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FIRST EDITION









Chapter 1 – Zero Ball



I couldn't wipe the smile off my face as I watched the elation painting the faces of my wide-eyed wife and daughter as they cheered with the crowd, feeding off the excitement radiating from the mass of people here in Terra Firma Stadium down in the Trunk of the Worldship Leviathan.



Rory, her Greater Fae features painted in excitement, called out over the roar of cheers when the Irontown Raiders scored a touch in the Zero Ball match against the Skin Jockey team, the Bombardiers, “That was amazing, my Knith, did you see that?”



I chuckled as the Sprites, Twinkle, and Graz zipped about around my daughter, Caitlyn's head. “I was sitting right here, love.”



It seems like it has been forever since we had some down time like this to have a girl's day out. And imagine my surprise when I told the girls we could do anything today on one of my rare days off, and they wanted to see a live Zero Ball match instead of watching a live holo-wave of the game.



I had been on the Brigade Enforcer team for a short time during my academy days, and I've always been a sort of a closet fan of the sport since. Maybe because in the virtual zero gravity of the trunk, we humans could compete with players of any of the preternatural races on our World, since strength and speed didn't mean much when you are drifting freely through the air, trying to push a solid titanium ball with three times the mass of even a Minotaur or Centaur, into one of the touch zones in the hundred-yard diameter spherical court framework.



Both my Rory, Princess Aurora, the Maiden of the Winter Court of the Fae, and my daughter, the Shepherd of the Fragments of the Forge of Creation in the Ka'Infinitum, always rolled their eyes and humored me whenever I watched a game at home. So you can see why I was surprised and a little giddy when they chose this for one of our rare family days together.



To tell you the truth, I felt a little naked without my Scatter Armor on, even though I still carried it with us in its stow-away mode, the nano-panels reconfigured into the portable case at my feet as I whistled to add to the raucous celebration of a touch, which tied the score five to five with only ten minutes left on the clock.



I was, understandably, invested in this particular game since my hometown team, the Raiders, could go all the way to the finals this year. Irontown didn't have much claim to fame besides being where the popular industrial rock music genre, Irontown Clank, came from, so it was great to see our team here in the elimination matches for the first time in over three hundred and fifty years since their last run into the playoffs.



We stood from our seats and cheered when a Saytr leapt off the cage to impact an Ogre in the checker position, while Rigel Thorne, a human guider, was flung by a Minataur, number fourteen, into the ball, to knock it off target, preventing a retaliatory score by the Bombadiers who were heavily favored in this match since the Skin Jockeys spent more time in Zero-G than almost any other profession on the World.



Beta, the Avatar of Mother, the sentient artificial intelligence who ran the Worldship Leviathan, asked me as we watched the action above us from our frame of reference. “Why didn't the Leprechaun just cast at it to accelerate it faster to the target, Knith? It seems that would be far more efficient.”



Sighing I explained as Thorne sprang off the Ogre to change his trajectory to slam against the cage and tag off to a pair of sweepers, Pixies, who exploded out with a great burst of speed, their wings buzzing frantically, to land on the ball and adjust its flight away from a waiting lobber, “Magic is not allowed in a match, otherwise all it would take is a powerful magic user, or a team contracting with a Fae to play, and the games would be over in moments.”



Beta nodded slowly, her eerily Fae-looking Avatar appearing a little confused, which was quite something since she was the most intelligent person on the World, well, she was our World after all, with petaflops more processing power than any living individual. “Then why do the Raiders have sixteen players in play, I thought only fifteen could be in the void at any given time.”



I smiled fondly, knowing she could access the complete rules and history of the five thousand-year-old game in less than an instant and get her answers, but she sometimes liked to, as she professes, learn about topics the 'old fashioned' way, like all of us biologicals. She says learning things our inefficient way was an experience she quite enjoyed, and gave her more insight into what it was to be alive.



Twinkle zipped over to her, gleefully bright, sparkling dust sifting from her wings in her wake, as she placed a hand on either side of Beta's nose. “A team can utilize up to three wee folk in the position of one player. It is the only exception to the maximum active player rule.”



Beta smiled. “Thank you, Twinkle, that is most informative.”



Twinkle kissed the tip of her nose then zipped back over to cheer from Cait's shoulder. I whooped in elation when a Will-o'-the-Wisp slammed into the ball and the three of them were finally able to divert it the barest fractions of a degree to get it to the Raider's lobber.



It was sort of disconcerting for me that we were all standing by our seats in the bleachers which formed a second, larger sphere around the void sphere, rather than being lashed in like the thirty thousand fans which packed the stadium. Rory and Cait's personal gravity fields they projected with a mere thought with their substantially powerful magic, negating the Zero-G around us.



I bought us some snacks when a vendor floated by on one of the tethered guide lines and we settled in for the most exciting game in recent times, going into double overtime until the two Pixies were able to slowly push one of the Bombadiers' tenders away enough with their tiny wings buzzing frantically, for the Zero Ball to drift past just out of reach of her fingertips and the ball scored a touch in the zone! Talk about a nail-biting, slow-motion victory for the Irontown Raiders!



Being in the VIP section, we were among the first to leave, along with our entourage of palace guards. Graz was zipping around us in a dizzying display of speed, her golden light a blur as she trailed sparkling dust in her wake. “Did you see that? It was the wee folk! Irontown is going to the finals, because of the wee folk!”



I chuckled, finding it a little humorous that she showed no interest in the game until then. It was not only a win for my hometown but for the Lesser Fae. It was quite awesome when Fae of diminutive stature got to be the heroes on the World... except the time they saved the World in the Battle of the Trunk, when the alien Eurag'glith vessel's octo spiders almost destroyed our Worldship, Leviathan, in their attempt to get to the Forge fragments in the Ka'Infinitum.



Grinning, I shared, “We were all there, you minuscule flying menace. This is a great win for Beta Stack.”



“Yeah, and... hey, did you just call me little, you stupid Big?”



Ignoring her just to get her dander up, I turned to my two favorite people. “So?”



My Rory got a coy smirk on her delicate Fae features as she admitted, “It was quite thrilling, my Knith. It is surprising how much the atmosphere and energy of the fans in the stadium adds to the experience.”



I rolled my eyes at her. “That's sort of the point, Love.” She always made herself scarce whenever I watched a game on the entertainment waves at home, thinking it silly how seriously I took a bunch of people floating around after a ball was.



She sighed, and hugged onto my arm, laying her head on my shoulder as we walked past the various concession stands in the growing exodus of people to the transportation staging area by the nearby Spoke Terminal, their mag boots clomping along. I felt spoiled in our little bubble of gravity, as mag boots were a pain to walk in.



A familiar voice carried over the din of the crowd. “Captain Shade, a word?”



We hesitated and turned around, then Rory and Caity's guards stepped forward, interposing themselves between us and the newcomer, crossing their spelled pikes in front of the woman, the lead guard hissing out, “Stand back, Summer.”



Aurora made a lowering motion with her hand as Isabella of House Tyse of the Summer Court locked eyes with the guards who were already starting to waver. Few things on our World can make the palace guards of Winter nervous, and I could count them on one hand... the Queens of Summer and Winter, King Oberon, Aurora, and her reciprocal, the newly named Maiden of Summer here.



My daughter would and should be on that list, being the first Changeling, half Fae and half Human, and wielding not only as much power as the others on the list but more, having an artifact, a fragment of the Forge fused to her. It was that her innocence called out to all who met her that made many discount the threat the 'Shepherd' was, especially with the magic immunity she got from me, as I had partial magic immunity even though I was Human.



Isabella looked away from the guards and stepped past them, saying, “Move,” with a dismissing gesture of her hand, and heated Summer magic, tasting of all things green and living shoved them aside with no effort as she strode up to us, her guards stepped beside Rory's.



Aurora surprised the woman by pulling her into a hug. “Izzy, what a delightful surprise meeting you here. Wasn't this exhibition thrilling?” Graz and Twinkle buzzed over to Isabella's shoulder and began braiding her silken hair, causing the woman to sigh in contentment.



Cait bubbled out in a whisper, “Game. Mom, a game not an exhibition.”



“Umm... hello, Aurora. I was...”



I sighed out in resignation, and pointed out, “It's not a coincidence we ran into her, love.” Then to the woman who was finally given the Summer Maiden title after so many eons, even though she was the firstborn of firstborns of Summer, “What do you want, Isabella? It must be important if you tracked me down here in the Trunk.”



The woman offered up a sly smirk. She, like her thirteen siblings, could not previously hold the title only my wife as a firstborn of Winter could, as they were all born out of wedlock. This changed when the lesser houses of the Greater Fae, the Siubhail, were granted their courts again, after being oppressed by Summer and Winter Courts for an eternity of eternities. The new rules which were instated so that all the re-emerging Fae houses would have their leadership, conveniently gave Summer a loophole to finally crown a Summer Maiden, who would one day rule the Summer Court as her Mother, Queen Titania did now.



One of the Summer guards took a single, menacing step toward me, growling out as they leaned their pike slightly my way, “You will not address the Maiden so informally, Human.” Nano-panels were already streaming up my body as my Scatter Armor took form, my helmet's visor snicked down the moment it was formed and I started forward to meet the threat.



Between the hand Caitlyn put on my shoulder, the hand Rory put on my arm, and the halting hand Isabella put on my chest, I wasn't going anywhere, as Fae strength is almost unfathomable. But Graz, for as annoying the flying pain in my ass was, was family, and she had my back. Before anyone could blink, faster even than Fae reflexes, Graz was in front of the guard, her tiny blade a hair's breadth from the left eye of the Fae who was now frozen in incomprehension of the speed of the golden glowing Sprite, the only living Greater-Sprite.



The Sprite growled out, “So you're fond of pointy things, you dumb Big? How about your eye taste the point of my blade? I hear eyeball souffle is all the rage in the lower Rings. You don't mess with my Big, you oversize pile of Fairy shit.”



I sighed. “Graz. Stand down.”



Isabella was chuckling and she said, “There's that Shade fire we've come to expect.” Then to Graz, she inclined her head slightly. “The slight was unintentional, valiant Sprite. Heron is new to the guard and isn't familiar with when it appropriate for him to react...” she looked at the man pointedly, “...and when it is not.”



She told the man, “Retire to Verd'Real, now. Resign yourself to guarding the palace gates until such time you learn the difference. House Shade...” she indicated Cait and me, “are my peers as heads of their house, just as Princess Aurora is.”



The man looked frustrated as he just bowed to her. “My lady.” Then he headed off, engaging his mag-boots as soon as he left the gravity field his mistress was generating.



She moved in front of Caity and lifted a hand to the amulet around my daughter's neck, coaxing the living lanyards to rear up as she rubbed Speck, the little Frostwyrm, between the eyes, as Cybil, the Cyberwyrm Avatar of Mother watched on.



“Indeed, I sought you out here, Knith Shade of Beta Stack. It seems your coms are all set to privacy mode, so I had no way of contacting you via conventional means.”



I muttered to her as she offered a hand and we grasped forearms, “There's a reason for that, woman. It is my day off and I'm with my family. If you need something, just leave a message with the Enforcer Brigade office and I'll be happy to address it when I return to duty.”



She cocked a brow. “This is a matter for FABLE, and besides, you owe me for my assistance with eradicating the E'hsg on the Cityship Yammato.”



“Nice try, lady. Mab's tits woman, you were protecting your investment in the Utopia resort, and I never asked for assistance. Now spill so I can get back to my day off with my family.”



I amused the woman if her grin was any indication. She shrugged and said, “There's been some disappearances upring in Beta-D the past few weeks that I need you to look into.”



Perking up at that, I prompted as Mother helpfully started displaying the daily briefings in the heads-up display in my vision. “There's nothing in any of the reports about missing people.”



She looked a little perturbed by that if her pursed lips were any indication. “There wouldn't be... they are the forgotten of the World. The homeless in the Underside.”



The Underside. The people living in the nine decks below the 'outside' level, down on the Annular side of the skin, are mostly the poorest people on the World, who have the shit jobs and whatnot. Even though every citizen has assigned quarters and a minimum of a meal card to get required sustenance every day, access to a home, and food, there are still homeless people who, for many reasons, choose to leave their homes and live in the corridors of the Underside.



Nodding slowly, I weighed her words though there was no reason to doubt her even though there were no reports to back up the claim. The Greater Fae cannot lie, except King Oberon and my Caitlyn, due to the most powerful geas ever cast, by Oberon himself. It made the Fae the greatest of deceivers by spinning the truth to make you believe virtually anything without telling a single lie.



“And you believe a Greater Fae has something to do with the disappearances?”



“No, though the possibility is always there since whoever is snatching up these people has never been seen by any witnesses.”



Now my interest was doubly piqued. “So this would fall under the auspices of the Brigade, not FABLE. Unless of course, you care to share why you are coming to me with this.”



She seemed reticent at first, looking down at her clasped hands, but then shared, “There is a woman, Doctor Phoebe Harrison, a social worker who has been helping to counsel the homeless and improve their mental health to repatriate them into their homes or get them the help they need to get back on their feet again. A selfless profession which she throws her entire heart into. She's been keeping me apprised of the disappearances.”



She tilted her head up, eyes focusing on nothing as she took a wavering breath, seeming to center herself. It was quite apparent this person meant something to her. My daughter seemed to sense this too, and put a hand on the woman's arm, giving it a consoling squeeze.



I asked slowly, trying to piece it together myself, “And what is she to you? Is she Fae? Is that why you want FABLE to look into this instead of getting the full resources of the Enforcer Brigade engaged?”



For the briefest of moments, I flashed on the possibility of illegal organ harvesting regarding the missing people. I shook off the flashback to myself being the victim of that very scenario that was perpetrated by Isabella's own brother, Lord Sindri. I almost growled at myself, it had been a long time since I had a night terror reliving the experience.



She shook her head and shared, “No, she is Elf... a halfling. I know your FABLE division only investigates cases involving the Greater Fae, but... as you have likely surmised with your famous Shade gut, Phoebe is important to me.” She gnawed on her lip, reticent to say the next, “I would request your particular set of skills as a personal favor to me. I would offer a boon of your choice if you could find her fate. It is well known from all the news waves that you have the highest case closure rate in the Brigade.”



Then before I could answer, she added, “And the fact this is happening in one of the D-Rings.” She left the implication hanging in the air, and I could almost hear her unspoken words, that the majority of the people living in the D-Rings were Human since humans did the bulk of the worst jobs in the worst conditions which the majority of the preternatural races avoided like a plague.



She assumed I would have a vested interest in the case because I was Human so would take this string of disappearances personally. Well fine, I did take them personally because I took my job protecting the people of the Worldship quite seriously, and that this was happening in Beta-Stack, my Stack, made me want to take the case, Humans or not, though there was a little of that mixed in with the roiling feelings inside me.



I turned to my girls and sighed. Rory chuckled and said, “I will get the girls home, you do what you were born to, my Knith.”



Sighing right back, I gave her a quick peck on the lips and kissed Caity on the top of her head. “I don't even know if I can take the case as it falls outside the purview of FABLE, but I will speak with the Brigade commanders about this.”



Isabella spoke as if it were a done deal, “Splendid. I have a vehicle waiting just outside the stadium, I can get us to Beta-Stack Brigade HQ in no time.”



Of course, she did. Did I mention how the Greater Fae brought subtle manipulation to an art form?





Chapter 2 – Assignment



An hour later I found myself up in Beta-Stack's C-Ring at the Enforcer Brigade HQ, Graz had tagged along with me when Rory took Cait and Twinkle back home in the A-Ring.



There is a Brigade HQ in each of the four counter-rotating ring stacks of the Leviathan, each operating both independently for their respective stacks, and under the umbrella of the new Secretary of Fleet Security since the Cityships have joined us in our ten thousand-year journey to our new home at Eridani Prime.



