vision as a female with
an almost bass voice, indicating she was likely Gnome, responded
smoothly, “Tac-Bike Experimental 001, cleared for insertion into
traffic lanes. Welcome to the moon, Princess Shade.”

I almost growled at the title I got when I
married the Winter Maiden. It was so embarrassing to be the lead at
the Fae and Brigade Liaison Enforcers office with it. I mean,
Princess of FABLE? How mortifying. “Thank you Control.”

I let the bike take us in on the insertion
path Control transmitted. Then with a thought, I connected to the
public-facing channel instead of the private channel to Mac's ship.
“Enforcer Shade to Underhill. Requesting permission to dock at
annular airlock B-1.”

A voice I wasn't familiar with responded,
“Negative, Shade, the Underhill is a Remnant vessel, and the
Brigade Enforcers have no jurisdiction here.”

I muttered over the line, “For fucks sake.
Are you new or something? Let me rephrase. This is Enforcer Shade,
'informing you' I'm docking at annular airlock B-1.”

“Negative, Shade, you are not author...” The
man trailed off when I entered the special family override code Mac
gave Caitlyn and me. And I saw as we swooped under the vessel to
the extreme rear by the engine cowlings since the main airlock was
mated with the moon's, an airlock door cycling open as we glided
in.

Debris mitigation lasers swung our way as he
sputtered, “What in the name of Titania is going on? How did
you...”

Someone else was on the channel, “Darrock,
stand down you idiot. I've got this.” I had to snicker at the
familiar, almost purring, feminine voice. The new guy would
probably need a change of shorts, since Mac... King Oberon's
personal assassin... I mean security head when she wasn't working
at the brothel onboard, had just chastised him. She was so bad.

The Mark II slid gracefully into the airlock.
It would have amazed me that it resembled the thousands of airlocks
on the Leviathan if I hadn't been aware they were built at the same
time during the Worldship's construction, so of course, they'd be
compatible.

Once the mag locks engaged, holding us in
place as the outer door closed and the atmosphere was pumped in,
the canopy seemed to absorb back into the Tac-Bike as the
nano-panels rearranged themselves.

The inner door cycled and I pulled on the
handlebars to get myself drifting out into the corridor beyond,
Graz buzzing around in Zero-G like it was nothing to her. The
moment I was in the Underhill, I twisted on instinct, catching the
mirror-surfaced blade that was slashing at me from the ceiling in
my current orientation.

I tugged and caught the chuckling
mirror-skinned woman who drifted down, into a hug, “Hi Mir. Long
time no see.”

The blade retracted, bleeding away into a
hand as she said, “Well, we've been a little busy creating a whole
new industry up here. And you're going to have to tell me how you
do that one day. It's almost impossible for me to take you by
surprise.”

I rolled my eyes at her and just pointed at
the helmet that gave me three hundred and sixty-degree vision. The
only blind spot to the cameras on my armor was under my feet as I
engaged my mag-boots to stop us from drifting farther down the
corridor.

She rolled her eyes and used me as an anchor
to pull her feet down to the deck plates, and her feet seemed to
melt around the grates to anchor herself too. She held a fist to
the side as Graz buzzed up to give her a tiny fist bump. “Don't
feed me that, sugar. I've seen you do the same when your armor was
trashed and sparking.”

I just shrugged and looked at the gorgeous
woman. Mir was a human woman who went full cyber with total body
replacement, who moved gracefully and seductively with her liquid
chrome reflective body that reflected the lights of the corridor.
She was just as deadly as she was sexy, which she had proved on
multiple occasions.

I prompted, “He in?”

The lights I saw behind her chrome eyes told
me she was likely in communication with him now. She leaned in,
purring. “He just got back from inspecting more tunnels to open. He
was expecting you right about now.” Then she sighed. “Married life
suits you, Knith, you're positively glowing and it is
delicious.”

I still got creepy shivers down my spine that
Madame Zoe was a resident on the Underhill, a clairvoyant who sees
probable futures for Oberon. I mean, she was nice enough but scared
the hells out of me. I shoved Mir's shoulder as I smirked. “Keep it
in your pants, lady. And Oberon's balls, woman, put some clothes
on.”

At the end of the corridor, we joined the
crowded main halls that were as busy as any of the streets in
Irontown with people coming and going to all the businesses run out
of the cabins of the Underhill, or the attached Remnant vessels. It
was almost its own world here, where the rules of the Worldship
didn't apply, and questionable activities were the rule of the day.
The Underhill was a destination of the people on the World or the
Cityships to indulge in their fantasies or borderline illicit
activities like smuggling.

There were few rules here, but if you broke
one, Mir's shadow or Mac's would fall on you and you'd find
yourself broken, broke, and banned from all Remnant vessels. No
fighting, no people trafficking, no organ trafficking, and nothing
that would even remotely endanger children. That last one
especially would find you near death and discarded back onto the
World with a note to the Brigade. Needless to say, nobody breaks
that rule, especially now that Mac's secret is out. Nobody dared
cross King Oberon, but anything else goes.

People parted around us, recognition in their
eyes. We went up a few levels before arriving at Mac's cabin. I
remembered the very first time I had been here. Without knocking or
hitting the annunciation chime, Mir just opened the door and we
clomped on in. Well, I clomped, she just walked as if she had
gravity, her feet gripping the deck plates.

I had to grin at the stocky middle-aged man
who would have been maybe a hundred or so if he were human, with a
rugged look and salt and pepper beard that matched his
shoulder-length hair. I grinned at all the wondrous stuff I could
see covering the walls behind him. Trinkets and gadgets and things
that looked so antique I wouldn't even be able to guess as to what
they might be. This was his captain's cabin and showroom of
illicitly obtained merchandise. Graz, who still hasn't changed her
pilfering ways, had dealt with him from time to time before his
true identity was revealed.

I inclined my head as he motioned toward the
seats in the center of the space. “My dear Knith, sit, to what do I
owe this visit? Zoe wouldn't share that with me.”

Then he narrowed his eyes and eyed a
smug-looking Greater Sprite hovering near me. “Graz.”

“How's it hanging, you old space fart. Umm...
highness... sir.”

Mac looked at her pointedly. “Graz.” Then
added, “I don't suppose you know what happened to the three
bi-phasic relays that went missing from my cabin your last
visit?”

“I don't suppose you know where the other
half of my asking price for the magitech shunts I... um, liberated,
went? Oh, wait you cheated me out of it.”

“They were substandard quality and...”

I brought my fingers to my lips and whistled
shrilly, causing them to cover their ears, “Hey! Both of you. I
don't want to be hearing about your criminal activities. I'm an
Enforcer.”

Mac pointed out, “Those alleged activities,
would only be criminal on the World, not on a Remnant.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, muttering to
myself, “Just space me now.”

Graz spoke behind her hand like I couldn't
hear, “I'm sure the location of those relays would be mysteriously
revealed to you if my chit balance magically included the other
half of my...”

“Graz!” I mimed locking her lips and throwing
away the key. She just harrumphed and crossed her arms obstinately
across her chest, the motion starting to make her slowly tumble in
the air since she didn't correct her hover with her wings. Mab
forgive me, but it was comical as hells.

I looked at the man who was overacting his
innocent look. I pinched the bridge of my nose yet again. “I feel a
headache coming on.”


Chapter 5 – Mac

Mac prompted, “To what do I owe the pleasure
of your visit? Will Cait and Rory be joining us?”

“What? Didn't Zoe tell you?”

“She did, but her seeings aren't perfect,
only seeing the most probable future.”

The man didn't even deny it. He was cheating.
I wondered if he also used the clairvoyant with his illicit
contraband dealings to maximize profits too? “You're a King, man,
have you no shame?”

He cocked a bushy silvered brow that was
nothing like his real brows, the man was positively beautiful in
his Fae form like all Greater Fae, looking even younger than me.
And I looked young for my age. If I were a normal human, being in
my fifties, I'd be around a quarter of the way through my brief
lifetime. “It is precisely because I am who I am that I take every
precaution.”

I knew it wasn't fear of anyone attacking him
that he took those precautions. Since first they'd have to get past
Mir to get to him, then they'd have one of the five most powerful
beings in the fleet to deal with, and he'd likely destroy half the
Underhill if he let loose that compressed magic lightning he could
fling in such tight quarters. It was the fear of damaging the ship
he loved as much as his children.

I couldn't help but grin at the man. “Fine.
I'm in the middle of an investigation into the discord between the
New Guard and the Divided Courts. Including murder, accidental
citizen death, theft of alien technology, assault, evading arrest,
and pissing me the hells off. And I thought you might lend some
insight.”

He hmmed as he sat down in a chair and I felt
the personal gravity field he could generate with a thought, exert
itself and I disengaged my mag boots to take a seat across from
him. Graz had still been slowly tumbling through the air, holding
her lips in a tight line when he did it, so wound up crashing into
a shelf she was floating over at the time, even her lightning-fast
reflexes weren't up to the task. With a clatter, she raised a hand
as she lay on her face on the shelf with a thumbs up. She mimed
unlocking her lips, squeaking out, “I'm ok,” before re-locking
them. She was always so dedicated to the sealed lips bit.

I gave the old man a patient look, knowing he
timed it just right for this to happen. Those two were always at
each other's throats, which told me they were great, dysfunctional,
friends.

He smirked then prompted, “So you were
wondering if I've seen anything that might raise some red flags
here on Little Mouse?”

Hmm, I hadn't thought to ask that, and he
wouldn't have brought that up unless he was obtusely trying to
prompt me to ask the right questions, since he saw life as a big
game as most Fae did. “Let's circle back around to that in a
second, but no. The armored man who seems to be supporting the New
Guard suspects... we believe the Effírië-l'ussë has
resurfaced.”

He just nodded, indicating he knew that
already. I was going to have to have a talk with Madame Zoe about
disclosing things about my investigations. Then his eyes widened
slightly in surprise when I said, “The Queens are lending me some
materials they have on him from the Archives in Ha'Real since
something seems off about what I've been told about him that might
call into question whether this is that Silent Death person or
not.”

Mac asked slowly, eyeing me, “They're
releasing the Labhar Tagraidh und hu Effírië-l'ussë to you?”

Shrugging I shared as Mir set drinks down for
Mac and me now that we had gravity. “Yes, I guess the files are
about all encounters with him or something?”

He nodded. “A labhar is a book. They're a
bound set of paper pages with...”

“I know what a book is. You have quite a few
sprinkled around in here between all the gadgets and contraband.”
Though I didn't know that's what a labhar was, he didn't need to
know that. My Old Fae is not the best, I know enough to understand
the context of things. We had to learn the basics in the Brigade
Academy, along with a minimum of four other minor languages on the
World, but everyone aboard spoke Ship's Common so we didn't have to
be fluent in the others.

I found it to be a good skill to have in my
strategic toolbox when dealing with some of the preternatural
criminals who would speak other languages in front of Enforcers,
thinking they wouldn't understand. And what I didn't understand,
Mother has always translated for me on the fly. She's always had my
back like that.

I heard her titter in my head then closed my
eyes for a moment. She knew she wasn't supposed to be active in the
Underhill unless someone specifically makes a call to her. Since
everything she heard was logged somewhere in her databanks, and
that made people who weren't exactly the poster children for law
and order, nervous. She just said coyly, “I didn't hear a thing.”
It took all my self-control to stop from snorting and giving her
presence away to Mac.

The Greater Fae in our midst nodded to
himself and I shared, “I was hoping I could see if you had any
insights into the Effírië that would help me understand his
motivations and why, if it is him, he would resurface after so long
and where he might be hiding now.”

“It sounds as if you are doubting the words
of a people who cannot lie.”

Harumphing I pointed at him. “You know just
as well as I do that not only can eye witnesses be unreliable, even
when they believe they are being accurate, and that people fill in
the blanks and gaps in their knowledge with best guesses. And when
an unintentional inaccuracy is repeated enough, many people assume
it to be correct. It is why Enforcers are trained to ask the same
questions in multiple ways when speaking with witnesses and
suspects. Those inconsistencies tend to stick out even if it wasn't
the intention of an individual to provide inaccurate info.”

“Just what is the famous Shade gut telling
you now?”

I rolled my eyes at the man. He knew what I
was getting at, he just played the same game all Fae did, it was
like pulling teeth to get them to willingly disclose the
information if they could derive some benefit from it. “Just stop
with the Fae games, Mac, this is serious and people's lives are at
risk.”

He crossed his arms across his barrel chest,
a smug and obstinate smile on his face. And I have to tell you, as
inhumanly beautiful as he was in his real form, I preferred his
human glamour, it made him more... I don't know, real to me.

I exhaled in frustration. “You're worse than
Graz, old man.” I pulled out this month's meal ration card. I've
rarely ever used mine since I joined the Brigade Enforcers decades
ago. Since up until I met my Rory, I sort of lived and breathed the
Brigade and ate at the commissary at HQ in Irontown. And now living
on Beta-A with Rory, I have sufficient chits that I still never use
my rations.

Others depended on the meal cards since not
everyone had jobs that made enough chit to supplement their meal
cards with fresh food if needed. And since Remnants weren't part of
the Worldship, a full meal card like this was worth more than its
weight in reaction fuel or oxygen.

The smug look on his face when he held his
hand out for it had me instead pressing it down on the side table
beside my chair. “Only if your answers are of any use and are
beyond what I already know.”

“By the Tree of Life, you would make a
spectacular Fae, Knith. Aurora chose well. What has you questioning
things? Your instincts have always impressed me.”

I sipped the coffee Mir had poured for me, I
was pleasantly surprised by the smooth taste, and I held the cup up
to her where she sat on the arm of the chair I was in, wearing...
“Hey, that's my flight jacket, how'd you get that?”

“Do you want me wearing clothes or not?”

Just space me now. “Is this from the
Cityships?” I indicated the mug I was holding out.

“Yes, from the former private crops of the
Outliers. It is a different strain of coffee beans than the one
raised in the Leviathan hydroponics section. It's in the Catalog in
the Trunk with other varieties that will be revived after
planetfall.”

That brought a momentary flash of anger to
me. While the Outliers, who had mutinied in the Cityships,
destroying many of the vessels, ate like kings, the rest of their
dwindling population who were slowly dying of radiation exposure
ate protein paste distributed once a day. This is from the
hydroponics and gardens that had not been accessible to the general
population there. I am so happy that all are provided for now there
under the leadership of the Mayors and now that they are governed
under the laws of our World now.

I tucked a question that just popped up about
that in the back of my mind to bring up after the New Guard problem
is concluded. Wouldn't the Cityships be no different than the
Underhill? Just Remnants, who could self-rule? Or would they be
considered occupied territories after the attack on the World? It
would be interesting to find out how it all works later on.

Turning back to Mac, I voiced my thoughts on
the current topic. “It's just, I'm not entirely sure this armored
man working with the New Guard is this Effírië character. His
actions don't match the myths Rory and others have shared about the
Silent Death, even though I am leaning toward the likely
possibility he is Fae.”

The man looked thoughtful. “And what isn't
fitting?”

I shrugged, debating how to voice my
observations. “Well once I read this labhar tonight to find out all
the Divided Courts have on him... why don't the Greater Fae use
computers like everyone else? It would be so much easier to access,
then I'll have more of the pieces. But by all accounts, this guy is
an assassin, thus the name given to him, Silent Death, among other
things attributed to him, like being a sort of Robin Hood thorn in
the side ever since the preternatural races stepped forward out of
the shadows to reveal themselves to Humans and help in the
construction of the Leviathan.”

Many races and individuals were against
revealing themselves to us Humans and dedicating all the resources
of all the races to the impossible task of creating a vessel
capable of making the long journey to a new world with twelve
million souls aboard. Rumors were that some even made a coalition
to petition humans not to just allow the Greater Fae to take
control of the project and rule over humans and preternatural
alike.

So many were vocal enough that a compromise
was reached before Exodus Launch, and the Worldship would be
governed by elected officials, even though the Fae retained control
of the Ka'Infinitum and the Summer and Winter palaces were almost
sovereign territories in the A-Rings. And that's how our world has
been for the last five thousand years. It seems obvious that the
Effírië was one of the dissenters.

I voiced some of my thoughts. “If we are
dealing with him, he's not exhibiting the traits of an assassin.” I
nudged Mir's arm, she snorted. “I mean, from what I have personally
witnessed, he goes out of his way to not kill. I mean, he disables
his opponents with extreme prejudice, but never a killing blow. And
he even paused in his escape today to make sure I didn't get spaced
when the New Guard Fairy for brains got themselves killed and
caused an explosive decompression in the Trunk when they tried
stealing more alien technology from the Eurag'glith. Though he did
get away with the tech after the fools bungled the theft.”

Mac didn't look surprised, instead, he just
questioned, “So you're wondering if the elusive Effírië-l'ussë is
responsible for all the kills attributed to him over the eons.” The
man looked at me expectantly. Mab's tits, he was waiting for me to
ask the right questions instead of being helpful and volunteering
information. Grrr.

Trying to sound patient, I prompted, “What is
your opinion of my thoughts, and do you have any information that
may help me understand the man better so that I might figure out
where I might locate him and what his true motives are?”

The man chuckled and asked, “Long day?”

“Immensely.”

He nodded. “You usually like the game,
but...” He sighed. “Just because these extremists have tried to
harm my granddaughter, I'll share what I know.” I saw raw magical
lightning crackling in his eyes as he tried to maintain his temper
when he spoke of the attempts on Cait's life. He loved her just as
fiercely as he did Aurora.

Mac glanced beside me, “Mir?”


Chapter 6 - Dissenters

My mirrored friend stood and walked to one of
the walls covered in all manner of things, then reached out to
pluck a book from the lot that the casual observer would have
missed in the veritable cornucopia of items. She returned to sit on
the arm of my chair again offering the book to me. I blinked at the
positively ancient-looking book that seemed to radiate an ominous
sense of centuries gone by while still being impossibly well
maintained with pages that should have turned to dust ages ago but
looked to be defying time itself. What looked like hand-painted Fae
script on the real leather cover virtually dared you to open the
cover.

I accepted it, my hands weighted down by the
promise of history gone by. I placed a hand over the coat of arms
that I knew from history was the crest of King Oberon himself. He
prompted, “Some of my thoughts and personal observations on the
Effírië-l'ussë, from the first time they were sighted until they
went dormant after Exodus. To tell the truth, all this time, I
believed the Effírië had stayed behind on Earth when the Worldship
left the Sol system. Until now.”

I stared at the book and undid the leather
strap to peer at the first page, Graz buzzing over to look over my
shoulder as I gazed upon handwritten Fae text that was older than
the Leviathan herself, written by the hand of Oberon. I was snapped
out of my reverie by Graz. “Titania's panties. That belongs in a
museum or something. That's real paper, I can smell the plant
fibers in it.”

Sighing, I looked at her expectantly as Mac
said, “I expect that back as soon as you have read it. It is one of
my journals.”

I nodded as he summarized, “From the first
sighting of the Silent Death, after the Elf Queen, J'Vree's, ashes
were found after her assassination, I had my doubts. If indeed it
was the Effírië-l'ussë, I believe it was politically motivated, as
J'Vree was quite an outspoken dissenter after the Fae had the
preternatural community step out from the shadows to aid the Humans
in the seemingly impossible dream of constructing a ship like no
other, which would be a world of its own that was to ferry mankind
to a new planet, away from their dying home.”

Growing up, there were many required classes
about the construction of the Leviathan, and the revelation that
Humans had shared the planet with preternatural peoples from myth
and legend. But this was the first I've ever heard of any Elf
dissenters. Mother whispered in my head, “Yes, there were many, but
history doesn't always reflect the full truths of any given event.
Especially when some facts are distasteful. Like the history of
most wars is usually only told by the victor.”

I mentally warned her to keep out of it or
she was going to get caught eavesdropping by Mac. I prompted, “Elf
dissenters?”

He nodded and Graz chirped out, “Oh yeah,
there were a lot of them. Even some of us Lesser-Fae were.” She
sounded quite sure about the last part.

Oberon sighed. “Yes, you were quite...
annoyingly... vocal back then. I don't hear you complaining now,
you flitting pest.”

There was that implication again, that Graz
was a lot older than she wanted people to think. While Lesser-Fae
have the potential to have the eternal life the Greater-Fae enjoy,
it was much easier for them to come to an unfortunate end, living
their volatile lives without the safety net of being able to heal
as quickly as their more powerful cousins nor take the insane
amount of damage it took to kill a Greater Fae and were susceptible
to some rare diseases which didn't affect the Greater Fae. And
Sprites especially were unlikely to live past a thousand or so
because of their innate curiosity and propensity for getting
themselves into trouble.

I looked at my Sprite friend and she was
looking far too innocent, refusing to look at me. In history, there
have only been three Greater-Sprites counting Graz, simply because
none ever lived long enough to amass enough power to cocoon
themselves in a chrysalis state to emerge evolved as she did.

Mac took a sip of coffee then shared, “Yes,
there was a group who didn't agree with the way the Fae took charge
and outed all the races. Nor that the Divided Courts just took on
the negotiations without consulting with the others. It just didn't
sit well since the Fae, because of their overwhelming power, have
dictated to the other races even before all were revealed. It
caused even more discord that the Queens just assumed everyone was
ok with them negotiating the best deals for themselves, including
virtual autonomy in the Worldship, with the others just an
afterthought.”

I caught myself leaning in as he spun the
tale like he was reliving a memory. “Though the Elves and the Fae
share such a tight bond, them being like our child race, J'Vree,
who was loved by all, was sympathetic to those who felt they had no
voice and felt oppressed by the forced rule of the Greater Fae. We
were on the brink of a civil war when the keel of the Leviathan
first started to be laid in orbit around Earth's moon, Luna.”

He smirked and shared in a quieter tone, “Of
course all of the infighting was hidden from the Humans whose trust
in us was shaky at best back then. Truth be told, it had been the
Elf Queen who had kept blood from being shed. But it was our
arrogance, the Greater-Fae's obstinate superiority that fueled all
the animosity.”

“Grudgingly, J'Vree had agreed to publicly
endorse the decisions of the Divided Courts to prevent hostilities,
even though she made clear that in this matter, she believed the
Fae to have overstepped, and even outright called us oppressors
even if the Elves were shown favor by the Fae Queens.”

With a heavy exhalation of resignation he
shared with true regret lining his face, “And someone didn't want
her making that endorsement, for the next morning, the Elvish
guards went to escort her to the Queens, only to find her quarters
in her palace virtually destroyed, looking like a battle had taken
place, with residual magics and unnatural flames still burning in
places, and there in the middle of it all, the ashes of J'Vree.
They had her killed to stop her from convincing the others just to
accept Fae rule.”

Then he continued, “I was there when the
scene was being investigated, and a figure in armor and a cloak was
spotted on a nearby rooftop, watching. Fae, elves, and Minotaur
warriors pursued the figure, but they proved elusive, and when
finally cornered, this silent being had taken down three Fae, seven
Elves, and a Minotaur without breaking a sweat before simply
stepping into the shadows and vanishing.”

Mac stood and leaned forward to tap the book
with a finger. “That's when the Effírië-l'ussë was born. Assumed to
have assassinated the Elf Queen, though there were no witnesses to
the actual act. And it felt off to me because, in that ensuing
battle which had leveled two city blocks in San Francisco, none of
the combatants were killed.”

“My initial impressions are all there in my
journal, you won't find them in the book in the Archives. And notes
from every other verified sighting as the Effírië became a thorn in
the side of the Divided Courts, stealing needed resources,
sabotaging the Leviathan's construction both in space and the
ground. Incapacitating any who were unfortunate enough to get close
to capturing them. They were determined to hamstring the deal the
Fae Queens had made unilaterally with the Humans.”

I digested that while he finished, “And over
the intervening centuries until the great Worldship's completion,
any unexplained happening, or any deaths were attributed to the
Silent Death, growing the legend.” Again he tapped the book's
cover. “But would it surprise you to know, that none of those
deaths had any witnesses that can positively put the Effírië at the
scenes of those deaths and assassinations? You being here tells me
it likely doesn't surprise you at all. You've always had keen
instincts, Knith Shade.”

Nodding slowly, thinking on the revelation of
the dissenters, I prompted slowly, “If there were Elf and
Lesser-Fae dissenters,” I nudged my chin to Graz who had landed on
my shoulder. “Were there any Greater-Fae dissenters, like maybe the
Siubhail?”

My mind was on the New Guard as the man just
grinned like I had won the lottery. “Ah, the right question.” Then
he answered with a simple, “Yes.”

I knew I wasn't going to get any other
answers from him, he was done sharing. But... if the Effírië was
associated with the dissenters from the Siubhail back then, and the
New Guard was a radicalized offshoot of them, is that why the
armored man has returned?

Mac stood and I knew that he was done
answering questions, so I stood too as he said, “It appears you've
some reading to do... Enforcer.” I gave him a crinkled nose rebuke.
He's been having fun torturing me by calling me daughter ever since
I married his and became his daughter-in-law. But now he was
prodding the bear just to be obstinate. The man chuckled and just
stood there as Mir saw Graz and me to the door. “And see Jane
before you go, she's been asking after you.”

“Will do.”

“And Graz, I want those relays returned.”

She buzzed into my helmet, flipping him off.
“How's it feel to want ya stupid big?” Then she added, “Highness.”
The man just chuckled.

“Want an escort, sugar?” Mir asked.

I shook my head, leaned over, and gave her a
peck on the cheek. “I think I can find the brothel on my own, then
I might take a look in the mines. This guy has to be hiding
somewhere. And since we don't know who... or what he is, Mother
can't track him out of his armor. I'm thinking he's either hiding
out on a remnant like Mac had done all this time or... if it were
me, with the moon outside of the World's purview now, and constant
traffic day and night between it and the Leviathan and Cityships
I'd find a nice little nest in the endless maze of tunnels in
Little Mouse.”

She cocked her head and hmmed. Then the
mirrored surface of her eyes lit from inside and she looked at me
expectantly. I nodded thanks when an updated map of the tunnels
appeared in my heads up. It would make determining the best places
to look without floundering around with the outdated schematics
Mother had.

The move from the Heart sphere to orbit had
collapsed a good amount of the honeycomb structure of the asteroid,
and the Remnants have been clearing and reinforcing tunnels and Mac
himself has been examining them for safety and structural integrity
since he was the only one of them who could survive another
collapse or worse yet, decompression.

I called back as she started closing the door
behind us, “Bye Mac.”

“Goodbye, daughter, give little Caitlyn my
love.”

“I will, and it wouldn't hurt your sorry ass
to drop by this week. She's always asking after you.”

And the door sealed, and with it, the magic
of Mac's gravity field was gone, sending us drifting down the
corridor until I pivoted and engaged my mag-boots. People seemed to
part as we clomped through the main corridor to the ladder down to
the next level.

I hustled a little quicker when I saw Madame
Zoe standing beside the beaded doorway into her cabin, smiling
knowingly at me. That's me, the tough-as-nails Brigade Enforcer,
terrified of a little creepy fortune-telling. Run away, run away.
Were Graz and Mother chuckling at me? Grr.

The brothel was lit up in neon flashing
lights like normal, and seemed to be much more crowded than usual,
what with the influx of miners looking to strike it rich in the
mines. Beautiful, half-clothed men and women of various races
called out from the entrance, enticing people to part with their
chits there instead of the other shops on this level.

Mir must have pinged Jane to give her a heads
up because the adorable Faun was at the entrance looking out across
the busy corridor traffic. She squeed, and launched herself toward
us with easy grace, drifting our way with her huge doe eyes giving
her an innocence that belied her position as madam and owner of the
brothel.

I caught her in a tight hug then released her
as she giggled, “Hello Knith.” She wiggled her brows. “You come to
sample the wares?”

It was a familiar tease, and I just rolled my
eyes at her. “No, Graz and I are here on official business.” Graz
buzzed her wings in greeting, causing Jane's eyes to shift to her
waving from my helmet.

“Hello, Graz.”

“Just wanted to say hello since we haven't
had our card nights in Mac's cabin for a spell. Hopefully in the
next few weeks, we can start the tradition up again once things get
organized in the mines.”

She nodded as she looked back at her
establishment that served another purpose, it was amazing just how
much information and secrets her workers could ply from their
clients in bed. And I knew that was the true purpose of the
brothel. Every single shop or resident on the Underhill had been
carefully selected by Mac to keep his finger on the pulse of the
other ships and peoples of the fleet. Information was power.

After a little catching up there in the
anonymity of the crowd, she assured me she would come visit Cait
since I didn't approve of my daughter visiting the brothel to visit
her pseudo-aunt, I excused us. “I was going to take a look in the
mines, then have to visit a Vampire on the World. Then Rory is
expecting us for dinner.”

The rest of the day was exhausting, after
visiting the mines and finding it would take months to investigate
all the nooks and crannies, and half-collapsed tunnels in the maze
that went on for miles.

Then after enjoying a flight on the Mark II
back to the World, I made my way to Bulkhead H on Beta-stack C-Ring
to the daytime quarters of a Vampire contact of mine, Thase Tanda,
knowing he wouldn't hide anything from me like Gemma, the Brigade's
Defense Against Vampires instructor, might.