We used to be under the purview of the defense commander who oversaw both branches of the service, the Brigade, and Ready Squadron who flew ahead of the Worldship to clear any debris, with their point defense weapons which have the potential to damage the meters thick outer hull, or skin, of our World. But as our World has expanded, gaining two other vessels and a new moon that now orbited us, the government has seen fit to take fleet security out of military hands and into civilian control.



The first act of the new Secretary was to split the two services once the oversight was ceded to the new Fleet Security division. Two undersecretaries appointed by Secretary Vaughn have been stirring things up in both the Brigade and Ready Squadron as of late. I think they are trying to put their signature on things without having a clue as to how the services are run.



Undersecretary Rin Zauh, a woman of the normally nocturnal, aquatic Aasrai race, is driven by cost-to-reward metrics and has even stopped issuing the newest generation of Scatter Armor across the ranks just to save a few chits, even though our commanders tried explaining that it keeps us Enforcers safer as we keep the entire civilian population safe.



Zauh was having none of that and even tried shutting down the FABLE offices, saying it was a waste of resources and personnel to have a special division just for the Fae and Brigade Liaison Enforcers. Even though there are only two Enforcers on the payroll, me and my Grindle partner, Lieutenant Daniel Keller. It was at the urging of President Yang and both the Queens of the Divided Courts that the woman left the FABLE division alone.



I bring this all up only because there in the Commander's office when we arrived, was Undersecretary Zauh, looking perturbed, her normally hidden gills under her jaw on either side of her neck were flaring as she tapped her clawed and webbed fingers impatiently on the Commander's desk.



The dangerously beautiful woman who resembled a cross between a Siren and a Mermaid, with a subtle blue tint to her skin, exhaled loudly as I strode in with Graz on my shoulder. Then she stood taller when she saw Isabella was a step behind me, her guards in tow. “Summer Maiden, I knew not you were part of this.”



“Yes, Undersecretary, Captain Shade is here on my behest.”



Commander Reise huffed, his nostrils flaring as he sidled a little, the Centaur looking visibly perturbed as the woman sat in his chair behind his desk, where he stood behind her. He wasn't a fan of the new civilian oversight any more than the rest of the Brigade was.



The Aasrai woman, steepled her fingers as she leaned forward on her elbows, claw tips clacking. “Indeed,” motioning with a hand palm up, “Please have a seat.”



Isabella looked my way, practiced patience on her face as she primly took one of the seats in front of the Commander's desk. I just stood at attention, my hands behind my back as I've done so many times in the past. I was no stranger to being in this office and was usually being dressed down by Commander Reise for making his job that much harder with whatever case I was stirring the pot with at the time.



“So I've been informed.” Then she looked my way accusingly. “And I'm sure Captain Shade informed you that from what you've shared, this is a simple missing person's case that doesn't warrant the FABLE offices involvement as it does not pertain to the Fae, nor it seems, to have any formal missing persons reports been filed in the case.”



The Summer Maiden cocked one of her perfectly shaped brows and supplied, “She has, and I have requested special dispensation of her efforts in looking into the matter for me.”



This piqued the woman's interest as she sat up taller, attention focused on the Fae before her. “A... favor then?” It was rare for the Greater Fae to ever request the help of anyone outside the Divided Courts, even rarer still to request a favor as it would imply some sort of debt owed. Most Greater Fae would go out of their way to not acknowledge that.



Izzy was not most Fae, and though it made her look uncomfortable as she shifted slightly in her seat, she said clearly, “Just so. The missing social worker is important to me, and Princess Shade here has a particular knack for finding those, others would not wish found. And in a way, it does fall under the purview of FABLE as it would foster goodwill and forge stronger ties between the Brigade and Verd'Real.”



As if I weren't in the room, the Undersecretary offered, “And a knack for stirring up trouble for the Brigade.” This had Commander Reise snorting in amusement and Isabella smirking, pointedly not looking my way.



Then the woman shifted and started angling for some personal political clout by fishing as she said, “I don't know if the resources of the FABLE division can be diverted from its important cases at this time. Would this goodwill offset the...”



Isabella had already had enough and didn't suffer fools as she just looked at the woman as a pulse of warm, Summer magic rippled from her, in a resonant ping in my senses as I tasted the resonance of it pealing like a bell, almost like a summons.



With the sudden presence of magic many times more potent but tasting virtually the same as Izzy's, the Queen of the Summer Court was there, looming over the Undersecretary, the power flowing off of her almost suffocating and pressing down on us all like a weight. Titania did not look amused. And my upper lip of living flame, the mark of Titania herself pulsed in time with her magic filling the space.



“What is it, daughter? You interrupted my time with Ember.” She placed a hand on the Aasrai woman's shoulder when she started to quickly stand in surprise over one of the most powerful beings in existence having just teleported into the office. The Queen effortlessly stopped the woman who was many times stronger than a human with ease which demonstrated the sheer physical strength of the Greater Fae.



Just the mention of Ember had me involuntarily smiling about the juvenile Firewyrm, who the Queens had smuggled on board the Leviathan before Exodus launch. The being, who had the innocence and wonder of a small child, was fiercely protected by the rulers of both Summer and Winter.



“Yes mother, I'm sorry to have interrupted your bonding time, but Undersecretary Zauh here was just inquiring as to what more the Summer Court had to offer for Captain Shade's assistance in a matter important to me, other than goodwill.”



“Is that so?” Now Zauh had Titania's full attention as she seemed to scrutinize the woman, finding her somehow lacking.



The woman looked moments from panic, her gills flaring as she started to speak, “I...” But with an absent flick of Titania's finger, the blue woman's mouth was covered with leaves, her hands flashing up to them to try prying them away from herself.



Graz zipped over to Titania, to hover just in front of her, “Hiya, Queenie... umm... your Highness.” Then she gave the woman big doe eyes, “You're pretty.” Then she added quickly, “Umm, for Summer that is.”



Then the impulsive Sprite streaked to her shoulder and started braiding her hair as Titania gave a crooked smirk, “Hello, Longleaf.” Knowing Graz would bristle at the name. Graz stiffened but then relaxed and just went about tending to the braid she was expertly weaving.



Then the woman turned to her daughter. “You interrupted my time with Ember for this? IS it, not something you could have handled yourself?” Then she turned her gaze to me, power flickering in her eyes like a living flame, “What mess have you gotten my daughter into this time, Shade?”



Before I could defend myself, Izzy spoke out, imploring her mother, “It's Phoebe, mother.”



Titania stopped at that, glancing at her daughter, indecision on her face, then she just inclined her head as if ceding a point. “Ah.”



Then she flicked her finger again and the leaf gag dissolved from the panicking Undersecretary, saying to the Summer Maiden, “I cannot fathom your interest in the halfling.” Before turning back toward the Commander. “Was this really necessary for me to get involved, Reginald? Could you not address this yourself?”



The man shifted on his hooves nervously, inclining his head to her in deference. “The chain of command has... shifted, Majesty.”



“I see.” Then she looked back my way. “And I assume you're involved because...”



“I asked her for her assistance in locating Pheobe and the other missing people from the Underside, Mother. But Rin here is reticent to grant my request for the dear Captain's assistance in the case.”



With that, the Lady of Summer turned her full attention to the now squirming woman, “Is that so?”



Zauh quickly sputtered out, “I was just about to...”



“Do I need to get President Yang to ...”



“No, ma'am. I mean, of course in the interest of fostering goodwill between Verd'Real and the Brigade, I have decided there is merit in assigning Captain Shade to the...”



“Good, see to it.” And without any fanfare, Titania just seemed to wink out as if she had never been in the office, and I could suddenly breathe easier without her crushing magic weighing down upon the space.



And Zauh seemed to deflate in relief, and if her race had sweat glands, I'm sure she would have been sweating profusely just then. She snapped out to me, “What are you doing just standing there, Shade? I want you to dedicate your full attention to this case. Dismissed.”





Chapter 3 – Underside



That's how I found myself heading to the nine bulkhead levels of Beta-D on my day off in the Summer Maiden's newest model, the sleek Fae Skimmer, with a babbling Sprite annoying me as she buzzed around us. I looked over to Isabella. “You do know I hadn't said a single word in HQ while you and Titania were railroading me, right?”



Then I screwed up my face. “Mother, what did that mean originally? I mean, we all know it means coerced, but what was railroading?”



Mother started over the coms channel since like many of the Fae conveyances and dwellings, Izzy's Skimmer didn't have an uplink to the World's communications network. “A railroad is where wheeled vehicles which rode on rails would...”



The Fae among us interrupted Mother, “You weren't railroaded nor coerced. Whining doesn't befit your station... Princess.”



“You are just looking for it, woman.” She knew how much being called princess rankled me. By marrying Aurora, it made me a princess of the Winter Court. It was mortifying hearing people whispering about the Princess of FABLE. Just fuck me sideways and space me naked.



Graz buzzed around, calling out, “All aboard!” Then she pumped her fist in the air twice like she was pulling something down, “Toot, toot!”



“Have you all lost your minds?” After a moment I added, “You could have just met me down there if you insisted on showing me the last place this Phoebe was seen. My Tac-Bike would have arrived in minutes. Though I must share that corridor cameras show no activity in the lower three bulkheads of the Underside besides maintenance crews and repair droids in weeks.”



The woman looked at me dubiously. “You are in err then, Knith Shade of Beta-Stack, verify the proper ring and stack because I was there just this morning after waiting up all night for her to meet me at my quarters as planned.”



I narrowed my eyes, squinting in confusion as I looked at the date, timestamp, and location of the footage. I picked her up while heading down deep below street level, trailed by her guards who were carrying a crate between them which had its smart surface interface disabled for some reason so I could not determine the contents.



I glanced over at the Greater Fae, cocking a brow, and just asked, “What was in the crate your shadows brought with you this morning?”



Coy as ever, she simply said, “Supplies for the homeless,” and didn't offer anything else. I knew I could ask until I was blue in the face and not get her to supply a more cogent answer.



Instead, I said, “If you aren't going to be forthcoming with answers, you can just drop me down there and head back up topside. I need to know to determine if it has anything to do with why these people are missing.”



“I can assure you, Shade, there is nothing in the crate that would...” She paused and studied me, “You're not going to let this drop, are you?”



I just stared at her and she deflated and chuckled. “You aren't any fun, now are you? I swear I don't have the slightest clue what the Winter Maiden sees in you, being all serious like this all the time.”



Mother supplied curtly over my coms, “Knith has many traits which attracted Aurora to her.” I grinned, she had my back. She added inside my head using my helmet's neural interface, “Always, Knith,” then provided over the open channel on coms, “My Beta Avatar will meet you down in Bulkhead J. She... I... we took the maintenance access sleds and have already arrived.”



I wondered why Beta was meeting us there since Mother was everywhere. She was our World after all.



This got Izzy's curiosity as she prompted, “Maintenance access sleds?” I had to grin since it seemed I knew something about the inner workings of our World that she did not, even though she had been alive during the thousand-year construction of the Leviathan in orbit around Old Earth, six thousand years ago.



I was about to share what I had learned in recent years about the network of cramped, rapid-access sled tunnels that twisted and turned through the bowels of the Worldship which got maintenance droids and sometimes even personnel to various parts of the ring stacks at breakneck speeds. And I really mean breakneck, at least for Humans. My Scatter Armor stopped me from getting whiplash the few times I have used them since I learned of their existence.



But Graz interrupted as if we hadn't moved beyond the prior topic, “Yeah, I don't know what she sees in this dumb Big, myself. But there is no accounting for taste.”



I sighed heavily and mimed locking her lips and tossing away the key. She harrumphed as she hovered in front of us with her arms crossed defiantly over her chest, but as always, was deftly committed to the bit and didn't say another word. It was one of the things about the flying menace that made her so amusing to me.



With a shrug of a shoulder, I shared, “Pretty much exactly what they sound like.” This seemed to placate her curiosity as I studied the intense look of concentration on her face as we transitioned smoothly from Beta-Stack C-Ring into a spoke down-ring to D at the closest Spoke Terminal.



While taking note that the busy traffic lanes seemed to part to allow her Skimmer through the congestion, I asked, “Is anyone going to tell me why you are all insisting on inserting yourselves into my investigation?”



Isabella just pursed her lips, being stubborn as I combed through the files on Doctor Phoebe Harrison in my heads-up display, the Fae's demeanor virtually broadcasting to me why this doctor was so important to her. I'd find it surprising that a Fae could have interest in anyone with even a little Human in them if it weren't for my Rory choosing me of all the people on the Leviathan to love. We can't choose who our heart beats for.



The woman obfuscated with a lame, “The people we are going to meet don't trust outsiders, so I'm just going to make sure they see a familiar face, or the woman who protects them down there doesn't have the Outcasts scatter when a Brigade Enforcer shows up in the Underside.”



“Outcasts?”



She smirked and echoed my words back to me, “Pretty much exactly what they sound like.”



As Mother anticipated my query and started cross-referencing any mentions of this group calling themselves the Outcasts, I asked, “Protects them? Another social worker like Doctor Harrison?”



I was impressed with the extensive list of accomplishments, education, and commendations Doc Harrison has racked up over the past two hundred years... everything I was reading suggested she was truly altruistic and thrived on aiding those who society has all but given up on. To put it simply, the woman sounded to be all heart and had the conviction to try to make things better for the people who have fallen between the cracks.



“No, not a social worker... Ash is, well... to tell the truth, I'm not quite entirely sure what the woman is. Well, except incensed at the disappearances that is.”



She seemed to be intimating she wasn't just talking about this Ash person's profession and Mother was already scrolling through a long list of names which had Ash in them or common nicknames. “Care to expound upon that?”



She appeared to be equal parts frustrated and amused as she just shook her head. “You'll see. You Humans are confounding at times.”



Ah, so she was Human. The long list shrank down considerably, with only a couple dozen possibilities after Mother eliminated all preternatural citizens and women from other stacks.



The Skimmer made a smooth transition from the lower Spoke Terminal and glided through the streets of the industrial space the half mile to an entrance to bulkhead corridors that led ten levels into the inside of the outer hull, or Skin of the World. We came to a stop without any feeling of deceleration, making me wonder if the lack of inertia was the result of Izzy's magic or if these Fae Skimmers had some sort of inertial dampeners as the Ready Squadron fighters had.



I appreciated that she did not just drive in through the wide corridors to our destination like so many other Fae or Brigade personnel did. I've always felt it was an intrusion on the homes of the people who lived or worked in the bulkheads instead of the cities and towns in the open Ring area under the Day Light glass.



That thought had me glancing up to the Day Lights and beyond to the trunk we rotated around far above, and marveling at the herculean feat of engineering the Worldship was when we stepped out and onto the deck plates of the low gravity Ring. Mother made a pleased sound in my head at my admiration. I prodded in my thoughts, “Stop eavesdropping in my mind, lady.”



“Wouldn't dream of it, Knith.” My World was such a smartass.



Then I prompted aloud, “And why is your Beta meeting us down there?”



She actually harrumphed and said, “From what the Summer Maiden is intimating, there is a whole group of people living in the corridors down there, yet none of my internal sensors, nor cameras are picking up any indication of this. I need to find out why. There are a few camera malfunctions in various places, but no more so than the Underside of any other Ring, and there are groups of broken lights that are on the maintenance schedule for replacement, but nothing that could mask a group of people so well.”



I offered in speculation, “Sanctum spell?”



Isabella scrunched up her face, squinting an eye, looking so spookily like Queen Titania for a moment. “There's no magic involved, at least none I can detect, it's... well, we need to speak with Ash.”



Mab's tits, can cryptic princess be any more cryptic? Just space me now. Fine, we could play her little Fae games. Why couldn't the Greater Fae ever just be straight forward?



With a look, she warned off her guards, who looked endlessly frustrated as they obeyed her unspoken command and stayed at attention at the Skimmer as she strode confidently, and in full gravity instead of the reduced gravity of the D-Ring, into the Bulkhead A corridor. Even though this was in a D-Ring, there were still many people moving about the corridor, prepping for shifts in the smelting plants or ore sorting facilities that were virtually everywhere in this Ring.



The other three stacks' D-Rings were virtual mirrors of Beta-Stack's, as practically all industries on the World had redundancy in all other Ring Stacks in case of catastrophic loss of one, it would not cripple the production on the other Rings. The only Ring not to have this sort of redundancy is Gamma B, the capitol of our World.



People parted before us, most shocked to see a Greater Fae among them. A couple of people even surrendered to curiosity and started trailing behind us for a while on our quarter-mile journey to the J-Bulkhead then a half-mile down deep into the bowels of the very bottom of the Ring. Farthest away beneath 'ground level' and the Day Lights of the open Ring.



The deeper we ventured the less the heavily filtered and recycled air had the oily, smoky quality that was indicative of the D-Rings that even the environmental systems couldn't remove from the industrial sectors.



I noted that the preponderance of the people were all Human since very few of the preternatural races lived and worked in the D's. And less and less of them were moving with the strong, fluid surety of shifters who made up a fair percentage of the smelter workers, being more durable and stronger than average humans in the smelting and raw materials handling plants.



The Summer Maiden didn't seem up to any small talk on our long trek to the Annular side of the skin when Graz, who was antsy moving so slowly, buzzed off ahead of us in a streak of golden light that illuminated the more industrial-looking back corridors which were just dimly lit by blue and amber light fixtures. So Mother selected a song for the arduous walk from the anthropological music archives called Long and Winding Road by a group called the Beatles.



I thought to her, “Oh hardy har har, woman.” I swear she tittered.



It was a slower composition than she usually played, as I normally preferred music to get my blood pumping since it seemed I was always finding myself in tense situations... but I really liked this selection. The Summer Maiden perked up, her head cocking, as if listening, and I realized her Fae hearing likely heard the music playing in my helmet easily.



She looked almost confused as she studied me, “That music... I remember it from the twentieth-century Earth. You have access to it?”



I nodded slowly, having to remind myself that the Fae are eternal, and they measured their lives in eons instead of years. So her remembering when the music first came out, while shocking, just served to remind me just how ancient the perpetually young-looking race was.



My wife, while still just a baby in their eyes, was herself six thousand years old. It made me feel just a mayfly in their eyes being close to sixty, or over a quarter of a Human's expected two-century lifespan. That is before I found out that because of my disposition being genetically engineered, I had the potential to live as long as the Fae... unless I get myself killed before then that is.



“Mother has given me access to the anthropological music archives. I find that era of music to speak to me on many levels, even though their English is rather archaic.”



The woman beamed a stunning smile that sent a warning shiver down my spine just how similar it was to Queen Titania's. Like the Winter Lady, the Summer Lady scared the living hells out of me. “Knith Shade of Beta-Stack A, I find you quite interesting... and surprising.” Then she spoke to the air, “Mother?”



“Yes, Miss Tyse?”



The woman paused, a sour look on her face at Mother not addressing her by her title instead of her house name. “Is this anthropological archive available to everyone on the World?”



The terse, guarded reply was, “It is.”



“I thought so much lost to the annals of time, to live only in our memories. Please make the archive available to my console in Verd'Real.”



Mother chirped out more agreeably now, “It would be my pleasure.”



Then Izzy hummed along, her spirits visibly lifted even though her concern for this Phoebe was still quite evident as we reached Bulkhead J and transitioned to the sweeping arc down to the Underside levels toward the max-g apogee a half-mile away.



The woman chuckled and said, “Maybe we should have taken the maintenance sleds the Beta Avatar used.” I winced involuntarily at that since the way she said it she saw Beta as a tool and not a person. Still, Mother for all intents and purposes, but more and more developing her own distinct personality overlaying Mother's.



I smirked and asked, “Getting tired?”



She rolled her eyes and teased, “I am moving at Human speeds so you can keep up, Shade, and I find it... tedious.”



I was glad my visor was in place or she'd see my smirk grow wider as I prompted, “Oh, if that's it then...” And I charged off down the corridor, leaping off the next set of stairs down, following the curve of the lower ring, and slamming into deck plates in the low gravity Ring before dashing off again.



Mother was displaying a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view as I headed for the icon indicating where Beta waited. The Summer Maiden was hot on my tail, only looking to be exerting moderate effort to keep up. My unique nature made me a little faster and stronger than other Humans, but even my enhanced strength and speed, coupled with my Scatter Armor's servos and gyros making me swifter still, it looked as if this pace were just a jog to her.



Still, she chuckled as she moved to my side to pace me. I muttered to her as I leapt over another railing to plummet to another level, landing with a clang and a thunk, “Show off.” This caused her to chuckle, and at our new velocity, we approached the max-G apogee in short order, the gravity slightly more pronounced at the farthest point from the Trunk here in the D-Ring.



As we slowed to a walk when we approached a visibly amused-looking Beta, Isabella shared, “I have to admit, I've never seen a human move as fast as you, Shade. I'd wager that most Elves would be hard-pressed to keep up, or even some fourth of fifth-born Greater Fae.”



I nudged a thumb toward my chest. “Scatter Armor.”



She soured. “Oberon's Balls, woman, why must you do that?”



“Do what?”



“I've witnessed it on many occasions in the recent past, when someone notes your abilities that stretch the bounds of human capability, you deflect. Though she is just Winter, I can see it gets under Aurora's skin when you do it.”



I pondered that for a moment. Did I do that? But Beta shared as we stopped in front of her, “Because until she learned that she was a failed attempt to create a changeling and instead became the first new evolution of Human, she believed it was just due to her training and her gear. So it is a force of habit we're trying to break her of.”



Giving her a look, a brow cocked, I supplied, “Thanks for explaining to... oh wait, nobody asked you, you nosy World.”



“Love you too, Knith.”



Izzy actually jumped a little when Graz chirped out from where she buzzed up from behind us to land on my shoulder and blurted, “Yeah, whatever, I guess Knith's ok, for a dumb Big that is.”



The Greater Fae in our midst held a hand to her chest. “You startled me Sprite.”



Graz zipped up to her and patted her nose. “It's ok, princess, I have that effect on people... or so Knith says.” I rolled my eyes and made a scrunching motion with my fingers. She growled, “Are you intimating I'm small, you Fairy shit for brains?”



“Heaven forbid.”



Mother and Beta chimed out together expectantly, “Children.”



I straightened, oh. “Right.” Back on task, I turned to the Summer Maiden, “Lead on,” and made an ushering motion with a hand, palm up.



As she lead us the short distance to our objective, I was noting that some of the utilitarian quarters had doors ajar or out of their tracks in desperate need of maintenance as we went. And more and more people were just sleeping in the corridor under mounds of tattered blankets.



There were so many... homeless here, even though every citizen on board is afforded a bed, a food stipend card, and medical and mental health services. Something twinged inside of me. How does this happen, and how do these people... get left behind?



Beta slowed us to a stop and her face, more expressive than any of her other Avatars, contorted into concern... first at the disrepair of the living spaces that her drones should have logged and put on the maintenance schedule, then for the increasing number of homeless as we moved deeper. She looked genuinely hurt.



I understood, since her entire purpose when the Leviathan was constructed, was to keep all twelve million souls on board safe as the Worldship... as she, shepherded us to the new world awaiting us. She was seeing this as a failure of her main purpose in life.



To my surprise, Isabella saw this and offered comfort, “It is not your failing, Mother. Sometimes a person finds themselves lost... and by choice or circumstance wind up here, in this situation. And most just need someone to... care, and nudge them on a path of self-healing.” She seemed far away at that as she added, “Like Phoebe.”



Beta nodded slowly but then looked directly at me, and I heard her voice in my head. “None of these people are even registering on my sensors, and the broken equipment isn't in the logs, and a maintenance sweep was done just weeks ago.”



What? Not on sensors. I thought to her. “Did you...”



She answered as if I insulted her, “Yes I ran full diagnostics and all sensors are functioning properly in this area.”



I blinked and looked around to everything then to her, but... that was impossible. Mab's tits, was it another of those damnable Sanctum spells that hide things from her that more and more magic-using individuals have been using over the last few years? We really needed a way to negate the effects of the spells.



She knew my mind and supplied, “No, because I can scan the entire area, and I am detecting the four of us, but nobody else. And magitech systems are not picking up any magic signatures but the Summer Maiden and the miniature flying pain in the buttocks with you in the immediate area.”



Curiouser and curiouser.





Chapter 4 – Ash



Unaware of the conversation, Isabella prompted, “Are you two just going to stand there looking at each other, or are we going to do this?”



She made a motion with her hand and we started forward with her, Graz offering helpfully, “Knith has a habit of speaking with her work wife in her head. It's some freaky magitech surface thought scanning her armor does.”



The woman cocked a brow at us and said as we turned into a larger open space where three corridors merged, and what could only be described as a camp, “The woman we need to speak with is a little... unorthodox, Shade. Do not cross her or everyone here will shut us out. And let me do all the talking.”



Grr... why does everyone always think I'm going to rub people the wrong way?



On reflex, I was drawing a cold iron baton as a shadow seemed to drop soundlessly from above to just beyond a normal person's peripheral vision. But the figure snatched it from my hand before I had a full grip on it. The person, a woman, said as she moved a bare inch out of my reach. “No weapons around the Outcasts. Disarm or leave.”



Graz blurted, “Mother Fairy humper, where did she come from?”



I supplied, “I'm a Brigade Enforcer.”



She said simply, “I don't care if you're god himself. Disarm or leave.”



I pulled out a mag-band. “I could bind you by law.”



“You could try.”



Then Izzy was blurting, “Damn it Shade. This is not you letting me do the talking. Just do as she says.” Then to her, “I'm sorry, Ash, this one is brash.”



I sized the woman up, tall, maybe even taller than me, with long raven hair pulled back into a braided ponytail and one of those builds that could be deceiving about just how athletic they truly are. The way she held herself and her foot and weight placement told me she was well-trained in self-defense. And her mostly black, loose outfit and boots looked tailored to afford her excellent movement and flexibility.



Her dark, almond-shaped eyes were focused and penetrating and you could just tell she was taking in our group and assessing us by threat level. To my surprise, she had apparently somehow determined I was the biggest threat to the group since her eyes never left mine.



Then she and I both broke eye contact when Mother prompted while Graz buzzed around in a spiral just out of the newcomer's reach, “Umm... Knith? Who are you two talking to?”



I blinked in incomprehension. Graz buzzed up to a camera high in the corridor, and winged a thumb back, “The scary ninja girl here. Duh. You malfunctioning, you oversize tin can?”



Beta looked shocked and said, “My Avatar sensors don't detect her either, but my magitech audiovisual pickups in this body can see and hear her.”



I started to run a scan of my own on my armor's magitech systems as the woman looked at me to Beta then to Graz by the camera then her stone cold mask changed to one of awkward embarrassment, “Oh, sorry, my bad.”



I saw light flickering in her eyes as her fingers flew, no doubt typing on a virtual keyboard in her heads up. What happened next was confusing on two levels as she said, “There, try now Mother.”



First, Mother made a surprised sound, blurting, “I am detecting all the homeless in the area and this woman now. She somehow altered my base-code... that's impossible, Knith.”



And second, as I was digesting her words in incomprehension, my scans came back, showing this Ash person to be one hundred percent unaugmented human just like me... with no implants and no electronics, not even a wrist console... so what had the lights in her eyes been, and I would stake my career she had been on a virtual keyboard as there was no mistaking the motions.



Before I had my wits back about me I noted huge packets of information flowing from the Leviathan's data consoles to some unidentified network that was completely off the data-grid... and... it was quantum phased, not quantum encrypted. That was technology lost to the great corporate wars hundreds of thousands of years ago... a feat our modern computer engineers can't match even today.



Fut the ever-loving, Fairy-humping wuck?



Isabella caught my attention, “Enforcer Knith Shade of Beta-Stack A, this is... Ash. She... well she looks out for the Outcasts here in the Underside.”



I looked between her to a befuddled-looking Beta, and she repeated, “No weapons.”



Graz surprised her by zipping up in half a blink to kick my baton from her loose grip. I caught it before she could recover it mid-air, but it was a close thing, her reaction speed was incredible. I made a show of collapsing the baton and sliding it back into one of my belt pouches. “Listen... Ash? I'm here to investigate the disappearances here, I'll not surrender my weapons to a civilian.” I held my hands out, palm forward in a placating gesture. “But as long as I have no reason to pull them, I'll leave them stowed.”



My eyes narrowed when our facial recognition database and citizen identification network returned negative results, as if the person standing right in front of me didn't exist. Her own eyes narrowed as if she could see the inquiries I was sending from my armor to HQ, and her fingers twitched on her leg absently and info started flowing in.



She was the fifty-third generation of a lottery winner who was awarded one of the twelve million seats aboard the Leviathan before the Exodus Day launch. But the data seemed hinky to me, a little off since every generation was a single woman who each had one daughter, and all of them were variations of names that started with the letter A. Such as Alexa, Amanda, Amy, and Anna, with no last name in the manifest.



I tilted my head and snicked up my visor to give her an accusatory look, which she just parried away with a look of innocence before she said, “Alright, but don't push the limits of my hospitality, Enforcer.”



Why was I finding her amusing?



Mother was warning me through my helmet's neural link. “Knith... it would take a group of dedicated hackers months to hijack peripheral systems, or Doc and Korny hours to devise a mechanical workaround for those. But there isn't a computer powerful enough to hack into my core systems like this, it would take tens of thousands of years just to crack the quantum encoding, then they would have to deal with coding not even the programmers on the World could comprehend since I have evolved over my base code for eons, rewriting myself.”



I froze when this Ash shrugged and said as if she could hear Mother speaking in my head, “True... it would take another positronic core from another Worldship to bypass all the security measures.”



Ok, now I was freaking the hells out just then. “Who are you? Are you hacking Mother's systems?”



She regarded me as I watched her adjust her footing as I moved around her slowly, really taking the woman in as she kept centering her balance as she faced me. How was she affecting Mother's systems? One of the things I can do that most Humans cannot is to taste or feel the magics around me, and she held absolutely none. There wasn't even the dull buzz of magitech around her. I had so many questions.



I prompted, “You know who I am?”



She nodded and supplied in a matter-of-fact tone, “I'd be daft not to. The Enforcer who champions all and treats all as equals, even Mother.” Shrugging she said with a slight smirk, “Personally I think you may be a bit off-kilter, charging at trouble even if you're outmatched.”



Her implication this was one of those times was a tempting challenge I decided not to rise to as I glanced at the Summer Maiden. “As much as I'd like to... discuss that in more depth with you, I'm here to find out what is happening to the missing people down here. So let's put a pin in that for now.”



She chuckled at that and then motioned to a maintenance room which had its door askew, hanging partially out of its tracks. “We can talk in here a little more privately.” The woman looked around to all the eyes upon us from a growing audience of homeless citizens. I noted more than a few had armed themselves with blunt instruments... were they backing up this Ash? She confirmed it by calling out to them, “It's alright everyone. She's just here to ask some questions. Thank you for your courage and support.” They reluctantly started to back off, but not leave the immediate vicinity.



We stepped into the maintenance room, which was more like a decent size storage closet that was big enough to house a desk and some chairs in it along with a few shelving units with parts and cleaning supplies that all looked to have been rummaged through.



Beta made a distressed sound as she stepped in with us, stopped at the door, and then lifted the half-ton slab of ceramic alloy, the metal bracing groaning in protest as she resettled it into its frame. She bent the corner straight and then turned to see us all staring at her. I forget how strong Beta is, with each iteration getting stronger, rivaling some of the Greater Fae now as she tried to perfect her form.



She looked embarrassed as she shared, “My maintenance sweeps haven't reported any of the disrepair, dilapidation, or degraded systems here.” She prided herself on keeping all the systems on the Leviathan running smoothly, and all this entropy was obviously stressing her out. Could an AI be stressed?