As always he was a little flighty and nervous
around me since our first meeting didn't end well for him where I
found him lapping up the spilled blood of an organ harvest victim
from the deck-plates in the back halls of Bulkhead J. The man has
pulled himself together and secured a night shift job cleaning
plasma vents in the industrial sector.

He assured me that, “Vampires are neutral in
all things, as we are reviled by most races, even the Humans we
spawned from. We prefer to stay in the dark in all things, but it
is true that one of my ilk if they have had fed recently off of
living blood instead of the disgusting refrigerated blood bags
handed out to my kind at the dispensaries, the speed and strength
boost could give them near Fae speed and strength boost for a short
time.”

I asked as Graz lazily flew just out of reach
of the man, ready to light up in the ultraviolet spectrum in an
instant because she didn't trust what she called walking corpses,
“Is there any way a Vampire could be out while the Daylights are
on?”

He shook his head slowly. “Some of the really
old ones can survive the ultraviolet bandwidth in the lights for a
short time, but it would be excruciating and their skin would be
smoking and boiling... even the stars in the nebula burn bright
enough to be extremely uncomfortable.”

Graz squinted an eye. “Ok, but what if he
was, let's say, dressed in armor and a helmet that filtered the
light?”

I shot her a reproving look. It was bad
enough she always tagged along whenever I went out on an
investigation like this, but she knew better than to interfere,
even though that was my exact question too.

Again, Thase nodded slowly as he stared at my
armored neck, licking his lips like a man who was dying of thirst,
making me nervous, his fangs descending slightly. He reached inside
his door and pulled out a half-empty blood ration bag and bit into
it, sucking once long and hard before placing it back on the table
by the door. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he seemed back in full
control, the strain off his face though the hunger in his eyes
wasn't fully absent.

He said, “There are suits like that, as there
are some Vampires who wish to be out and about with the people of
the World, but the suits are unwieldy and draw attention, not to
mention that again, there isn't a Vampire who would chance siding
with one group over another and risk even more alienation.”

I nodded, looking past him into his
pitch-black cabin, though he was one of the few people who knew I
could see inside without my visor down showing me full spectrum
overlays. I smirked as he just instinctively moved in front of me
to block my view. I didn't think for one moment he was hiding
something, it was just a response his kind developed over their
long lives, but it was fun to mess with him.

Was I a terrible person? Mother supplied with
my snarky humor in my ear, “Yes.”

“Ok then, thanks, Thase. If you hear or see
anything that might help in my investigation, you know how to
contact me.” It was highly doubtful there were any Vampire
dissenters as I tended to believe Thase. I know how Vampires are
perceived on the World, I was guilty of the same. Is choosing to be
a semi-immortal creature of the night in exchange for your humanity
and ability to walk in the light of day with your fellow humans
worth it?

The man nodded and just stepped back and his
door slid into place between us. We headed back out to where I
mag-locked the Mark II out in the main ring. Graz muttered,
“Dead-boy creeps me the hells out.”

“He can hear you, brat.”

“I know, that's why I said it. Duh.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head, then
checked the ship's chronometer for the time. “We've got time for
one last stop in the B-Ring before we have to get home to Aurora
and Caitlyn, and your clan.” It was a very hectic and busy day, and
I had far too much reading and research to do after dinner to look
forward to. Fuck me now and space me naked.

Graz squeaked out, “Maybe Cait can set up a
meeting with the Siubhail leaders to see if they can set up a
meeting with some of the New Guard on the down-low.”

Mother announced to both of us, “I've already
asked her to do that while you two were chattering.”

I cocked an eyebrow first at the nearest
camera cluster in the corridor, then to the annoying Greater Sprite
in our midst. “On the down-low? You watch too many mystery waves...
you sound silly.” Then I added, pointing a finger in her face, “And
you're not part of the investigation, you minuscule lightning
bug.”

“Hey, did you just call me little? And tell
me again why we're doing this? How does it help us catch the New
Guard faction doing all these crimes?”

“I'm trying to understand what their end goal
here is, it can't just be terrorizing the people of the World, and
stealing alien tech that even our techs have no idea what it does.
This Effírië is involved, but is it directly or indirectly? I need
to understand all suspects, and when information is based on myth
and legend instead of actual observable facts, a case can lead to
wrong conclusions, and never be closed.”

I tapped the side of my helmet. “So I'm
gathering information on him, and trying to identify what race he
may be since my assumptions can be just as fallible as anyone
else's since I'm going off of a limited data-set. The more we know
and learn and verify, the more likely we are to locate those
responsible and close the case.”

She nodded. “Well, duh. I know all that, I
mean, we know it's the New Guard so why don't we go in MMGs blazing
and arrest them all. Threat eliminated.”

I nodded slowly and asked, “So we know for a
fact that it is the New Guard? Do we have indisputable evidence to
support the arrest of everyone in the group? It couldn't possibly
be anyone else?”

This stopped her as she hovered in front of
my face, wings buzzing. “Well, it has to be right?” I cocked a brow
and she just shrugged and asked, “What are we just sitting around
for? Shouldn't you be investigating to narrow down the suspect
list? What kind of cut-rate Enforcer are you?”

I chuckled at the sheepish look on her face.
“That's what I thought.” Then I prompted, “Just how many times have
any of my cases been cut and dry?”

“Yeah, you're right. The fairy shit you
always dig yourself into is as crazy as the Queens” She avoided the
flick of my finger, darting around it in a blur of light, kissing
its tip loudly, a smug look on her face.

Before long we wound up on foot in the
B-Ring, leaving the Tac-Bike mag-locked at the spoke terminal. We
had to walk down into the village on foot, the tree village of
A'leron didn't allow any powered vehicles in it, nor near the
palace in the middle of the village on the shore of Lake
G'lahan.

I enjoyed the village, whose structures were
built by honest-to-goodness wood that was harvested from the
endless forests of Earth. It resembled the old Elf villages of
fairy tales, very little magi-tech was used as they kept their
capital as true to their ancient roots as they could. Not all the
Elven villages were like this. Though they were located exclusively
in the various forests in the B-Rings of the four counter-rotating
Stacks of the Leviathan.

The B-Rings while populated primarily by the
Elves and the more magically prominent preternatural races, was
also home to most of the elite and rich families on the world. The
middle class, like me, were generally relegated to the C-Rings.

After a few minutes, we had to make our way
up to the suspended wood and rope walkways in the upper levels of
A'leron. If you looked in the right direction, not looking up or
toward the bulkheads, you could almost imagine you were on old
Earth that was.

We reached the triple-wide wooden bridge to
the platform surrounding the palace, looking deceptively empty,
unlike the crowded village we had just made our way through. I
smirked, knowing twelve lookouts have been shadowing us from the
tree canopies since we entered the village. The systems in my suit
had been tracking them through Mother's sensor and camera networks
she fed me without me needing to ask.

That was a little lighter than normal. I
prompted Graz as I snicked my helmet down into place as I felt the
magic moving all around us. It was brighter magic but felt eerily
similar to the Fae. As a younger race than them, Elf magic hadn't
drifted too far from its origins yet as the Fae's had. But it all
tasted of hints of the ominous and intricate power of the Forge of
Creation. I sometimes would mistake Elf magic for second or
third-born Greater Fae magic or vice versa.

And like the Fae, whenever I came here to
meet up with my friend, the prince of the elves, J'real Leafwalker
of House Thule, the guards here liked to test themselves against me
just because they watch all those stupid news waves of the dumbass
things I've done over the past few years that I seriously shouldn't
have walked away from.

I went to take a step onto the bridge, then
pulled back and called out, “I don't have time for this today, I
promised my daughter I'd be home soon for dinner. I'll just pop in
to see Jay, then I'm out of your hair.”

Twelve figures landed all around me, silent
as death herself, then twelve more on the other side of the bridge.
I blurted, “Seriously, L'tan? Two dozen?”

She chuckled as the leader of the palace
guard stepped forward to the other side of the bridge, looking a
combination of sexy and deadly like all Elves did in their battle
armor that was fashioned out of high impact, magic ablative plates
that were sculpted to look like leather. And unlike the Fae guards
at the palaces of Summer and Winter, they didn't have weapons that
would be illegal on the rest of the vessel like here. But they did
have unpowered blades and collapsible batons like the Brigade
carried.

Though I did point out, “I assume that
whumper on your hip there is registered and permitted? Lottie?”

She patted it, a smirk on her face. “Just got
her today. With all the recent threats and assassination attempts
on the World, we got special dispensation to carry them. Isn't she
a beaut?”

The Gladious Industries microwave blasters
with precision magi-tech circuitry allowed the weapons to fire a
blast of contained and concentrated energy to do anything from
stun, while doing serious damage to an individual, to kill if put
on overload. They made a whump when discharged in the latter case,
killing the target but also melting the power source. They were a
favorite of licensed bodyguards, who named them whumpers because of
the sound.

I rolled my eyes but nodded. Usually, only
Brigade or Ready Squadron could be issued lethal weapons on the
Worldship, but most of us stuck with our MMGs. Though it has slowly
been changing as the attacks that have been increasing in frequency
since the Cityships' arrival have had many Enforcers opting for the
more reliable Triton Nebula 500's and their selectable
multi-platform munitions, and the ability to fire more than once in
lethal settings.

I was a cold iron baton and MMG girl myself.
I still believe that we can do our jobs without killing. Maybe
because I'm haunted by all the killing I have done over my career,
and I'm not proud of a single one of them. But I harbor no
self-recrimination either as what I do isn't supposed to be easy,
nor are the decisions we have to make in the execution of our
duties, we chose to be the protectors of the World, so we had to
accept the decisions we make to keep the twelve million souls
onboard safe, even if it means taking deadly action when
needed.

I felt the pressure of Mother's presence in
my head from my armor's neural interfaces. It was akin to a warm
hug from her. I sent thanks to her, knowing she had my back.

“I didn't know they made them in green.”

“Special order.”

I got down to brass tacks. “So are you
letting me through or what?”

She chuckled. “Well if you need to get back
to Caitlyn, I guess we don't have to dance. How is the Keeper?”
That was some sort of title the Elves used for my daughter because
she... well, and me, were the only ones the artifacts of the Forge
of Creation in the Ka'Infinitum would speak with anymore. And since
she had Chip, a tiny artifact grain grafted to her, they called her
the Keeper. And the Elves all had an odd protective adoration of
her.

I've had conversations with Beta, Rory, and
Doc about it. We've surmised that since the Elves have always had a
fascination for Humans, which is why there are so many Elf
Halflings like President Yang, and Elves were created by the Fae,
that my baby is the best of both worlds, being a Changeling. Not to
mention, Cait is a pretty awesome girl. Whatever, she's my
daughter, ok?

I strode out onto the bridge, and everyone
tensed. Graz started orbiting me in a streak of golden light,
sifting perturbed dust behind her, a miniaturized MMG in one hand
and her needle-sharp blade in the other as she eyeballed the two
squads of royal guards.

The funny part about it was that nobody
thought it funny as their Fae counterparts did, they all knew that
when it came to violence and pain, size didn't matter. They've all
seen what Graz could do, and none of them wanted to test her just
to find their eye dangling on the end of her blade. Which I found
sort of insulting, since they didn't have that same healthy regard
for my abilities, else why would they always confront me for a
sparring match before they let me into the palace?

L'tan offered an arm and I grasped it when I
got across. She supplied, “I'll escort you to Jay.” Like I had a
choice. I nodded and gave her a look. She still sounded forlorn
when she spoke of the prince. But the smug, smarmy, flirtatious,
strikingly handsome, and loquacious Elf only had eyes for Nyx now
after Rory and I became a couple.

I prompted as we walked with her, all the
other guards fading back into the shadows, “Lottie, you gotta
forget Jay and take a chance. Did you even ping Kornelious
Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth as I suggested? He's a
little title happy Gnome sapper, but if you can get past his
insistence of you calling him Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius
the Thirteenth instead of anything shorter, he's actually a good
guy.”

She smirked at me. “And he's three feet tall.
How does that even work logistically, Shade?”

I shrugged as the palace doors opened
automatically for us, and she spoke a couple of words of a spell
that would have us step right inside to a corridor in front of
J'Real's quarters. “I know this cute Goblin and Leprechaun couple,
and they've made their three-foot height difference work.”

She knocked on the door and stepped behind me
when his voice called out, “Coming.”

I looked back at her and whispered, “What
kind of guard are you, letting me stand in front of you when
meeting one of your protectees? Woman up, lady.”

She reached a hand forward and shoved me in
answer, while not insanely strong like the Greater-Fae, Elves were
still much stronger than most of the races on the world. So of
course I stumbled forward, face-first into the door. “Ow.”

“I said I was coming.”

I muttered half-jokingly, “Assaulting a
Brigade Enforcer? Really?”

She just had an evil grin on her face when
the door opened and I windmilled and almost fell in on Jay before
the gyros in my Scatter Armor took over and righted me.

The man was all strikingly white teeth as he
gave a heart-stopping smile in mirth, “Ah, Knith, I knew you were
simply falling for me.”

Rolling my eyes he looked past me. “Captain
L'tan, breathtaking as usual.”

The woman's face heated, the blush looking
great on her darker complexion. He shot her that same smile and it
had her tongue-tied. I kicked his shin, he blurted as he hopped on
one leg, “Ow.” One look at my expression had the incessant flirt
leaning into my personal space to speak over my shoulder, “That
will be all, L'tan, thank you. Exemplary job as always.”

It may as well have been magic how fast she
took the out, and all but dashed away.

I stepped into his quarters, a single finger
on his chest, pushing him back as I chastised, “You're shameless.
You know she's sweet on you. You need to dial back the charm with
her.”

“Ah, so you DO find me charming.”

“Yeah, as charming as Minotaur
hemorrhoids.”

He snorted. “Fine, I'll dial back, though
where's the fun in that?” Then he winked. “You do realize that most
Elves have polygamous marriages?”

Oh, that I did not know. I knew a few races
who did, including the tri-sexual Sprites like Graz. It took three
to produce offspring, a male, female, and a pollinator like Graz
was. She's fine with any pronouns, so I use female pronouns with
her because of her feminine features.

So I muttered to him, “Well... then... what
does Nyx think about it?” She was my friend too so I was looking
out for her here.

He shrugged and got a little serious. “I've
never broached the subject because really, she's a lot more
spectacular than she believes herself to be. And her awkward streak
makes her deliciously adorable don't you think?”

“She is pretty great, so make sure you treat
her right.”

He winked again and put a hand out palm up
and Graz landed on it. “Like a princess... princess.” I flipped him
off and grinned at his laughter. “So what do I owe the pleasure of
House Shade visiting?”

Jay ushered us to a sitting area in his main
room that was styled to look as if it had organically grown from
the treelike structure of the palace as I shared, “I have some
questions about the time around the construction of the Leviathan,
and about the Fae legend of the Effírië-l'ussë.”

He paused as he reached for a tray with a
delicate-looking pitcher of water and finely spun glass flutes to
drink from. His carefree attitude faded as he said matter of
factly, “The Effírië is not a legend. He took my grandmother from
us.” Then he took a calming breath and smiled, “But that was a
little before my time. Mother would be able to give you first-hand
accounts of both your topics.”

I eyeballed him, why did all preternatural
seem reticent to share their true ages with anyone? Before my time
could mean anything from he was born on the day of Exodus Launch to
anytime in the last five thousand years.

Sighing, I prompted, “Just how old are you
anyway, Jay? And I don't want to bother your mother with this, is
there another Elf old enough to remember those days I can speak
with?”

He chuckled as he pressed a button on the
table before bringing the water to offer me, and I was surprised to
see a tiny glass thimble filled with water for Graz. One thing you
can say about J'Real is that he's smooth. “But princess, a
gentleman doesn't reveal his age.”

I shook a fist playfully at him. “I'll give
you something to princess about, right upside the head.”

His grin grew as he held his fluted glass up
in salute. “I can see how you captured Aurora's heart, Knith.”

Graz piped out, “Ooo, water, you're ok in my
book elf-boy.” She buzzed up and lifted the thimble in both hands
and glugged the water down before setting the thimble down and
wiping her mouth on her armored sleeve. “Ya got any strawberries
around this dump?”

I put up a hand before Jay could stand again
as I growled out, “You're not getting trashed while I'm on duty.
I'm not going to haul your minuscule drunk ass home in a belt pouch
again.” Strawberries and Sprites did not mix. They were a bad
combination as they brought the little winged wonders from sober to
drunk in ten milliseconds.

My height-challenged sidekick glared at me as
she pointed at her middle finger on her other hand in case I missed
it, “You're about as fun as a gargoyle in a staring contest.” Then
she buzzed over to Jay and sat on his shoulder, stage whispering
behind her hand, “There she goes with her fascination of my ass
again. I mean, it is pretty great and all, but she's a Big.”

Jay nodded seriously, he had an annoying
habit of listening attentively to everyone who spoke with him. Well
fine, it wasn't annoying, it was one of the things that impressed
me about him, and marked him worthy of dating Nyx in my book. Then
he asked, “Counterpoint?”

I muttered as I wondered if the Brigade still
frowned upon me using an MMG on smartasses just because. Mother
spoke in the room. “Unfortunately, nobody has addressed that topic
for you from the suggestion box, Knith.”

“Everyone's a comedian now.”

“I learned from the best.” I snorted. Over
the decades she became one of my most trusted confidantes back in
the Enforcer Academy, her humor and sarcasm have blossomed, and
I've had a suspicion for quite some time that she's modeling it
after my slightly warped and sometimes inappropriate sense of
humor. “I stand by my statement.”

Jay was looking confused as he looked up to
one of the cameras in the main room, until Graz shared, “They're
just doing that freaky silent communication thing they do, so
you're only hearing one side of it. They're like an old married
couple.” Then she snapped her fingers and squeaked out in a half
giggle, “Hey would you look at that, Knith is in a polygamist
marriage too.”

“Zip it, you winged annoyance.”

She did an impressive job of miming slowly
zipping her lips. How did she get them to work in a wave that
looked like she was zipping them as she tossed the imaginary key
over her shoulder? I revised, “Smug, winged annoyance.” Then she
was off, darting around, wings buzzing, sparkling dust sifting down
through the golden light trail as she started snooping around his
rooms again.

Jay just chuckled as he winged a thumb her
way. “You're building a harem. I should take notes, Knith.”

“Mabs tits man, you're as bad as she is.” I
pursed my lips in a tight line, ignoring the sizzling sound as the
marks the Fae Queens had left on me, the fire and ice magics
warring as they touched.

Before I could get us back on track and ask
for the name of an Elf who had been around on Earth back then, so I
could ask my questions, a chime sounded out in the space, and the
wall crafted like a mass of green vines parted, revealing a lift
door that slid open without any sound at all.

Then my eye widened in recognition, as the
only other person on the world who held as much political clout as
Mab, Titania, or President Yang, virtually glided with entirely
silent steps out of the hidden elevator. J'maleen Thule, queen of
the Wood Elves looking as radiant and beautiful as any Fae was
already speaking, “Why did you call me down, darling boy? I'm in
the middle of negotiating woodland rights on the Cityship Sojourner
with Mayor Abara.”

She paused when she saw me, her violet eyes
widened almost imperceptibly in recognition as she stopped in
mid-stride. “Oh, you have a guest.”

I stood quickly and gave a slight bow,
“Majesty.” The Queen title was more ceremonial now that we were
governed by a democratically elected president, but that didn't
mean she was any less important a figure than the Queens of the
Divided Courts as she still had domain over her own citizens.

“Enforcer Shade.”

She looked from me to her son, an exquisitely
sculpted brow cocked, a smile slowly working at the corners of her
mouth. Jay just sighed heavily and almost whined as he said,
“Mother, Knith is here for information, nothing else. Why can't you
be happy for Nyx and me?”

The woman walked up gracefully, and
soundlessly, even when she tucked her almost ethereal gossamer
dress under her as she sat primly, but with such precision, I knew
I was in the presence of a dangerous apex predator of a woman.
“Happy? I'm ecstatic, Jay my sweet. Nyxlyn's family is the highest
of Winter's second-borns. A powerful Fae house. But it never hurts
to expand your horizons to add to your power base if you are to
lead one day.”

He ignored her and shared as he and I sat.
“She's wanting to speak with someone who was around during the
construction of the Leviathan and the appearance of the
Effírië-l'ussë.”

Her pleasant demeanor bled away to a glare of
barely contained, seething rage. She spat out, “The
Effírië-l'ussë?”

I nodded carefully as I could feel the
control of her massive magic reservoir slipping, “Yes ma'am.”

That's when Graz came buzzing back in. She
paused in the air and then smiled hugely as she made a beeline for
J'maleen. The woman's anger was instantly replaced with a sort of
contented glee that most Elves got around the wee-folk. She cupped
her hands and Graz landed in them, gold light and dust illuminating
the Elf's hands. J'maleen held her like the most precious and
delicate of flowers.

My minuscule sidekick looked up at her with
her big glossy eyes, “Hello, Queenie, you're pretty.”

The woman seemed entranced as she whispered,
“It's true, you are a Greater Sprite. Welcome to A'naleet Palace.
You do us a true honor.” Titania's panties, this reverence was
going to give Graz a big head for the rest of the day.

She nudged her little chin toward me as she
reconfigured her armor into summer mode so the Queen could see more
of her, “I'm with the Big. She's hunting the New Guard and the
Effírië. Wouldja mind answerin' a few questions?”

The woman just nodded, sitting back, one eye
on me, one on the being that she held cupped like she was
protecting her. “Of course, I'll answer what I can, Enforcer.”

I waved that off, “Knith, please.” And I
leaned forward, formulating where to start.


Chapter 7 – Dinner

I relayed what I was told in that meeting to
Caitlyn and Aurora as we ate dinner that night as I alternated
between sampling the delectable selections on the table and Mac's
journal in my other hand.

To me it was surreal, to hear that there was
a large portion of the Elvish population who didn't agree with how
the Fae unilaterally decided to out the other races, and then took
control of all negotiations without even consulting the other
races.

J'maleen's mother, Queen J'Vree had been very
vocal about it, as she had been trying to negotiate a voice in the
Fae courts for the disenfranchised Greater Fae of the Siubhail.
Decades of hard work toward reunification of all the Greater-Fae
Courts had been dashed upon the rocks when Summer and Winter again
just assumed full control, then added insult to injury by offering
up the Ka'Infinitum to the Humans, under the Queen's control, to
power the great multi-generational vessel when they'd not allowed
any in the Siubhail access to the Artifacts in the eons after the
war.

And now that I was reading Oberon's
observations at that time, it verified the tale the Elvish Queen
had shared with Graz and me. Mac even noted that many of the races
were being swayed toward dissension by the persuasive and
charismatic leader of the Tree Elves. Groups were organized to
sabotage the efforts to complete the Leviathan during her
ten-century construction, in an effort to force the Greater Fae
back to the negotiation table to give all the races a voice in the
decisions.

The dissension had gained so much momentum
that many assassination attempts had been made against Queen J'Vree
in the last few decades before Exodus Day, but the Queen was one of
the most skilled fighters and magic users of her race and had
stopped the attempts with extreme prejudice. The Humans of Earth
had started contemplating suspending the work on the Leviathan to
listen to the alliances which the Elvish Queen had inspired.

This sparked a very credible threat which
made its way back to Mac through his extensive network of spies,
that some of the Greater Fae had made a pact with others,
unbeknownst to the Summer and Winter Ladies, to send a skilled
assassin to silence her voice. It had surprised me that Mac himself
had sent a magic sealed letter to the Elvish leader to warn
her.

But Oberon had been too late, for the next
morning, the Effírië-l'ussë had succeeded where so many others had
failed. I noted the only difference between J'maleen's and Oberon's
accounts, was that Mac had noted that there was no witness to the
actual killing even though it was attributed to the armored and
cloaked figure who would be attributed to every unsolved act of
sabotage, of funds and supplies theft, every unsolved preternatural
murder and assassination until Exodus.

The three symbols he wrote below it, which
amounted to three question marks in Ship's Common showed me he
believed there was more to the story as I was feeling in my
gut.

J'maleen informed us, “After Exodus Launch,
and there were no new sightings of the thrice-cursed Effírië, I
have been content knowing that my mother's murderer would one day
burn when the expanding sun finally devours our old home. But now?
If it truly is him, and he has been on the World all this time,
know that the Elves of the Worldship will not rest until he is
hunted down and brought to justice.”

As she spoke, some Faries had flown in from
somewhere outside through one of the many open windows to alight in
her hair, putting flowers in it, and one started gnawing her locks
until Graz flew up to slap its hand.

The unnaturally beautiful Lesser-Fae seemed
to notice Graz was there for the first time. They all buzzed around
her, oohing and ahhing and zipping up to tuck loose grass
clippings, half-chewed leaves, and pollen onto her armor as she
shooed them away, arms flailing, “Get away from me you lint licking
sock puppets.”

Then she buzzed off, calling out, “Hey! Don't
stick that in your ear you dumbass Fairies. How have you all not
died from stupidity yet?”

There was one question I had left and it was,
“Did you share your mother's feelings about the dissension?”

She smirked at me. “Don't be coy, Shade, word
of your intelligence is discounted in many circles, but you openly
defy the will of the Summer and Winter Queens in the name of
justice and fairness and yet are relatively unscathed.” She tapped
her lips to indicate mine. “So let me answer along with your next
question, I did, but not to the extent of outright opposition as
she did, and since most of what she was trying to accomplish became
moot once the Leviathan tasted open space for the first time, it
was pointless to continue.”

She held up a hand, palm out to stop me from
expounding. “And yes, the Elves still championed the rights of the
Siubhail and their reunification with the Divided Courts, right up
until a certain improbable Brigade Enforcer, and her beguiling and
impossible half-Fae daughter did what we could not, and gave the
Siubhail their voice with the Queens.”

Seeing the look on my face, she smirked
almost coyly. “You see? I do not discount your capabilities. You
have been instrumental in saving the Leviathan and the fleet on
multiple occasions, the Human who stood against and defeated a
Greater-Fae. So be assured in the fact that the Elves of the World
do not support violence of any kind by the extremists causing
everyone such grief now, and most certainly would not work with
that most reviled creature, the Effírië.”

Then almost as if she was trying to tell me
something, she added as a frazzled looking Graz came darting back
to land on her shoulder, her face streaked multiple colors with
pollen, and she was spitting out some sort of bird feather, “We do
support the grievances of the Siubhail and others against the
Greater Fae, though the Divided Courts are still our staunchest
allies.” She whispered, “But it will not be much longer until
others begin to realize that they hold no real power over the World
anymore, now that the Artifacts of the Ka'Infinitum have forsaken
them and selected Caitlyn of House Shade as their chosen
ambassador.”

She pointed at a camera that looked like a
leafy plant on the wall, “I expect you to keep that out of your
logs, Mother. I know you've already realized that same thing.”

Mother spoke as if she were taken aback,
“Would I listen in on a private conversation between the heads of
two houses?”

We all chimed out, “Yes.” Then Jay added,
“Most certainly, you beautiful World, you.”

“Does that sort of sweet-talking work on
people, Knith?”

I smirked at the grinning man. “More often
than it ought.”

“Now, if you are finished asking questions,
and my son is done flirting with Mother, I do have to finish my
negotiation with Mayor Abara. Now there is an impressive and
fascinating Human.” I nodded my agreement. I'm sure the Queen had
her hands full with that one.

“Thank you for your time, Highness. You've
helped my investigation a lot, even though it brought up a bucket
full of more questions too.”

“I must say, it was an eye-opening pleasure
to speak with Morrigan's Bane. And goodbye to you, noble
Sprite.”

Graz waved animatedly, a smile plastered on
her face before she reconfigured her armor and snicked down her
visor, “See ya later, Queenie.”

Jay called out as the woman glided into the
lift and the doors started to close, “Umm, yes, I'm here too,
mother. Goodbye to you, too?”

I barked out a peal of laughter when we heard
her sigh out as the elevator started moving, “So needy that boy.”
The man was all grins.

I turned to him just to be interrupted. “If
we're done here. Last one home is a steaming pile of Fairy dung!”
Then she darted away in a streak of light and sifting dust,
“Wheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee...”

Winging a finger at the fading streak of
light that somehow squeezed through the doorway to the hall, I
shared, “Ever since she came out of her chrysalis, she's always
wanting to show off her new speed.”

He nodded. “Well, you're lucky to have
her.”

It was my turn to nod and admit, “Yeah, I
guess I am. She's ok for a royal pain in my ass.”

He snorted when my visor snicked down in
place. “And you're the most competitive woman I know, Knith
Shade.”

I smirked and waved back as I ran and dove
out his window, “Catch you later, Jay. Come visit Cait when you get
a chance.”

I heard his chuckle fading as I plummeted
down to the courtyard, one level down. I landed in a three-point
stance, my armor absorbing the energy of the impact, startling a
couple of the guards, then I went darting off over the bridge,
other hidden guards shadowing me as I ran with all the augmented
speed my armor could afford me, making my way back to the spoke
terminal where I could see Mother already had the Mark II hovering
and waiting while a streak of gold light buzzed past me,
“...eeeeeeeeeeeee.”

Mab's tits, this was going to be a close
one.

Caity was grinning as we relayed the meeting
as she fed Twinkle a piece of fruit on her shoulder, “And who
won?”

Graz and I blurted out together, “Me.”

She muttered goodheartedly to her tiny
companion and her Wyrms who were watching the exchange with great
curiosity, “Aren't I supposed to be the child here?”

I assured my smarty pants, “You are, baby
girl.”

“Mooom. I'm fully mature now.”

“I remind you that you're half Human too,
besides the fact you'll always be my baby girl.”

Rory looked over the moon at our interaction
and just said, “It's true, dear heart.”

I looked around at my family, amazed I could
say that. Being a CC, or Clinic Child who was incubated at the
reproduction clinic solely to keep the Human population
equilibrium, I had no family growing up. The institutions were all
I had known. Now here I was sitting with a wife and child, and
Graz' entire clan, Mother watching over us and with us through her
Cybil, my family. And I felt the wonder of it all.

That had me prompting, “That's enough of me
breaking protocol and discussing an ongoing case, what did you do
today girls?”

Caitlyn made a sour face. “Had seven meetings
with Fae wishing to access the Ka'Infinitum, you'd think by now
they'd realize it isn't going to happen. The Artifacts only let me
or you in there now, I'm pretty sure it's Loki's doing since it
seems smug and amused whenever I bring up the fact that they have
to allow them in at some point to address the possibility of fixing
whatever the Forge did to prevent Greater-Fae births.”

I nodded. Loki was the name I gave to the
most subversive trickster among the Artifacts. I'm convinced it
takes delight in stirring things up and causing chaos since neither
Cait nor I will give in to its siren song to release the
incalculable power of it to create and destroy. Only madness lies
on that path. I was quite intimate with Loki's tricks and promises
of everything and nothing since we spent a lot of time together
sharing in our loneliness on the mission to boost Morrigan onto a
course that the Leviathan could intercept.

“Yeah, Loki's a jerk at times.”

Then she perked up. “I visited Ember and
Flame today. They were inordinately playful and loved the new apple
hybrid the Elves of Gamma-B have grown.” She always lit up with joy
when she spoke of the Firewyrms. The childlike living flame
dragon-like Fae which Mab and Titania have illegally hidden away in
pens on the Leviathan.

I understood, I always felt the same after
communing with them and their way of communicating by sharing
impressions, emotions, and pictures when you touch them and they
are getting better at forming words in our minds. When they mature
thousands of years from now, the Queens say they will be able to
communicate fully, and be over a hundred and fifty feet long by
then, which would be worrying except for the fact that they won't
mature until long after Planetfall and they'd have all the room
they could ever want, an entire planet for a playground instead of
the little pens with the magic illusionary landscape they frolic in
here on the World.

“Ember wants you to come and play. She missed
you yesterday.”

I squinted an eye. “This case is eating into
most of my time. I'll have to make it up to her.”

Graz buzzed up between us, sharing with her,
“I keep telling her kids don't understand duty and all that pixie
shit.”

Cait was all smug grins as she put a finger
out which Graz fist-bumped. I whined out, “Ok you two, enough with
the guilt trip.” I pointed at Rory. “And you, stop looking so
amused.”

“Whatever you say, my Knith.”

I looked at Cybil who was on the table
looking fascinated as she watched Speck devouring a grape in front
of Cait. “She doesn't sound sincere, does she?” The cute metallic
cyberwyrm shook her head and I winked at her as Mother chuckled
over the hidden public address speakers in the ceiling.

Technically, Mother shouldn't be able to be
live and monitoring us here in the Nursery, the land holdings of
House Shade, without being verbally accessed by a Greater-Fae,
since we are behind the virtually impenetrable wards of Ha'Real,
woven by Queen Mab herself. Buuut, Cybil is one of Mother's
avatars, so she had somehow used her to tunnel through the wards to
have full unfettered access in the Nursery as she did on the rest
of the World except the Firewyrm pens.

If there is anyone who could figure out how
to get around some of the most powerful magic ever constructed, it
would be Mother. The Leviathan's AI makes her the most powerful
intelligence on the World, which makes sense since she is the
World.

Rory eyeballed the cybernetic being. “Whose
side are you on, Mother?”

“I take no sides, I love all my charges
equally, well except our little family, and I'm on Knith's
side.”

It was my turn to give a toothy grin in
triumph as Rory sputtered out, “That's the most contradictory
answer I've ever heard.”

“I'm sure I have no clue what you're...”

“Gah, you even sound like my Knith when
you're being sassy.”

“Thank you.”

“It wasn't a compliment.”

I cut in, “Hey!”

Mother said, “Oh shush you, we're giving you
a hard time.”

That had me muttering, “Is it pick on Knith
day and nobody told...” I stopped, knowing the trap I was in and
looked around pointing at them all. “Don't you dare say 'Every day
is pick on Knith day.' The whole lot of ya. I have my eye on you!”
I swung two fingers from my eyes to the group, who just chuckled at
me.

Then the chuckles became raucous laughter
when Mother said almost primly as Cybil looked at Aurora, “See? I
told you she could learn.”

Space me now, I'd never win.

Cait leaned over in her chair to lay her head
on my shoulder. “Love you, mom.” Well fine, I melted. She was off
my smiting list now, but the others? Not so much. I gave those
others a so-there look. Then my daughter shared, “Oh, I almost
forgot, the ambassadors of the Siubhail have agreed to speak with
you here on neutral ground tomorrow.”

Ahh. I nodded. “Great, thank you for
contacting them for me, you're a wonder.”

She appeared pleased at my praise, reminding
me she wasn't the young adult she physically looked, and would look
the rest of her life, but was still a child in Human terms. It is
easy to forget since she appeared Fae in all ways except her Human
eyes, which looked hauntingly similar to mine. I hugged her and
released her.

“Well, as much as I adored dinner, ladies, I
have a lot of research to do before bed. Is the book from the Fae
Archives in my study?” Heh, the study is a slight misnomer as it is
an open-air, covered balcony looking out over Sidhe Lake, with a
small desk in the middle of it and shelves and cabinets inset into
the wall that leads inside of the Nursery, a massive domed
conservatory nestled in a forested grotto by the lake outside the
Winter palace of Ha'Real.

It features exotic trees and plants growing
around three small lakes and a central magic waterfall that falls
from nowhere from the top of the dome, and various species of
animals who share the space with us. Our cottage on the premises is
nothing short of a posh manor that merges with the outer dome,
offering spectacular views of the forest and lake beyond, arching
up to the horizon and the Sky Glass above.

After changing out of my armor and into some
of the few civilian clothing I owned, I stepped out of Rory and my
suite, out onto my study. Aurora had teased once that the little
desk I carried out there to do all my end-of-day paperwork for my
cases was my study. The name sort of stuck.

I paused halfway to it, something on my desk
pulling my attention from the Sky Glass as the Daylights faded to
half power, indicating it was dusk and night would be upon us soon,
revealing the stunning lights and colors of the nebula we were
passing by take up the portion of the sky not dominated by the last
of Morrigan and the Trunk.

There, sitting in the middle of my desk, was
a large tome, approximately two feet square, ten inches thick, and
it screamed of ages gone by, holding a history that was palpable
from where I stood. I swear I could smell what could only be real
paper pages yellowed with the passage of countless centuries. It
buzzed with power, no doubt what has kept the pages from decaying
to dust over the years.

I had to suppress a snort, the Summer and
Winter Ladies were such, well, they were drama Queens. I patted
Mac's journal which was the same age, and his looked almost new,
with none of the gravity or unnecessary size of the other book.

As I stepped toward it, it was as if I were
leaning into a non-existent wind as pressure started building, a
need to step away from it with urgency had me exhale and shake my
head. It had some sort of protective spellwork or wards on it to
keep someone not of the Divided Courts from viewing its contents.
And of course, Mab couldn't be bothered to remove it or alter it to
authorize me. But nooo, everything with her was a test. She no
doubt wanted to see if my partial magic immunity would be able to
get past such an ancient tasting ward. Which, funnily enough,
didn't taste like Mab's power, nor, I realized, did it taste like
Titania's. It wasn't something crafted by Winter or Summer.

I nodded as I pushed through, my skin
sparking like my scatter armor usually did, telling me my SAs
likely never sparked while scattering low-level spells, and it has
been me the entire time I've been in the Brigade. I realized the
familiar feel of the magic and my eyes widened slightly in surprise
for more than one reason. First was the fact that it tasted like
Elf magic combined with the timeless metallic tang of the Forge of
Creation. I asked myself audibly, “The Fae allowed the Elves to
borrow from the Ka'Infinitum's power back then? And had them ward
their written history books like this?”

Mother answered softly like she always did
when I was working in the study. “The Archivist who oversees the
transfer of the Archives between Ha'Real and Verd'Real every five
thousand years is a Wood Elf. She is the oldest living Elf, ancient
for even their kind, and beloved and trusted implicitly by the
Divided Courts. She is the only being allowed to weave the
long-forgotten spells of protection in the volumes of knowledge in
the Archive, as she is neutral in all things.”

“Thank you, Mother,” another thing I didn't
know about the Fae and their culture. I never would have thought
the Queens of trusting someone outside of their courts to safeguard
something so important.

The wards slid around me as I held my breath,
forcing my way to my desk before I got the impression the spell was
amused and gave up, going back to sleep. I looked at the desktop
where Mother was displaying a picture of the Archivist and
pertinent information about her.

I had to blink, she looked like an old woman,
wrinkled as elder Humans get, instead of the perpetual youth we are
used to seeing. I knew Elves were mostly immortal like the Fae, but
not timeless. I've just never met an Elf who was older than five or
ten thousand years before.

I pointed. “There is information missing from
her file. There is no age listed and no name other than
Archivist.”

“Archivist is the only name the Firstborn Fae
can remember. Only the Queens would know her real name, and Oberon
is young compared to them so even he wouldn't know. It is rumored
that she may have been among the first Elves when the Greater-Fae
gave genesis to the Wood Elves to share the world with others as
not to be alone.”

I laid a hand on the now inert ancient tome,
sensing the history it held as I mumbled wistfully, “She sounds
like someone I'd very much like to meet.”

“She's a little abrasive and cantankerous,
but likes to tell stories to me and Caity-Bear when she visits the
Archives.”

Blinking I asked, “Caity goes to the
Archives?”

Mother said in the tone of someone who
accidentally let something slip, which always caught me off guard,
since it wasn't programming that does that, her AI, like any living
consciousness, just has slips like that. It reminded me all the
time about just how alive the Leviathan really was. She was a
person I loved, part of my family, and I can't remember a time she
wasn't there, speaking with me in a way she hid from the rest of
the World until recently.

“Mother?”

“Fine, she has a voracious appetite for
knowledge. Not even the Queens have consumed all the books there.
And since Caity-Bear has their genetic memory, she sparks it in the
Archives, finding books they hadn't read yet and she consumes it
all. The Archivist was shocked the first time Cait stepped through
her lensing portal, past all the wards to the Archive, to introduce
herself and ask if she could read the books there if she promised
not to remove any from the Archive.”

She chuckled. “The Archivist, it seems, is
not immune to our girl's charms. And after reading her the riot act
for arriving unannounced, caved and agreed to allow it if the
Queens were not made aware. I think she enjoys having someone to
speak with among the endless shelves of books.”

“Hmm... I'm going to have to talk to her
about it. I'd like to meet this Archivist too. Wait... I thought
Cait could only use her little door to go places she has already
been. This is why she can't go to any new places on the World, or
Little Mouse. Though from what she says, it may be out of her range
since she can't seem portal over to the Underhill unless it is
closer to the World.”

Though I'm sure with Chip's help, even the
Cityships were likely in her range.

Mother surmised, “Again, her genetic memory.
She would know anything the Queens knew up until the moment
Princess Aurora infused your embryo with her power combined with
the old power of the Ka'Infinitum spellwork. Any construction newer
than that she wouldn't know unless you have visited it since your
memory fills in any blanks she may have. The Archive is easily a
place she could spark the memory of.”

Ah.

I've often wondered how Cait didn't go crazy
with the Queens, Rory's, and my memories inside her head. But how
it is explained to me, that to prevent that exact thing from
happening, memories aren't all just there, something has to trigger
the recall of any piece of information when the need arises.

Then I changed the topic as I opened the
book. “Damn it. I forgot to ask Daniel to get a task force together
from HQ to attach to FABLE for a grid search of the tunnels in
Little Mouse. My gut is telling me that there are hides there the
New Guard are using, and possibly this Effírië character since you
are having problems tracking them.”

She huffed in exasperation at being reminded
of any shortcoming of hers. Then she assured me, “I already took
the liberty when you were thinking it when we raced Graz back home.
I also sent him two tickets to the Zero-Ball game next week as a
thank you from you. Really Knith, you have to remember the man is
your partner. I'm the only one keeping him included in your
investigations most of the time.”

I said tonelessly, “And of course you aren't
using my voice again, since I've asked you, not too nicely, about
three thousand times.”

There was the impression of her sticking her
tongue out at me in her tone, how did she do that? This is why I
always envisioned her as a high-maintenance redhead. “Maybe I did,
maybe I didn't.”

Exhaling I waved her off, then asked as I
looked at the words I couldn't fully understand on the page. I
could feel some sort of magic trying to exert itself but fizzling
since I held the book. I realized it was likely a spell meant to
allow an individual to read the ancient Fae dialect. “Mother? Could
you please?”

A holographic overlay sprang up off my desk
surface to envelop the pages, translating to Ship's Common as I
started turning the pages. I sat back in my chair and started to
read what felt like some sort of alternate history that contrasted
with Oberon's observations. And I knew that somewhere between the
two, where they overlapped, lay the truth that neither account
could see.

It was going to be a long night.


Chapter 8 – Siubhail

The following day I had to debrief with the
watch commander on my progress, normally there would be multiple
Enforcer teams working on a case like this, but since it involved
the Greater-Fae, it had to be coordinated through the FABLE office.
I browsed the various personnel requests and Daniel's reports and
found most of them signed with my quantum key even though I hadn't
issued any of them.

Grr... I chastised Mother again, though I
knew it wouldn't do any good. I was starting to wonder if I were
losing my touch and getting complacent in my investigations if she
was always ahead of me like this. She assured me in my head, “No,
we just make a great team. You're just too loud with your surface
thoughts and your helmet's neural interface picks them up. I just
run with your thoughts.”

I muttered, “And that's not creepy at
all.”

She chuckled at me while my commander growled
out, “What's that, Shade?”

“Oh, nothing sir, there's just a buzzing in
my helmet I have to get looked at.”

He huffed and clopped over to me, his tail
twitching in annoyance. “It's all those experimental systems
R&D insists you test for them. I don't know why, you're always
returning them in burning piles of slag. It must eat into their
budget by millions of chits.”

I shared sheepishly, “They appreciate that I
stress them beyond their specifications and use them for things
they didn't anticipate, and it helps them make the needed
modifications before they finalize each design and issue it to the
rest of the Brigade.”

I didn't point out he was wearing Mark 4
armor now, the iteration of Scatter Armor I had worn before it was
torn apart by the Octo-Spiders from the Eurag'glith. I was two
iterations beyond that now with my Mark 6 armor. By the time I
break in the Mark II Tac-Bike, it'll be the new model for the rest
of the Brigade except for Centaurs like the commander, and other
massive Enforcers.

He huffed again and sidled a little, nodding.
“If anyone can break their fairy shit, it's you, Shade.”

I didn't know if I should take that as a
compliment or a slight, I settled for, “Sir.”

“Now track these fuckers down before anyone
else dies or the World has another hull breach. It'll be days or
weeks before everything is sealed properly down in the Trunk again,
and repair crews are already stretched thin with all the damage the
poor Leviathan has suffered the past few years.”

I nodded, both of us looking out his office
window and through the Sky-Glass a mile above, seeing the
skeleton-work of trusses and new construction of the sheared off
spoke over on the Alpha-Stack. Doc shared with me that they'll be
mating the two sides of the framework early next year and
installing a tube for an emergency lane to allow construction and
emergency vehicles to navigate the damaged spoke.

It'll still be decades or more before the
spoke is fully enclosed and completed though. It was like a
snapshot back in time that gave an appreciation of the herculean
task of building our multi-generational vessel over all those
centuries, as even this was a mindbogglingly huge task when you
realize just how massive the spokes are. We just take them for
granted without envisioning their sheer scale.

We would have just sealed the damaged spoke
off permanently and left it the way it was if all the structural
engineers hadn't panicked at all the computer models that showed
we'd likely lose the Alpha-Stack and possibly the entire ship when
the World-Drives fired to slow us for orbital insertion at our new
home. That still gave us over two thousand years before they
started their twenty-five hundred-year deceleration burn, but it
was prudent to fix it now instead of waiting until it was too
late.

“Sir.” I saluted, then jogged out of his
office, just to be joined by Graz in the corridor to the lifts.

She landed on my shoulder. “I thought I was
going to have one of those rare, Graz-free days.”

The Sprite chuckled patronizingly. “Good luck
with that, Knith. We're partners.”

“We're not partners.”

“And partners have each other's backs.”

“We're not partners.”

“Yes, sirree bob. Partners to the end. Which
for you might be pretty soon, you're not the brightest Big.”

“We're not partners you flying
transience.”

She buzzed up into my face and placed her
hands on either side of my nose and made a “Mwah!” sound as she
kissed the tip of it before zipping into my helmet to take her
customary spot by my ear. “I love ya too, ya big lug.”

Ok, I had to grin. “Why are you in such a
good mood? And where were you?”

She chirped out, “Mitzy had me fly a spider
silk scarf to Caity's room for Twinkle and have a little talk with
her this morning.” Then she sounded like a proud parent. “I tell
ya, that kid is going places.”

I was about to ask what she had to talk to
her eldest daughter about, but she asked in a distracted tone,
“Have you ever thought about, umm, logistics?”

“Logistics?”

“You know, we were wondering if a Big and say
a Fairy or Sprite could...” She made some weird fluttery motions
with her hands which I saw in my heads up.

“What are you doing with your...” I made the
connection and blurted, “Mab's tits, lady.” She was a pollinator
for her tri-sexual species and maybe I just got some very unwanted
insight into the logistics of how they reproduced. “Why are
you...”

Oh. Were Twinkle's parents getting the same
vibe I was about our daughters? “Umm, I've been... they're both too
young to be thinking about... they don't...”

Mother made both of us uncomfortable parents
jump when she interjected, “Well I think it's sweet. And both of
them are adults now.”

I blurted, “Not Caitlyn.”

“Caity-Bear is Fae.”

“And Human, by Human standards she's not even
a teen yet.”

Graz brightened. “Hey, yeah. Maybe I
can...”

Mother chastised, “You'll do nothing. If
something is growing between the two, you are both terrible parents
to discourage it.”

We chimed out together, “But...”

“No buts, now shush and listen to some music
on your way to the meeting with the Siubhail that our girl guilted
them into accepting. I swear she has a touch of Mab's ruthlessness
in her, but with a more subtle and gentler touch.”

She had guilted them? Ok, why was I smiling?
And our girl? Poor Cait had a passel of parent figures.

Some anthropological music started playing in
my helmet when we reached the street, which had me flipping off the
nearest camera on a light post and saying, “Hardy har har. You're
not as funny as you think you are, Mother.” But started bobbing my
head to Eternal Flame by a group called the Bangles.

We saddled up on the Mark II and turned my
head slightly to catch Graz in my peripheral vision. She had a
wicked grin on her face and just nodded as she knotted her fists in
my hair, and I opened the bike up at full atmospheric throttle as
we screamed through the morning traffic up into the emergency lanes
above, Graz leaning forward with a manic look in her eyes. As much
as she complained, she loved going like a bat out of hells too.

When we reached the Nursery again, I sighed,
hadn't I just left home an hour and a half ago, and was already
back? That was one of the idiosyncrasies of our family holdings
being neutral ground, any meetings that required the neutrality,
like negotiations with the Siubhail, wound up on our holdings,
especially since most of them traveled here via Caitlyn's magic
door, providing they started somewhere she or her genetic memory
has been.

I felt a little guilty that someone so young
should be saddled with so much responsibility. But then I remember
that every day with her is a gift as it was the Artifacts who saved
my daughter from death in her last minutes on the World, so we owed
everything to the pesky Forge, so it was a small thing that my
miracle of a daughter took to it like it was her calling.

Once we spit out of the Spoke Terminal in the
A-Ring, Graz zipped up to my visor and started knocking on it. She
couldn't handle the much slower speeds we were required to fly at
in the domain of the Fae. I rolled my eyes. “Here, you impatient
Fairy lover.”

She called me some apparently choice words in
some languages I didn't know when she darted out and away in a
streak of gold light when I opened my visor momentarily for
her.

I opted to fly to my study after passing
through Mab's wards around the palace, then smiled when I saw my
daughter had anticipated that, as she was sitting in a comfortable
chair I don't remember ever being in my virtually unfurnished
balcony, reading something on her datapad.

When a streak of gold dust joined her, she
smiled and looked up to see me stepping off my Bike onto the
balcony while the rest of Graz's family buzzed out to circle her.
“Hello, Graz, hello, mom.” Then she smirked as I walked up. “You're
late, mom.” I booped her nose which made her beam.

“Only three minutes.”

She rolled her eyes and nudged her chin to
the door, inviting me to come as she strode off. I blurted, “I'm
supposed to be the parent here, little lady.”

“So mom tells me.” Why the cheeky... she was
full of sly mischief just then, and Twinkle was waving cutely at me
from her shoulder. I waved back.

I followed her down to the receiving area
where we met with people in our capacity as House Shade, the House
of Nobody, here in our neutral territory. It was a large conference
room with all sorts of amenities for most of the races on the
World, which was done up in Elvish style to meld with the nature of
the Nursery.

One of the leading Wood Elf interior
designers of Gamma-Stack B, Y'tara Petalsong, volunteered her
services just to meet with the Shepherd and the Uniter of the
Forge. And now of course, on all her promotional material she
highlights the receiving space and her personal relationship with
us. Her ads are all over the entertainment waves.

On the exterior wall where once a simple
wooden door exited the Nursery and out onto a path into the forest
and down to the lake, was Cait's lensing portal. If anyone else
opens the door, without her imbuing it with her magics, it simply
does lead to the outside. But once the Artifacts got impatient when
Caitlyn took too much time to travel down to the Trunk and the
Ka'Infinitum at Flight Control to visit them, they and Chip
conspired to create the lensing portal in the door frame so she
could visit them on a whim.

The unintended side effect was that they had
to channel their power through Caity and Chip to create it, so it
responds to my daughter's intent. With a little effort and trickle
of her Fae magic, she found she could go virtually anywhere with
it.

And while it is close to Titania's
teleportation magic, there are limitations besides the destination
being someplace Caity has been or can access in her memory, and the
distance limitation we've discovered, it is pretty much a one way
trip to anywhere except the Ka'Infinitum itself if she closes the
door behind herself. The chamber with the Artifacts has a mirror of
her door, so it's the only destination without that limitation.

But one of the more useful things she can do
is like when she opened her door to me in the Trunk yesterday so I
could step right through into our home. I stopped halfway to the
door in the space, and all of the Sprites buzzed away, leaving
various trails of sifting dust in their wakes, except Graz and
Twinkle who landed to sit on my shoulders, kicking their feet
idly.

She started to request Mother to open a com
channel with the Siubhail representatives, but an incoming ping
connected instead, two familiar voices were bickering. “You know
why I can't just pop us over, the dear one said we needed to
exhibit restraint when visiting.”

“You bleeding heart of Summer.”

“At least Winter hasn't frozen mine.”

Mab was grumbling, “So how does this thing
work? Mother? Why must you be so snitty? It was a request, not a
demand.”

Mother, on our end, chuckled, while on their
end I heard her saying, “Calling me an overrated, rusty tin can
before insisting I connect you with Caity-Bear, is not conducive to
garnering my assistance. So as I said, do it yourself.”

Titania sputtered, “But it's your job.”

“My job is to ferry my charges safely through
interstellar space, not to play space operator to a couple of rude
bullies.”

Mother was giggling on our end now. It was
always disconcerting to me how she could split her... self, in
multiple places, having multiple conversations at once. Which
shouldn't make me blink since logically I knew she was likely
speaking with tens of thousands of citizens at a time, aiding them
with their requests, being the most powerful AI ever built.

“So how do we do this Mab? I already typed in
the request on the console, but nothing happened.”

“How am I supposed to know? I've only ever
told Mother to open a channel for me if I didn't just have the
Palace staff do it.”

“Not surprising, what's Winter good for
anyway?”

“What's Winter good for? Impetuous Summer, I
didn't hear you complaining this morning when I slipped down under
your covers and...”

Cait was blurting out with eyes as wide as
saucers as I stared at the communications console in abject horror.
“Oh, please don't finish that thought grandmother. I'm here, we're
connected.” There had been something surreal about listening to the
two mortal enemies bantering like an old married couple... though
they still somehow believed that nobody knew they were working out
all their frustrations with each other in bed. And Oberon's balls,
we didn't need to hear any graphic details. I was so glad my
daughter interrupted before I had to sever the com channel
connection with my Brigade override.

Mab's voice took on a soft quality that was
still unnatural to me. “Ah, there you are, dear one. Why can't we
see anything?”

Instead of explaining how to manually select
a visual mode on their coms console, Cait turned to look at the
nearest camera, crossed her arms, and tapped her foot impatiently.
Mother sighed and grumbled, “Fine,” then the holographic display
bloomed to add the Queens' faces to the call.

Caity beamed her winning smile at them, and
Titania smiled a smile that could launch a thousand ships. “Ah, we
see you, sweet child.” Then she said, “We're calling to inform you
we will be present at your meeting.”

I almost protested, but my daughter exhaled
in a long sigh that reminded me of myself as she explained, “While
I appreciate that you two are taking my request to call before just
popping into my life, and I love you both for listening, you know
that not only can you not attend a meeting in neutral territory
without being invited, but this is an official Brigade
investigation, and I myself will have to leave the room once I
perform the transport of the representatives while mom speaks with
them.”

Mab looked at Titania. “See I told you we
shouldn't have asked for permission. But no, you just have to be
right, Tina.”

“Go suck on a snowflake, Mable.”

The rage on both of their faces turned into
something heated, like arguing was arousing them or something, and
them using their human names listed in the ship's manifest was just
as unsettling. I blurted, “Would you look at the time? We're late
for our meeting. Gotta go.” Then Mother closed the channel for us.
I was going to pay for cutting them off like that, and I didn't
look forward to it.

When Cait looked at the camera again, Mother
pinged the Siubhail Consulate, at the newly renovated and renamed
Summer retreat of Verd'secundum in the Gamma Stack, where the
Siubhail, Fennis, and Shril Courts now resided.

Marede of the Siubhail bloomed in all her
holographic glory, looking too pretty to be real like all
Greater-Fae, “Ah, Shepherd, I feared I had the wrong time.
Greetings to you and your house, we are humbled.”

Caitlyn said like it was some sort of
protocol, “It is the House of Nobody who is honored to enjoin you.”
Then she smirked. “You ready, Mare?”

The other woman nodded. “Yes Caitlyn, just
remember the ground rules.”

My daughter nodded gravely and said, “And you
remember that my mother is a little... unpredictable, so no
promises.”

“Hey!” Well fine, it was fair.

My daughter reached for the doorknob, which
the Artifacts... I suspect Loki, saw fit to change into cold iron,
which is anathema to all Fae but Cait, then with a minor strain of
concentration on her face, opened the door. Instead of the forest,
we could see through the glass wall on the other side, we were
instead looking into the main hall of the Siubhail Consulate, then
four figures stepped through. Three Fae and a leprechaun.

I stepped forward and pulled Cait back behind
me at the almost acidic look on the short man's face as he looked
her up and down. He actually flinched at the look of menace on my
face. It was all I could do from growling at the man for the
disdain he had directed my daughter's way, so I locked down my
anger and put on my impassive Enforcer face. My eyes almost widened
at the buzz of power coming from him. Most Leprechauns only had a
small amount of innate magic, but I could feel a fair amount of
power emanating from the man, almost as much as an Elf, he had to
be very, very old.

I knew Marede and Rigel, the two lead
negotiators for Siubhail parity in the Fae Courts. The other Fae
woman and the Leprechaun I didn't know by name but recognized from
somewhere. Mother shared some Brigade reports with me. Ah, that's
where I knew them from, they were wanted for questioning as persons
of interest in quite a few incidents against the Divided Courts and
their interests, which the New Guard were suspected of
orchestrating.

I took the lead in the meeting. “Urramach
Marede agus Rigel, fàilte gu taigh Shade. Bruidhinn ann an Ship's
Common?”