Ash seemed to look concerned as she said, “Oh. My bad, maybe my cloaking patch is a little too aggressive. I'll have to address that later.” Then she said to her side, lights flickering in her eyes, “Yes Mom, that was an apology, no need to remind me of manners. What? Fine.” Then to us, she said blandly, “I'm sorry.”



Mother responded, “I'm not reminding you of...”



“Not you Mother, I was talking to one of my AI assistants. Oh, never mind.” She looked at me. “Why is FABLE wanting to investigate the disappearances of Humans?” Then she hesitated looking at the distressed-looking Fae princess beside me and added in realization, “And Doc Harrison?”



Isabella straightened and shared, “Shade is here at my behest.”



“The first Brigade Enforcer to even take the time to check on the Outcasts. The last time a patrol was sent down here was three years ago, they don't want to be bothered by 'throwaways'.”



I prompted, “Throwaways?”



She sighed as if I were being tedious. “It's what you Enforcers call the destitute. The preternaturals all think Humans to be the dregs of society, to begin with, and they see these people, who for various reasons, gave up on that society as it gave up on them, as disposable and a drain on World resources.”



I found myself blurting as I took a step toward her as she sat on the corner of the desk, “That's absurd. Everyone has value, even if it is hard for them to see it in themselves at times. The government has entire departments dedicated to helping all citizens. And medical services for both physical and mental...” I trailed off at the cocked brow from Izzy. Right... focus Knith. People are missing, it's not the time to debate ethics.



Graz pointed from me to her, adding succinctly, “Yeah, what she said.” Then she stage whispered out of the side of her mouth to me, “Knith, she's doing that typing in the air thing again, I can't see any implants. That's just creepy, right?”



Ash nodded to herself. “We all have secrets, now don't we... Graz. Why is there no birth record of you in any of the databases, both pre and post-Exodus? It seems everyone here has secrets.”



Sighing, I got us back on track. “What can you tell me of the missing people? Why were they not reported to the Brigade so a proper investigation could be started? When was the first disappearance and do all the missing have anything in common that may have contributed to their disappearances?”



I would have added are you sure they didn't just wander off to some other part of the ship but I'm sure that wouldn't have gone over well with the woman who was just studying me as she seemed to mull over her responses. It seems she was not an impulsive sort.



The woman regarded me one last time before turning to pick up an ancient-looking, actual real wood artifact Mother was carbon dating to eons ago. It gave me the impression of a musical instrument with a series of strings on a long neck stretching from a bulbous body. The database pulled up a record describing it as a 'guitar' as the woman strummed at it experimentally, causing a gentle series of rich notes to emanate from the body of it.



She adjusted one of the knobs at the end of the neck and strummed again, nodding to herself as she quietly started playing a familiar tune which Mother quickly identified as Imagine, by John Lennon from the anthropological music archives as Ash pinned me with her eyes and began, “It started six weeks ago when Imar went missing on the fringe.”





Chapter 5 – Escalating



This Ash person went on to describe an alarming series of disappearances which was increasing in frequency over the intervening weeks. “At first we thought Imar had just moved on deeper into the Underside since he stayed on the far fringe of our group of Outcasts. More and more of the deepest corridors have been going dark as lights and other systems have been damaged or otherwise vandalized, most notably, even the emergency lighting.”



She pursed her lips, brow creased in thought. “We thought it to be other homeless, taking out their frustrations on the World which had abandoned them, but we haven't been able to find anyone whenever we ventured farther into the area.”



Ash squinted an eye in apology to Beta as she shrugged and said, “You would have detected the affected systems but I've been actively cloaking the entire section down here from your systems and maintenance sweeps to keep the Brigade from rounding up all our people and forcibly relocating them. Sorry, it wasn't well thought out by me. I've always intended to come up with a better system, but it was never high on our list of priorities.”



I had my lips pursed in a line as I commented, “You know I can bind you by law for admitting to tampering with Mother's systems, as impossible as it seems.”



She seemed nonplussed and, ignoring Beta's growing agitation, just went on with the story. “We looked around for Imar for a couple of days but assumed he apparently didn't wish to be found. He always isolated himself from the rest of us, but never completely, like he still needed others around to remind himself of his humanity.”



Isabella offered, “But now you think it was something else altogether?”



I cocked a brow at the Greater Fae and she held up her hands in placation and sat back in her seat to leave the questions to me. Then I turned back to Ash who had stopped playing, one hand just resting on the body of the guitar. “Until it happened again.”



She nodded and placed the instrument back where she picked it up from, repeating, “Until it happened again.” She motioned toward the door. “Miko Lee, another outlier who stayed out on the fringe. One morning she wasn't in the corner she built up as her, well, a nest for lack of a better term. We found her beat-up old mag-sled she had repurposed with all her belongings on it in one of the darkened corridors, but found no sign of her, even using thermal scans of the area.”



“It wouldn't be a far stretch of the imagination to believe she had simply moved on as well, but she is a raven shifter.”



Ah. I nodded, following her implication. Shifters take on many aspects of their animal, and raven and crow shifters were collectors, and they protected their collection of belongings fiercely. There is no way this Miko Lee, who had been a material recycling and reprocessing engineer at one time according to the citizen employment records Mother was scrolling in my peripheral vision, had abandoned her things. It would be almost pathological for her to be near her trinket hoard.



I prompted, “How long after Imar's disappearance was Miko's?” Mother extrapolated from the ship's manifest that this Imar had to be Imar Kahn who was labeled as 'whereabouts unknown'. And would have been labeled missing already if it weren't for him using his food ration card from time to time down here in the Beta-D.



Anyone who drops off the system for more than eight weeks without any activity on their card or utilizing any of the Leviathan's services is automatically labeled as missing and the Brigade would be tasked with a wellness check before they are moved to the 'missing, presumed deceased' list.



And now that Mother could scan this homeless community now that Ash had deactivated whatever blocks she has instituted, dozens of names were now scrolling as facial and biometric readings were identifying the citizens all around the section.



Ash provided, “It was about a week after.”



I nodded and mentally asked Mother to run full sensor sweeps of the section now that she could. “Already on it, Knith. But there are many cross corridors where my sensors and lights have been purposefully damaged, or destroyed, so there are spaces I cannot scan. Dispatching a maintenance droid to catalog the areas now.”



Then I prompted Ash, to see if there was any commonality the apparent victims shared besides being part of this community of, what did she call them, Outcasts? “Was Imar a shifter as well?”



She supplied “No,” simultaneously with Mother indicating negative in the data she was feeding me.



But then the woman added, eyes narrowing dangerously, “But all the others were... except the Doc.” She looked apologetically toward Izzy. She seemed to be mulling something over like she was puzzling something out. “There were small amounts of blood at some of the more recent disappearances which are starting to happen daily now.”



I stood quickly, realizing what was happening, blurting out to her as my pulse pounded in my ears, “We need your people to evacuate the area, now.” Fuck me sideways and space me naked, this whole thing was about to go FUBAR in a bad way, especially if the frequency is escalating. This hasn't happened on the World in almost four thousand years. There wasn't even a protocol for it since it was so rare.



She started to argue, “My people aren't going anywhere, Enfor...”



I snapped at her in a panic, “Now! We can shelter them all temporarily until this is over.”



Her eyes widened as she realized I wasn't just making some sort of Brigade power play to clean up the homeless population of the section. These people were in real and immediate danger. My blood ran cold realizing this was just as big a threat as the alien contagion which had been sweeping through the Leviathan recently, or even the E'hsg... the Hunger, the Fae Boogyman, a creature of unending hunger as its name implied.



I started to say on coms, “Control, this is Shade, badge alpha three four eight niner. We have a possible...” There was the sound of metal tearing and all the power to the section went out, the sound of sparks and electricity arcing deeper down in the corridors beyond as I trailed off in the absolute darkness when coms went down... “Necro-Feeding Ground situation.”



Graz flared brightly to illuminate the immediate area as people started panicking. Beta said, “Something just happened to the main power junctions. This deep in the Underside, I cannot raise myself on any frequency with the coms relays down. I'm autonomous at this juncture.”



Emergency systems started booting and dim yellow emergency lighting started flickering to life, dimly illuminating the corridors, many of them out. The pale yellow glow cast sickly color on the faces of the people gathering around the doorway. One woman asked, “Ash? What do we do?” They were looking to her for leadership.



Before I could say anything, she was blurting out, “Mirriam, get the younglings, we're heading topside. Geno, assist the elderly. Leave your things, we need to move fast, people.”



Then she turned to me. “There's incoming motion counter-rotation Shade, two corridors starboard. We need to slow them down while my people get out.”



“How are you detecting motion? All systems are down?”



She huffed in exasperation. “Maybe Mother's, but not mine.” Then she shook her head and growled to herself as her fingers flew on her leg, “Here, Frame in and let's get our asses moving.”



I staggered when my heads-up display expanded into a virtual space of staggering proportions, and my armor displayed the movement coming in toward the gathering homeless group at breakneck speed. Beta whispered my thoughts, “...how?” She was getting it too.



I blurted as I drew my dual MMGs. “Graz, Isabella, lead these people topside, as soon as you get a signal on your wrist coms, call it into HQ. We need reinforcements here, yesterday if my hunch is right. Tell them it may be a Necro-Feeding Ground here, and have them lock down the entire section with the blast doors when everyone is safe. Beta and I are engaging now.”



She chirped out nervously as I dashed past her into the corridors beyond, charging to intercept the incoming, Beta and Izzy on my heels, “You got it, Knith,” and she zipped away in a streak of light, wings buzzing and sifting an angry and determined red.



I didn't have time to lay into Izzy for not doing as I said, as part of me understood her need to find the Doctor, who I'm quite certain is more than a friend or colleague to the Summer Maiden.



Ash called out over this augmented reality in my helmet using whatever coms in this impossible system she was running, “What is a Necro-Feeding Ground, Shade?”



I could hear them running toward the assembled people like claws skittering and clicking rapidly on the deck plates and walls. The high-pitched screeching of hunger coupled with the euphoria of the hunt announced they had arrived as I said the one word that made the blood of every Human on the World run cold, “Vampires...”



The first one came scrabbling around the corner on all fours like an animal instead of the woman she used to be before she had turned, and I discharged my MMGs over and over, rapid fire. A single shot was enough to stop the weakest of the Greater Fae, and two or three would even give the Queens of the Divided Courts pause. But I emptied the entire charge of both of them into the vamp before she made a gurgling sound mid-leap to fall limply to the deck plates, sliding to a stop at my feet, unconscious. She was Miko Lee.



Mother Fairy humper!



I didn't have time to do a mag-band lockdown on her as the others were moments away. The new heads-up was showing possibly eight or nine more all converging on this area.



Just space me now.





Chapter 6 – Contained



I barely got a glance of the feral Vampire at my feet a moment later, a pit growing in my stomach as I saw the pink tint to her skin instead of the pale pallor associated with its kind. She was a newly turned undead, still having her own blood in her veins, making her stronger and faster for the first few days of her newly animated dead un-life than a normal vamp.



This was bad, especially if some of the others were freshly turned as well, they wouldn't be able to control their hunger yet. And the mature Vampire that is turning them will have a temporary boost from drinking their fresh blood, making it as fast and strong as a Greater Fae.



And three more came around the corner so fast their retractable claws scrabbling on the deck plates, leaving long, jagged furrows in them before slamming into the opposite wall and diving at me, ignoring Beta since I knew she didn't smell alive to them, but I had what called to their instinctual need. Six quarts of it pumping in my veins to be exact, and these ferals wanted it all.



Beta's arm blurred into motion, catching one in mid-leap toward me, and she staggered when he twisted and screeched in primal rage and hunger, kicking out with its feet to tear open her chest with its clawed feet, almost causing her to lose her grip.



Titania's panties, these newly turned were strong since Mother made each iteration of her Beta body more and more powerful, rivaling many of the Greater Fae now, and it had shredded her armored skin like tissue.



To her side was Isabella, who caught the other similarly with one hand, and in a move so swift I couldn't follow well, she punched the Vampire in the gut, sending it spinning back through the air with a blast of white-hot Summer Fire.



With a wet thud, it hit and embedded into the heavy plated door of small living quarters to fall to the deck in a heap of black, sickly blood and broken bones, just as Beta pile drove the one slashing at her arm, stripping it to the super-skeleton below the shell. A loud crack was heard above the keening of the others converging on us as the three of us went back to back to take defensive stances, feeling as if we had done this a thousand times together.



I was barely cognizant of the crinkling of healing bone and the wet slurping sound of soft tissues mending themselves, making me growl, knowing these three wouldn't be down long before they were back at us.



As the others started arriving, one skittered along the ceiling trusses, claws puncturing the alloy, trying to get past us to the bigger concentration of blood in the retreating Outcasts. “No, you don't, you Fairy humping bloodsucker!” In one motion I pulled and extended a cold iron baton and threw it cross-hand, missing the base of her skull because she had somehow sensed the incoming projectile and twisted away at the last instant, the baton striking the side of her face instead, sending teeth and black blood flying in an arc.



I was on her as she hit the deck, already spinning toward me. Her first clawed strike bent the other baton I held down along my arm, which was the only thing that stopped her from shattering my radius and ulna bones as my armor would offer poor protection against such an attack.



With a thought I had it re-configuring as I dove over the next slash and rolled along the ground as the Vampire moved in a blur, slashing at me over and over while the nanopanels thickened the armor into EVA mode... and just in time as finally one claw found its mark as it felt as if someone parked a Megalith battle suit on my chest, her claws barely stopped by my Scatter Armor, except for one which barely made it through, just puncturing my skin.



I had lost the damaged baton, so I improvised with a new trick I had been attempting with this new iteration of experimental armor the guys in research and development had me wearing. I got the idea from Mir, King Oberon's personal guard and assassin who had done a full body replacement mod to herself, replacing flesh and blood with reconfigurable liquid metal.



Thrusting my hand forward as the woman with saliva dripping from her gleaming fangs straddled me to try to drive those same fangs into my neck, my armor's nanopanels reformed around my hand into a blade of carbon fiber that was a single molecule thick on the edges. It sank through her chest with considerable effort and through her heart.



She shrieked and mewled as she went limp, falling off of me and cradling her chest. That wouldn't keep her down long. And I rolled past her to my feet as I reached into a pouch and pulled out a mag-band and slapped it on her ankle and snapped out, “Lockdown.” And nothing happened.



Just space me now, I already forgot I wasn't connected to the World's network. The moment it took me to reset my gear to send the commands manually through my armor's internal systems instead, almost cost me as the woman screeched and started to dive at me again, already healed. I may have squeaked out in a very un-Enforcer-like panic, “Lockdown, lockdown!” As it engaged and tore her back to the deck plate with ten G's of force.



Beta and Isabella had their hands full, literally, of other Vamps, violet blood streaked Izzy's face, though the wound was already healed. I braced as more flowed into the corridor, flicking both hands out to form two blades and prepared to charge right back at them.



Then a low keening sound had the other ferals slowing and pausing, looking torn between diving on me and Izzy or stopping their desperate charge.



A figure strode lazily down a cross corridor, blanketing himself in the shadows of the near darkness, only the emergency lighting behind him casting a glow, an eerie silhouette as the man's fingers elongated and sharpened, as he reached one hand to scrape along the wall, cerami-steel rending and alloys screeching in protest as he dug furrows effortlessly, lazily as he paced toward us like an apex predator who had not a care on the World.



The others moved around him, the woman pinned to the deck strained and crawled toward him, dragging her leg, as tendons and muscles started to tear. He stopped a dozen yards from us and inhaled deeply. His full six foot two, lanky but powerful form shuddered in delight as I got the impression he was locking eyes with me though they were deep in the shadows of the hood he wore.



“What delights have you brought to sate my hunger? I've never smelled your like... human, but... not? There is power in that blood.” Then he made a dismissing motion, saying to the others, “The Fae is yours, this one is mine.”



Then the others dove toward Isabella, Beta throwing herself in their path as the man commanded me, “Come to me.” I felt dizzy for a moment and knew it was a compulsion. It was even stronger than Gemma, the sole Vampire in the Brigade who taught defense against Vampires in the Academy.