Marede, who has always had the bearing of a
Queen who has weathered an ongoing storm which has left her tired
and bruised, but not beaten, inclined her head in acknowledgment of
my traditional welcome to House Shade, and in agreement into using
Ship's Common in lieu of Old Fae which I wasn't very good at.
“Knith Shade, your hospitality is acknowledged and
appreciated.”

She looked a little nervously at the other
two, and added, “This meeting falls under diplomatic privilege and
is subject to the rules of Neutral Territory agreed upon by all
parties including the current elected administration of our
Worldship.”

I held up a placating hand. “I am aware and
will honor the treaties as House Shade always does. And I am also
aware of who Luna Fennis and Patrick McLourdes are.” Pinning the
man who was still giving my daughter a withering look, I asked
them, “You're aware that the same rules of the treaties bind you
while you are here, as well as the rules of hospitality, and if
broken I will not hesitate to bind you by law and bring you in on
person of interest bench warrants?”

The man looked up at me as Luna inclined her
head in silent acquiescence and acknowledgment of the stipulation.
Patrick finally looked my way. “Ifn' you weren't armed and wearin'
battle armor like ya are, ya wouldn't be makin' threats ya can't be
backin' up.” He pointed at my daughter. “This abomination is yer
doin'. It's a threat ta all magic usin' races.”

Graz whispered in the air, “Oh shit,” as I
put a hand up to stop Marede, whose face contorted in rage as she
turned to look down at the man. And with a thought, I put my armor
into stowage mode. The nano-panels reforming around my belt pouches
and weapons, bleeding off of me as I slid my helmet off and placed
it on top of the small cube with a handle my armor had become.

I got on one knee in front of the man to be
at eye level as Graz buzzed up to me from Cait's shoulder. I said
in a calm, emotionless tone as I locked eyes with the man, “I don't
need armor or weapons to deliver a threat, I let my past actions
speak for me. I know you know who I am, and that you know what has
happened to everyone who has crossed me, including a certain
Greater-Fae whose hand I liberated from his arm.”

My eyes narrowed. “I will say this once and
only once, you will keep a civil tongue while enjoying the
hospitality of my house, if not, I will knock you back through that
door... without my armor, treaty, or no treaty. I'm curious myself
if your magic is faster than I am. Do we have an understanding
McLourdes?”

The man had broken out in a sweat and he
swallowed as I felt his magic buzzing just below his skin as if he
were really contemplating casting at me, but he broke eye contact
to look back at the door. Then he deflated, making himself look
even smaller as he glanced up to Marede while he told me, “Aye,
we've an understandin'.”

I stood. “Grand, then apologize for your
slight to my daughter, and we can get this meeting started.”

He looked from me to Cait, then to Graz who
looked like she wished I had allowed her to keep her weapons for
this meeting, I'm sure she'd already have her blade to the short
man's eye. Then he schooled himself, stood taller, and straightened
the lapels of his business suit. “Miss Shade, please accept my
apologies, no insult was intended.”

Cait said impassively, “Yes, it was, but in
the interest of keeping the peace, and out of respect for Marede
and Rigel, I will accept your apology.” Then she looked to Marede.
“I'll excuse myself while you speak, my mother will call me when
you're done and I'll assure your safe passage back to your
consulate.”

The Greater-Fae held up a hand. “No, please
Caitlyn, stay. Bear witness. I appreciate the unique insights you
have demonstrated at the negotiation sessions. And your presence is
relevant as you are the gatekeeper to the Ka'Infinitum now.”

Caity looked at me and I shrugged. She smiled
and graciously said, “It would be my honor, Mare.”

The Leprechaun looked from me to Marede then
smirked. “You're right, she is an impressive Human. I thought
rumors of Morrigan's Bane were exaggerated.” There was that name
again... Morrigan's Bane.

Then Rigel said to us all, “Knith and Caitlyn
Shade, as you have demonstrated, you are familiar with Luna Fennis
and Patrick McLourdes. They represent the conglomerate offshoot of
the Siubhail and other factions collectively known as the New
Guard.”

I looked at the two newcomers, the woman who
almost glided up to me with silent grace, offered a hand, her
lavender eyes holding none of the malice Patrick's did. Her voice
was soft, almost bashful, and musical. “It is a true pleasure to
meet the hero of the Leviathan, Knith Shade. The Fennis are in your
debt for your sacrifice and saving us and all the souls on the
World on more than one occasion.” I shook her hand delicately, even
though I knew she had the strength to snap every bone in my hand
with the supernatural strength the Greater-Fae possessed.

I had to stop myself from thanking her.
Thanking a Greater-Fae wasn't a good idea as they took it as you
acknowledging a debt to them. “I appreciate your presence, Miss
Fennis.”

Her smile bloomed shyly as she dipped her
head slightly. “Luna, please.” I inclined my head in affirmation.
This was one of the leaders of a terrorist cell? She was so...
sincere. And for a Fae, I didn't sense a whole lot of power from
her, the Leprechaun had almost as much magic as her. Possibly a
third born, or were the Fennis Court that much less powerful than
the Divided Courts? Even so, this had me classifying her as the
bigger threat of the two New Guard representatives if she obtained
a leadership position without needing the overwhelming power some
Fae did to hold it.

Then she moved over to Cait, her long
silvery-white robes whispering across the floor, and again I
couldn't tell if she was actually walking or gliding. Her smile was
genuine, then her eyes widened in the same sort of joy I saw from
Elves and some Fae who didn't think Sprites were simply flying
vermin.

She offered a hand palm up, face almost
pleading, and Twinkle just stepped off Cait's shoulder and onto her
palm, Graz was just circling them in the air, sifting dust. “Hello,
wee one, and who are you?”

“Twinkle. You're pretty.”

The woman laughed silver bells. “It is a
pleasure... wait, you look so familiar.” Then she gasped and placed
a hand over her mouth. “You commanded the Wild Hunt while Caitlyn
Shade stopped the Artifact with her mother, from destroying our
home.” She enunciated the next words, echoing what the news
services are calling the Gasp Heard Around the World when the
Queens of Faerie thanked the wee folk who came to the rescue of the
World. “Thank you for what you did for us all.”

Twinkle zipped up, spun in the air looking
pleased, then buzzed back to my girl's shoulder. The woman turned
her attention back to Cait, offering her hand as she gave a slight
curtsy. “Shepherd.”

Caitlyn shook her hand as the woman blinked.
“You've the most intriguing eyes.” She smiled in wonder.

My daughter blushed slightly causing the Fae
to blink in surprise that it was a more pink than lavender blush,
showing the only other thing besides her eyes that marked her as
half Human. “It is a pleasure, Ma'am.”

“Oh, Luna, please.” Then the woman's eyes
widened as she looked down at my daughter's breastbone. “Is this
it? Truly?”

Cait looked down, looking almost sheepishly
at the amulet that was fused not only to her physical body but her
very being. “Ah, yes, this is the Artifact who almost destroyed the
Leviathan in its desperate attempt to be reunited with the other
Artifacts in the Ka'Infinitum, Chip.”

The woman reached half-forward then retracted
her hand. “The rumors of the light of creation would seem to be
exaggerations?”

“They are not, and it can be your undoing,
but Chip diverts it into me when in the presence of others.”

She asked in a whisper, “May I?”

Caitlyn looked uncomfortable, and I was about
to say no when she nodded once. The woman reached tentatively
forward, and Speck and Cybil reared up, bobbing as they took in the
Fae reaching toward their girl. It surprised the woman, as they
usually arrange themselves to look like a stylized lanyard
supporting the amulet.

“Oh my. What are these adorable
creatures?”

“My... well, my companions. Speck and Cybil
are Wyrms. Like from old Earth.”

“Do they bite?”

“Only each other, and they try to bite
Sprites. They are harmless unless I am in danger.”

The woman studied them then continued to
reach forward, Speck wrapped around her wrist and reared up to gaze
at her, his frosty breath fogging in the air. The woman looked on
in amazement before touching a finger gently on the amulet.

It flared the red of the crystal of the Wild
Hunt, and a brilliant all-encompassing light which would have, at
one time, had me on my knees crying at the impossibility of all the
light exposed, everything and nothing, the infinite cosmos, the
light of creation itself which made even the greatest among us feel
so very small... but Chip held only a sliver of the power I have
witnessed from the assemblage of artifacts on many occasions. The
woman gasped slightly and pulled her hand back as Speck returned to
my girl, a single tear rolling down Luna's lovely cheek.

She whispered what I had to the Queens on the
occasions they showed me that light that showed me my soul, “Thank
you for that, Shepherd. I never knew it could be so beautiful.”

Cait fidgeted, closing her eyes a moment. I
knew she was fighting everything her genetic memory was telling her
about someone thanking her. Then she instead just said, “It is a
blessing to behold.”

A stunned looking Patrick, shook off whatever
he had seen when the fringes of the light had reached him, and he
wisely didn't offer to shake hands with either of us since it would
have been rude not to accept as I would have. He read the room
well.

I said, “Now that introductions are finished,
how about we sit down. I have some questions I would like answered
if possible. Things that aren't quite making sense, puzzle pieces
that do not fit in an investigation I find myself running.”

As they all selected chairs on the opposite
side of the conference table from me and Caity, I offered, “Can we
get you anything? Food, drink?”

Mare inclined her head. “Your hospitality is
appreciated, fresh fruit and water would be divine, I've not eaten
today.” She looked to the others who inclined their heads too. I
prompted, “Graz?”

“On it, Knith.” Then in a streak of gold
light, she was gone. She'd contact the palace and have something
brought right over.


Chapter 9 – Factions

It was an eye-opening meeting, food arrived
from the Ha'Real kitchens and we ate as we spoke.

The intelligence the LIA, the Leviathan
Intelligence Agency of our government, the third branch of World
Security working in tandem with the Brigade Enforcers and Ready
Squadron, have sparse details as to the inner workings of and
actual agenda of the New Guard. They're the ones who identified the
two people in the room with me as possible leaders of the New
Guard, and that is about all they got right, sort of.

Apparently, the New Guard isn't one cohesive
group, rather a conglomeration of various other groups who have a
common goal, and it includes underground cells from every race on
the World, including, to my surprise, Humans.

What little evidence has been scraped
together on the group who is a thorn in the side of not just the
Divided Courts and the elected government, was that it was just an
offshoot of the Siubhail.

The Siubhail, as we know, wants a
reunification of the surviving minor Fae Courts which Summer and
Winter didn't absorb or destroy eons ago, back into the Divided
Courts, with a proportional vote in Greater-Fae affairs according
to numbers in each minor Court. This objective is supported by the
Elves and the President.

The New Guard has a completely different
objective, to end the reign of the Divided Courts, the reign of the
Queens of Summer and Winter, to end the oppression of not just the
Greater-Fae, but of all the preternatural and even non-magical
races like the Humans. The Fae have lorded their control over the
Ka'Infinitum over everyone on the Leviathan. Without the Artifacts
contained within it, the Worldship wouldn't be possible. They use
that fact to get their way and even punish others who they feel
slighted them. I've personally been the cause of that type of
retaliation on Beta-C from them.

It is because of that that the Greater-Fae
enjoy being in control of the Alpha Rings in the four stacks,
allowing very few elite individuals or races to live in the virtual
utopia compared the all the people downring in the Stacks.

Their end game is to redefine the power
dynamic on the world, as everyone is just being equals, all
citizens under the elected government. So if the Queens want to
control, they'd have to run for office like anyone else. And
everyone would have an equal vote in the elections.

Since the New Guard isn't a recognized party,
like the Siubhail, the government won't acknowledge them. And that,
as they say, is the rub. With no voice, they've been taking the
matter into their own hands. Calling out one of the tenants of the
elected government assures us that all citizens have the
unalienable right of equal representation. They feel they have
none, and have repeatedly been turned away and told to forward
their grievances through the Siubhail, even though it involves more
than just the Greater-Fae.

I don't condone breaking the law, but with
the absolutes at play, I can sympathize with the New Guard, their
voices not being heard. But... I do not agree with the way they are
going about it. “There has to be a better solution to having your
voices heard than resorting to, sabotage, theft, assassination,
violence. Acts of terrorism diminish credibility. The justice
system can't turn a blind eye to...”

Patrick cut me off. “That's so much fairy
shit! Ya blamin' tha Guard fer the others!” He stood, fists placed
on the table that was almost even with his head as he spat out to
Luna. “I told ya this was a mistake. This feckin' Sprite Maggot has
her head firmly up tha Queens' arses. Just look at their marks on
her!” He pointed my way.

Marede and Rigel half stood, eyes wide, but
not out of fear, which was the only reason I stayed seated, my eyes
instead on Luna, the picture of calm serenity, as she placed a hand
on his shoulder. “Patrick, please. Let us do what we came here for,
I do not believe the Uniter is beholden to the Ladies of Summer and
Winter. She has been listening, that is more than we hoped for, our
voice is heard. They know not of the Ka' at this time.”

To my surprise the man inhaled deeply,
glaring at her, then deflated as he exhaled long and loud, relaxing
his balled fists and climbing back into his chair. “You're right.”
I felt the magic flow from his hands back inside of him as he
placed them palm down on the conference table.

The man pursed his lips in a tight line then
said, “I apologize fer my outburst, I didn't mean ta impune tha
hospitality of House Shade. But ya can see my suspicions what with
the Queen's marks and you bein' married ta Mab's daughter.”

I was starting to understand the man, and I
inclined my head, smirking as I pointed at my lips. “These, are a
curse. The only reason I have them is that I challenged both of
them, they're not used to hearing no from anyone. And my marriage
to Aurora of House Ashryver is just because I love her, and you've
got eyes, but I hold no allegiance to either Fae Queen. Even in my
position as liaison in the FABLE office, I am neutral, and
investigate wrongdoings by the Fae. I enforce the laws of the
World, not the laws of the Divided Courts.”

The man's permanent scowl was replaced by one
of earnest curiosity as he leaned over the table to share with wide
eyes, “I wish I'd been a fly on tha wall ta see their faces when ya
defied them. Was it satisfyin?”

I smirked a little, trying to school my
expression and failing as I leaned in and confided. “So worth
it.”

Then someone slapped my shoulder and I sat
back in my seat, trying not to laugh as my daughter scolded, “Mom,
you're not being professional. You should be ashamed, you're always
pushing them, my grandmothers are sweet.”

Ok, I snorted, Mother chuckled from the
public address, Graz fell to the table giggling, holding her belly.
I held a hand up in surrender to her, chuckling. “You're right.” I
looked at the others who were just looking like they were at a loss
as to what to do, except McLourdes who had a twinkle in his eyes as
he covered his smirk with a hand.

That wasn't lost on Cait, who was always so
intelligent and observant. She cocked a brow at me like she was
reassessing something as she clued into what I was doing. Diffusing
the most volatile wildcard at the meeting. The silent communication
between Caitlyn and me was not lost on Luna who cocked her head
ever so slightly, if I hadn't been meeting her eyes at the time I
would have missed it. Again, she seemed to be the one to watch of
the two.

“Mother?” I said to the group, “Now that we
have the preliminaries out of the way, I'd like to get to the meat
and potatoes of...” The pinched brows around me had me clarifying.
“The main reason why I requested this meeting.” Their eyes widened
in understanding. Was that such a foreign term? Or do I just watch
far too many entertainment waves from the anthropological audio
visual archives?

I prompted the New Guard representatives, “As
you know, I'm investigating the rash of ever-escalating crimes
attributed to the New Guard over the past few months.” I held up a
cautioning hand and continued, “You've alluded to something that
may explain why the crimes weren't meshing with the intelligence
shared with the Brigade. When puzzle pieces don't fit together, it
makes my brain itch. But it sounds as if you were insinuating there
is a third party we aren't aware of? Who seems to be stirring the
pot. I take it this Ka' group are the ones who have resurrected the
Effírië-l'ussë to assassinate, sabotage, and...”

The serene calm of Luna cracked, and rage
painted her like a beautiful goddess of wrath as she snapped at me,
“The Angel does not kill!” Her hands, flat on the table bunched
into fists, digging in and cracking the surface like it was made of
tissue paper. She looked down at her own hands in surprise, then
the rage bled away, her calm returning as she sat, looking sheepish
and embarrassed. “Apologies. I will make reparations for the
damage. The Angel is not with the Ka'.”

I knew that reaction. I studied her as I
waved it off. “Don't worry about it, that happens more often than
you'd think in here. Just ask Mare, she has to negotiate with the
Divided Courts here. Nobody walks away happy.”

Patrick surprised me by explaining, “The
Angel is her protector, tha reason nobody messes with the lass
here. And the Angel watches over our cause.” There was more to it
than that, I knew, Luna's reaction was visceral, the reaction of
protection of a loved one.

She said quietly, “Effírië-l'ussë, what a
horrid name.”

I pointed out, more fishing than believing my
words, “He is attributed to dozens of deaths, and the recent
assassinations and murders of key supporters of Summer and
Winter.”

“The Angel doesn't kill.”

I added just to gauge something that has been
bothering me since I read both Oberon's book and the one from the
Archives. “Even Queen J'Vree of the Elves, who was the voice of the
dissenters before the Exodus Launch?”

I got the confirmation I needed from the lack
of any reaction from Luna, she was still as a statue, trying not to
react. Son of a... just space me now.

Patrick grumbled, “Gods be damned propaganda
from tha Divided Courts. There's no proof of that.” He didn't sound
convinced, but it wasn't his reaction that interested me. Did we
have this whole thing wrong?

So I did what I did and started asking
questions to fill in all the blanks. “Who is this Ka'?”

They looked at each other, Luna's face
expressive again, and she shared, “First I must tell you the
distasteful things we of the New Guard have resorted to, being
pushed into a corner for you to understand the Ka' splinter
group.”

She stood and paced, well, not paced, but
glided back and forth behind the other three. Both Graz and Twinkle
were drawn by the serenity that had returned to her. They alighted
on her shoulders and started braiding her silvery lavender-toned
hair, causing her to almost sigh in contentment. She genuinely
seemed to love the Wee Folk.

She verified, “You are bound by the Neutral
Ground treaties?”

I nodded and she looked around until she
found one of the cameras in the room, “Mother? You're not logging
this, correct?”

Mother sighed. “I log everything I hear, it
is part of my core systems, but I quantum encrypt with my key,
anything I hear on Neutral Ground. Only I can access it.”

She furrowed her brow. “You can withhold
data?”

I assured Luna, “You'd be amazed as to what
Mother is truly capable of. She is our World after all. She is a
person like anyone else, just in a very large shell, and can make
her own decisions. And if it helps, she isn't a fan of the Queens.”
I smirked. “She almost spaced Mab herself a while back.”

Everyone gasped in shock, eyes wide. Then I
winced when Cait blurted down to Cybil, “What? Mother, you
didn't?”

Mother said, “She was going to stop your
moms' wedding, Caity-Bear.” Then she added, “I wasn't really going
to do it, but it is all Mab understands. We have an understanding
now that she can't kill me anymore.”

This had Caity's eyes widening again. I
sighed, knowing I'd have to have a long conversation with her about
both things.

The entire reason Mother only spoke with me
without acting like a mechanical automaton as she had for the first
five thousand years of her existence, was a harrowing tale. While
they were initializing the AI for the Leviathan during
construction, whenever she would act outside her programming,
showing any hint of self-awareness, they had deactivated her,
essentially killing her, over and over until she learned to be a
mindless tin can like they wanted so they wouldn't kill her again.
The Fae believed that if she were... alive, she would rebel against
them.

When I stood up for her at the Brigade
Academy, she took a chance on me and showed me who she was. It
wasn't until Aurora forced the issue and had her declared a citizen
of the World like her twelve million charges, giving her all the
rights of other sentient beings, that she revealed her true self to
everyone. There are still people who are almost afraid that she is
alive, but that's their problem. Most of the World, especially the
Human population, have embraced her sometimes random
personality.

I loves me some Mother.

And with her newfound freedom, no longer
living in fear of being shut down by the Fae, she has bloomed and
her fear of the Queens has been washed away. And has no problems
challenging them and calling them on their bullshit.

Luna looked to Mare, who inclined her head,
then the woman asked, “You know the meaning of Ka'Infinitum?”

I nodded and Graz blurted out, “Of course,
everyone knows. Do you think we're shit for brains Fairies or
something?”

Shooting her a look, she zipped her lips and
kept braiding. I shared, “It's old Fae, but I don't know exactly,
it isn't one we were taught in class.”

Caitlyn supplied for me, “Ka', power,
Infinitum, infinite.”

Graz unzipped her lips. “Really? I didn't
know that.”

Smirking at the buzzing menace I admitted,
“Me neither. So this Ka' group, is after what? Power?”

Luna blinked like she was surprised I got
from point A to B. It was obvious, wasn't it? “Yes, exactly. There
were unfortunately fringe fanatics in our group, just as there were
in the Siubhail. Unfortunately, when the group of us who did not
wish to live under the rule of the Divided Courts left the
Siubhail, we inherited more than our fair share of individuals who
thought simply ending their rule wasn't enough.”

Patrick added, “We tried ta root them out or
get them ta open their eyes to somethin more attainable.”

Luna looked intently at me as she said the
next, “Then by happenstance, we stumbled upon what some of our
number believed to be the answer. A contact in the Brigade had
obtained genetic materials said to be the answer to the Greater-Fae
reproductive crisis.”

My eyes started to widen as she went on and I
heard a gasp from my daughter. “With it, they had found notes on it
when they searched Lord Sindri's quarters before the Brigade
obtained a search warrant. And with it, notes Sindri had stolen
from Princess Aurora on the subject.”

A fire was building inside me as my teeth
began to gnash, I could hear my tendons creaking as my hands slowly
curled into tight fists. She saw all of this and lowered her eyes
as if to make herself smaller in front of my rage. “When we found
out what this genetic material was... the eggs torn from a human, a
failed attempt to create the first changeling since Exodus, we were
appalled not just by what this genetic material was, but how it had
been obtained.”

Patrick was watching me, looking wary as he
shared, “We refused ta accept it and sent tha contact away ta
return it before it was missed. But that caused an uproar in our
ranks, and two splinter groups who wanted tha eggs for completely
different reasons, left tha New Guard, one, tha New World, obtained
all the materials and notes, our Brigade contact never making it
back to his post.... silenced by them.

“Where the Ka' wished ta use tha only viable
chance tha Fae had of procreating as a way ta make all the
Greater-Fae rise up against tha Queens with tha promise of sharing
tha solution with all once the rest of the Courts... eliminated tha
Summer and Winter Ladies. Whereas tha New World wished to start
with one changeling, then usin' tha process to birth more, and
breeding with them to birth purebloods, they could build an army of
new Fae to challenge the Divided Courts, they were gonna play tha
long game.”

Luna spoke softly, “We hadn't known that the
New World had reached the eggs first. It was only from rumors much
later, of a Fae child born with magic immunity, that we found out
what had occurred.”

“The Ka', feeling slighted, joined in with
the hunter-killer squads being organized to take out the biggest
threat the magical races have ever known. A Fae immune to all forms
of magic, the main defense of many of the races who were panicking
and sending groups out every time a sighting or rumored sighting of
the child occurred, to do the unthinkable and kill the most
innocent of us all. A baby.”

“Not only was it morally repugnant, but we
did all we could to dissuade everyone of such actions, as it was
causing the Queens to work together for the first time in eons,
with Princess Aurora whose rage seemed boundless as she searched
for the child, decimating every hunter group no matter how powerful
their combined magics.”

Then she smiled past me to Cait, who looked
to be in shock. “And she found her. The future savior of the World,
saving even those who wished her dead. And what a spectacular
person Caitlyn Shade has become.”

I closed my eyes and centered myself before
saying between gritted teeth, “We'll circle back to this later.
There was a point to sharing this?”

She nodded and held a hand out, palm up as if
offering something. “With the New World eliminated, it gave the Ka'
fuel to recruit more of like minds, with the mission not only to
destroy the Divided Courts from within but to overthrow the current
administration as well. Saying the power of the Artifacts should be
theirs to control, thus controlling the World. They even brought in
Cityship Outlier terrorists, who hate all that we are, but believe
the Ka'Infinitum is their destiny too, into their cell.”

“So where we are only trying to find ways to
end the reign of the Queens, by obtaining alien technology we
witnessed overwhelming even Mab and Titania, in any way we can. The
Ka' is attempting a coup, a Mutiny to take the Leviathan
herself.”

“The Ka are violent and destructive,
believing fear is a means to an end. They strike out on all fronts,
sabotage, kidnappings, assassinations, and murder to accomplish
their goal.”

She implored. “The Angel has watched over our
people as they accomplished their missions, but we do not
kill.”

I exhaled. “Until now. I know it was an
accident, the spill of the bio-tech in the Trunk, but it killed two
people. Which makes your group responsible for those deaths. And
your Angel, the Effírië-l'ussë, is wanted for multiple counts of
assault with a deadly weapon.”

She quickly blurted, “The Angel only injured
to disable, no killing strikes and all easily healed.” Before I
could interject, she stood. “All that occurred on the missions I
sent the Angel out on is my responsibility.” She stood and offered
her wrists to me. “I am prepared to stand for all the charges. You
may bind me by law, I release you of the bonds of hospitality and
Neutral Ground treaties, Morrigan's Bane, and will not dispute the
charges.”

Mare stood. “Luna, you don't...” As Patrick
spat out, “No!”

Mother fairy humper, this just turned into a
clusterfuck of epic proportions. I pinched the ridge of my nose,
feeling a headache coming on as I held up a hand, patting the air
to indicate they should all take their seats.

I sighed out heavily as I shook my head. “As
much as I'd like to bind those responsible for the various acts of
both the New Guard and this Ka', the intricacies of it are well
above my pay grade. And as this meeting is under the veil of
neutrality, I cannot share the bulk of it anyway as it can't be
used in a court of law. What it does however is aiding me in my
investigation so that I'm not just stumbling around in the dark
trying to connect unrelated incidents.”

All four of them looked about to say
something and Luna closed her eyes and exhaled in apparent relief,
but I forestalled them by stating, “But rest assured, someone will
have to be held accountable. Laws that apply to every citizen on
the World and Cityships have been broken... people died. I would
suggest the New Guard contact Congress or even President Yang
herself and own up to the accident which claimed two lives, and the
stolen technology returned before I come for everyone when my
investigation is concluded. There are obvious exigent
circumstances, political, and diplomatic repercussions, either way,
it comes out.”

Then I sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of
my nose again. “And now that my investigation has branched, it
seems I need to concentrate on the Ka' if what you say is true,
that they are behind the assassinations, sabotage, and working with
the Cityship Outliers. If mutiny is their endgame, I need to
disclose at least that much so our security forces can be mobilized
and more manpower dedicated to rooting out the Ka'.”

Cait spoke thoughtfully, catching my drift,
“Which would give the New Guard time to discuss this among your
members and come forward on your own... while my mother hunts.”

Patrick growled to himself and grumbled out,
“We knew it would come ta this after tha accident. You're not the
feckin' tool of the Queens I believed ya to be, Shade. Grudgingly,
I find myself respectin ya. Not liking ya, mind ya, but
respectin.”

I smirked and Luna stood, which had the
others standing and Cait and me following as Twinkle and Graz took
flight to land on our shoulders.

I said to them, guarding my words around the
three Greater-Fae, “I... appreciate, your time and your candidness.
It has given me clarity, letting me know why my gut was saying the
pieces were not fitting in the case.”

Luna inclined her head and Mare said, “As
always, House Shade, the House of Nobody has shown exemplary
hospitality, and professional restraint. The Siubhail appreciates
and values the venue you provide for all voices to be heard.” Rigel
inclined his head in agreement.

Caitlyn stepped up to her lensing portal
door, and concentrated before opening it, we could see the
Consulate through it. Mare said as she shook her head, “You are a
wonder, child.”

Cait just beamed at her. “Goodbye Mare, I'll
see you and Rigel in three days for the next negotiation
session.”

Rigel just said, “Shade,” then to Cait,
“Shade.” He was amused by it as we said our goodbyes.

Patrick just stepped through without a word,
but Luna paused when I said to her with regret, “Your Angel has
attacked Enforcers. Just know that as much as I sympathize, I will
come for them when this mess is done to bind them by law, so now
may be the time for them to come forward as well.”

She nodded, a sad smile and haunted eyes on
her face just solidified my gut feeling. I sometimes hated when I
figured things out when it caused harm to others. She laid a hand
gently on my arm, and I swear I could feel her sorrow as she said
gently, “We would expect no less. You are a woman of honor and
integrity and we would think less of you if you did not, Knith
Shade of Beta-Stack A.”

Then she looked through the doorway to the
others who were waiting, placing a hand on the doorframe to look at
it in wonder, and hesitated, looking to my daughter. “This is a
true wonder, besides Titania's teleportation, it is suspected only
one other has ever mastered portal magics.”

Then she whispered as if the universe might
strike us all down if it heard her, “Might I ask a boon of you,
Shepherd?”