She couldn't sway me, so this pile of undead Fairy shit sure wasn't going to. And I had a particular hate for anyone trying to compel or glamour me. “Or how about I pull those fangs right out of your skull and send them into the darkest recesses of your ass, you walking corpse?”



He actually moved back a half step in shock that his compulsion just rolled off of me, thanks to my partial magic immunity, and the rage he would try to take my will like that. The man dove the entire thirty feet or so at me in a Fae-fast blur. Which even in the lower gravity of the D-Rings, was a herculean feat.



The next moment I was flying back to smash into the wall behind me, the sound of protesting blast alloy bending as I felt as if I lost a couple of ribs from the force of the blow. I gasped as the wind was knocked out of me and I fell to the deck plates, Beta calling out, “Knith!”



I was about to form a lance with my armor as he dove at me again and use his momentum to skewer him, only he didn't get to me as a slim, tall form slid in front of me and I had to blink as Ash deflected blow after blow of a master Vampire who rivaled the Greater Fae's speed and strength.



What was she doing here, and how was she moving so fast? My systems and Mother's had identified her as human. Was she a shifter and it didn't register on the scans or something? And what was that fighting form? I've never seen anything like it.



And when the Vampire feigned a slash of a claw and hit her jaw with a right cross that would have torn her head off, he looked at his fist when that didn't happen, and she grinned, her face swollen and bloody and she headbutted him. It would be like headbutting a troop transport vehicle. But he staggered back, more blood now on her forehead.



She said back to me, “We handed the Outcasts off to the arriving Enforcers, Shade. Looks like you could use some help. They're sealing the section bulkheads in ninety seconds.”



I just blinked at this... Human, who was going toe to toe with the most deadly predator on the World. Then as the Vampire hissed in frustrated rage and crouched to dive at us, he instead covered his face with his arms and screamed in pain as the World lit up like a thousand day-lights.



Graz zipped in front of us all, lit up like a star in the heavens, ultraviolet light spilling out onto the Vampires, who were smoking, their skin boiling, flesh burning down to their bones as they all retreated into the darkness as fast as they could run. The woman by my feet screeching in agony.



I called out, “That's enough, Graz, you'll kill her... again.”



She looked from me to the writhing, half-scorched Vampire, then extinguished her ultraviolet light but remained bright to light up the corridor as she called out to the last of the shadows turning a corner, “That's right you dumb leaches, run away, you worthless Pixie shits. Nobody messes with my Big.” Then to me, “How you doin' there, partner? You're favoring your ribs. When Caity and Princess Puckerup see that, you're gonna be in trooouuuble.”



Ash called out, “Sixty seconds.”



A moment later I was in Beta's arms and Ash was in the Summer Maiden's as they ran at speeds that made it hard to focus on the corridors blurring past, led by a bright gold light of sifting dust. Giant blast doors were sliding down into place a few dozen yards ahead, a full complement of Brigade Enforcers on the other side with weapons drawn.



With a grunt, Izzy flung Ash, skidding across the decks under the door, and slid herself under as Beta did the same to me. I wasn't as graceful as Ash and my ribs had me biting back a cry of pain as I tumbled along the deck plates to slam into the hooves of a Minotaur as Beta turned her slide into a graceful stand, circuity sparking in the open wounds on her chest and arm.



With a resounding boom, the door sealed. The Vampires were contained... for now. I looked up at the commander I was laying on the ground before. I shrugged my apology and almost asked, “Necro-Feeding Ground confirmed.”



His nostrils flared as steam huffed out and he growled out to me, shaking his head, “What gods be damned clusterfuck rides on your heels this time, Shade?”



Feeling sheepish I turned from him to look up at a concerned-looking Beta, pointing at my helmet, “You're back,” as coms and data links bloomed to life again.



She shook her head at me as Mother scolded in my head, “I'm reading multiple contusions, internal bleeding, and three cracked ribs, Knith.”



Beta was calling out, “Medic,” as she pointed at me while I struggled to stand again, the adrenaline burning out of my system as my enhanced healing started to slowly stitch me back together again, Graz knocking on my visor for me to let her in.





Chapter 7 – Thase Tanda



Graz, of course, was right. I was in trouble when I got home to the Nursery, the House of Shade after my debriefing. Commander Reise and Undersecretary Zauh virtually flayed me alive before I could get a word in edgewise. It wasn't until after I was read the riot act that they got the full story and why I hadn't contacted HQ before they allowed Brigade medics in to see to our injuries.



That's when I realized Ash was nowhere to be seen.



While medics tended to me, Mother explained as Beta left to a repair bay to tend to her Avatar body, that there was no way for me to have contacted them, and Isabella confirmed we had no time to make an orderly retreat. Their words seemed to appease them. What, was my word not good enough?



The Undersecretary called in Lieutenant Gemma Harper, the sole Vampire in the Brigade, to help come up with a pacification plan that wouldn't end with people dying or becoming the victims of feral Vampire blood lust.



Isabella stepped forward. “That's it? We need to go in there now... other people are missing, and are likely being fed upon as we speak... or worse.”



I laid a hand on her arm and assured her. “If we just charge in there, where they are likely prepared for us now, it will get people killed. Just the handful we faced were starting to overwhelm us. And of course, we're going in there to save the victims, including the ferals who likely never asked to be turned.”



“We just need to go in force.”



“It is too dangerous, we need to do this right. A proper plan of action to minimize injuries and expedite treatment and detox for the newly turned, and to rescue anyone else they are holding in there.”



She started to open her mouth and I stopped her with a halting hand, “Don't act like it was a cakewalk for you either down there.” I tapped my forehead and motioned toward her. “And don't even pretend I didn't see your wounds. Which proves the point of how dangerous they are, if they can draw blood from a Greater Fae. Imagine if they were able to ingest some of your blood during the fight, it would have been over for all of us then.”



The Summer Maiden started to argue. “Vampires only drink Human blood...”



“No, they are energized by any blood, but only Human blood, with its protein markers and other enzymes, can sustain them and quell the hunger for a short time. The more powerful the blood, the more power they gain from it until it is burned out. Like empty calories.”



She almost whispered to me, “Phoebe.”



“We'll find her and get her out. Just let the mission planners coordinate with Lieutenant Harper to come up with the best way to move forward. It is going to happen quickly since I'm sure they are working on getting through the blast doors.” I looked up, “Mother?”



From the closest camera, Mother said, in thought, “From the sounds of it, they are clawing their way through the blast doors and the superstructure, estimated time of breech, zero nine hundred hours.”



Reise huffed, sidling a little on his hooves, “And that's why breaching teams will be assembled at zero eight hundred hours with whatever plan we need to put into motion, Highness.”



“I will be there, will Captain Shade be commanding the...”



“Absolutely not, this is...”



“This is a FABLE case is it not, Commander?” She cocked a brow in challenge.



He looked like he bit into something sour as he started, “Yes, but...”



“Good. It is settled then. Please inform me when your plan is solidified.”



And with that, she turned and walked into a wall of flame that sprang up in front of the door. I rolled my eyes at the flashy exit. She could not teleport like her mother, but with the distractions of Summer's flames, she could use her Fae speed to make it look like it.



Undersecretary Zauh, her gills flaring, growled out to me, “Be sure to be at the blast doors at eight in the morning, Shade. Dismissed!”



I snapped to attention. “Ma'am!”



Then when she left with Commander Reise at her side, I slumped and winced, patty caking a medic away. Standing under the shelter of the Fae Nursery, I exhaled in resignation, half to myself and half to Mother, and a short time later my Tac-Bike came to a stop outside one of the doors into our domed house.



And just after stepping through, I was squinting an eye in mock pain when we came face to face with two Fae women, their arms crossed over their chests, danger sparkling in their eyes. I squeaked out, “Hello, Rory, Caity.”



My daughter made an exasperated sound and just grabbed my hand, dragging me after her as my wife growled out, “Don't hello, us, woman. Mother informed us of your injuries. Get in here now so we can see to you properly.”



Feeling sheepish, dragging my feet as I was pulled along, I offered, “Sorry?” Just to be replied to with matching huffs of exasperation. Yup, some Knith was in troooouble.



Not knowing just how much Mother told them when she tattled on me, I started from the beginning as their healing magics chilled me at their intensity when I was pushed down onto one of the patio benches just outside the Nursery structure. Ow.



When I was done conveying the happenings in the Underside, and I was healed up quite nicely, I said as the girls led me inside so I could clean up, “I know we have a rule of me not bringing my work home…” This wasn’t a hard and fast rule as I had my study on the second floor where I pondered and did research on particularly difficult cases when I had any spare time. “But I need to place a quick call.”



Well ‘study’ is sort of a 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 here, our massive domed conservatory nestled in this forested grotto by the lake outside the Winter palace of Ha'Real.



Cait, looking exasperated but thoughtful, just offered as she looped an arm in mine as I walked, “Thase Tanda?”



I glanced over at her, not for the first time a little spooked at how much she thought like me with her genetic memory even though I knew 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, it sort of trickled in when she needed it since all that knowledge at once would be enough to drive someone mad. The side effect was that her human half also had genetic memory, the first ever. So she has all sorts of traits, idiosyncrasies, and attitudes from Queen Mab, Rory, and well, me.



Nodding I smiled as Graz landed on her shoulder to help her daughter, Twinkle, heft a bunch of Caitlyn’s hair into an intricate braid as Speck and Cybil reared up from their place around my daughter’s neck to appraise the work of the Sprites. “Yup, Thase Tanda. I think he can give us some insight on where to locate the nest, if that’s what they call it, of the ferals and what sort of unique dangers we might encounter in trying to apprehend them.”



Rory huffed as she moved off, I knew to order some food from the palace for us, since she knew I wouldn’t be up to cooking tonight, my mind on work. She could read me like a book, and that warmed me in all the right places.



My daughter cocked her head as we sat on one of the sinfully comfortable couches in the seating area which looked outside, through the translucent dome to the splendor of the lake and forest beyond which sloped up into the horizon, swallowed by the day lights of the open ring. And I took in the view of all the lower rings and the Trunk and Heart which were framed by the glow of the nebula the Leviathan was passing by.



She prompted, “Unique dangers?”



I nodded as I spotted our new moon, Little Mouse, peeking around the limb of the A-Ring. The old Heart of our Worldship, once the asteroid, Morrigan, was overtaken to replace the mostly mined-out honeycombed small moon-sized asteroid. As I watched it move slowly in its orbit, I glanced back at her. “I’ve never faced newly turned Vampires, and they’re deemed devoid of any sort of reasoning, driven by their newly acquired blood lust. It was akin to fighting single-minded rabid beasts attacking on instinct and needing to sate their hunger instead of rational people. So much so, they were able to even hurt the Summer Maiden and Beta without any regard for their survival.”



It was her turn to nod slowly, her brows nodded in thought. “There was a similar incident centuries back on the World…”



“Exactly, and since it was the only other time a group of Vampires went feral on the World.”



Mother finished, her voice coming from the coms panel at the door, “As Tanda had been on the cusp of going feral, and his data on the passenger manifest shows him of the age to have been around during that time. Clever, Knith, he may have insights that are valuable to ensure the safety of the Enforcers sent in to secure them and rescue any of the missing who haven’t been turned.”



Biting my lip and squinting an eye I added, “Not only that, but…” I looked toward the bow of the world, to the pale ghostly outline of the A-Ring of Alpha Stack which would be much more visible when the Day Lights extinguish for the night, “One of the victims is… well, she’s important to the Summer Maiden, I believe they are involved. And I need to ask if a person with half-human blood can be turned.”



She blinked as she absorbed the information, and I shared before she could ask, “She’s a Halfling. I know Elves, like any other preternatural species, can’t be turned, nor used for sustenance for Vampires, but…”



I left it hanging out there that a Halfling still did have partially Human blood, just as Caity herself did. And if we were too late, how would that affect Izzy’s relationship with the Doctor if she wasn’t exactly who she once was?



Rory, moving silently as ever, virtually glided into the room, and would have surprised me if I hadn’t felt the pressure from the immense amount of magic she holds inside, pushing into the space ahead of her. I was getting more and more sensitive to magic lately, and it was getting easier for me to feel even small amounts of magic moving around me. She offered, “Please my Knith, make the call. At least we can inform Isabella of the risks of such an occurrence. It would be a tragedy to the heart.”



I reached out a hand to clasp hers gently even though she was orders of magnitude stronger than I was. She was one of the few Greater Fae who saw past the imaginary lines drawn between the Divided Courts of Summer and Winter and cared for all Fae. And Isabella was, in effect, a surrogate sister to her after all, now that I knew how every Greater Fae child was raised by the two Queens in concert until the mother recovered from giving half of their power to the baby at birth.



I looked between her and Cait. I wanted to shield her from the unpleasantness of my job at times like this. She was too young for the messiness of my duty, and the violence it entailed at times. Even though she was fully mature for a Fae, she was still just a child in human terms, and that half of her I wished to keep as innocent as possible for as long as I could.



“I’ll ping him in my study.”



Cait exhaled in exasperation, knowing why, and I just laid a hand on her cheek and kissed the other, giving her a wink. She called after me as I made my way to the stairs, sounding like a put-upon teen, “Mooom, I’m an adult. I’ve been in battle you know, helped save the Worldship… remember?”



Mother actually chuckled, having my back. “You’ll always be our little girl, Caity-Bear.”



I could imagine the adorable pouty lip as she grumped, “Well, fine… whatever. But one day you’ll all have to acknowledge I’m an adult.”



The buzz of wings announced Graz as she alighted on my shoulder. She whispered, “You think the Doc lady has turned already, don’tcha, Knith?”



There was the possibility. I needed to talk to Thase. I nodded and reached up as my helmet melted into my armor and I ran my hand through my hair, straining locks between my fingers. “Maybe.” Then I looked down to my shoulder where the Greater Sprite was sitting. “Did you happen to see where that Ash woman disappeared to?”



She shook her head, dust sifting from her wings she buzzed once. “It’s not my job to keep track of all you Bigs. You’re always wandering off and bumping into walls and such.”



I flicked a finger at her, missing as usual as she just buzzed to my other shoulder. “Did you see what she did?”



“You mean hacking Mother somehow? Yeah… spooky, isn’t it?”



“No I mean when she fought a newly turned Vampire without armor.”



“She what? And she’s still in one piece? You had armor and they still messed you the hells up. Mab’s tits, I got back as fast as I could, and I still miss everything.”



Mother chimed out, “I lost tracking on Ash right after you two emerged from the blacked-out sector under the blast door.”



She sounded, worried. I looked toward a camera as I stepped onto the balcony where my desk was. “What is it, Mother?”



“I… don’t understand how she is blocking my scans and sensors. I think she really is hacking my systems without leaving any trace. That’s a statistical impossibility.”



I offered as I took a seat in front of the desktop’s smart surface, “I think you mean improbable since it appears that she may be doing it. I can bring her in on unauthorized system intrusion, and computer cyber crimes if we can prove it.”



I got the impression of her shaking her head slowly as she seemed to ponder it. “No, because as she intoned, it would take another positronic core of a Worldship to be able to infiltrate my core like that. And even at that, it could take centuries to crack the quantum encoding even with all that power.”



A ping of recognition tickled my brain when she brought up a positronic core again. I knew I had heard it somewhere, but it was just out of my grasp. I asked as I pulled up Thase Tanda’s contact information, “Was your core the only one made? Were there planned for more Worldships? Or were any prototype cores built before you?”



I already knew the answer to the first part, since we were all taught as children of the thousand-year construction of the Leviathan, and how they virtually mined out the entire solar system and asteroid belt for the raw materials to build our World. There wouldn’t be enough materials to accomplish the task again even if they stripped the last of the raw materials from the rocky planets in the Sol system.



A heartbeat later there was the impression of a shrug in her tone as she shared, “I… am the prototype. It took centuries for them to modify my matrix before they could get the simulated neurons to start self-firing without external intervention. They tried to duplicate it for centuries after that, but determined it was a fluke that my core ever worked.”



Then she spoke from my smart surface. “They credited a Human synaptic modeling tech, Amanda Yates, back then for accidentally inputting the designated parameters wrong, which brought my cognitive core online. She resigned her position shortly after.”



Graz chirped out, “Umm… Yeah, that’s totally what happened.”



I made a show of locking her lips and throwing out the key. “You don’t have a clue what she’s talking about, you flying pest.”



She crossed her arms over her chest and harrumphed, keeping her lips tightly pressed together, then she made a little hop on the desk, her feet stomping down on the ping request icon for Thase. I had to smirk at the diminutive person, then looked out to see the Day Lights cycle down to night mode, causing the nebula and stars to glow even more brightly through the translucent sky glass of the ring.



If we had been high enough, we’d be able to see the complex honeycomb grid-work that held the massive, multilayered, clear armored panels of the sky with the unaided eye. Every fourth honeycomb in the central strips of the ring's torus, a Day Light, during the daytime and just one out of every ten Day Lights in night mode like this, casting a dim glow on the open rings below it. I never tired of seeing the miracle that was our World.



Mother sighed. “Thank you, Knith.”



Then the ping was answered as I knew it would be, though he slept like the dead, well he technically was, during daylight hours, he’d be waking up about now for his night job where the Day Lights wouldn’t hurt so much. Even the brighter stars in the nebulae were enough to affect Vampires, slowly burning their pale skin. This is why most of the Vampires on board usually lived and worked in the bulkheads, the furthest from the open ring areas as possible, or they wore dark hooded clothing and shaded glasses to filter out the ultraviolet at night.



His familiar voice droned out as he switched from audio to video mode, causing his face to project up from the surface of the desk in holographic mode, “What fresh hell am I in that I deserve a call from you, Enforcer Shade?”



He looked so much healthier and cleaned up since the first time we met, where he was in a back J-Buklkhead corridor, lapping up the spilled blood of a murder victim from the deck plates. He had been just one step from going completely feral like the Vampires I fought earlier. Since then he has cleaned up his act and has a respectable job and a Vampire roommate who helped him… detox, or whatever it would be called.



Now he looked like most Vampires, overly beautiful but pale. I would not have called him beautiful that first day, that’s for sure, but as I said, he cleaned up well.



“Hello to you too, Thase. What makes you think…”



“It’s you, Shade.”



Like that was a… well fine. But trouble doesn’t always ride in my wake.



I exhaled in defeat and said, “I need your help. I need to pick your brain about something.”



“And what might that be?”



“There’s a possible nest downring…”



His sharp intake of breath was an indicator of just how screwed we likely were since he didn’t need to breathe except to speak, or to look alive. After a second of indecision on his part, he just prompted as he nodded slowly, “What do you need?”



I laid it all out to him, “With the entire sector down there on emergency power and lighting, Mother is unable to determine the location of the ferals. We need to know the best way to locate where the nest may be and how to free any people they may have down there without exposing them to even more danger. What would their condition likely be?”



The man hissed between his teeth and asked for clarification, “Ferals, plural?”



Nodding I shared, “We were attacked by a minimum of ten, who were stronger and faster than any Vampires I’ve seen. My armor acoustically identified at least six or seven more approaching to join in what felt like a hunt.”



“Enforcers were able to…” He hesitated and then said, his expression changing to one of contained anger, “You killed them?”



I gave him a patient, plaintive look. “Of course not. I was the only Enforcer on site, three civilians assisted and we engaged them, delaying their approach. I identified them as some missing people we were down there looking for. They were newly turned.”



“And you’re still alive?” His expression took on that of recalling some long-repressed memory, “Uncontained re-borns can’t restrain their hunger, it is a driving need which consumes their rational thought. Without mature Vampires to restrain them and guide them through the initial phases of transition, they would drain their victims dry, leaving bodies in their wake.”



I shrugged. “They tried, they failed. Though we were quickly being overrun. Once word that the people in the section had been successfully evacuated, we retreated and sealed the area with the blast doors until we can regroup and send in a task force tomorrow to contain and capture them, and send in a search and rescue team to look for the other missing civilians.”



“They were alone, there was no…”



“There was a Vampire with them who was in control of himself, though he was deeper in the throes of feral blood-lust than you had been on our first meeting.”



“And he wasn’t restraining them? Preventing them from attacking?”



Shaking my head slowly, Graz blurted out, “What part of they were attacking don’t you get, you dumb Big?”



Ignoring her outburst the man said slowly in disbelief, “That’s unconscionable. He’s turning people and not containing them until they are in control of their hunger? That goes against everything our kind practices to keep from… well to be kept from being hunted to extinction. There have only ever been large groups of ferals like this two or three times in the history of Vampirism. Only once on board the Leviathan.”



“It is imperative for our kind to avoid this for the survival of our kind. Fae hunter-killer squads were organized back on old Earth when it occurred, and too many Humans were dying or being turned, making people aware of the preternatural world they worked so hard to keep mankind unaware of. And they executed raids on the uprisings to keep the other races in the shadows.”



I offered, “The Summer Maiden was with me. Someone she cares for is among the missing.”



He sounded haunted and resigned as he half whispered, “So it will end in another slaughter of my kind…”



“No, as I said, the Brigade is mobilizing and will capture and detain the ferals. Nobody needs to die… again. We aren’t doom troopers. Our creed is to protect ‘all’ citizens, even from themselves, regardless of what side of the law they fall on. Lethal force is always a last resort. Even in this case, especially since the aggressors are innocent victims in all of this. Except for the elder Vampire, who likely started this whole mess.”



Graz muttered, “I say just drag ‘em all out under the Day-Lights and adios to the Fairy humping dead meat. The leaches creep me the hells out.” Then she put on a forced smile, saying to Thase, “No offense, but when we met you, you were lapping up spilled blood of a murder victim off the deck plates.”



Thase’s hologram just turned at me with a look that said, ‘See what we deal with every day?’. Then he added slowly, “The blast doors won’t keep them in long. If they breech containment, it could get very, very bad.”



I affirmed, “Which is why my team is going to move in simultaneously to locate the nest, bring any survivors to safety, and hold the nest until the rest of the breaching team can sweep the sector and arrive. I just need some insight from you as to what to look for, and what to expect when we find the victims.”



He exhaled and looked to be weighing his answer before saying hesitantly, “If the elder Vampire of the brood took out the sensor relays, you’ll likely not find the nest. There are nooks and crannies within the walls and corridors of the lower bulkheads which would take weeks to clear.”



The man looked sheepish when he shared, “When I was on the brink, for two weeks I slept my days in a storage locker behind the corridor walls in Bulkhead-J where you found me. I was awoken by the screaming of the Woodling and I called it in, then couldn’t resist the call of the blood.”



“We don’t have the luxury of a weeks-long search, Tanda. Why are you acting so nervous?”



The man looked to be self-chastising as he closed his eyes, shaking his head slightly while his shoulders slumped. “I’ll go with you. I’ll be able to smell the blood if they are using the missing people’s blood as sustenance.”



My eyes widened, the man’s disposition was akin to a recovering addict, and he has just straightened his life out again the past few years since I met him. Going into a blood-rich environment would take all his self-control to stop him from backsliding again. But just like back then, when Thase called for help for the Woodling who Lord Sindri had performed an illegal organ harvest on and left him to die in the back corridors, he was trying to do the right thing here too.



Graz buzzed in front of me, placing her fists on her hips as she looked at the Vampire as she hovered in front of the projection, her wings a vibrating blur. “That’s a load of Fairy crap. I was down there and I couldn’t smell any blood, there’s too many chemicals, grease, and sweaty unwashed humans living down there in the homeless camp.”



Thase cocked a brow. “As inhumanly good Fae and…” He nudged his chin toward the Greater Sprite, “...Lesser Fae’s sense of smell is, Vampires’ is an order of magnitude more sensitive to the scent of blood. We can locate blood even through walls and bulkheads. I once smelled the blood of a mouse who had been caught in a trap in Bulkhead-E when I was working pest control duty in Bulkhead-G for extra chit to buy…”



I pinched the bridge of my nose, knowing why he stopped, “You realize that procuring blood outside of your daily stipend from the blood banks is illegal, don’t you, man?”



He grinned. “I don’t recall admitting I did, Enforcer Shade. And besides, it was years ago when it allegedly occurred. I’m still in the counseling program you helped me into, and I’ve control over the hunger.”



Then he sobered and said, “I’ll help you locate the missing souls, those not seeking the turn do not need to be subjected to the unending hunger if they are turned on accident by newlings who have no self-control. That elder Vampire should have prevented it… and should never have turned anyone against their will, especially outside of a master brood where the newlings could be controlled until they could gain control over their bloodlust.”



I studied the man who was now wringing his hands. Then I said, “Are you sure? We’ll have Lieutenant Gemma Harper on the pacification team. She could be retasked to the recovery team if it is too… difficult for you to…”



“I appreciate the concern, Knith. But I will be fine. I’m in control of my impulses, and I can help.”



Exhaling slowly, I nodded once. “Ok, I’ll update the command team. I’ll send you details.” I paused and added, “It will be daytime. Will you be awake? The Day-Lights will be on.”



“I’m over five thousand years old, Shade, I didn’t survive this long on accident.”



“Ok, ok. Just checking. We’ll see you in the morning, and Thase?”



“Yes?”



“Thank you.”





Chapter 8 – Research



After closing the connection, I sat there, contemplating Vampires. Mother was helpfully showing Thase’s information on the smart surface of my desk. I hadn’t known that like Gemma, he had been turned back on old Earth before Exodus.



With that thought, a roster of the one hundred and fifty-three Vampires on board was displayed. Fully two-thirds of them were turned before the construction of the Leviathan. That left the forty-seven who were either voluntarily turned on the Worldship during our journey to our new planet, or were victims who survived but were turned during the first Necro-Feeding Ground incident.



Space me now, it was still beyond my understanding why someone would choose to live the life of a Vampire, being forever apart from others, living only half a life away from the light, in the back corridors, just for more years of well, un-life. But like anything else, we shouldn’t judge people for choices we don’t personally understand as that path leads to chaos, prejudice, and bigotry which never ends well.



If anything, the Leviathan has shown us all that by embracing all of our differences can we survive and become greater than the sum of our parts. We’re just one weird and wonderful, dysfunctional family.



A knock on the door of the balcony had me turning to see Caity standing there, arms crossed over her chest and tapping her toe expectantly. I smirked at just how much like my Aurora that was when my wife was exasperated with me working at home. “Coming, sweetie.”



I stood as my armor bled off of me into stowage mode, forming a case beside my desk. I asked her as I stepped back inside, “Do I get time to change into some civvies before joining you?”



She smirked. “Yes, Mom.” Then she pinched her nose as she crinkled it. “And to clean up.”



I shoved her lightly, causing her to giggle as we separated, with her, Twinkle, and Graz heading down to where the scintillating aroma of foodstuffs wafted up from, and me to my and Rory’s sleeping chamber.



When I got into the shower, I staggered, placing a hand on the stall while heat pulsed through me, my skin glowing a faint yellowish red from within for a moment. I stifled a gasp which would have had Aurora, with her Fae hearing, dashing up to check on me. I shook it off, knowing it would pass as quickly as it came.



Mother, however, was not concerned who heard as she said from the coms panel at the door, “I’m reading an elevated energy signature, and your vitals peaked momentarily, Knith, did it occur again?”



I wiped the water off the smart surface of the shower, and it mirrorized as I stared into my reflection, the curse marks on my lips from the Summer and Winter Queens noticeably dimmed as my eyes refocused. I winced at what was coming, Rory was already lightly knocking on the bathroom door, “Knith?” Thanks a lot, Mother, now she was going to fret.



“I’m fine, love. I’ll be down in a minute to eat.”



I could sense the magic that emanated from her not moving for a few long seconds before it started receding as she turned and went back downstairs. I looked down at my hands and clenched my fists, testing my grip. Just like the other times, I felt fine now, with no side effects of whatever has been going on with me the past few weeks.



I’ve started these seemingly random flares of power that seemed to permeate me, while disorienting, seemed to have no detrimental effect on me. Rory, Caitlyn, and Mother all harassed me to go to Brigade Medical to get full scans and exams. But medical found nothing out of normal, commenting only on how the only inconsistency with my scans is that my physical stats were possibly too normal. “Like an ideal specimen of the species,” as Doctor K’Sel said, unaware I was a genetically engineered Human.



But as the incidents have been coming more rapidly of late, and the curse marks from the Queens seemed to diminish with each episode, Rory surmised it may have something to do with long-term exposure to Fae magic from those same curse marks. But even after Mab and Titania agreed to let the marks fade without reinforcing them for two weeks, the incidents continued to occur, and none of their magics could find anything wrong with me, nor a source of any energy other than the natural electric field generated by every living being.



Cait even went as far as posing the question to the artifacts in the Ka’Infinitum, the fragments of the Forge of Creation itself. But as always, they were cryptic in their response, giving the impression of “all is as it should be”. Caitlyn, her entire being fused with one of the fragments, Chip as we called the grain-sized artifact, could communicate non-verbally with them closer to their level as they didn’t really ‘speak’ as it were, but that was all she could glean from them.



So our only course of action is just to wait to see if the episodes clear themselves up given time since I suffered no ill physical effects from them. I looked up into the gently falling water from the shower head and wiped my hands over my face and back through my hair, re-centering my thoughts on the upcoming confrontation with the most dangerous predators on the World tomorrow. When had my life become so complicated?



I chuckled and shrugged and washed up, then changed into some civvies and headed down to eat with my family.



Looking around when the voices fell silent as I arrived downstairs, I huffed out, “I’m fine. Let’s eat, I have some research to do before bed tonight.” Then the ever-growing fleet of Sprites, Pixies, and Fairies who have been nesting here at the Nursery of House Shade burst into the air above the copious amounts of food on the tables in a cacophony of little voices and daring acrobatic displays of colorful sparkling dust, to spear grapes off a bunch in the center of the spread.



I had to chuckle as Graz buzzed out to make order out of the chaos, when Twinkle whistled shrilly from Cait’s shoulder and clapped her little hands three times, calling out, “Decorum, people. We’re not Bohemians here.” They all paused mid-flight, and most looked sheepish as they zipped into the organized lines Twinkle had them organize into when the wee folk ate with us. All the mini squatters looked to her as their defacto leader as she helped my daughter command the Wild Hunt in the Battle of the Trunk where the Wee Folk showed the rest of the World what they were truly capable of.



“Fleep, no… bad! Don’t eat your shoe. Glimmer, do something or the silly Fairy is going to get it stuck in her throat again. And Calay, stop right there… no strawberries! You don’t need to get drunk around the others, especially the Fairies as they’d likely think it a fun game.”



Graz froze, with her mouth open to take a huge bite from one of the big strawberries which were almost as big as she was. I hadn’t even noticed she had diverted course when her daughter took over the chaos.



“Hey, who’s the parent here?”



“If you’re going to act like a fledgling, then…” She called out to the corner where Mitzy and Remus were, “Mom, Dad, do something about your ill-mannered spouse.”



“On it, sweetheart.”



She grinned like a loon and crinkled her nose cutely at Graz, who just deflated, “Son of a goblin spawn. Are you sure we’re related?” Then she zipped through the air in a flash to kiss Twinkle on the nose, then a giggling Caity on her cheek. “Fine.” Then she was off like a glowing, golden arrow toward the honey pot.



I had to chuckle at their antics. I have a weird family. Pausing, I thought on that, really the wee folk who were infiltrating my home were no different than the Outcasts in the Underside. And even though I liked to bluster and make noise about it, I felt fiercely protective of them all, because I did see them as my growing family.



Well, maybe not the Fairy who was now sticking his head into the jar of grape jelly like he was bobbing for apples or something, Twinkle buzzing over to pull him out before he suffocated… Mab’s tits, Fairies are stupid.