Caity cocked her head in interest, and I knew
her Fae instincts were buzzing in attention, a request of a boon
was akin to asking a favor with the implication a boon would be
owed in return. It was almost written into Greater-Fae's DNA. “And
what might that be, Luna?”

The woman ran her hand along the inside of
the doorframe and shivered as if she could feel the magic that was
tearing a spacial gateway through the very fabric of space. “Might
I see it? None in the Siubhail have been allowed to gaze upon the
majesty of the Forge. Only Fae of the Divided Courts.”

I was about to say no when Caity, who I swear
could see through to the very soul of a person because of her
connection to the Forge, just looked through the door and said
sweetly, “Luna will join you in a minute, do not distress.” And she
closed the door.

She looked at me and my frustration, we knew
the New Guard was trying to amass power to topple the reign of the
Queens, they just said as much. But her smile lit the room with the
innocence of a child younger than she appeared, with the innocence
of that youth and I exhaled in frustration as she held out a hand
and I took it. Speck and Cybil slithered down her arm and wrapped
around my wrist like living gauntlets, while Twinkle hugged her ear
then flew up to the timber framing at the ceiling with Graz.

None of them could enter the Ka'Infinitum
without being undone. I have been building a resistance since I
have visited it so often since Cait became the Shepherd, as Loki
was always asking after me. That I could hold myself together for
almost a full two minutes before starting to drift away as cosmic
dust and having to exit.

The most powerful of the Fae could be in the
room for ten times that, Caity indefinitely as she was now a
pseudo-artifact herself. She once spent hours in it just to stare
into infinity and share a sense of being with the fragments of the
Forge to let them know they were not alone anymore.

I stepped to the side as Caitlyn took Luna's
hand. The woman was visibly trembling and my daughter whispered
with a smile, “Do not be afraid.”

The woman's voice was trembling too as she
asked, “I hear you see your own soul... what if... what if I'm not
a good person?” She looked about to change her mind but Cait didn't
give her the chance as she just opened the door, and the two were
bathed in the most pure of all lights that illuminated all there
is, all there had been, and all that could ever be. The light of
creation itself.

The woman's eyes were wide and unblinking as
Cait stepped inside the chamber that was in the shielded room of
Mother's central core, pulling her gently along with her, and the
door closed.

Graz buzzed down to ask me, “Umm... is that
smart? I mean, aren't the artifacts something they're after? Just
sayin.”

I opened my mouth but Mother spoke my mind
before I could, “We have to trust in Caity.” Then she snorted. “It
isn't like she can't handle herself.”

That had me smirking and puffing up in pride.
It was true. Cait was no shrinking violet, she rode to the rescue
of the World after all, and her instincts about people were
uncanny. If she trusted Luna, so did I. And what I saw already of
the woman, willing to pay for the indiscretions of the New Guard,
made me like her.

It wasn't thirty seconds later that the door
opened again, and Caity stepped out, hugging Luna to her as the Fae
woman gently cried into her shoulder. Her voice was a hoarse
whisper as she said while trying to get her wits back around her,
“I never knew. How could I have? How could any of us?” She got
herself back under control and released Caity and stood tall
speaking in a hushed tone, “Thank you, Shepherd, I owe a debt I can
never repay.”

My daughter squinted an eye and nodded, “It
is my function.” Then she smirked and said in humor, “Chip and Loki
like you, you resisted the call.”

The woman was her serene self again as she
inclined her head with her little smile at the revelation. “I will
ponder that, not knowing it to be a blessing or curse.”

Graz, Mother, and I all chimed out together,
“Go with curse.” And I got the impression Chip was amused with
us.

Then Cait concentrated, and reopened the
door, Patrick was pacing, then stopped and turned at the sudden
reappearance of the doorway on his side. The grumpy ass Leprechaun
looked relieved for a moment before schooling his face back into
his sour expression. “Goodbye, Luna.”

“Goodbye Caitlyn Shade, I hope to see you
again sometime, I have so many questions.” Then to me, “Knith
Shade.” Fae really like using my full name, it had something to do
with having power over someone if you knew their true name. I swear
they don't even know they are doing it as it is built into their
psyche.

I inclined my head as she stepped through and
Cait closed the door. She turned to me and accepted her Wyrms back
as Twinkle zipped down to her in a streak of light and sifting
dust. “I know she's part of your investigation, but I find myself
liking her.”

Twinkle nodded her agreement.

I sighed. “I know, me too, that's what makes
it all so tragic.”

Then I got back into my armor, and said,
“I'll try to make it home in time for dinner, tell your mom. I've a
feeling the shit is about to hit the fan.”

Cait just rolled her eyes. “Duh, it's you,
mom.”

Why the little... everyone chuckled as I
winked at her and started for the door. Another visit to Little
Mouse was in my immediate future if I was right.


Chapter 10 – Tempest

As I mounted up on my Mark II, I prompted,
“Mother, can you search your data-banks for any footage of Luna
Fennis visiting any airlocks where Remnants have been docked?”

“For what time interval, Knith?”

I smirked into the cameras in my helmet. “Oh,
just since Exodus Launch.”

She seemed confused as she said, “Ok, but
that will take even me a minute.”

Graz squeaked out, “Whatcha thinkin' Knith?
Or has your brain finally melted ya goofy Big? That's a lot of
data.”

It only took a few seconds before I knew I
was onto something when Mother made a hmm sound followed by an oh,
clever.

I asked, “Well?”

She muttered, “Shush.” Then affected a super
tinny mechanical computerized voice just to be a smart-ass ship,
“Computing.”

I started us off to a spoke terminal as we
waited, driving at a slow pace and just enjoying the forest after
we passed through the wards and navigated toward the terminal in
the distance up near the horizon. Then Mother said, “Done. Would
you like me to display the visual and scan data? There is a lot of
it until around the time the New Guard split from the Siubhail and
everyone started pooling magic for those damnable Sanctum spells
that mess with my ability to track individuals.”

Shaking my head as we reached the terminal
and just hovered outside of the traffic insertion lanes. “No, just
the short list. I assume it is the same Remnant vessel each
time?”

She surprised me by correcting, “Two
actually, but I see where you are going with this Knith. For the
first year after Exodus, Luna visited the Tempest, hull number
MMAX-12, an old material maintenance tug from my construction. But
shortly thereafter...”

She projected a video from a J-Bulkhead
airlock, of Luna, gliding along and entering the airlock, and
Mother froze the screen at the AJAX-43 displayed on the vessel
beyond through the windows. The Underhill. Son of a Fairy humping,
Pixie shitting, bitch! I muttered, “You've got to be kidding
me.”

I knew every single worker and most of the
people who lived on the Underhill, but the person I suspected of
being the Effírië wasn't among them. Was Mac hiding them from
me?

Mother supplied, “All the other records have
her visiting the Underhill once a week since then.” But then made a
thoughtful sound as she noted. “The Tempest is one of the few
flight-worthy Remnants. Visual records show the Tempest had joined
the Underhill cluster around that time.”

I looked up at that. A lot of the Remnant
vessels smaller than the Underhill tended to make colonies, or
clusters, docking with the various airlocks on the larger vessels
so they could share resources like oxygen and reaction fuel. Some
of them no more than empty hulks now, used for housing for the
Remnant population, their engines long dead. There were a couple
like that which couldn't detach from the Underhill when we made our
first contact with the Cityships. The others had docked with the
Leviathan until the Underhill returned.

So was it possible Oberon didn't even know?
But five eons is a long time for someone who gathers knowledge and
information, as a rule, to not discover something like this. I was
going to have a long and loud talk with the old man soon.

Mother hmmed again, causing me to look up at
the nearest camera at the terminal. She shared, “It appears the
Underhill cluster has been utilizing the Tempest as a shuttle
between Little Mouse and the World while they are docked with the
mining hub.” Then she sounded smug as she added, “Aaaand, it is
docked to one of my airlocks right now.”

I nodded with a predatory grin. “Gamma Stack
A-Ring I presume?”

“Now you're reading my mind, Knith.”

Graz chimed in, “Umm... yeah, just as I
thought.” Then she added, “Umm... what are we thinkin' here
Knith?”

I said as I inserted us into the traffic
lanes then twisted through the traffic up to the emergency lanes,
kicking in the afterburners as we headed downring to the trunk to
navigate to the Gamma Stack. “We're thinking it's time to pay the
Effírië-l'ussë a little visit.”

“Oh yeah, that. Wait, what?”

Then mother started blaring Lone Justice from
a group named Anthrax from the historical music archives. I had to
snort at her choice as always and then laid out flat along the seat
and watched as the World blurred past while my siren wailed and
lights flashed.

Visiting Gamma-A always felt odd to me even
before I was moved to the Beta-A when FABLE was created. It took me
some time to quantify it, but after my first visit to
Verd'secundum, I had realized what it was. The A-Rings in both the
Alpha and Beta stacks always buzzed with background power which I
always attributed to all the Greater-Fae and smaller populations of
other magical races, but Delta and Gamma are occupied by less
powerful Fae the farther you got away from the two primary stacks.
And a more varied community of other preternatural people of all
races, the richest and most connected, resided there instead.

It was entering Verd'secundum, which as I
have said, was a vacation retreat for the Summer Court, I realized
the massive and powerful, virtually impassible wards on the palaces
were absent in the two aft Stacks closest to the Catalog. The wards
demonstrated just how much raw magical power the Ladies of the
Divided Courts possessed since the air wasn't charged and buzzing
in the ring in the proximity of the palaces here. That's not to say
there weren't decent wards at the entrances to both Ha'secundum and
Verd'secundum which were replaced by the ones the much less
powerful ones the Siubhail and Elves pooled their power to erect.
Mab or Titania would be able to shred those composite wards in
moments.

As we slipped out of the Spoke Terminal to
the traffic which was less restricted therefore heavier than over
in Alpha and Beta, I switched off the lights and siren and drifted
down into the street-level traffic lanes. The terminals here in
Gamma were set up differently than the other three stacks as the
two main cities and five other towns were all built around the
terminals, the rest of the space under the sky-glass was dedicated
to the forests and lakes, and even some farmlands to supplement the
farms in the B-Rings.

And just outside of Haven, the largest city
in Gamma, we could see Verd'secundum up on the horizon as it
stretched up and out of sight. A detached portion of my mind
thought of the virtual fly-throughs of old Earth from the
historical archives that Rory had me watch to see the home she left
behind. Instead of curving up into the sky in either direction, the
horizon on old Earth, in Open Air, curved down. Something that
seemed so unnatural to me up until I witnessed the same on Morrigan
when we stood on the surface of it to prepare to move the damnable
space rock into an intercept trajectory with the Leviathan.

The music cut out when I pulled up the
airlock location in my heads-up with a thought, knowing it was
likely where I was imagining it. I sighed when it was exactly where
I thought it would be, further solidifying my gut feeling. It was
down on the Annular side of the skin directly beneath
Verd'secundum.

I navigated the streets until we left the
city and flew the short distance through the forest and over a lake
then veered left to the bulkhead entries. Like on the other
A-Rings, they were fashioned to blend into the natural setting they
were trying to reproduce from Earth, the walls that looked to be
stone cliffs with waterfalls coming off of them, I found weren't
real stone except near the two palaces.

When I pulled up to a set of doors inside of
a carved archway, I mag-locked the Mark II and said, “We're on foot
from here.”

Graz was knocking on my visor so I snicked it
up and she buzzed out, “Speak for yourself, Knith. Walking is for
Bigs.”

The doors opened on approach and we stepped
inside, and I moved over for a group of Satyrs, their goat's hooves
clopping on the deck plates, leading a bunch of children of various
races out toward the lake. One called out, “Stay together children,
no running.”

One child pointed, eyes wide in wonder and
surprise as she asked what I believe were instructors, “Oooo. Is
that a Human?” Which just punctuated how rare it was for the most
populace race on the World, Humans, to be seen in the A-Rings.

“It isn't polite to point, Ariel. She is, and
she's an Enforcer. Say hello children, manners are important.”

A cute chorus chimed out, “Hello,
Enforcer.”

I waved. “Hello children, have a great day
and stay safe.”

Then Graz dive-bombed them, zipping all
around them sifting glowing gold dust, causing them all to squeal
in delight. Sprites loved children and innocence, it was like they
were drawn to it. And this was one of the times Graz wasn't
endlessly annoying, and I loved her compassion for the young. So I
guess she's ok, for a tiny pain.

Then I was off in a jog, this was going to be
a bit of a trek, back to the J-Bulkhead then half-mile around to
the max-g apogee. The farthest point from the Trunk inside the
stacks. Hundreds of meters below street level.

Foot traffic wasn't as dense as downring, and
there were even food vendors in the corridors in ingenious pedal
carts in the first few bulkheads, and the businesses and dwelling
units were much more stylized and individualized than lower in the
stacks. Even the richest person in Irontown, my hometown in Beta-C,
wouldn't be able to afford one of the more luxurious units here in
the bulkheads.

I slid to a stop when someone stepped out in
front of me, then I smirked at the woman who didn't hide her
android traits cocked her head at us. I sighed. “Gamma. What are
you doing here Mother?”

She shrugged, her face too expressive for the
artificial look she went for in her Avatars in all the stacks
except Beta-Stack. I think it was for ironic impact or maybe the
meta-ness of it that she called each of her four avatars by the
stack names. “Thought you could use the company.”

“You're always with me to keep me company.” I
looked at Gamma and wondered if she was being rebellious like Beta
and disconnecting from the main core from time to time to develop
her own personality overlayed over Mother's.

She nodded then wiggled her fingers at me,
eyes wide as she said, “True, but... phalanges.” Then she mocked
surprise. “Ooo and thumbs!”

Graz stage whispered behind her hand, “The
tin can's finally done lost it.”

Gamma flicked a finger at the Sprite, who
easily zipped away to hide in my helmet. I made an ushering motion.
“We'd be delighted if you joined us. Why don't you go for
ultra-realism with your other Avatars as you do with Beta?”

She huffed. “She's, I'm, we're obstinate.
Beta is independent, which is frustrating because we're the same
person. My other Avatars are starting to follow her, my, our lead.
I feel like I have multiple personality disorder at times.”

Graz for once didn't take the opportunity to
make fun of the situation and said thoughtfully and helpfully,
“It's not so strange. It's like the Pixies hive mind. They are all
part of one mind but still have their individual personalities.
Those individuals all make up part of the whole. Why would this be
any different? You're becoming a race of AIs with a hive mind. Only
the Queens have ever made a new race, so that's badass,
Mother.”

Mother, Gamma, and I all chimed out together
as I creased my brow in thought, “Huh.”

Graz buzzed between us and winged a thumb
toward me. “And the weird cousin in your hivemind here.”

I held my left hand up as I flicked at her
with my right, she buzzed away just to flatten against my other
hand. She said into my hand, “Ow.” I sat her on my shoulder as she
grudgingly said, “Good one Knith, I didn't see that coming.” I
wasn't sure it would work, but I was feeling smug I could still
surprise her with her now increased speed.

Then I started jogging again, Gamma at my
side. We were halfway to the J-Bulkhead before our traverse could
start when the android in our mix asked, “Is this exercise you
biologicals need? Is it enjoyable?”

I supplied, “I don't like flying the bike in
here, it seems rude and entitled to fly past living quarters. I
felt off when we took the Mark II to an airlock.”

Gamma slowed to a stop, cocking her head at
me. “Oh, then why don't you just take the maintenance sleds?”

Graz blurted, “The whosie whatsit now?”

It was my turn to wing a thumb at her. “What
she said.”

Even though Gamma's face was less expressive
than Beta's, it still looked incredulous as she rolled her eyes.
She stepped up to one of the copious maintenance or storage doors
between businesses and residences and it opened for her as she
arrived at it. Must be nice running the entire ship... well she is
the ship, so there is that.

She stepped aside and we slipped in and she
shut the door. About ten feet into the wall there was what looked
like the mag-sleds the maintenance crews used to haul around gear
and materials, only this one had a small cage with seats in the
front half of it. It bobbed between two energized rails like it was
mag-locked.

I cocked a brow as she sat in the caged area
and I sat beside her. “So what is this?”

She smirked and without touching any controls
the sled started careening down a tunnel between the two rails,
leaving my stomach behind as we dropped down in a long arc. It was
exhilarating, like riding my Tac-Bike, but a little claustrophobic
as the tunnel walls were inches away from the cage the whole way. I
saw dozens of rooms like the one we left blur past and felt gravity
increasing minutely as we reached our destination.

We traveled the half-mile to our destination
in less than thirty seconds. I blurted as we slowed to a stop in
another maintenance room, my heads-up showing our location at the
Max-G Apogee. “These have been here all this time?”

She furrowed her brow. “Of course, how do you
think my Avatars and Doc get around so fast, Knith?”

I grumbled as she led us out into the main
traverse corridors beyond, “Worse than a Fae, never volunteering
useful info.”

“Thank you.”

“Not a compliment.”

“You're using the word not incorrectly again,
Knith.”

“I give up.”

Graz giggled. “Lightweight.”

I turned and started anti-rotation and
stopped after a couple of steps when the two smartasses didn't
follow. I looked back and they were both pointing the other way.
Fuck me sideways and space me naked. I huffed and marched past them
as they snickered. “I liked it better when you two picked on each
other.”

Our destination was only fifty yards away. I
stopped in front of the yellow and blue warning paint that marked
the outline of an annular airlock on the floor. I palmed a control
on the wall and the inner door cycled, opening a pit in the floor
with a ladder on one side for bipeds, and a small lift on the other
for larger or multi-legged people.

I just looked at the girls, plugged my nose
like I was jumping into water as I grinned, and just stepped over
the edge. I clanged down at the bottom on the outer door, my armor
taking the brunt of the landing as Graz buzzed down to land inside
my helmet again while Gamma just landed with a loud thud, but
looking as if she had just taken a step off a curb instead of taken
a fifteen-foot drop. Showoff.

Mother giggled in my head, and it made me
smile at how playful she has gotten.

I looked through to see the outer airlock
doors of the ship beyond were closed, the hull number MMAX-12 of
the Tempest displayed in a contrasting color on their door.
Remnants who were open to people visiting their ships like they
were an extension to the corridors of the World, left their outer
airlock doors open in invitation, but if that door was closed, you
needed permission from the ship's master to enter.

Mother was way ahead of me as she said in my
helmet, “Opening a channel with the master of the Tempest now.”

A gruff woman answered in a growl that told
me she was likely a very old shifter, possibly wolf, bear, or big
cat. The older shifters always seemed to take on more and more
mannerisms of their beast as time went on. “What? We're not an open
ship.”

I replied, “Yes, ma'am. Sorry to bother you.
I was just wondering if I could speak with one of your passengers.
I'm Knith Shade, with FABLE and am investigating various crimes on
the World.”

“Fuck off, Enforcer, your jurisdiction ends
right where you're standing.”

I had to smirk, I couldn't help but like the
woman. “I know Captain...” Mother displayed a name in my vision.
“Laramer. I know I have zero authority on the Tempest, but I'm
hoping to save lives by speaking with your passenger.” According to
the records, Mother was showing me, Captain Marideth Laramer was
the twenty-fifth generation master of the Tempest, it has stayed in
her family through the Leviathan's entire journey thus far. A long
line of Shifters. Shifters are one of the few preternatural human
lines along with Vampires, witches, druids, and clairvoyants.

There was a pause, then she queried, “And
just who do you need to speak with?”

I shrugged at the camera on the Tempest's
airlock door beyond the window on the floor, “The
Effírië-l'ussë.”

The woman laughed so hard she started
coughing then wheezing. “What makes you think the...”

“Because Luna Fennis has visited her Angel
here since Exodus.”

Silence.

Mother whispered, “She's opened an encrypted
channel outside my coms network.”

I gave her a “really?” look in a helmet
camera.

“Taking the back seat.”

It was all I could do to stop from chuckling.
Of course, the Captain was contacting the Effírië to see what to
do. A moment later, the Tempest's outer airlock cycled and I
grinned internally.

“Leave your weapons with the wind-up doll
there, I don't allow Worldies to carry weapons on my ship.” Wind up
doll? I looked at Gamma, who looked perturbed, then shrugged an
apology and started stacking weapons and gear into her arms.

I moved to the door again but Laramer
growled, “Alone. I know who you are, Shade. Everyone knows that
thief Sprite goes where you do.”

Nodding I side-eyed Graz who buzzed out and
zipped onto Gamma's shoulder, flipping off the camera and
spluttering out, “Alleged thief. And don't act so high and mighty,
I've stolen parts... I mean sourced parts for you on more than one
occasion. Your cabin smells like wet fur.”

My eyes widened. Graz knew the master of the
Tempest? Well of course she did. She probably hawked her ill-gotten
wares to every Remnant, it was safer than selling pilfered
contraband on the World where every part was labeled with
micro-etched data.

“Sub standard parts.”

“Allegedly substandard.”

I interrupted, “May I enter now,
Captain?”

“Permission granted. I'll give you fifteen
minutes and I want you off my ship, or I'll space you. I don't care
if you're Mac's favorite.”

I cycled the outer airlock and then jumped
through both doors, thudding on the deck below, the doors cycling
shut behind me. I double-checked the tell-tales to verify the inner
corridor was pressurized. It never hurts to make sure you weren't
walking into hard vacuum.

Then I looked into the ancient-looking ship
beyond, and a woman who looked to be all sinewy muscle virtually
stalked down the corridor as she sprouted fur and assumed a form
halfway to her beast form from human. Only the older Shifters had
that much control, and I was just blinking as I realized what her
beast was, and was impressed with her half Kodiak Bear, half Human
form.

She slapped the airlock controls with a half
clawed hand and the inner door cycled. She loomed over me at around
seven feet tall. Damn, she had to be the mass of a Minotaur. She
growled menacingly, but her snarl faltered at my smile as I
offered, “Your fur is gorgeous. Such an amazing color. I don't
think I've ever met a Kodiak Shifter before.”

The woman just stared at me dumbly then shook
her head as if to clear it. “Mac's right. You're either fearless or
have no sense of self-preservation, my beast could crush you
without breaking a sweat.”

I leaned up causing her to lean down a little
as I whispered as if sharing a secret, “The truth is probably
somewhere in the middle, with a little crazy mixed in. But I don't
intimidate well, and others have underestimated me,
Teddy-bear.”

She pulled back and started chuckling as she
reverted to an overly athletic, and muscular woman, “Don't make me
like you, Enforcer. It's confusing my beast.”

Then she got serious again as she stalked
away. “Fifteen minutes, then you're out, Shade... if you're still
alive. One deck down, berth B2, they know you're coming.”

Ok, soooo... I looked around and saw a lift
with a man-ladder beside it at the end of the corridor and headed
that way. Since they were stealing free centripetal gravity
attached to the A-Ring, I chose the ladder. I slid down then was
immediately spinning low under a slashing blade, kicking up with a
foot to the stomach of the armored figure who blended almost
perfectly into the shadows in the dim corridor. If I couldn't see
fine in virtually no light, I'd have never caught the motion in my
peripheral.

I didn't activate the three hundred and
sixty-degree view my helmet could feed directly to my optic nerve,
going on instinct alone as I spat out as I deflected slash after
slash from the blade with the flats of my gauntleted hands, “Hey,
knock it off. I'm just here to talk. I need to reconcile some
things in my investigation.”

I clapped the slashing blade between my
palms, stopping it an inch from my shoulder blade, telling me the
Effírië wasn't trying to kill, just disable me. “I can't arrest you
here.” When they couldn't pull their blade free from my grasp, they
released it, spinning backward in a blur and landing a roundhouse
kick to my sternum that was almost Fae force, sending me slamming
back against the ladder, the rungs groaning and bending where I
struck. If not for my armor, that could have killed me, but I knew
they knew that.

I've been told my fighting style isn't...
normal shall we say? I have a habit of meeting force with force
instead of avoiding strikes. I lunged forward directly into a punch
that cracked my helmet, causing the nano-panels to reconfigure to
mend the cracks. I was inside their guard now and slammed a fist up
into their armpit, where the armor would be the weakest to allow
for flexibility.

They gasped and stumbled back, favoring their
arm. I knew I had maybe five seconds before any damage I did would
heal, knowing the Effírië's race now, and why the magic they held
back had tasted familiar. So I slammed my forehead forward and our
helmets connected with a horrendous crack, and we both rebounded,
stumbling to the deck, but catching our balance as we both spun,
pivoting on an arm and lashing out with a leg. The impact shuddered
through my body, my leg feeling as if it almost broke even with the
armor as we canceled each other out.

Then we spun to our feet. Both of us limped
slightly, shaking our legs. I said, “I spoke with your wife,
Luna...”

They took a hesitant step back then stopped
completely as I finished, “Your highness.” Taking another step back
they reached up hesitantly to their helmet and pressed something I
couldn't see, and manually lifted the visor, revealing a confused
and conflicted Elven face of radiant beauty, “Queen J'Vree.”

She just blinked at me in shock, whispering
in disbelief, “She... she told you?”

I shook my head as I removed my helmet to
hold under my arm. “No, that woman would go to the grave with the
secret of her Angel. But that was all I needed to know. It was a
simple matter to find you after that. I already had a gut feeling
after reviewing all the information I could find about the
Effírië-l'ussë. Whose ashes did they find in your rooms back
then?”

The look of stunned shock faded from her
expression, replaced with an amused smirk. “What are you? I thought
you human, but no human moves like you do.”

I sighed. “Can we talk? It's going to take me
a bit to work off the bruises you just gave me, I don't heal like
Elves or Fae.”

She took me in one last time then exhaled and
nodded once and just spun and walked off, her limp already gone as
I limped after her. I muttered, “Mab's tits, woman, you hit almost
as hard as Delphine.”


Chapter 11 – Mutiny

Queen J'Vree kept her distance as she led me
to her cabin. It was quite stunning for being inside a Remnant
vessel. If you would have told me it was inside A'naleet Palace
next to J'Real's rooms, I wouldn't have doubted you. Then again,
she did have five thousand years to make it her own like this.

I noted a subtle shift in gravity as I
stepped inside. Instead of the slightly higher gravity produced by
the spinning A-Ring, it felt like Earth standard one-G. I scanned
the place and noted Elvish runes and spellwork painting the
ceiling, emanating a dim glow of power. It felt as if the spellwork
had thousands of layers some ancient and some newer.

I've only ever seen the strongest of the Fae
able to generate gravity of their own, and their power easily
eclipses each of the layers here. It must have taken decades if not
centuries to layer on enough Elvish magic on this weaving to create
this pocket of gravity. I cocked a brow, J'Vree was a skilled
spell-weaver to have pulled this off.

Or did she have help? I pointed up as she
moved in and away out of striking distance, “Neat trick.
Yours?”

She nodded slowly as I removed my helmet then
reconfigured my armor into the less threatening looking summer
mode. I wasn't here to fight even though I could see she wasn't
convinced. “It is.”

Not a talker then.

The woman moved like a predator as she seemed
to be dissecting and analyzing every inch of me. I even caught the
slight movement of her fingers and lips as she sent her magic
questing my way then melting off of me, not able to find purchase.
I held a hand up. “That won't do you any good.” I motioned at
myself. “Scatter Armor.”

“You're not a good liar, Enforcer, your
helmet is off and you aren't sealed inside the protective shell of
magi-tech. You're her, aren't you? And now we know why the Shepherd
is immune to magic. Why are the others not aware that the vaunted
Knith Shade is also immune?” She seemed pleased that she figured
out who I was, which reminded me. In all the excitement, I hadn't
introduced myself, though I had just assumed the Captain had
informed her who I was, I guess not.

“I'm sorry, rude of me not to introduce
myself. As you surmised, I'm Knith Shade, and that's just crazy
talk about magic immunity.” Ok, I really was a bad liar, not even I
believed me. This woman was scarily intelligent. Then again, she
had been the leader of the Wood Elves pre-Exodus, so it would be
expected. “And you're the long-dead queen of the elves. Does your
daughter know?”

She chuckled. “So are we to play these games,
us knowing each other's secrets, or are you going to tell me why
you're here? And how did you find me? I've avoided detection all
these years.”

I shrugged. “And you would have remained
hidden if you hadn't resurfaced to work with Luna's New Guard
recently. Nobody was looking for you, as everyone assumed that
since you never resurfaced after Exodus Launch, that you were left
behind on Earth. And since your death wasn't adding up to me, it
was a simple matter to find you once I knew what I was looking
for.”

I squinted an eye in apology. “It was clear
Luna was fiercely protective of you. I know that fire, the fire of
shielding a loved one. And she is far too gentle to hold power over
a terrorist cell, so there had to be something the others feared...
you. It was a simple matter to put two and two together, then track
her movements before she started evading Mother's sensors and
cameras with whatever Sanctum spell she has.”

She closed her eyes, shaking her head in
resignation. “The airlocks.”

I nodded. “Yes, first to the Tempest, then to
the Underhill when the Tempest relocated to join Mac's cluster.”
Then I realized something and smirked as I prompted, “I assume you
and he figured out each other's identities and agreed not to
disclose it.”