But I did gain some more insight as to how Ash must feel about the group she seemed to care for downring. Speaking of… I made a mental note to find out more information about the woman and investigate if she is infiltrating Mother’s core systems somehow, as impossible as that may be. And why there isn’t more than just cursory information about her and her family line here on the World.



Then there was what she did standing toe to toe with that Vampire. Sure she took some physical damage, but it didn’t stop her. Maybe I should have Mother get a warrant or subpoena for medical admission records since Ash would certainly have to be admitted into one of the medical bays to address that damage. Unless of course she somehow had access to a medical pod like the rich preternaturals on board had, but one of those cost as much to run as the GDP of some of the D-Rings.



“Mom, you’re thinking about work again. Eat.”



“Sorry, baby girl.”



“Mooom.”



I grinned at how much she sounded like a put-upon teenager whenever someone doted on her.



Rory was grinning too as we all partook of the generous bounty the Palace kitchens sent over for us before the wee folk decimated the entire spread. The Pixies were defending a loaf of bread by buzz-bombing the others in that unnerving synchronicity they had with the hive mind each group or family of Pixies had.



I leaned over to whisper to her though I knew everyone present would hear, “When did we become the bastion for stragglers in the wee folk community?”



Twinkle zipped up from where Caity was sharing some cheese with her, and over to sit on my shoulder to confide, “All know that House Shade is neutral ground, and the Court of Nobody are friends to the wee folk and other Lesser Fae. And they look up to my Caitlyn, as she commanded the Wild Hunt which included them to contribute to the safety of all aboard our World. She gave them a sense of purpose.”



Mother said with a sigh, “Not to mention they have all heard that Graz’s clutch has been squatting at your place for years now and you still haven’t kicked them to the curb, Knith.”



Graz made an affirmative pointing gesture with her free hand as she licked thick drops of honey off of her blade, mumbling around a mouthful of the golden nectar, “There is that.”



Ah.



It was a wonder, this found family of ours, and I relaxed and just enjoyed as we laughed and shared as we ate our meal. Noting that besides me and the Sprites, only Cait partook of the meats, reminding me that most Fae are vegetarian, with my daughter being the exception of the Greater Fae due to her half-human side. I’ve seen other Greater Fae look almost shocked when she would eat a good roast beef sandwich during lunch breaks when she is moderating negotiations between the Divided Courts and the smaller courts of the Siubhail. It was a little entertaining, to say the least.



This was a stark contrast to the Elves, who were omnivorous like Humans and a few of the other preternatural races. The surprising one for me was that the platypus, which I only just recently learned were aquatic Fae, were exclusively carnivorous… who knew?



I paused at that thought and looked around, glad I didn’t have my Scatter Armor on where Mother could read my surface thoughts, else she’d be assuring me, “I did,” while informing the others who all likely knew too, of my surprise.



“You’re smirking, my Knith.”



I just winked at my bride, causing her cheeks to lightly blush lavender. I shrugged. “Just thinking about family.”



After the meal, the girls went out to sit by the lake, and Rory gave me a peck on the lips, “I’m going to work on my art for a while, I can see your wheels spinning, and I know I won’t have you all to myself until whatever is rolling around in your head is satisfied.”



“I’m sorry, love.”



She smiled fondly and virtually drifted past me, letting go of my hand as the distance between us got too great. I called after her, “When do I get to see it? You’ve been working on it for months.”



“When it is ready, Knith Shade of Beta-Stack A.”



I watched her go, admiring her form. The problem with living the virtually eternal lives of the immortals is that it is easy to become bored when you’ve mastered so many disciplines over time. It was doubly so for the Greater Fae since they had their genetic memory, which made learning skills new to an individual infinitely easier if one of their predecessors had possessed that skill. A Greater Fae would be able to access the memories when needed, which precluded the thrill of discovery or satisfaction of learning a skill on their own.



This is one of the main reasons, besides helping others, that Rory pursued the medical field to work on the Fae reproduction problem. Her mother, Queen Mab, did not possess medical knowledge, so it was a skill Aurora had learned on her own, no shortcuts. She learned she was quite proficient at it and found it was a calling for her, with the pride of knowing she became top of her field on her own merits.



The past few months she has become restless, given that the reason for the Greater Fae’s infertility has been discovered, so there was no need for her research anymore. It was up to the endless negotiations, arbitrated by my daughter, between the Greater Fae and the artifacts in the Ka’Infinitum who were the cause of infertility now.



She discovered art and was endlessly pleased that she was quite bad at it, like me. It gave her a new outlet to dedicate time to. And over the months she has become quite accomplished, learning on her own to improve her art since Mab didn’t have artistic experience, though Mab’s appreciation for art and her seemingly endless knowledge of the masterworks over the eons made her quite the aficionado.



Rory discovered a love for working with clay and has been working on a sculpture for quite a while now which she won’t even let Caitlyn see. The only person who has seen it is Mother of course, but she is tight-lipped about it. Can a computer AI be tight-lipped?



She slipped into her studio, after shooting me one last heated look which did all sorts of delicious things to my anatomy. Then I sighed and turned to make my way back to my office to do some research of my own to prepare for the coming day and the likely violence which would accompany it.



I sat at my terminal and absently looked out over the lake. With the Day-Lights extinguished, the waters shimmered in the glow of the nebula we were passing by in the darkness of night. I tapped my lips as I contemplated which of the many avenues of research I had to follow before the mission could continue in the morning.



Exhaling as I thought of the strained look on Isabella’s face after we were forced to retreat behind the blast doors earlier. That had me settling on arming myself with knowledge about the unsavory possible situations we could be confronting tomorrow since we still didn’t know the disposition of Doctor Harrison.



“Mother, display all information about Vampires in the database please.”



“Yes, Knith. What are you thinking?”



Smiling at the pulsing red eye of a camera in the smart surface, I shrugged and prompted, “I’m thinking I need to get some answers to some uncomfortable questions. Can you find any entries about the turning of a subject via the Vampiric Globulin-pectus pathogen? Specifically, what it takes to begin the change, and which races may be susceptible to it besides Humans?”



She asked carefully as data bloomed on the smart surface of my desk, “Why are you asking that, Knith? You know that only humans are affected by the pathogen.”



Nodding slowly, I voiced the concern niggling at the back of my mind. “Yes… Humans. But what about people who have partially Human blood in their veins? Like…” I pause then just said, “Like Halflings? Like Doctor Harrison? I know Elves are immune to the necro-stasis virus that creates the undead, but she’s not fully Elf.”



The thought that Caitlyn had some Human blood in her veins too, came unbidden and had me squirming a little from the possible threat feral Vampires had to my girl.



She said in a quiet voice, making me know she had likely thought of the ramifications I was hedging about too, “I don’t know. That information is not in the database.”



I needed to speak with Thase before we joined the teams in the morning about this very question. To hopefully alleviate any concern, or to arm the Summer Maiden about any possibilities before we started our recovery sweep.



Graz buzzed out from a vent somewhere on the Balcony to gently alight on my shoulder, wings buzzing almost imperceptibly. I glanced down at her as she narrowed her eyes at the data too, likely guessing my concerns as she took it all in.



She mumbled, “All the squatters followed the girls out to the lake, Mitzy and Remus went with them to herd them and keep them out of Caity and Twinkle’s way.”



I nodded and smiled softly. Since the girls finally announced to us that they were courting, the first coupling of a wee folk and a Big, Graz’ mates have been running interference for them so that they could have a semblance of privacy and alone time whenever they could steal a moment.



I thought it sweet that my tiny flying sidekick’s mates in their tri-sex species slipped easily into a sort of pseudo-parenting role over the ever-growing group of Lesser Fae who were migrating to the grounds of the Nursery here. They slipped into the role seamlessly, most of their clutch having flown off recently to strike out on their own on the World.



They were natural-born parents and I knew they missed their children greatly. So this gave them a good channel for all that pent-up parenting energy. Graz’s wings fluttered absently, and I could see the same melancholy sadness in her eyes. I knew she missed her family too, but she put up a good front by being aloof about it.



She looked up at me, then did a double take and gave me a sheepish shrug. I turned back to the console, “Ok, let’s get cracking.” Then I added, “Mother?”



With that, music from the archaeological archive filled the space at a low volume so I could concentrate on the data. It was a song by a band called Queen, named Who Wants to Live Forever. I cocked a brow at her choice. Appropriate as ever.





Chapter 9 – Sweep



I stalked along the line of Enforcers, noting I was the only Human in the ranks since we were facing off against Vampires so only preternatural Enforcers who were in no danger of being turned and less likely to be glamoured or mesmerized were assigned to the teams. I’m sure big brass was reticent to allow me to be on the recovery team, me being among the favorite snacks of the undead, but at the Summer Maiden’s insistence, and the fact I was the head of the FABLE office, here I was.



I glanced at Thase, who everyone was giving a wide berth, eyeing him with suspicion. At least he was here, the same couldn't be said for Isabella. You would have thought nothing would have kept her away, with her obvious concern for Phoebe. And Mother couldn’t locate her, indicating she was likely in the Summer Palace of Verd’Real since Mother couldn’t scan the palaces of the Divided Courts without permission.



The woman wasn’t answering any of my communication pings either. I kept glancing at the massive blast door ahead of us nervously. Knowing Mother still hasn’t been able to repair the sensor and coms relay stations the Vampires had torn up the prior day. Any maintenance drones she sends in get demolished by the rampaging feral Vamps before they can even assess the damage.



I was getting an uneasy feeling that the princess might not be in the palace after all. I knew concern for a loved one can cloud someone’s judgment and have them doing brash things which were out of character in times like this.



Thase looked nervous, wringing his hands as he shifted from foot to foot, his eyes trained on the blast door. I prompted, “You’re sure?”



He turned toward me, his face covered like the rest of him in black material that blocked out ultraviolet light and radiation, his eyes rolling behind the UV-shielded goggles. “Yes, I told you that I did not know. Like Fae blood, Elf blood gives us a fleeting but powerful power boost, though it gives us no sustenance, so it is not something my kind seeks out.” He still looked as if he was nervous he could be burned alive by the Day Lights.



Graz prompted helpfully, not, “Oh, I got it. Like empty calories.”



The man pondered that. “In the most general sense, an apt analogy, Master Sprite.” before turning back to me. “I’ve not heard of one of my kin feasting upon a Halfling before. An intriguing question to be sure, though if the proper enzymes which only Humans can produce are present in the blood…” He left the possibility open, like the last time I asked fifteen minutes ago when we were down in the conference room of my home, where Caitlyn mediates negotiations between the Divided Courts and the Siubhail in her role as the Shepherd of the Ka’Infinitum.



In the morning Rory, Cait, and I stood by the small arched wooden door with its wrought iron hinges and knob on the exterior wall, where once a simple mundane wooden door exited the Nursery and out onto a path into the forest and down to the lake. If anyone but Caitlyn opens the door, without her imbuing it with her magics, it simply does lead to the outside like the original door did. 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 a trickle of her Fae magic, she found she could go virtually anywhere with it. King Oberon, Mac, calls it a ‘lensing portal’.



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 a 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.



And as I intoned, the only more impressive piece of Fae magic is Queen Titania's teleportation ability.



Caity grinned when I pinged Thase. He answered after a long pause, making me believe he was having second thoughts about this. “Shade.”



“Are you at the corridor junction Epsilon fourteen, F-Bulkhead, Tanda?”



“Yes… I still don’t get why you needed me here instead of downring in D where the ferals are.”



“Hold that thought.” I nodded once at my daughter. She nodded back and then blinked, her eyes unfocused as the amulet fused to her chest pulsed red with her heartbeat. Then with slight strain on Caity’s face, she reached out, turned the knob, and opened the door. I could see the corridor in the bulkheads of the C-Ring through the doorway, with a stunned-looking Thase Tanda, just staring gape jawed at us. It was still a little disconcerting for me to not see the path into the forest to the lake through the doorway.



Thase dressed all in black, hissed as the skin on his face started to smoke. He quickly wrapped it with what I knew to be UV-resistant cloth, pulling filtered goggles over his eyes, and stepped up to the doorway trepidatiously.



I knew from his side, it simply looked like an arched doorway suspended in the corridor. He experimentally reached his hand through, then pulled it back, took a deep breath he didn’t need and he stepped through to us.



Before the man could say anything, Cait closed the door, then the momentary strain showed on her face as the amulet pulsed red and she reopened it, revealing a hectic corridor near the sealed blast door, Brigade enforcers hustling about the deck, forming up strike teams.



I reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “Thanks, baby girl.” She blushed as I kissed her cheek, then leaned over to give Rory a peck on the lips. “See you ladies tonight. I’ll take you out for dinner.”



Aurora grinned and prompted, “Stacks?”



“Yes, woman, we’ll go to Stacks. Breakfast for dinner it is.”



“Be careful, my Knith. Graz, make sure she doesn’t do anything monumentally stupid?”



Graz buzzed her wings and gave her an affirmative. “I’m on it, Highness… but she lacks a sense of self-preservation.”



“Hey, you two.”



Caity was grinning and sharing a look with Twinkle on her shoulder before piling on, “Be careful for once, Mom. See you tonight. Love you.” Then she prompted, “You three best be off, I still have to portal Mother to her lab after this.”



I stepped through, assuring them both, “Love you ladies too.” Then I had to reach back to yank Thase through the doorway with me, and straight into a group of shocked Enforcers.



The door closed behind us and just winked out of existence, and I asked the two goblins who were checking each other’s Scatter Armor, “What, haven’t you ever seen people step out of thin air before?”



One shook his head, while the female rubbed her beard then narrowed her eyes at Thase, likely putting two and two together and she was suddenly on guard. She probably smelled the necrotic flesh which I couldn’t smell, marking him as an undead.



“Stand down, private, he’s with us.”



The coordinating commander caught sight of us and clopped on over, his hooves not steady on the deck in the low gravity of the D-Ring. He huffed out as he sidled a little, “Nice of you to join us, Captain… thought you were going to be a no-show when you missed the last transport shuttle from HQ for the mission. I was just briefing Lieutenant McCreedy to command the search and rescue portion of the mission.”



“Commander.”



Then I looked between him and Thase, whose body language looked as if he were seconds from bolting. The Commander’s eyes widened when he realized he was looking at a Vampire. He looked at me, cocking a brow. It wasn’t lost on me that his left hand moved slightly to rest on top of his MMG holster.



I held a halting hand out, “This is Thase Tanda, from Beta-C. I was coordinating with him this morning, which is why I obtained my own transportation. He’s agreed to work as a special consultant on my S&R team. We’re confident he’ll be able to lead us to where the missing citizens are being held. It will save valuable time for the victims.”



The man looked dubiously at us, crossing his heavily muscled arms over his broad chest, his tail lashing in annoyance. “And how, pray tell, is Mr. Tanda going to do this?”



Before I could speak, Thase, inhaled and turned his head up toward the Centaur. “You nicked yourself shaving this morning, didn’t you, Commander?”



The big man went pale, his hand absently going to his neck where he likely cut himself shaving. It was healed already with a Centaur’s hyper-charged metabolism, but Thase could still smell the blood from hours before.



I offered, “A Vampire’s olfactory receptors are keyed to blood, and they can smell it even through bulkheads. Add to that that he is, obviously, a Vampire himself and he knows how they think, and can provide unique insights as to where a feral most likely would nest. He has a particular skillset ideal for this situation.”



“It is a civilian.”



“Yes, ‘he’ is.” Then I said to him, low enough for my voice not to be carried in the bustling activity around us. “He’s not some sort of creature, he’s a person like you or me.”



The Commander huffed, eyes narrowing that a junior officer like me would call him out on his bigotry. He seemed to weigh his response, then exhaled and turned to Thase. “No slight was intended, Mr. Tanda.”