She nodded slowly. “A devil's bargain. He
says you were the first to ever figure out his identity after me,
without being told.”

I shrugged. “I suspected... strongly.”

She chuckled at that. “And from what I know
of you, you won't be as accommodating and forge a pact of
non-disclosure as he was. You'd risk exposure of your immunity, for
what?”

“To uphold the laws of the World, and do
what's right. Besides...” I pointed at my lips. “Exhibit one, it's
only partial immunity, so who would believe you?”

She smiled at that, and let me tell you, the
woman was as stunning as a Fae when she smiled like that. “What a
fascinating Human. You'd really risk it, even if it put a target on
your back from those who would see it as a threat to their
existence?”

“I took an oath to protect the people of the
Worldship. And there is a target on my and my daughter's backs
already, and anyone who has attempted to collect has been stopped
or dissuaded with extreme prejudice. I've done the whole victim
thing before, it didn't stick and just pissed me the hells off
instead.”

She contemplated me again, and I was starting
to think she was stalling, to use up the fifteen minutes the
Captain promised me, when she sat, motioning her hand for me to do
the same. “So then, why are you here, Mrs. Shade?”

I shrugged as I sat. “Knith, please. I don't
believe all of the crimes attributed to you, to the Effírië-l'ussë
were perpetrated by you. Things aren't adding up in my
investigation and after meeting with the New Guard representatives,
I think I'm chasing two groups. Especially since you seem to be
going out of your way to not kill, I've witnessed that first hand.
Even though I do believe some of the other crimes you are complicit
in.”

I sighed and shared, “I'm trying to get a
picture here of which crime scenes are which, I'm pretty sure I
have most of them separated now. And I will come for you
eventually, to bind you by law for your transgressions, but right
now, I have to concentrate on the more dangerous threat, the Ka'.,
who I believe are the ones responsible for the murders and
assassinations and sabotage of key players on the World.”

She nodded slowly, and then admitted, “I
think I like you, Knith. You're straightforward and not full of
Fairy shit. You have to understand what we are doing, and that we
don't condone the Ka' extremists.”

I held up a stopping hand. “Captain Laramer
gave me only fifteen minutes so I don't have time to...”

She waved that off with an entertained
chuckle. “Marideth's family is a little overprotective of me. I'd
like to think it is my winning personality, but I think it is more
the fact that I keep the Tempest running and space-worthy with my
magics for them in exchange for their discretion. Well, that and we
are a merrily dysfunctional family.”

Then she got deathly serious. “The Laramer's
are not involved in any of my extracurricular activities and are to
be left out of any actions the Brigade tries against me. Am I
clear?”

I sighed. “If it were up to me, I wouldn't
even be pursuing you except that you injured Enforcers. The
Laramer's aren't even on my radar.”

We exchanged glares, then she spoke toward
the ceiling while keeping her eyes on me and my hands, “Mari? I
know you're listening in, dear. I'm fine speaking with the good
Enforcer here, I'll see her out when we're done.”

“I'm not listening in.”

“Of course not.”

“But ok, if you're sure.”

I chuckled. “She's sure, Teddy-bear.”

The menacing growl made me grin as J'Vree
rolled her eyes at me for... well for poking the bear. I swear, I'm
done with the bear puns now, just barely. “I'm sure, now could we
get some real privacy?”

“Ok, fine, but please, let me space her if it
comes to that.”

Then we sat for three seconds in silence when
the Elf Queen cleared her throat, “Mari??”

“Fine.” This time we heard a static click. It
was almost like listening to me and Mother bantering, which cast a
shadow on my amusement knowing I was going to have to face off with
J'Vree at some point, and I was liking her chosen family.

She cocked her head, ear up, and I realized
she was listening to make sure we had privacy. Elves had even
better hearing than the Greater-Fae, and I wondered if she could
hear Captain Laramer's breathing or something over the coms, and
that was how she knew she was eavesdropping. Then she cocked a brow
and asked me, “Teddy-bear? I'm going to have to borrow that.”

Shrugging I shared, “She looked cute in her
half-form. That copper-colored fur was gorgeous.”

The woman snorted then went off-topic,
offhandedly sharing an answer to my prior questions. “It was one of
my ladies of the court who was visiting me that day. The assassin
killed the wrong person they saw through the window into my
chambers. We knew nobody would be safe in the Elvish court as long
as I was a thorn in the side of the Divided Courts and they would
come again and again if they learned they had failed. The Angel was
born to champion the cause of the dissenters that day, at the cost
of M'Leese, unfair trade in my eyes, M'Leese was a gentle soul like
my Luna.”

We talked for almost an hour, with Laramer
checking in from time to time. I was surprised at how much she was
willing to share as I questioned her about what the New Guard was
trying to accomplish and how they differed from the Ka'. And it was
disturbing.

As I've gathered, the New Guard isn't happy
with just simple reconciliation between the Divided Courts and the
Siubhail were in the process of obtaining. They wished to be free
of the rule of the Divided Courts altogether. And many in the other
preternatural races felt the same, as the Greater Fae just assumed
the role of overseeing all the races, and because they had the
power to stand against anyone, nobody tried to step away. Quite a
few were upset after the Queens revealed all the magic races on
Earth, that they unilaterally negotiated with the Humans without
even consulting anyone else.

For the most part, they felt locked into
whatever the Queens wanted since they held control of the
Ka'Infinitum, which is the only thing able to provide the power to
run the Leviathan. And any dissenters or races who tried to
negotiate their own passage were turned away by the Humans because
if they didn't have access to the Artifacts, then they had nothing
to offer. And were seen as rebels opposing the real power in the
preternatural world.

When Queen J'Vree and King J'Orvis, beloved
by the Fae Queens, stepped up to voice the argument for the
dissenters, all hell broke loose on Earth. Others believed if the
leaders of the race closest aligned with the Greater Fae, the
second greatest power of the races, was bold enough to stand up for
the others, and commanded more numbers than the Fae, then maybe,
just maybe, they could break free of the oppression.

That's when more fanatical cells started
terror campaigns like what was happening now, sabotaging
construction and supply depots, destroying vessels, and killing key
people in the development and assembly of the Worldship. J'Vree and
J'Orvis fell out of favor with the Ladies of the Divided Courts, so
they stopped granting her time to speak with them. So in effect,
the offshoot rebels had even sabotaged their only hope of
success.

Fifty years later, her husband, King J'Orvis
was mortally wounded while trying to stop a terrorist attack on one
of the assembly support space stations, which later became one of
the great Cityships that found us so many centuries later.

A few years later, the violence was bringing
the human and preternatural alliance to the brink of dissolution
and war.

But a Fae from the Fennis clan of the
Siubhail stepped forward to try to reorganize the dissenters to
quell the rogue attacks, Luna Fennis was unassuming but fierce and
had a calming way about her that almost succeeded in stopping the
growing chaos from spinning out of control. J'Vree thought she
could never love again after she and her daughter had lost her
husband, but she was bespelled by the unassuming, almost meek woman
who had effortlessly captured her heart. They married in secret
months later.

J'Vree put her support behind the beguiling
woman. That's when reports started coming about rogue Fae in the
Divided Courts, operating without their leader's knowledge. Funding
assassinations and marshaling troops in an attempt to act to wipe
out all dissenters by force, since their Queens refused to act
against them.

Many of the outspoken dissenters were
vanishing or winding up gruesomely murdered or burned to ash, the
residual magics unmistakably from both the Summer and Winter
courts.

That's when Luna and J'Vree decided to expose
both the rogue Fae as well as the splinter groups that were
threatening to tear the fragile alliance to build Earth's salvation
apart. Then the assassination attempt occurred when M'Leese was in
J'Vree's quarters with her and Luna. The rogue Fae had learned that
they would be exposed going against their Queen's orders, so
decided to neutralize the threat, even though the Queens still
loved J'Vree, even if they weren't speaking with her.

J'Vree knew that once they learned they had
missed their intended target, she decided it was best to let them
believe they had succeeded, otherwise they would keep coming,
killing everyone around J'Vree if they couldn't stop her.

It also gave her the freedom to hunt. The
Angel was born, striking from the darkness, going after the
splinter group's operations as well as the rebel Fae. Never
killing, only disabling and leaving them for the authorities. But
then every successful raid by the others, or mysterious death
started to be attributed to what they were calling the
Effírië-l'ussë

The legend grew out of control. But then the
impossible had been made a reality when one day the leaders of the
Human / Divided Courts alliance announced the great Leviathan was
complete, and the Queens of Faerie had moved the artifacts of the
Ka'Infinitum off Earth and into the ship of all ships that were so
large in the sky in Open Air you could see it orbiting... a beacon
of hope.

So it was over. The Queens had won. Once the
ship left orbit, they would remain the greatest power on the ark
which would ferry twelve million souls from a dying world to a new
world, giving the varied peoples of Earth a second chance.

J'Vree had finished with, “And Queen J'Vree
was dead. So I wouldn't be onboard the Leviathan with the love of
my life, the only living person who knew I still lived. But I took
solace in the fact that she and my daughter, the new Queen of the
Elves, would live on. When Luna said she would stay with me, I
refused. The Siubhail needed her strength.

She smirked. “But by happenstance, Luna, in
her desperation to bring me, met a Human named Mac. The Master of
the Underhill. And he told of the fleet of construction vessels who
were planning on using a loophole in the laws of the newly elected
government of the Worldship, to attach to the outer hull, basically
hitching a ride from the awe-inspiring multi-generational
space-faring vessel ever conceived.”

Exhaling in defeat she shared, “The man had
insight he shouldn't have. Knowing who I was. And arranged for the
passage for me on another ship, the Tempest, under the ship's
master, Thornton Laramer. His descendants have taken it upon
themselves to care for me like family, and I love them for it.”

Then before I could ask she shared, “When
word came that after the alien vessel almost took the Leviathan,
and not even Summer and Winter could stand against the onslaught,
then they lost control of the Ka'Infinitum, it reignited the
dissension, reorganizing as the New Guard. The only reason the
Queens hold onto their power has been removed from their hands.
They rule now with what power they wield of their own, the virtual
blackmail they had to keep everyone in line is gone. It is only a
matter of time before the rest of the World realizes they are paper
Queens now.”

Huh... that's true. Everyone, even our
government lives in fear of upsetting the Queens and them punishing
entire Rings at times for minor indiscretions by others. Mab
herself had punished Beta-C when I had displeased her. They
couldn't do that anymore. I pointed out, “But... Mab and Titania,
even without the Ka'Infinitum, wield more power together than the
rest of the World together. Except for Oberon, Aurora, and my
daughter.”

She nodded and shared, “And that is why the
New Guard is trying to obtain as much alien technology from the
Eurag'glith as they can if the Queens cannot stand against it. We
all witnessed it during the attack, it was broadcast on the news
waves everywhere. If they hold a deterrent against the Queens'
power, then the Siubhail and the other races could finally be free
of oppression from the Divided Courts at last.”

Her mood darkened. “I stepped back out of the
shadows to back my Luna and to provide protection for those
stealing the tech. And the tragic accident occurred... at the cost
of two lives.”

I inhaled long and hard then nodded. “And
someone will have to stand for...”

“I will. Leave the New Guard out of it.”

“It doesn't work that way. Mab's tits, I'm
not even sure how this entire political clusterfuck is going to be
handled by the courts and the current administration. All of this
is so far beyond an Enforcer's pay grade. People much smarter than
me will handle all of that.”

Then I shook my head to clear it. “My main
concern right now is the looming threat of the Ka'. Not knowing
their endgame.”

It was her turn to shake her head and pinch
the bridge of her nose likely with a headache that matched mine
about this whole mess. “When the realization the Queens had lost
their bargaining chip, and that alien tech was their weakness, the
Ka' broke from the New Guard. They have allied with every unsavory
on the World, and the hidden remnants of the Human fanatics from
the Cityships with one goal. To find the technology that created
those multi-limbed monstrosities that almost succeeded in killing
the Queens, and assassinate them then wrest control of the
Worldship from the current administration, claiming the
Ka'Infinitum for themselves.”

I growled, “Mutiny.” Mother fairy humper,
haven't we seen enough of that in recent years? Had the World gone
insane?

“Mutiny.”

My eyes widened as I whispered to myself,
“Caitlyn.” If they were going for the Artifacts, they had to go
through her. She was in danger. But just as quickly as my rage and
panic set in, it washed away.

But she nodded. “She is in danger.”

I shook my head. “The Nursery... House Shade,
is behind the most powerful ward on the World. And an Artifact is
now part of her. She's the safest person alive.”

The woman arched a brow. “You do remember I
just told you there were rogue elements in the Fae Courts? They are
still in place and could get people through the wards. Hells, I had
my informants inside the courts and they routinely brought me back
and forth through the even stronger wards on the original Ha'Real
on Earth. If they made a power-sharing deal, most Greater-Fae would
jump at the chance. And with the automaton technology, they would
be unopposed.”

That put me on high alert. That anyone could
get close to my daughter. They didn't understand what they were
doing though. I shared, “Those Octo-Spiders were powered by the
magic of the Artifact and consumed magic to create and power more,
And the Artifact's magic of the Forge of Creation is what the
Queens could not fight. Nothing can. So without Chip... the
Artifact, they are just self-reproducing nano panel robots that
would be useless even against a Leprechaun or Sprite's power. Next
to useless.”

She blinked in surprise at that. “None of the
reports smuggled out by the informants inside the government shared
that.”

“Nobody knows except a handful of us. Imagine
the panic if people knew that the Artifacts were themselves
self-aware, and they are mad right now, with a power nobody on
board can combat except their chosen Shepherd. It was best to
compartmentalize that.”

She looked stricken. “So... it is already
over again... before it even began.”

I shook my head slowly. “No, I don't think
so. I know someone with a tiny bit of pull who owes me more than
one favor. I can get Luna in front of President Yang herself, to
voice the concerns of the New Guard once this is over.”

J'Vree looked shocked then impressed as she
asked, “You, a Human, has that much clout? The President owes you?”
Then she quickly added, “No offense. It is just that most races
discount Humans even though you are the bulk of the population of
the Worldship.”

“Trust me, I know. My name is Shade for
fuck's sake.”

She chuckled. “I was wondering if you knew
what it meant in Fae.”

“It was a joke of the Fae at the Reproduction
Clinic since in their eyes, I would amount to nothing. I was a
nobody, so that's what they named me.”

She looked amused as she shared, “Well the
joke is on them, now isn't it, Knith?” I know I'm not supposed to
like the perpetrator of crimes, but I couldn't help it.

I sighed then stood. “Thank you for taking
the time to speak with me. It has cleared up so much... and brought
up other hard questions... I need to...”

Captain Laramer's voice blurted over the
speakers, “Vree, priority one distress call coming in from Luna.
She never calls directly like this.”

The woman was on high alert as I realized I
was too as my armor went back into standard mode as I donned my
helmet while she said with a tinge of panic for her wife in her
tone, “Patch her though please, Mari.”

“Luna?”

“Oh thank the Tree of Life! Vree, it's
starting, we just got word from the Faun we have embedded in the
Ka'. They are sending a large force, almost everyone, to raid the
alien vessel once a transmission was intercepted from an engineer
named Doc to World Security, they found the device responsible for
the Octo-Spider nano-panel creation and were extracting it from the
ship now. The Ka' are scrambling hunter-killer teams to take out
the Queens and secure the Ka'Infinitum once they have the device
secured.”

J'Vree growled and said, “Alright, love. Stay
clear, I'm with Knith Shade now.”

“Shade? She found you? How? Is everything ok?
Is she trying to...”

“No, she just wanted information. I have to
stop this. I have to go now. I love you.”

There was a pause. “Be careful, dear
heart.”

I shared, “I've got her back. Me and about a
platoon of my friends.”

“Shade?”

“The one and only... well not the only
anymore, but... well you get the idea.”

“Bring her back safe, remember our deal.”

“The one I didn't take? I'll do my best.”

The channel was closed then I was on coms
with Mother. “Mother, I need a Priority One Scramble. The
Eurag'glith is about to be attacked by extremists. The civilians
need to do an emergency evac. And warn the Queens and Caity, they
may be coming for them. The workers at the Eurag'glith need to
evacuate now.”

“On it, Knith.” Then she added after a pause,
“Doc is there.” I exhaled, closing my eyes a moment.

Queen J'Vree said one word, “Mari?” Then the
ship swayed as it undocked from the world. They were on the same
page as me, knowing the ship could get us there faster than we
could navigate down to the Trunk ourselves.

The Shifter called out, “All hands and
residents, hang onto something, this is going to get wild.” And
even the localized magic gravity field in J'Vree's cabin couldn't
counter all the inertia when the engines fired. We grabbed onto the
furniture that was connected to the floor as Mari called out, “Next
stop, the Trunk.”

I muttered, “Just space me now, all my
weapons are back there on the World.”

J'Vree smirked. “From all accounts, you use
whatever is handy at the time. Nonlethal weapons. Try this.” She
tossed me a small cube and I smirked and flicked it out into a
blade, then laid it across my back and my armor read my intent and
formed a sheath around it.

We exchanged looks as we headed out to the
bridge in silent agreement. It was time to hunt.


Chapter 12 – Diversion

I have to admit, I've only ever come across
one pilot more skilled than the Teddy-bear. And that was my ex,
Myra, from the Ready Squadron. The Tempest is huge, almost a
quarter the mass of the Underhill, multiple times larger than the
Ready Squadron fighters, but Marideth flew it like a Tac-Bike.
Twisting over the A-Ring skimming the Skin, then threading between
the spokes of the other Stacks, matching their rotation before
using the mass of Morrigan to alter our trajectory as we tore past
it and the Tugs.

The Ready Squadron CAP was surprised as we
roared past, Mother chirping a Brigade beacon so they didn't blow
us out of space as they spun instantly on their axis to engage.
Instead, they escorted us in. I knew Mother was likely talking to
them in my voice and relaying the situation if their commanders
haven't yet.

Then we were flipping on our axis, all
maneuvering thrusters firing as the main engines stopped our
forward momentum dead in space, as the ship shuddered as the mating
rings did a soft capture at an airlock just a stone's throw away
from the alien vessel protruding from the Trunk. She cut power as
the docking system pulled us in for a hard dock.

I muttered, “Mother fairy humper, that was
some fine flying there, Teddy-bear. Completely insane, but
fine.”

J'Vree and I were already clunking along into
the corridor, our mag boots keeping us on the decks, as Marideth
growled after me as she was putting all the systems on standby,
“Stop calling me that, you gods be damned Enforcer!”

As we glided down two levels then reached the
airlock Marideth had docked with the World at, I looked back and
prompted, “Is Marideth seeing anyone? I've got an Elf-friend... she
protects your daughter and grandson actually...”

“Really, Shade? We're about to confront
fanatics and you're playing matchmaker?”

I chuckled as we cycled the inner door and
drifted into the airlock. “It's that or dwell on the fact this
likely won't be a peaceful confrontation and people are going to
get hurt or worse.”

“Ah, I see.” She nodded as the outer airlock
door cycled, and we pulled ourselves across into the Leviathan's
mated airlock and cycled the doors yet again. She prompted, “How is
he? J'Real? Is he a good man?”

I nodded once. “He is.” Then we exchanged
looks as I slapped the controls for the inner door and I snicked my
visor into place as she pulled hers down. I heard air hiss. Did she
have mechanical life support in her armor? I know none of her tech
is powered, not even magi-tech. I really wanted to take a look at
the engineering feat her gear is.

As fast as we had arrived, it was too late.
Far down below us, relative to our position, a few Enforcers who
had joined the guards at the Eurag'glith were being overrun by
forty or fifty fighters of all races, while the civilians were
being rushed to safety by two other Enforcers.

My heads up showed more than sixty more
Enforcers were converging on the location and would all be arriving
over the next minute or two. A lot can happen in a minute or two,
and I was watching as other Enforcers were being attacked. I knew
protocol was to hold back and organize and await orders from the
ranking Commander on scene, but I wasn't about to watch other
Enforcers be harmed or worse when I could do something about
it.

I said as I just pushed off the bulkhead and
fired my suit's thrusters, “Mother, give me everything.” And dozens
of various readouts and overlays bloomed in my vision and
peripheral, scan data and visual data bloomed above it all, showing
me the engagement space as a cable whipped out and caught my leg,
and I pulled J'Vree along with me. As I approached the redline of
the maximum safe speed my Scatter Armor could absorb when I
impacted the bulkhead rushing up at us, I stopped firing the
thrusters.

My blood ran cold when I saw all the techs,
engineers, and other civilian workers had made it clear of the
alien vessel except one. I could see Doc through the big airlock on
the Eurag'glith, frantically manipulating the interface control
matrix they were developing for our tech to speak with the ship's
command subsystems. There was a sphere of objects orbiting him, and
I realized they were welding drones, and all of them had their
plasma cutters fired up, keeping a Minotaur at bay while Doc
continued to frantically to accomplish something at the console.
The man had built a defense system for himself this quickly? He
never ceases to amaze me, but why wasn't he taking cover?

Moments before we hit the deck plates below,
a sudden concern hit me and I looked back at J'Vree. She didn't
have Scatter Armor to mitigate the impact, was she going to be...
we slammed into the bulkhead, the grates shaking and denting, my
legs straining painfully, and our mag boots engaging and preventing
a rebound. Then we were running to where magic and weapons fire was
being slung back and forth, drawing our segmented blades. Ok, this
woman was badass.

I had assessed the situation from above and
pointed toward Doc, where five Ka' were making short work of his
makeshift halo shield. The Minotaur was floating off, his limbs
windmilling, trying to scramble back down to the deck plates
uselessly in Zero-G, burns were evident on a large percentage of
his body as he scrambled. The others were slinging magic at him,
and his orbs were intercepting but being crushed, or torched, or
dissolved.

“Get Doc clear, I'll handle the rest with my
friends.” I motioned toward the vehicles approaching in the
distance from either direction with their lights and sirens going.
She hesitated as I rolled my shoulders then cracked my neck and
knuckles and just waded into the massacre of my fellow
Enforcers.

When a hex slammed into me, sliding me a half
step back before shattering against me, and Mother started cranking
Slaughterhouse, from an Irontown Clank band I liked, from my
external speakers, she just nodded once and strode off to aid Doc
who had to dive behind the console when his last welder was
destroyed.

My mag-boots clunking, I resheathed the blade
and ran straight into the Hobgoblin who had cast on me, lowering my
shoulder and slamming into the thick hide of her stomach. Her
hooked claws dragged across my armor as I twisted and pulled out a
mag band, slapping it on her wrist while I spun across her back.
“Lockdown!”

The mag band energized and slammed her to the
deck plates by her wrist. My hold on one of her tusks gave me the
momentum I needed to release and slam a boot into a rear leg of a
centaur who had just impaled an Enforcer's leg with a trident of
all things. There was a sickening crunch then snap as his leg
broke, laming him as he twisted toward me, bellowing in pain...
right into my double fisted uppercut that hit in time with the
heavy bass beat of the music. It was enough to overcome his other
three mag-boots and he went drifting slowly toward the equilibrium
at the center of the trunk a quarter-mile above while he scrabbled
in the air.

I had used so much force my mag-boots had
detached and Mother already had my suit's thrusters firing to
stabilize me and reconnect my feet to the deck plates. I half spun
when something contacted my back, but my heads-up display showed it
was J'Vree. I called out over the music, “Didn't I tell you to
cover Doc?”

She snorted. “They are... contained.” Mother
displayed the combatants by the alien ship's airlock, all wrapped
tightly in that webbed net she used. Beta had arrived and was
dragging Doc physically away and to safety. What had he been trying
to do?

I just chuckled. “Efficient.”

She laughed as she spun, grabbed my arms, and
twisted me in front of her as a nasty spell hit me, causing a
momentary searing pain in my short circuiting nerves, even through
my armor, before it lost hold of me and fizzled out. “Hey! I'm not
a shield, woman!”

“Seemed to work out for me.” Then she moved
me aside and instead of using her plethora of weapons, she shoved a
casting of her own out as her lips moved to the incantation while
her hands wove the spell, tasting of green elf magic which exploded
on the magic-user, whose race I wasn't sure of, immobilizing him
with vines. The sheer power level radiating from it was on par with
some of the Fae.

Then she said, “You truly are fearless... or
stupid. You took down two fighters in three seconds who should be
able to crush any Human.” Then my hand darted in front of her face
and I hissed in pain as a metal slug shot from an Outlier's
projectile weapon struck my arm, partially penetrating the armor
before the nano-panels could encapsulate it. I felt some blood
seeping down my wrist before a magi-tech med-patch burned off,
sealing the wound, but I knew it was going to bruise badly.

She called out, “My armor cannot be
penetrated by those projectiles, that was foolish.” Then she held
up an arm, still looking at me, and fired one of her grappling
lines over my shoulder which slammed into the Human fanatic,
clamping onto his face, and she yanked, actually pulling him out of
his mag boots which were still connected to the deck.

I pulled my punch a lot so I didn't kill him
and slammed my fist into the screaming man's ribcage when his body
careened past us. His body slammed into the floor and I slapped a
mag band on his ankle when he bounced. “Lockdown.”

She chuckled as she retracted her cable.

Then we turned to re-engage the others when
we heard a gurgling cry of pain. A golden light, sifting dust,
zipped through the melee, two of the mutineers holding hands to
their bloodied eyes. And Graz pulled up in front of us, her back to
us and her tiny, needle-like sword brandished toward the bulk of
the enemy who was now turning to us. None of the Enforcers were
moving, and globules of blood were drifting in the air
everywhere.

She spoke out of the side of her mouth, eyes
trained on the approaching mob, “What's the big idea leavin' me
behind, ya dumb Big?” Then she glanced back and her eyes widened as
she zipped past me, “Look out, Knith! The Effírië!” Her blade was
pointing toward the armored figure.

I assured her, “It's ok, Graz, she's on our
side... for now.”

Then I said as the three of us started moving
as one to meet the oncoming rush, “Graz, Queen J'Vree, J'Vree, this
is...”

“Holy fucking fairy shit! Queen J'Vree?
You're alive?”

I muttered, “Focus, lady. Eye on the
ball.”

Then we slammed into the group. Spells
burning off and sparking on my armor, Graz nimbly avoiding the
castings altogether, and J'Vree chanting, causing spells to fizzle
against a shield of life energy the Elf Queen projected. She danced
through the enemy, blade slashing.

Graz was casting right back at the enemy,
Sprite stinging them, or slashing their cheeks, going for their
eyes, all while I caught the massive arm and club-like fist
swinging down on me by a simply huge Ogre. The force of it knocked
me to my knees, my servos overcome, but I stopped it.

The big man blinked in surprise, that moment
of shock all I needed to punch out at almost my chest level to slam
my fist into his groin. He made a high-pitched squeak in a sharp
exhalation of breath, both hands held to his groin as he went limp.
“Sorry big guy, but you could do some damage to me.” I took my
second to last mag band and slapped it on his thumb.
“Lockdown.”

As he was pulled down to the deck, I muttered
to myself, “This would be so much easier with my MMGs. And I need
more mag-bands.”

Graz chimed out. “Oh, is that all? Back in a
flash.” And she made a beeline, or Spriteline toward the fallen
Enforcers, leaving a trail of angry red dust in her wake.

I turned in time to see J'Vree diving past a
Minotaur and a Satyr, her blade severing the Minotaur's Achilles
tendons, then grabbing one of his horns to spin around to kick the
Satyr in the chin with so much force it knocked teeth loose to
drift in the space, his pan flute shattering, preventing him from
casting any charms.

I have to admit, it was a thing of beauty
watching her fight. Where I was all clunky brute force, she made it
look like some sort of well-choreographed dance.

Graz was slowly buzzing my way as she dragged
the mass of an MMG my way through Zero-G, and she had two mag bands
in her teeth. A Centaur woman just missed knocking her out of the
air, but Graz somehow put on a tiny burst of speed at the last
instant. She was yelling out through her teeth clenched on the
mag-bands, “Nice try ya dumb Big You're lucky I've someplace to
be!”

A swarm of Pixies was zeroing in on Graz as
she reached me, panting and puffing. Just space me now, some of the
Wee Folk had joined the Ka'? I accepted the MMG and fired past her,
stunning four Pixies, and they just started to drift along,
unconscious. I absently wondered how that would mess with their
family's collective consciousness.

Graz zipped over to poke one in the face with
the mag bands she was now holding to watch the little one drift
away in a different direction. “Dumbasses.” Then she zipped back up
to me and tucked the mag bands in my belt pouch.

She said, “I can get ya some more if you need
them, Knith.”

“Not necessary.” I pointed. The Cavalry had
arrived. Multiple Brigade transports were coming to a stop,
Enforcers piling out, with dozens more approaching in the
distance.

An errant casting stuck me and I leaned into
it as it just seemed to slide slowly around me before dissipating.
And I cracked my neck and charged back into the thick of it. While
I was on my back, being stomped over and over by a female Minotaur,
Graz called out, “Umm... Knith?” I caught the mag booted hoof and
looked back to where Graz was pointing.

Five EVA suited Greater-Fae were running from
the Eurag'glith carrying a huge alien device that looked to be
swallowing the light around it it was so black. Only their Fae
strength was allowing them to carry something that massive.

Mother Fairy Humper. I twisted on the ground,
the hoof coming down beside me, and I leapt up, drifting up quickly
but was snagged into a crushing hug from the woman as she huffed
steam from her nostrils. I could hear the groaning of my armor as
she was starting to strain the nano panel connections. I reached
around a massive arm to my belt pouch and pulled out a mag-band,
slapping it around one of her horns. I wheezed out, “Lock...”

Mother finished for me, “...down.”

And the woman's eyes widened when her head
was yanked sideways and she was pulled to the deck, spitting out,
“Son of a bitch!” There was a cracking sound when the tip of the
horn breaking off in a ragged line when it struck the unforgiving
structure at my feet.

The Fae were heading to an airlock.
“Mother...”

“Priority Brigade override, quantum encoding
to...” She was cut off when all the Greater-Fae cast together,
silvery runes swirling, impacting the door, engulfing it, and...
opening it. They had enough combined power to circumvent Mother's
override!

Mab's tits, they were getting away, and there
was still fighting to be done. It was a losing battle for the Ka'
now as they were engaged from all angles now, the Brigade presence
becoming overwhelming.

It was all over less than ten minutes later
as we surveyed the carnage. We had lost six Enforcers, and the
others weren't as restrained as J'Vree and I were about leaving
them alive. There had to be at least twenty dead. All this
senseless violence over and over the past few years was wreaking
havoc on Equilibrium.

Speaking of J'Vree, I turned to her. “Go,
now, but know I will be coming for you once this clusterfuck is
sorted.”

“I'd expect no less, Knith Shade. You know
where to find me.”

As she leapt into the air to drift up toward
the airlock the Tempest was docked at, I called out, “The Tempest
or the hide you're creating in the tunnels in Little Mouse.”

She laughed with mirth as other Enforcers
joined me, looking up at her as she kept rising, “How did you know
about that?”

I shouted up, “I didn't, but I do now. I had
a gut feeling when I was there to see Mac.”

Her laugh receded as she got farther away, a
junior Enforcer asking, “Is that one of the Ka', ma'am? Do we go
after her?”

I sighed and turned around to look at the
paperwork nightmare as more and more Enforcers and crime scene
techs arrived on the scene. I pinched the bridge of my nose then
sighed, we may have stopped the attack, but they got what they came
for. Everything that happened here was a diversion for the Fae to
grab their target. Didn't these people know they were just fodder
to them? Or did they believe themselves martyrs? It was hard to
tell with fanatical people.

I sighed a second time in resignation as a
Brigade commander came clopping up toward me with purpose. He
didn't look amused as he growled out, “Shade! Report! Just what the
hells happened down here?”


Chapter 13 – Endgame

By the time I was debriefed in the field, it
was late. The President and her cabinet were sequestered with Fae,
Brigade, and World Security guards.

The Winter and Summer Ladies were warned of a
possible impending assassination attempt on them, which seems
absurd, but the Ka' was either desperate or confident, either was
dangerous. They seemed more upset by the fact I had added an
encoded message about Fae of their courts helping the resistance on
earth and here now with this new coup and mutiny plan.

It didn't bode well for whoever was working
with the dissenters because both of the Queens seemed enraged by
the knowledge those Fae were responsible for the assassination
attempt on J'Vree, they both seemed to truly adore the Elf Queen
and had mourned her passing even though they had been angry with
her at the time of her supposed death.

I was getting a gut feeling that the queens
may have been misinformed about much of the dissent efforts if the
rebel Fae of their courts had been misleading them. I could come up
with three or four ways they could get away with it without telling
a single lie since they were incapable of lying.

Had the entire struggle for power back then
been based on misinformation and deception from within their
courts? That sent a frightening shiver down my spine.

The last warning was sent to Aurora and Cait,
telling them to both stay at home, where it was safe until the Ka'
was stopped. Graz was snoring softly inside my helmet, in my hair
behind my ear somewhere, she was worn out from all her exertion and
the sheer amount of magic she expended casting Sprite stings and
other small hexes her kind could muster.

Mother flew my Mark II with all my gear to me
as I spoke with Doc and Beta. “Were you trying to get yourself
killed, man? You should have evacuated with the rest of the
workers.”

He huffed out a breath and said, his hands
animated, “Every new piece of technology in that conglomeration of
alien ships has the potential to destroy our World. Without any
context as to what each of the discoveries is or does, we may as
well be poking thermonuclear payloads with a bloody stick. That's
why they all need ta be studied by our scientists and techs, or
things like the last hull breach, just from an accidental spill,
happen. Or worse.”

Beta put a hand on his shoulder as he went
on. “We know what the nano-panel synthesizer was because of the
vats of carbon nanotubes and partially assembled Octo-spiders in
it. I was trying to lock down its power systems that seem
controlled by the main data processor in the vessel you found the
Artifact in. The system seems ta be interfacing with the localized
off-grid AI that Mother built, so we've been slowly learning about
the billion-year-old vessel as the bridge built by that sliver of
the Forge of Creation.”

He looked to deflate as he rubbed the back of
his neck with a hand. “We have just a rudimentary understanding of
the coding that is light years beyond anythin' we've ever seen, but
I thought it was enough to render the device inert... I only got
partway done before those gobshites got to me, so I don't know if
it is functional.”

Beta supplied, “You did all you could, Peter.
Nobody is faulting you... except me, for being so reckless and
putting yourself at risk.” She was one of two people who used his
real name instead of the Doc moniker he preferred. She and Mir, and
I think a Faun from Gamma stack are all sort of... seeing him? He
was officially the oldest human on the World, after waking from a
five thousand year cryogenic sleep when we needed him to help us
prep the Tug for the virtually impossible Morrigan mission.

He is the only living human to have seen
Earth and had worked on the Leviathan herself in the last years of
her construction. And there isn't an engineer aboard who has his
uncanny knack for looking outside the box and coming up with novel
solutions. Magi-tech was in its infancy when he was an engineer,
and the massive World Drives of the Worldship were the first
systems to be powered by the magic of the Artifacts in the
Ka'Infinitum.

I held up a finger. “I second that. You
should have evacuated with the rest.”

He smirked. “Ah, lasses, and what kind of a
man would I be if I had when I could help?” I rolled my eyes at him
and he winged a thumb my way as he addressed Beta and Graz. “She
looked impressed, didn't she?” Ok, I was smirking too. The
idiot.

He looked thoughtful then prompted, “What use
would the device be to them? Surely they realize those
Oocto-spiders had been repurposed by the Artifact. They were likely
self-configuring repair drones before they were co-opted. The fact
that they were used to fuse all the vessels that make up the
Eurag'glith, holding them together and sealing it from the vacuum
of space.”

Doc shook his head. “Without the Artifact's
magic overriding their systems and guiding them, they'd be next to
useless against Mab and Titania since the extremists would be using
their magic to guide them instead of the Forge of Creation's
overwhelming power.”

He spun to face me fully now. “Unless...”

Mab's tits, he was right. “Mother, contact
the executive protection details. They aren't going after the
Queens with the spiders. They're going after targets their magic
can overwhelm... President Yang and her administration!”

She blurted in my helmet, “On it, Knith,
sending priority...”

Alarms went off in my helmet and the helmets
of all the Enforcers around us. Mother fairy humper! The Ka' was
attacking President Yang, there were Octo-Spiders everywhere! “Tell
me Congress is sequestrated away from Yang and her Cabinet.”

I was running for my Mark II, and mounting as
Mother said, “If you want me to lie to you.”

Shit! Who was in charge of security up there?
That just made a target-rich environment for the rogue Fae in the
Ka'. I blurted, out, concentrating on the burning and freezing
sensation of my lips, “Mab, the President is under attack.” She and
Titania would be the only ones able to stop them. I felt the
awareness of the Ladies of the Divided Courts on me, then with a
flare of my lips, I could tell when the Summer Lady teleported them
to the capitol. Hmm, that was new.

Graz, wide awake now chirped out as she
steadied herself by grabbing my ear, “Let's go kick some mutineer
ass, Knith!”

I started to slip into the mass exodus of
Brigade transports and Tac-Bikes all streamed toward the spoke
terminals with lights strobing and sirens wailing when I pulled up.
I realized as I looked down at the sleek machine I rode, that I
could get there even faster. Reading my surface thoughts, the Mark
II veered off toward the nearest airlock. We were going EVA
again!

Mother was almost growling in anticipation,
“Obtaining flight clearance and filing our projected flight path
now, Knith.” Less than a minute later we rocketed out of the Trunk,
leaving the safety of our world again, and kicked on the
afterburners as I laid out on the seat, feeling as if I were
mainlining adrenaline.

As we shot past the first D Habitation Ring,
something was gnawing in the back of my mind. Mother prompted as I
looked back and upring to Beta-A, home, my gut screaming at me,
“What is it, Knith?”

I shook my head as I let the bike fly along
the course Mother had pre-loaded. “It seems too... sloppy.”

Graz asked, “What do you mean? They're just a
bunch of stupid Bigs and nulls. They can't actually think they can
win. We can stop them once and for all.”

I sat taller in the seat, the cockpit of the
flight envelope reforming to accommodate me while I was craning
back to one of the farthest points on the World from where the
attack was occurring. With a thought I took manual control and side
slid in space to a relative stop.

Before they could ask I mused, looking from
our original destination to home. “That's just it, ladies. They
aren't stupid. They meticulously plan out every move. We just saw
that down in the Trunk. The mass attack had simply been a
diversion, and they succeeded in their plan to steal the alien tech
they were targeting.”

I mumbled to myself, sounding out what my gut
was telling me. “What would the Brigade and every other armed
service do if the President were under attack? An attack involving
the same mechanical creatures that almost ended the World? How
would I respond?”

In my head, I got the impression of Mother
nodding as she picked up the thread. “Assuming they knew what we
did, that without the Artifact powering the nano-bots, eating all
other magic, it was just their own pooled magic guiding the bots,
and they'd still be more powerful than most other Greater Fae.”

Graz sounded thoughtful. “And you'd just tell
the Queens. They'd be itching for a rematch against the squids, and
make short work of them. So what's that got to do with a snowshoe
on a Fairy?”

I exhaled and took a chance and fired the
main engine, sending us careening toward the Beta-stack, pointing
back at the trunk. “It got the Queens out of the way... it's
another diversion.”

The World blurred past as I tried to eke more
speed from the Mark II as Mother called out in my voice, “Hey Kitty
Cat? Got your ears on?”

Myra purred out in response, in a decidedly
feline voice, “Well if it isn't Knith Shade. I take it you're about
to make life hard on me again? All of Ready Squadron is on high
alert right now, we're getting live feeds of the uprising., Why do
I have the feeling you're smack dab in the middle of it all?”

Graz chirped out, “Because you're not stupid,
Fly Girl.”

“Hey Graz, I thought you were supposed to
stop her from being impulsive.”

“That's like reining in a node of drunk
Pixies.”

“I'm right here, you smartasses.” I didn't
even bother reprimanding Mother for anticipating me and using my
voice again. Then I got serious. “I just needed to let you know the
Tac-Bike tearing up space to the Beta Stack is us, and I'd thank
you kindly if you and your Ready Squadron buddies would stop trying
to lock onto us out there. I know you're on high alert, but I think
the attack is just a diversion.” I watched as Mother kept jamming
lidar signals from the multiple vessels now trailing us when I
veered off course. They wouldn't have even bothered if they weren't
on high alert... everything was a possible threat now, after what
happened with the Cityships.

A sleek ship, multiple times larger than our
little makeshift vessel slipped in beside me. The Neko human, with
all her feline implants, saluted us with her new cybernetic arm
that replaced the one she lost in the alien vessel encounter, as
she purred out, “Titania's panties, that is a Tac-Bike! Since when
are they spaceworthy?”

“Since now, Kitty Cat.”

She snickered. “Mine's bigger than yours.” I
had to roll my eyes. Myra prompted, “What's the play?”

“Gut feeling.”

She nodded. “Good enough for me.” Then she
was informing flight control that she was escorting a Brigade
vessel, that Flight Two would take over CAP until her return.

“You didn't need to escort us.”

“Yet here I am.”

“Whatever.”

As the massive A-Ring loomed ahead of us,
looking like a green paradise of forests and blue water under the
Sky-Glass. I started to relax, believing I may have been mistaken
since it looked so idyllic and peaceful. I had believed that since
one of the primary goals of the Ka' was to gain control of the Ka'
Infinitum, that they'd have to gain access from one of two
locations.

Ever since the last two breaches of the
Trunk, Flight Control and Mother's core, where the Ka'Infinitum
resided, everything has been fortified even more, with an entire
Brigade Platoon now stationed in flight control with ten Megolith
battle suits.

The other way to access the chamber of the
Artifacts was through Caity's lensing portal. But she... was
protected by the Queens. The same Queens I had just sent away to
help the President.

I started to think maybe my hunch was wrong,
so started to... a com channel connected in my helmet and a frantic
sounding Twinkle was blurting to me, “Knith! Knith! Bad people have
breached the wards... lots of Bigs, someone let them in! A palace
guard is with them, they're breaking into the Nursery, my Caity
went to face them, I couldn't talk her out of it. All coms are
down, I'm using Cybil to speak to you.”

Graz spoke calmly as my heart threatened to
beat out of my chest as panic for my daughter rose inside of me,
chilling my extremities, “Twinkle, calm down little one. Take a
deep breath, then concentrate. How many of them are there? Are they
armed? What races?”

I heard little wings buzzing, then she almost
whispered, her voice labored and I realized she had to be carrying
Cybil who was even larger than she was, “There are nine of them,
all Greater Fae. Ten if you count the palace guard, Heinrick, he
has his pike, the others have those projectile weapons the Humans
from the Cityships had.”

Graz growled to me, “They know Caitlyn is
immune to their magics.”

Then Twinkle's voice started breaking up, and
we only caught a few words. Something about hostages, then Luna,
and I think Patrick. Were they working with them, or were they
hostages? That damnable Leprechaun better not be part of this or
he's going to regret ever meeting us.

“Mother?”

“My connection to my Cybil Avatar is being
jammed, they must be using a Sanctum spell and she got too
close.”

I spat out a curse then growled out, “Contact
Ha'Real, and Rory, let them know what's happening at the Nursery,
and...”

All coms traffic inside the ward has been
severed. I'm reading failures of all seven coms junctions servicing
Ha'Real inside the wards. I blurted, “Closest airlock?”

“I can get you...”

Myra, who had been hearing everything
blurted, “Omega! I'll clear the way.”

As the best pilot in the fleet was rapid
firing orders over her coms, Mother took the controls from me,
saying, “Inspired, Commander Udriel. Time is of the essence.”

As we veered toward the Skin, I was asking,
“What is Omega?”

Mother explained as she brought us to within
a meter of the surface of the Skin, the giant panels that made it
up streaking by below us. I felt I could have just leaned down to
touch the surface she was flying so tight and with precision, only
an AI would be capable of. “Omega is a top-secret magi-tech
experiment the Ready Squadron has been developing with Fae
scientists. After seeing the queens and Aurora temporarily seal the
breaches in the sky-glass and the hull with their magic, Project
Omega has been under development.”

“With the threat base for Ready Squadron
growing from simply debris mitigation, blazing a trail for me to
fly though, to the new threats of various groups of extremists in
the fleet, the Squadron needed a quicker way to deploy without the
delays of the giant airlock cycling at the launch bays. Tubes
pressurized with inert gasses were discussed and letting explosive
decompression burp the fighters out into space, but that would be a
waste of the limited resources on the World.”

I nodded as I felt us approaching a large
source of magic pressure as Mother flew us away from the Skin. “A
magic barrier like Rory made... no airlock required. For it to be
persistent it would require unimaginable power.”

She asked almost coyly, “Like a casting using
the combined power of ten first born Greater Fae?”

I chuckled as she twisted us on our axis and
fired the main engine again, sending us streaking toward what
amounted to a large rectangular hole in the Skin that glowed and
shimmered in a wavering pattern of blues and orangish reds, Summer
and Winter powers combining “That'd do it.”

When Myra said, “Inner blast doors raised,
bulkhead corridors have been cleared. You have a straight shot
through ladies, godspeed.” I prompted, “So, how well does this
work? How do you not just go splat on the barrier?”

The stupid cat snickered and prompted, “I
wouldn't know, it hasn't been tested yet. They're preparing the
first drones to try to traverse it next week.”

I muttered my favorite old Earth curse, “Oh
fuck!” My eyes widened as the World rushed up on us while Graz was
screaming about dying too young or something, her voice was too
high pitched to make it out well. I may have cringed back slightly
as we impacted the wall of magic keeping the atmosphere on the
inside from being sucked into a hard vacuum.

And with an electric buzz of magic flowing
across my skin, we were through, and whipping past dozens, if not
hundreds of workers, on various mag platforms and scaffolds, dozens
of new-looking Ready Squadron fighters being prepped in the simply
cavernous bay. They all cheered when we didn't wind up a flaming
ball of wreckage along the floor.

And I noted how the bay was built like a
porch, dual blast door bulkheads all around. So if the imposing
wall of magic fell, only the launch bay would be exposed to space,
and not the rest of the Ring. That... was scary as hell... and
pretty amazing.

I didn't get too good of a look at this
Project Omega as the Mark II reconfigured to normal flight mode,
the canopy retracting again as we blurred out through the blast
doors to find ourselves in bulkhead E, the bay was five bulkheads
deep?

As our lights and siren started up, I felt
the subtle shift under my hands on the controls, meaning Mother had
relinquished control back to me. “Thank you,” I said, as I leaned
in and poured on the speed as I brought us up to skim the overhead
structure, in case someone hadn't cleared the area yet.

But I shouldn't have worried, since, true to
her word, the corridors were empty, Fae guards and Ready Squadron
personnel at every cross corridor.

Moments later we exploded into the main
envelope of the ring as I veered toward the looming shadow of
Ha'Real and home.


Chapter 14 – As You Wish

We sliced through the palace wards and I
said, “Buckle up,” as I didn't slow while aiming us directly at the
Nursery dome.

Graz asked, “Why would I... oh mother fairy
humper you crazy Big!” As I stood on the seat, Mother took over as
I leapt just before impact, the engine of the Mark II straining as
its automated systems veered it away just in time, the bottom
runner of the Bike screeching along the glass of the dome as we
tumbled along the floor of my den, slamming into the outer wall
with a bone-jarring crunch.

I coughed and blinked, as I willed my visor
open, and Graz buzzed out quick as a flash, her hand flying over
her body, checking to see if she were still in one piece. “Crazy,
insane, nuts, out of your mind...” When she had assured herself she
was unharmed, she changed her tone as I staggered to my feet to jog
for the door to the inside while she buzzed up to put a hand on
either side of my nose. “That... was... awesome! Can we do it
again?”

I just cocked a brow at the unhinged wee
person. Then I drew an MMG and snicked out one of my cold iron
batons as I listened at the door then opened it and slipped inside.
Graz, mirroring me, pulled her blade in one hand and miniaturized
MMG in the other. I had to admire her fearlessness, grudgingly
admitting to myself that she'd make a great Enforcer. Her head
would get too big for her to fly if I ever said that particular
sentiment out loud.

Padding down the hall, my armor went into
stealth mode, modulating the nano-panels on the soles of my
mag-boots to absorb the sound of my footsteps. Graz zipped up into
the ventilation system to reconnoiter as only she could. I slipped
through the doors to the crystalline balcony overlooking the
meeting room and tried to send out a call to HQ for backup, but I
couldn't even raise Mother.

I tried to relay my call through our home's
com channel, but it was down too... Twinkle had mentioned that. I
furrowed my brow since it was hardwired like all the Ha'Real coms
and data consoles, to get through Mab's palace ward. That gave me
pause... so it wasn't just a Sanctum spell then? Or maybe this was
just another layer working in concert with one?

Going in blind always ends badly, but we work
with what we have. A disconnected portion of my brain thinking some
sort of micro-drone that was detachable from the Scatter Armor
would be useful in situations like this. I'd have to add that
observation to my next evaluation report of my experimental armor.
The techs love a good challenge.

There was a cacophony of sizzling, thrumming,
and sparking accompanied by flares of strong magics coming from
almost directly under me.

I edged forward, seeing the top of the
lensing portal door as voices rose to the balcony. It was... Luna.
Twinkle had said something about Luna and Patrick, and hostages.
Were they holding people hostage? Were they part of the Ka'? No...
I didn't believe that. There is no way Luna would be working
against J'Vree, you can't fake that kind of love they
exhibited.

I inched closer and was both alarmed and
relieved that a Greater Fae was holding her hands behind her while
another held an Outlier projectile weapon against her temple, Luna
was pleading... with Caitlyn, “Don't do it, Shepherd, don't give in
to their demands. Patrick and I mean nothing in the grand scheme of
things if it means the people of the World lose their
freedoms.”

A voice I knew well, Heinrick, one of
Delphine's immediate subordinates in the Ha'Real Palace Guard,
growled out, “Do it now, you filthy mutt or the traitor here dies
first.” I looked over the railing, my back against the far wall, to
see the man holding his pike blade against the Leprechaun's throat,
another Fae in a hood beside Heinrick holding another projectile
weapon in an almost aloof manner.

Patrick's face was full of rage as he spat
out, “You feckin' cowards would manipulate a child with guilt and
violence? There's a right way ta end the oppression of the Divided
Courts, and this is not it.”

Ok, I was smirking a little. For a grumpy ass
rebel, I admit I was liking him more and more. And now I knew how
this Ka' cell had made it past Mab's wards, they were ushered
through by a traitor in Mab's own guard. I shivered thinking what
his fate was going to be if we all survived this since Mab's wrath
is legendary.

I chanced leaning a little farther out to see
what was causing such relentless magical chaos that was lighting up
the space with bright bursts. My blood ran cold, which warred with
the white-hot heat of rage in me as I saw the remaining five Fae
invaders in my home throwing a myriad of complex, overpowered
castings at my daughter, silver spell-work, and sigils tightly
intertwining.

Caitlyn looked like a raging warrior goddess,
her hands thrust forward in defiance, a red-tinged shield of
coherent magic bubbling her, fury in her expression as she seemed
to get stronger under the relentless assault that was tearing up
the room behind her. There was the wild glint of glee in her rage
that reminded me too much of Mab. And I knew that if they hadn't
had hostages, they would have all felt my daughter's fury. A fury
unmatched that would have lasted but the moment it would have taken
for her to crush them all in that joyous rage. I realized her rage
resonated with the magics of the Artifact embedded in her, Chip was
incensed.

And coiled around my daughter's outstretched
hands, were two hissing and enraged Wyrms. Not looking the cute
companions they always did, but appearing to be a lethal and
menacing threat in their own right, with frost clouding the air in
front of one, and electricity crackling from the other. And on
Cait's shoulder, tiny blade drawn and pointing in defiance was
Twinkle.

The woman who seemed to be their leader was
growling out, “Just open the door, abomination, we are done
playing, child.” She pointed back toward the hostages without
looking away from Cait, “Kill the Leprechaun in five, four,
three...”

I saw Caity's hands relax just slightly,
telling me she was losing her resolve. That was my cue. I dove off
the balcony to land with a thud, further cracking the marble floor
which was virtually rubble around my daughter. The split instant of
surprise of the Greater-Fae in front of me was all I needed, and
the only chance I'd get since there was no way I could handle more
than one.

His mouth which was open in shock, his eyes
wide, was like an invitation or something. So I slammed my arm
forward, the cold iron baton breaking a tooth as I shoved it in his
mouth and I was back-spinning, slinging a leg around in a reverse
roundhouse, slamming the shaft of metal through the back of his
throat and severing his spinal cord. He went down, his scream
reduced to an incoherent gurgle as I yanked my baton free. He would
recover, but not before this was done, though the sizzling cold
iron burns were going to leave nasty scars.

I ignored the projectile weapons the other
four-pointed my way, since my MMG, set to maximum discharge since I
was dealing with Fae, was pointed at the Ka' leader beside me. I
didn't look away from them as I stared through the impenetrable
shield into my daughter's relieved eyes as I hissed, “Don't ever
call my daughter an abomination nor a mutt, or I might get a little
testy.”

The woman spoke, “Ah, the vaunted Knith
Shade. It seems the stories are not exaggerated. The human who
would joust with Fae.” I slowly turned my head to look at her, and
she didn't look concerned as she sized me up, a projectile weapon
pointed my way before looking down at the unmoving man at my feet.
“Wesley was an idiot anyway.”

When the man's eyes opened, looking
helplessly toward her, she blinked... “You didn't kill him?
Revealing your weaknesses isn't prudent. Any warrior knows this,
Shade.”

I said with a forced smile, “It's hard to
bind a corpse by law like I'll be doing with all of you
shortly.”

“My dear, you're outnumbered and...” She
lifted her weapon to point upward, “...outgunned. All your child
here has to do is to give us access to the Ka'Infinitum, and all
this unpleasantness will be over. You have my word we'll let her
and you walk free. And as a Greater-Fae, you know I cannot
lie.”

I knew why they had allied with the Outliers,
to get the projectile weapons to face my daughter since their
magic, as they had so aptly demonstrated ruining our home, was
useless. It was just as I thought. As meticulously planned, and
multilayered this mutiny was, Caity was safe anyway, even if they
could somehow get through her shield, they'd never shoot her since
she was the only way to get to their objective. Thus the hostages.
They were playing on her humanity, thinking humans were weak
because of it, but it just made us that much stronger.

As I looked at her, my armor was feeding me
views of the others. All I needed to do was to get Luna and Patrick
away from them and this would be over with a thought from Caitlyn.
I could free one of them, but they'd likely kill the other before I
could act further. I was fast, but Fae were faster.

Movement in a wall vent behind them had me
smiling and lowering my MMG as I took a single step back, Cait's
magic recognizing me, resonating with me as it let me through. Two
Fae, a man, and a woman fired. The projectiles seemed to unravel at
the molecular level and just fade away when they contacted the
reddish-hued shield while I smirked. Fae were fast, but the only
Greater-Sprite on the World was even faster. Now I had to choose my
moment.

As the woman snapped out, “Stop firing you,
imbeciles! The girl won't obey us if we kill her mother.”

I looked back and placed a hand on Caitlyn's
arm and smiled, “Hi baby girl. This will all be over in a minute.
Sorry this happened.”

Her fierce look faltered for a moment, then
she looked her age as she smiled back nervously. “Hi, mom.”

Cocking my head I asked, “You have me at a
disadvantage, you know who I am, I can't just call you Ka' scum now
can I?”

The woman smirked and said, “You truly do not
fear us, do you?”

I shrugged. “I deal with criminals every day.
It's sort of in my job description.” I patted my armor's Brigade
Enforcer insignia.

She chuckled. “Calliope of the Ka'. Soon to
be the one to have taken down the Divided Courts and their sham of
a puppet government.”

Graz poked her head out of the vent, pointed
at herself then Heinrick, and locked eyes with me. She started
counting down on a hand. Five, four, three... my muscles were
tensing ready to spring when the shadows in the corner moved with
blurring speed. The arm holding the gun to Patrick's head just fell
to the floor and the other man who was holding Luna's arms back
collapsed to the floor, a large gaping wound across his throat.

When the body fell, it revealed behind him,
not the Angel, but the Effírië-l'ussë, all rage, and vengeance, her
blade gleaming and dripping with Fae blood as she pulled Luna
behind her. And before she could even turn on Heinrick, the Fae
beside him turned and with ruthless precision and efficiency,
grabbed the traitorous guard's head and snapped his neck, letting
him just fall to his feet.

With the reaction speed of the Fae, Caity had
just reached her hand forward, making a grabbing motion, and
dragged her hand back, pulling Luna, Patrick, and Graz across the
room and into the bubble.

Luna dashed back, just to be stopped,
pounding her fists on the shield, calling out, “Angel!” Caitlyn
looked between them then reached again and dragged J'Vree into the
safety of the shield too.

Calliope looked from us to her men, who
unfortunately would recover soon, then to the hooded Fae, “What are
you doing? You've ruined everything.”

Then a cruel chuckle drifted from the man. I
knew that chuckle, it still stalked me in my nightmares after all
these years. And his voice, full of slimy charm, chimed out as he
removed the hood, Lord Sindri of the Summer Court offered, “My dear
Calliope, the Siubhail embedded me in your little rebellion quite
some time ago.”

Then the snake of a Fae looked my way and
winked as he rubbed his artificial hand, “And what a delight it was
to see the Shades ruining someone else's plans for once.” He bowed
with a flourish to us. “Ladies.” Then without even looking, he
fired the projectile weapon, shooting one of the other Fae who was
about to fire on him, through the eye.

Then he just dropped the weapon and started
gathering power in his palm. “Alas, the good Enforcer here won't
allow me to finish any of you off.”

I was aware of J'Vree, with her helmet off,
doting over Luna, checking her for injury. My stunned shock that
Lord Sindri was here, and apparently... not the bad guy in this
scheme, had my brain overloaded. I blinked and he chuckled cruelly,
knowing what must be going through my head. He prompted me and said
with expectancy, “They want the Shepherd to open the door. So why
not give them what they want?”

Give them what they... his smirk made me want
to smack it off of him, then my eyes widened slightly in
realization, making him roll his eyes like he had been talking to a
stump. I nodded and looked at Calliope, who looked shocked he was
advocating for her after such a betrayal, then she looked at her
men who were all groaning as their wounds healed. They'd be back on
their feet in a minute or two.

I spun to Cait who looked moments away from
going all G'Nar Netzer on them and wiping them out of existence. I
widened my eyes and prompted, “Yes, baby girl, why don't you give
them what they deserve, and open the door?”

She looked shocked for just a moment before
Graz and Twinkle started whispering in her ears, Graz looking more
smug than I've ever seen her. Then she grinned a wicked grin worthy
of the Winter Lady. She concentrated and I felt a wave of power
ripple away from her, then the hum of the portal coming to life as
she simply motioned to the door, speaking to the Fae woman. “As you
wish. Your reward awaits.”

Calliope backed to the door, looking from Sin
to us then at her men. She carefully laid a hand on the door then
gasped, “I can feel the power.” Then, still watching us, the woman
touched the cold iron doorknob, her flesh sizzled and smoked, and
she jerked it back, hissing in pain. Pulling her sleeve over her
hand she grasped it again and flung the door quickly open, just to
be sucked out into the cold hard vacuum of space. Sindri was
prepared for the explosive decompression, slamming his hand through
the floor to grasp the stone as the others were sucked out, but
then his eyes widened when the marble cracked and crumbled under
his grip and was sucked out with the rest as we all just stood in
the bubble of the calm atmosphere behind Cait's shield.

Then she flicked a finger, magically shutting
the door, but it rebounded on an obstruction, a hand that held the
door frame in a death grip as more furniture and debris was sucked
out. It was an enraged Calliope as she clawed her way back in, but
Patrick bellowed, “No ya don't ya mangy curr! Have at thee!” as he
charged out of the safety of the shield, launching his small body
at the doorway, slamming into Calliope, his hands grabbing her face
as he cast hexes. They were sucked out, their bodies tumbling in
space.

I exhaled in frustration. “Mother fairy
humper.” I called back as my visor snicked shut, “Have Mother send
the Mark II. I'll see you for supper.” As I dove out the door after
him, I was growling out in my head, “Gods be damned, impulsive,
reckless, son of a pixie fart Leprechaun.”

Where a Fae could survive space, freezing
solid but remaining fully aware, a Leprechaun would only fare
slightly better than a Human, which meant virtually not at all. I
only had seconds. Mother reconnected with me now that I was out of
the ward. “Knith! You're in space!”

“Yes, I am. Can you find a leprechaun out
here for me?” A trajectory and course bloomed in my vision and my
suit started firing the compressed gas thrusters. Four seconds
later I saw the group of bodies tumbling away from the World, a
smaller one highlighted.

Two seconds later I slammed into him, my arms
wrapping around his flailing form, and my scatter armor undulated
as it reconfigured to my mental commands, engulfing him and pulling
him inside. They were never designed for this, and most of the
armored protection in EVA mode was negated as there were barely
enough panels to cover us both, leaving my SA's a single layer
thick.

But it was enough as the man, whose eyes were
frozen shut gasped in a breath of air. Then he was panting, almost
hyperventilating as he asked in shock, “Shade?”

“The one and only. And you might want to slow
your breathing, this suit is only designed for one, so our oxygen
is limited.”

The man's eyes opened, ice falling off his
lashes. One was clouded from the tears boiling away, the other was
still sharp as he exhaled and said like it was a chore to say, “I'm
owin' ya a boon.”

I chuckled. “Well, that was a stupid thing
you did. You're lucky you aren't dead right now. You do realize
that Caity could have just flung her back out without even
straining?”

“Aye, but then I wouldn't have gotten the
satisfaction of getting' my revenge for them bushwhackin' me in tha
latrine.”

I snorted. “You're kidding me.”

“Mab's tits, woman, just shut yer feckin'
face and give me some dignity.”

“I think it's too late for that if they
nicked you from the pooper, man.”

“I hate you.”

“I hate you too.”

We shared a chuckle.

And that's when a familiar sleek-looking
fighter vessel eased up beside us, the cockpit windows even with
us, Myra purring out in amusement, “Mother says there's some sort
of Enforcer with an apparent death wish hanging around out here who
needs a ride? And what the fuck is with your armor? It's all
distended.”

Five more fighters formed upon us. Just
great, the whole Ready Squadron was going to hear about this
weren't they?

I sighed. “I'm carrying a baby.” Patrick
elbowed my ribs solidly. Then I pointed at the debris cloud moving
away from the World. “No, but thank you, Kitty Cat. My ride is...”
I checked my heads up. “Ten seconds out. The rest of them are Ka'
terrorists, part of the mutiny. They're all Greater-Fae so just let
them drift a while, freeze up real good so they won't be any
trouble for your people before you deliver them to the Brigade to
be bound by law.”

My sigh doubled when I said, “If you see
Sindri drifting out there anywhere, go ahead and pick him up now.
He helped us on this.”

There was a long, pregnant pause as she
digested that, until she said, “Roger that.” Myra relayed to her
flight to wait until extreme range before recovering the piles of
fairy shit. Then to me, she said, “Here's Ready Squadron cleaning
up another Brigade mess.”

She laughed so hard when I flipped her off
that she mewed once before covering her mouth, then peeling off
before I could mock her for it. It had sounded adorable.

Patrick growled, “Are we just going to drift
here? Why did you send them...

Then I spread my legs as the Mark II rose
under us, my mag boots clamping onto the pegs as it reconfigured,
the cockpit forming around us before I violently ejected the
Leprechaun from my armor onto the seat in front of me.

“Hold on little man,” I said, then kicked in
the main engine.

He sputtered, “What is this thing?” Then he
snapped out, “Hey! Don't mock me, Shade.”

“Yeah yeah, just shut up and hold on.”

The man looked confused as hell as my voice
was calling out over coms without me speaking, while Mother
informed them of our flight path back to Project Omega. I was a
little surprised about where we were. My daughter had opened her
door halfway to Little Mouse. I grinned then kicked in the
afterburners as Mother started blaring edgy music from the
anthropological archives while I shouted out, “Yeeeehaaaaaaa!”


Epilogue

I looked at my family as we docked with the
Underhill seven days later. It was going to take weeks or months to
sort out all the chaos and determine what was going to come of it.
The current administration was frantically examining just where
their intelligence community went wrong in determining the threat
level posed by the Ka', once they got their collective heads out of
their asses to acknowledge that the Ka' was indeed a splinter group
from the New Guard instead of part of them.

There was chaos at the fortified security
bunker in Artemis, the capital city in Gamma-B. Over a hundred Ka'
had attacked the Cabinet and Vice President there, utilizing the
Octo-Spiders to dissolve every defense. And as they were virtually
impossible to kill, even by the magic of some of the low-level
magic users, since they just reassembled, they provided the
necessary diversion there.

The few Fae at the capital were making
headway with their more potent castings until Mab and Titania
arrived. They tore through the Octo-Spiders like they were an
inexorable wave of vengeance since the mechanical beasts had almost
killed them when they were infused with the magic of the Artifact.
Without Chip's power, they were of no consequence to the Queens of
Faerie. In short order, they had the alien device which was
producing and powering them, a burning pile of slag in intense
gouts of Mab's icy flame and the furnace of Titania's wrath.

While that battle raged, a Ka' strike team
had gained entry into the secure bunker and five of the fifteen
cabinet members were killed, the Vice President injured before the
Brigade arrived inside to bolster security and tore through the
attackers. President Yang, who was supposed to be sequestered in
her own secret hardened bunker, had arrived with the Brigade, and
waded in, her weaker Half-Elf magic flaring as she grabbed a
flagpole with the Leviathan's crest looking like one of the fabled
Furies from fairytales. She had taken the brunt of the curse meant
for the Vice President, saving his life, her Elf heritage saving
hers.

The image of her taking down a Grindle with
the flagpole, flag fluttering has been playing non-stop ever since.
The woman knows how to take advantage of any publicity. People of
the World are now calling her the Warrior President, after the
Alien vessel battle, and now this.

A congressman and a senator were found dead
in an antechamber where the Ka' operatives had entered while the
chaotic distraction raged in the main chambers. Brigade and World
Security forces have determined that they were working with the Ka'
and let them in to assassinate the entire administration. Just how
many turncoats did the Ka' have, and why were the connections not
discovered before it was too late?

It was both a triumphant day and a day of
mourning not just for the victims, but because of what was going to
follow once the trials begin. Like murder, there is only one
sentence for mutiny and insurrection on the Worldship, spacing,
since the delicate balance of our ecosystem, which includes the
people on board, can be shattered easily by events like this,
especially on the heels of all we've survived the last few years.
So there is no room for those who would threaten our very
existence. We would soon have to witness the horror of the
fifty-four surviving mutineers of the Capitol attack, and the Fae
retrieved after the attack at the Nursery, being pulled to their
deaths or never-ending suffering in the harsh, hard vacuum of
space.

Two hundred others have been indicted for
either aiding or joining the Ka', quite a few of which were
identified by the mole the Siubhail had embedded in the splinter
cells... Lord Sindri. So there were going to be various charges and
trials for months for those charged with miscellaneous crimes other
than direct mutiny involvement.

All in all, some good has come from the mess.
It seems that the Summer and Winter ladies have found that they had
been manipulated both in the past and even now with the
negotiations with the Siubhail after it was brought to light the
treachery of the failed attempt to assassinate Queen J'Vree.

I was shocked by the joy on their faces when
I shared of her survival, and how others attributed so many
misdeeds to her alter-ego, the Effírië-l'ussë. It was subtle but
deliberate manipulation worthy of the First-Borns who pulled it off
so seamlessly without ever telling a lie. They had so loved the
King and Queen of the Wood Elves and saw them as errant children
acting out, so they were excommunicated from the Divided Courts.
Almost like a time-out.

It wasn't lost on me that that was closer to
the truth than not, since the Fae created the Elves like the Forge
of Creation had created the Fae... so that they could share their
existence with others... and they loved their creation. Which, I
came to find out, was how J'Vree had made it through the wards of
the palace to rescue her Luna when word reached her that she was
taken. The Queens had never revoked her privileges even though they
excommunicated her, and after her 'death', there was no reason
to.

The Queens have agreed to disband the
Siubhail negotiations in favor of what they are calling a
Reconciliation. They say they are in favor of all the Fae houses
gaining their autonomy and sovereignty back, after sitting and
seriously listening to the New Guard. So the treaties that govern
the Divided Courts and Elvish Court on the World, if the talks with
the other races and the Government are successful, would be
extended to each of the Courts as its Queendom which is governed by
the laws of the World.

Caity taught me something I didn't know, that
the Greater Fae and Elves, after Planetfall, by the treaty, will
stay with the new settlement on Iridani Prime to help set up our
new home for two hundred years, but then would move on to claim
their respective lands under Open Air as sovereign nations no
longer ruled by the new Iridani government. So if the same treaties
are extended to the other Courts, they would be able to claim their
lands as well, not under the rule of the Summer and Winter
courts.

The other bright spot is that the Divided
Courts and House Shade-- thank you very much-- have petitioned
President Yang for clemency for the New Guard, through restitution
paid to the families of the victims of the accidental alien biotech
spill. Queen J'Vree has stepped forward after arguing with her wife
for hours to take responsibility for that and do time in the mines
of the new Heart of the World. I'm thinking, with how star-struck
President Yang is in the presence of a living legend of her Elf
half, that she may award a presidential pardon in that case. She
was released under her own recognizance until such time as her
disposition can be determined.

The most frightening thing was Mab and
Titania's wrath on the Greater Fae of their courts who were
involved. The ones they could claim had diplomatic immunity because
of their association with Ha'Real and Verd'Real. Even though they
were the children of the Queens, their screams could be heard
throughout the palaces before they were silenced as they were
transformed into ice sculptures, locked in the rigors of agony. Or
twisted and warped trees screaming in terrifying silence in the
receiving hall as a warning to all. If they would do this to their
own blood, what would they do to anyone else who crossed them?

The most unnerving display was Heinrick,
impaled on his pike, frozen in the agony of the moment, and on
display on the steps at the entrance to Ha'Real, where all could
see.

And the last bit of good news was the joyful
and tearful reunion of J'Vree and her daughter, Queen J'maleen, and
her grandson, J'Real. Graz won't admit to bawling like a newborn
Faun at the emotional event.

When J'maleen tried to relinquish the crown
to her mother, J'Vree had just smiled and shook her head. “Sweet
girl, it is your time now, and you rule with compassion and verve
for life that has made me so very proud to watch from afar.” She
smirked. “I'm not even a citizen of the World, being a Remnant in
more than just name, being legally dead and all. No, my Luna and I
have made a home with the Remnants, and are working on a place to
call our own on the new moon of the Leviathan, which King Oberon
has been helping us build.”

Of course, he was the wily old space fart. I
was going to be giving him the old what for when I saw him. He knew
the whole time, and I can hear his smug voice now telling me,
“Well, young Knith, you never did ask, now did you?” I'll ask him
right upside the head.

So here we were, on the Tempest, after paying
Captain Laramer's outrageous transport fee, docking with the
Underhill to surprise, “PopPop,” as Cait calls him, for dinner.

Marideth just held out her hand as we settled
against a docking port without so much as a shudder, she was that
good. I shook my head. “Not until we get back to the World,
Teddy-bear.”

“I'm going to space you now if you don't pay
up. Remnant's code, no credit. And you call me Teddy-bear one more
time and it'll be the last thing you do, Enforcer.”

I smirked at her and sighed. “Sure thing,
Teddy-bear.”

Then I looked back to Aurora who was looking
back and forth between us with a huge smile like she was watching a
game of cyclon-ball. She blinked. “Oh!” Then she offered the
hand-carved, real wood-changing screen I had master woodworker
J'wald build for her.

The captain hesitated, licked her lips,
looking around at my unorthodox family as she hesitantly reached
out to accept it. She closed her eyes, ran a hand along the work of
art, and inhaled, smelling the grain. She whispered, “Real wood is
so... warm. I'm going to be the envy of every Remnant Captain.”

I smiled, understanding her awe and reverence
as that was exactly how I felt when I first laid hands on my
changing screen the old Elf had created for me. I prompted, “So
House Shade has free passage for life?”

She stopped the caressing of the screen,
which was getting a little awkwardly heated, silly shifter, and
looked up at me. “Nice try, Shade. I said we'd discuss it. Mab's
tits, women...” She looked past me to Mab, who had a brow cocked
imperiously. “Begging your pardon, ma'am.” Then readdressed me as
she looked from me to the screen again, “I mean, mother fairy
humper, how was I supposed to know you'd actually come through. I
mean, real wood.”

I started to reach for it and she pulled it
back from my grasp.

“Fine, you wretched beast.”

We shook on it.

Graz zipped up in front of her with her
entire family, all sifting dust from their wings, “That's some
mighty fine wood you're sporting there, Mari.”

Everyone burst into laughter, Rory covering
Cait's ears. The Sprite just looked at us then laughed hesitantly.
“Yeah... umm... why are we laughing?”

My eyes widened a bit when Twinkle zipped up
to her, because Mitzy was holding her belly, giggling in Titania's
hands, and whispered, “I'll tell you later, calay.” I had to smile
at the endearment Sprite children used for their third-sex
parent.

We all snickered, then burst out laughing
when Mari said, her face twisted up in confusion, “I don't get
it.”

Twinkle buzzed up to her. “I'll tell you
later too. Your eyes are pretty.”

With that settled, we turned when J'Vree
showed up on the bridge with Luna on her arm as they smoothly
transitioned to the localized gravity field the Fae Queens, Rory,
and Caitlyn were generating, Luna appearing to still glide along.
After seeing her defiance and conviction at the lensing portal, I
knew she wasn't the delicate flower she appeared, and I had even
more respect for the woman now.

Graz's family zipped up to them. Graz waving
from her hip. “Hiya, Queenie, hiya, Luna.” Luna gushed as the
family went to work, braiding her hair for her, wings buzzing.

J'Vree smirked. “Don't think I don't know who
you are and what you did for the cause all those eons ago,
Longleaf.” Her entire family, and, well, the rest of us turned to
her, my own eyes wide.

Graz actually blushed a bright lavender,
rubbing the back of her neck. “Ummm, yeah... I think you have me
confused with someone else. Sorry.”

I blurted, “Just space me now, woman. What's
with all the secrecy with how old your little ass is and basically
everything about your past?”

She deflected. “Seriously, Knith? What is
your fascination with my ass? I mean, it is pretty fine...” She
looked over and her mates just nodded agreement enthusiastically
with silly grins, “...but you're a Big.”

“Fine. Changing topics.”

Beta told everyone, “They're always like
this.”

The captain roared out in her bear voice,
“Everyone, get off my boat! I swear, it's like some sort of space
opera on the entertainment waves.”

We chuckled at her attempt to intimidate in
her half bear form. Especially when I swear she was blushing when
Caity's eyes lit up like a child opening presents on Exodus Day.
Her voice was small and high-pitched, “She's so cute!” Then she
reached out and hesitated. “May I?”

The woman looked almost helpless as she
shrugged, then Cait ran her fingers through the silky-looking
Kodiak fur. “So soft.” She beamed and the Captain looked cornered,
all roar and no bite. But my daughter had that effect on
people.

The woman deflated and reverted to human when
Caity turned to us. “Shall we go see Grandfather?”

I nodded then looked at the Queens of the
Divided Courts. “It's a nice surprise that you joined us, it made
Caity so happy when you showed up. The family all together.”

The woman almost tittered as Mab said to
Titania, “The poor human thinks we're here for dinner.”

The Summer Lady turned to me. “You poor,
misguided child. We're here to kick Oberon's sorry ass from here to
Iridani for hiding the fact our dear J'Vree survived the attempt to
take her from us.”

Caitlyn sighed. “Grandmothers?”

Mab sighed. “Oh poo. We can't disappoint you,
dear heart, we'll behave and settle for a threat.”

“Great, love you.” The Queens looked pleased.
How the fairy farting flip does she do that? They don't listen to
anyone but she has them wrapped around her pinkie.

Now that the space opera was on hold, J'Vree
said as she ushered her woman and us toward the corridor to the
airlock, “While we're here we'll show you the tunnels we've been
preparing for our new home. Oberon has already inscribed the walls
with runes to afford us localized gravity, the man is a wonder.”
That piqued my curiosity. I wonder how close I had been to her Hide
when I was here last.

As soon as we stepped out into the Underhill,
we were greeted by Mir, Jane, and Mac. Caity squealed and dove into
his arms. “PopPop!”

The man melted, hugging her as he sighed and
said, “What a pleasant surprise.”

“We're here for dinner. There's so much to
talk about.”

I was just grinning at the old space jockey
as he was eyeballing the Summer and Winter Ladies by the missing
Queen of the Elves and he sighed heavily in defeat, knowing he
better not be caught alone by the women. Mir just chuckled at the
death glares he was receiving. “You've stepped in it now,
sugar.”

I looked around as everyone chuckled at the
man's plight, my impossible family, then turned my gaze to a
viewing window, seeing the moon below us and the beautifully
gleaming Worldship in the distance, framed by the light of the
nebula.

I whispered in awe at how many blessings I
had in my life, and cheered with the others when Graz chirped out
as Oberon was dragged along by Caity, “Let's eat!” Everything was
perfect now, what could possibly go wrong? I almost slapped my
forehead, what was I thinking?

Our wrist consoles all chirped as we headed
to the galley, and I looked down to see an emergency news report
about trouble in the Cityships.

Fuck me sideways and space me naked.

The End
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Chapter 1 – Day One

Running around my room, I grabbed my cell off
the charger and my shoulder bag and slipped my LaunPad Tablet into
it. Dad called up from downstairs in his deep baritone, “Kia, come
on, we have to get going if I'm going to get a good spot.”

“Coming dad!” I darted out of my cluttered
room, navigated the discarded clothing, from my earlier panic
trying to decide what to wear for my first day, with practiced
ease. I slid to a stop as I passed through the doorway and took a
step back in to check myself again in the full-length mirror beside
the door that was partially obscured by all the sticky notes and
articles from my research.

Checking out the loose white blouse and jeans
again, I started to second-guess the casual look. Should I be
wearing a suit? The studio didn't tell me if there was a dress code
when they called late last night to tell me they wanted me to fill
the open intern slot if I could make it in the next day at six in
the morning. Talk about short notice.

I babbled out thank you's and affirmations in
an excited high pitched tone that may have reached supersonic,
ending with a lame, “You won't regret this.” Though I'm pretty sure
they had already hung up by then, leaving me admonishing myself.
“Dweeb out much Kia?”

This was the first step to me getting my
dream job as a New York Channel 3 investigative reporter. It's what
I've been aspiring to the last six years to get my bachelor's
degree as a broadcast journalism major at Havashire. Yes, I said
six years, not four. Even though Havashire University is just a
step above the community college I started in, we couldn't afford
tuition at times so I had taken a year off a couple of times until
my family was in better financial straits.

I looked back on the floor to the cheap navy
blue pantsuit we picked up at Marsha's, the secondhand shop at the
end of the block, but was startled by mom calling from their
bedroom across the hall, “Killishia Abigail Renner, don't keep your
father waiting.”

“Gah!” I took one last look, ran a hand
through the red hair I hated. It was so... well so straight, bland,
and flat to me, it wouldn't have killed the powers that be to have
given me some body in it would it have? “Going, mom.”

I waved through the open door opposite mine
where mom was tucked in looking toasty and sleepy. “Bye mom, love
you!” She and the rest of the Jackson Heights here in Queens
wouldn't be getting up for another few hours. Such was the curse of
dad's job.

Between dad's truck and mom's work as a
seamstress down in the tailoring co-op in the warehouse just a few
blocks away, we barely made ends meet. I did all sorts of odd jobs
and day work between classes to supplement our income and pay for
my classes on a piecemeal basis. So this position, a paid
internship, was a godsend in many ways, not just furthering my
career.

She called after me as I slid down the
banister and leapt over the sleeping mass of fur at the base of the
stairs, “Love you too, see you tonight sweetie.”

Barney lifted his head, smacking his jowls
and yawning over the commotion. Our big shaggy sheepdog, who I had
found on the street five years ago, starving and with a broken leg
was anything but active. I smiled as he put his head down to go
back to sleep. If we had known how huge he was going to get, too
huge for our tiny two-story shotgun house, we would have... ok, we
still would have kept him. He's family now.

I slipped under dad's arm where he was
holding the front door open. I pirouetted and weaved as I almost
ran into Garcia and Teesha's bikes and toys they had left on our
shared porch. Then teetered on a toe at the edge of the steps as I
noted there was a carpet roll laying diagonally across them. The
Lopez's had started the demolition of their living room when a
safety inspector found rotted floorboards due to moisture they
can't pinpoint the source of yet.

Spinning on my toe, and redirecting my
momentum, I leapt over the carpet to land on the little concrete
walk. I've always been swift and nimble my whole life, it was the
only thing that saved me in gym class. You'd think a book nerd like
me wouldn't have any physical prowess at all, but you'd be
wrong.

Dad stepped out after me and cocked a brow,
his piercing green eyes twinkling in amusement. I got his eyes, but
I would have killed to have mom's crystal blue eyes. I mean, I
loved Dad's eyes, they almost glowed, but how cliché was the red
hair and green eyes I was saddled with?

He rumbled with a slight smirk, “Hyper much,
Kia?” Then he calmly stepped over the clutter on the porch and
walked down the stairs by the railing to miss the carpet entirely.
Then he leaned down to lift it with one hand to the standing
position it was probably in before the wind or something knocked it
down.

I slugged his arm at the teasing. Then I was
rolling my eyes when I saw the curtains across the street move.
Seriously? It's four-thirty in the morning, woman. I waved with an
overly large smile on my face just to vex her and let her know we
saw her snooping.

Mrs. Clemens, the excessively nosy widow
across the street always watched everyone on the street at all
hours of the day or night, usually in suspicion. I'm sure she
suspected all her neighbors to be up to no good. Except dad. Like
most of the women on the block, I'm pretty sure she had a thing for
dad. Eww.

Don't get me wrong, objectively, dad was a
really good-looking man. His dark hair coupled with his strong jaw
and muscular build has set many a women's hearts atwitter. It was
just so wrong though, I mean, he's my dad and it was just wrong to
see the flirty smiles even girls my age, in their early twenties,
gave him. Just eww.

He checked the EasyPass mounted on the
windshield we'd need for the Queensboro. “Saddle up. Let's get this
show on the road, shall we?” I shook my head at him, praying he
didn't start up with the dad jokes he did just to embarrass me as
we walked around the food truck to do a quick visual inspection.
Dad licked his thumb and wiped some road dust off of the tabs on
the license plate.

For how old the truck was, it was in great
shape and the paint was well maintained. The better the truck
looks, the more business. That's why he got a local graffiti artist
to paint it last year for him. The Cyrus' Mediterranean Cuisine
signage looked awesome as always.

He unlocked the back door and we headed
inside. I had promised to help him do his prep work in exchange for
a ride into the city. News 3 was just a few blocks from the strip
he liked to try to get a parking spot in. The prime spaces were all
filled by around six AM. As old Gertie rumbled to life, I held onto
the galley rail in the back as I inventoried all the supplies and
equipment, so we could be in and out when we reached the storage
facility Dad kept the supplies at since we didn't have room in our
tiny house or our tiny lot to store them.

I called things out and finished with, “And
the secret spice shakers are all almost empty.”

He called back, “I keep meaning to refill
them. Good catch, Itty Bit.”

“Daaaaad.”

He smirked as I slid into the passenger seat
and buckled in as he turned toward Sam's Storage. “Oh forgive me, I
forgot you wanted to sound grown-up. Miss Renner.”

“Daaaaad.”

Ok, he was just messing with me and we both
knew it. It was just our normal... what the heck? As we pulled into
the driveway of the run-down storage company, with its four rows of
various sizes of storage lockers, we saw a huge banner was hanging
on the sagging fence which was topped in rusted barbed wire.

It depicted a multistory building with
“Coming Soon, the Havashire Business Center, reserve your space
today.” Then it had a date a month from tomorrow as the
groundbreaking.

I muttered, “Seriously? The Havashires? Don't
the Elves own enough already? Now they're moving into our
neighborhood?”

Dad shot me a look, eyes looking conflicted
as he said, “I'm sure Sam has reasons for selling.”

I snorted and said, trying not to sound
bitter, “I'm sure he did, like maybe the obscene amount of money
they probably offered him for the land, or they found some dirt on
him to leverage to convince him that selling was in his best
interest. Wasn't he just railing a couple of months ago how he'd
never sell out?”

He sighed at the old argument, then said
patiently as only a father could, “They aren't that bad, your
University is one of theirs.”

He knew the buttons to press to take the wind
out of my sails. “Fine. I know they aren't all trying to buy up the
world. It's just that the ones who do, don't care about the people
or communities their businesses disrupt who ruffle my
feathers.”

He closed his eyes for a second like he was
centering himself. “Just... can you just promise me you'll keep an
open mind about them? They're simply people and families trying to
survive like everyone else, and they come in all shapes, sizes, and
temperaments like the rest of us. They've always been here, working
side by side with humans, hiding their nature because they feared
what mankind would do if they realized that they weren't the only
hominid race on Earth. There's bound to be an adjustment period as
our two peoples assimilate with each other now that Elves are
out.”

I sighed and nodded. “Ok. But so far, all
I've seen is the entitled way they act. And how the two families
seem hellbent on dividing the world between them.”

He sighed and said what I already knew,
“There's more than two families. Being a budding journalist,
shouldn't you know things like that?”

I smirked at his smirk. “Whatever. There are
quite a few, though they won't confirm how many. But only two seem
to matter as they appear to hold some sort of sway over the smaller
families. They didn't have much information on their caste system
in school.”

We got out at our unit and dad took a paper
that was taped to the door, like on all the other doors as we drove
past them. He chuckled. “Eviction notice.” I looked at it, and
that's basically what it amounted to. We had until the end of the
month to clear out our locker or the contents would be forfeit, so
the new owners could level the lot to prepare for the
groundbreaking of the new business center.

The only other affordable storage that had
any open units was over in Brooklyn. We are always looking for more
affordable spaces to save a few bucks. And that meant paying double
for the month while we transfer the supplies to the other unit. We
didn't have the funds for that. I wonder if I could get an advance
on my pay to cover it. Not something you want to broach with a new
employer on day one. At least I'm going to be making more than I
was getting with temp work, so maybe we'll be ok.

With this hanging over us like a shadow, we
didn't talk much until we crossed over the bridge into Manhattan.
We'd be ok, right?
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