“Yes, there was, but it is understandable, Commander. Not many can fathom our choice to undergo the metamorphosis. The negative aspects of the change are the trade-off for a longer lifetime. Sometimes we second guess our choice at times…” He trailed off, his voice distant at the last, likely remembering his own time being on the brink of going feral himself before being brought back from the brink.



Then he straightened and gave the impression of a smile behind the UV filter cloth as he shrugged. “But blood pumps through our veins just like everyone else.”



Commander Rogan’s brows furrowed. “Your heart doesn’t beat, so how does blood circulate?”



“Ah, a common misconception. Our hearts still beat, just once every minute or so to pump the sustenance of fresh blood intake to energize our cells. But as it isn’t measurable in the context of any other living organism, we’ve been saddled with the undead slur.”



I didn’t know that, I stood taller. Was undead a slur? I was feeling a little sheepish just then, being guilty of thinking in those terms myself. I was quickly realizing the more I learned about Vampires, the more I didn’t know.



Then he added, “But when we feed… at the first taste of blood, our metabolism speeds up, our heart beating faster, making us feel… alive. Spreading the sustenance and power to our cells at a much more rapid pace. It is why we can put on unimaginable speed bursts, which you call blurring, and doubles our strength to near Fae levels for a short period. It is that temptation that we have to control, lest we go feral.”



Rogan nodded slowly, not liking it but understanding more now, just like me. He just turned and started clopping away, calling back. “We’re ready for our pacification sweep, and raise the blast doors in five. Your team is assembling there. Next time clear this with HQ. Undersecretary Zauh is going to shit Fairy bricks when she catches wind of this. Don’t expect the Brigade to pay Mr. Tanda’s consulting fee, I’m not signing off on it and have the Undersecretary come down on me for ‘frivolous’ spending.”



I had already thought of that and was prepared to pay the chits out of my meager salary… I didn’t need it as the coffers of House Shade were immense now, with far too many zeros for my comforts as Aurora, being the Winter Maiden, had immeasurably immense finances, and the palace, Ha’Real provided everything we needed since she was a princess of the Winter Court… and I was technically as well, though it made me feel squeamish.



Before I could voice it Thase came to a stop and turned back to Rogan, sounding genuinely wounded as he prompted, “You think I would seek remuneration when I can lend what aid I can for people in need of help? I’m volunteering what little I can contribute to the recovery efforts.”



The commander turned back, still moving to the front of the pacification unit lines, his nostrils flared as he narrowed his eyes before his brow furrowed. Then without a word, he turned to his team. “Alright, we’re a go in ninety seconds, everyone. Keep your heads and ears on a swivel people, the micro-drones we sent in were intercepted and destroyed, we’re going in blind. Remember these crea…”



He pause and glanced back at us again and rephrased. “These people can be as dangerous as a Greater Fae if they’ve fed recently. So MMGs on full discharge, and don’t pull your punches.”



Thase and I exchanged a look then moved to the small, fast strike group as I mentally asked Mother to try pinging the Summer Maiden one last time.



I almost jumped out of my skin when Beta said from right beside me, “I’m still unable to contact her and I cannot ascertain her location at this time. I’m having problems allocating a Ready Squadron asset to do a magitech quantum scan. But she is likely in Verd’Real if my internal sensors can’t find her.”



“Oberon’s Balls, woman. Don’t sneak up on a girl like that.” I looked her up and down, seeing all the damage wrought upon her the prior day had been repaired, and she looked flawless, like the Greater Fae, which she modeled her Beta Avatar after, only with rich, dark red hair. Then my brow furrowed as I prompted, “What do you mean you’re having problems allocating Ready Squadron assistance?”



She huffed, looking so alive and frustrated at the moment. “I mean, Undersecretary Zauh has changed the asset appropriation process to a convoluted mess. Requiring requisitions for inter-departmental cooperation requests between the two services, and all requests have to go across her desk personally for consideration.”



What? That… was asinine. I prompted, “What about in emergencies?” Thinking about the times Ready Squadron was called upon to save my impulsive ass at times.



Graz, who seemed amused at the interactions between us… ‘Bigs’, chuckled as she zipped up to land on Beta’s shoulder. “Looks like you better not get yourself spaced again, Knith, you’d be a Brigade ice cube before they sent the kitty cat out to save your big dumb ass.”



She was referring to my ex, Commander Myra Udriel, the number one pilot of Ready Squadron.



Then Graz whistled. “Does the government have Fairy shit for brains or something? Since when is defense and protection a game of chits and balances? At least us Wee Folk can’t be blamed for voting any of the government in since we aren’t allowed.”



I agreed with her on this. It was going to take someone getting hurt or killed for the stingy chit counters to re-think their credit coveting stinginess, and loosen the reins to allow us breathing room to work. I paused in my thinking and prompted, “Wait, the wee folk aren’t allowed to vote?”



She almost hissed out, dust sifting in agitation, “No, we’re not considered people, just like we aren’t provided quarters like you Bigs, they expect us to nest out in the forests or green spaces of the Stacks like animals… well Fairies are about that dumb, but not the rest of us. It’s the same as us only getting partial meal ration cards.”



Why was I just learning this now? I should have asked these questions when Graz and her family first started squatting in my nightstand back in the Brigade barracks years back. Mother made a hmm sound in my head like she was just realizing this as well.



I supplied as I shook my head slowly at the news. “But you’re citizens like everyone else. You’re all on the ship’s roster.”



“You’re one of the few Bigs who see us that way, Knith. I mean, you saw it at Zero Ball, where three wee folk equals one player. That’s how the rest of the Bigs see us, as something… less than.” She said the last with venom and a sour look on her face.



“I thought it was because the wee folk are so small, not because you’re considered ‘less than’. Hells, without them, the Leviathan would have been lost to the octo-spiders, and none of us would be here now.”



“Exactly… hey, did you just call me little?”



“Just calm your minuscule ass, woman. We have to focus here.”



She put her hand beside her mouth to stage whisper behind it, “She’s got a weird fixation with my ass.” Then she did a double take, seeing she said it to Thase instead of Beta, and with a little, “Eeek!” she zipped to my other shoulder, shuddering.



Just then a warning pinging and blue light strobing went off in my peripheral. The Commander was on coms, “Ok boys and girls, look sharp. Able Team, clear a path for Bravo Team. The coms relays are all disabled inside so teams will lose connection in our separate sweeps. Team Able keeps the bloodsuckers busy as Team Bravo scouts for the nest. Happy hunting all. Raise the blast doors!”



I looked at my team, nodded to them all, and said, “Everyone, form up on Beta and me. Those of you with the capability, reconfigure your SAs to EVA mode, it will give you more protection if we run into hostiles. Graz has lead.”



Someone behind me asked in confusion, “The Sprite?”



I turned to look at our small team and cocked a brow. “Unless any of you can emit UV light from your body to fry a Vampire, then by all means, take point.”



The gangly, hunched Gremlin spoke softer, more unsure of themselves, “We’ve got UV grenades?” It was a half-question.



I sighed heavily. “Those are our people in there, they didn’t choose this to happen to them. Keep the pins in those grenades, no lethal measures, period. Do I make myself clear?”



They chimed out together, “Yes sir!”



Then I did a double take, there was a Gnome in a white coat and a datapad in her hands, looking like some sort of office worker or number cruncher. Data scrolled in my vision, not showing a Gnome on the roster.



I started to ask, “Who are…” when with a rumbling and protesting of metal alloys and ceramic, the blast door started moving.



Mother’s voice was in my head as I readied a cold iron baton and an MMG, the team falling in behind me. “That is Harriet Perigranarious Thermin, Undersecretary Zauh sent her to evaluate the effectiveness of FABLE in this rescue attempt.”



What?! Fuck me sideways and space me naked, that Aasrai was going to be a thorn in my side from now on, wasn’t she?



The door groaned more, shrieking and tearing of materials showed the newling Vampires had virtually clawed their way through the blast door, which was rated for high-velocity meteoroid strikes. Oberon’s balls!



Enforcers charged in, UV strobes flashing, MMGs firing, Vampires hissing. And a ten count later, I nodded once, my visor snicking into place and Graz shot forward in a streak of gold light and sparkling dust, us charging after her in the opposite direction Able Team took.





Chapter 10 – Nest



It was utter chaos. I looked behind us in my three hundred-and-sixty-degree view of my heads-up display, and my breath caught when I saw the deck, and bulkhead around the blast door looked as if wild animals had torn it up as if trying to dig through the massive barrier keeping them from the thing they craved most as newling Vampires freshly turned. And, they had virtually made it through the structural frame channels of the door, to get around it. Another hour or two delay and we would have been facing them outside the sealed sector.



The door rumbled and screeched, dragging across the damaged sections, sparks flying as it boomed back into place, sealing us in with the threat. I was spinning my MMG firing at a Vampire as she dropped silently from above, the magic mitigating blast of magitech-boosted power struck her mid-leap, sending her spinning away from her intended target.



Just like any predator on the hunt, the raven-haired woman with the disturbingly black eyes was going for the perceived weakest of our group.



Harriet Perigranarious Thermin squeaked in alarm at almost becoming a light snack and backpedaled. Before the Vampire struck the deck plates, Thase blurred and caught the stunned newling by the throat with one hand, hissed into her face, and tossed her forward to Beta who caught the Vampire’s wrist as the woman screeched in rage as she started to shake off the full power MMG blast already.



With a thunderous boom and crack, Beta slammed the Vamp down on the deck in front of me, actually bending the cerama-steel grid. I knelt as I slapped a mag-band on her arm and said quickly, “Lockdown.” With the thrum of power, the woman’s arm slammed down onto the deck. I shuddered as we all backed off and I heard the crinkling of bones mending.



Her shrieking was reaching a crescendo so I pulled my other MMG and shot her point-blank. She convulsed as the power rippled through her and her eyes rolled back in her head and she fell unconscious.



We just started forward again when Graz backtracked to see what was delaying us, I turned back when the Gnome just stood there, swallowing, looking at the unconscious Vampire. “You coming or not, Har? We need to move fast and silent.”



This snapped her out of it as she hissed out while she marched imperiously past the Vamp, “That’s Harriet Perigranarious Thermin.” She typed something on her pad as she shook her head in disappointment. Gnomes are very touchy about people not using their full given name and took offense if you didn’t use it, just ask Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth.



Harriet squeaked again and dodged around an absently grabbing claw-like hand from the unconscious Vampire. I barely contained a snort of amusement… civilians didn’t need to be anywhere near this, and this one just marched blindly in without any combat training.



I very much doubted a Vampire could sink their fangs into a Gnome anyway. Since their race famously worked miles beneath the Earth’s surface under unimaginable heat and pressure. So it would be like trying to sink their fangs into living stone.



The others in the group weren’t as controlled, and there were some snickers and snorts from the other three Brigade Enforcers. Which just drew a scowl from the diminutive woman and she quickly typed something on her pad. All the humor drained from me and I just said as I started to jog after Graz, “Stay tight with the group, Harriet Perigranarious Thermin, and keep out of arm’s reach of any newlings.”



She huffed again, her stubby legs churning to keep up with us.



I looked between Tanda and Beta as we progressed, Thase taking the lead as he inhaled deeply, taking in the scents around us. They had worked together seamlessly like they had practiced that.



I felt the little hairs on my arms prickle and stand on end, I whispered on our group coms, “Feel that everyone?” I was answered by nods, and grunts in the affirmative by everyone but Beta and Harriet. So I said to them, “We’re being watched, followed.”



My Scatter Armor wasn't tracking any movement using internal scanners since we couldn’t connect to the main systems. I looked at the third signal relay junction box we passed which was torn open and the circuits inside shredded.



Thase glanced back at me and cut down a cross corridor to head anti-rotation, the opposite way Graz took in her scouting. “This way, there’s fresh blood, and old blood this way.” I nodded and Beta somehow cued up a music selection from the archives, Somebody's Watching Me, by a group named Rockwell.



I rolled my eyes at the catchy tune. “Hardy har, woman. How did you access the archives, aren’t the bulkheads interfering with the signal since the relays are down?”



“I anticipated losing connection with my core like last time down here, so I took the initiative to buffer one hundred and thirty-seven terabytes of music from the Archaeological Music Archives before we entered the sector, Knith.”



Thirty-seven… I shook my head, then smirked, Mother, in all her forms, was always looking out for me. My World was awesome like that. Beta said in my mind, “Thank you, Knith.” Then we ran as the music played on our localized coms channel. We had already lost connection with the Able Team. The others in the group looked confused as to why there was music playing as we searched.



And that’s when the emergency lighting went out, leaving us in pitch black besides the occasional indicator light on various equipment, or various door control pads. The biggest source of light was Graz as she circled us and then zipped ahead to scout again. It was more than enough light for my enhanced vision to see by though shadowy, and the others all had their preternatural vision which far eclipsed mine.



The sounds of the engagement behind us dwindled as we worked deeper into the Underside. I could hear skittering around us, and my armor’s scanners blipped a couple of times, telling me we were being stalked, and unlike animals, the newlings knew how to stay out of range of my systems.



That wasn’t creepy, not at all. I shuddered involuntarily at an unwanted memory and reminded myself that I was not prey, I was the hunter. Thase’s nostrils flared and he cocked his head and we moved quickly to an access maintenance door fifty yards down the corridor which seemed to be getting even darker. I realized that all the indicator lights from any equipment or control pads had been blacked out with smart paint.



I touched the door controls and the smart paint became clear, then I entered my Brigade override code… but got a connection error. I huffed out in exasperation. How many of the relay points had they disabled? These were supposed to be hard-wired into Mother’s central core.



Beta said as she hip-checked me out of the way, “Let me try.” She moved her hand close to the panel then tendrils of fiber optic traces seemed to writhe out from her wrist to twist around each other and form into an opti-link coupling as Graz somehow found a gap in the frame large enough for her to squeeze through to scout ahead again.



Beta gave me a smug, triumphant look as she plugged into the optical port on the controls. And squinting one eye she looked at the panel, and… nothing. She sighed and informed me, “The servos aren’t getting power.” We looked at the manual release control next to the panel, where the release lever had been torn from its mounting.



Mab’s tits, what haven’t the Vamps destroyed down here, and was it all done after they raided the Outcast camp, or have they slowly and systematically been disabling things over time, Mother being none the wiser since her normal scans and maintenance sweeps were somehow hampered down her before the coms blackout.



I cracked my knuckles and said, “Ok, the hard way it is.” I started to reconfigure my left gauntlet into a plasma torch, but Beta chuckled and said, “Allow me Knith, I’ve the strength of a Greater Fae.”



The smug wench started to reach for the door seam when Thase cleared his throat, causing us to pause and look at him as she asked, “If you two are done flexing…” He just reached forward and with a gentle push, the door swung open easily.



“Oh.” Ok, so it was unlocked, or more accurately, the lock was torn out of the frame altogether when I examined it as we slipped into the space between bulkheads, which Graz and the other Wee Folk have deemed the Inside. I told the man as he inhaled then turned us to the left and headed into the darkness, following his nose. “Alright smartass.”



He called back to us as we hustled double-time after the man. “Apparently there’s no intelligent life on this vessel.”



I heard Graz snort from somewhere far ahead. Ok, Tanda had a sense of humor, who knew? And I was pleasantly surprised he was feeling more relaxed around me lately to be throwing out sarcastic barbs instead of virtually cowering around authority figures. His newfound confidence over the past couple of days was refreshing.



Beta opened her mouth to defend, knowing she was likely the most intelligent person for light years around, but I held up a halting finger and shook my head with a grin so she wouldn’t take the bait. She sighed… can robotic Avatars sigh?



She sighed in my head. Fine.



Proximity sensors pinged more and more frequently, tracking movement around us. They weren’t even trying to hide they were there now. Just how many had been turned, and how have so many not been reported missing? If Able Team were engaging the larger group, and there were around a dozen here, the brood was much larger than we anticipated.



My heart sank realizing it was because they were all Outcasts, or Throwaways as Ash had indicated other Enforcers called them. People weren’t missed because most people had already written them off and there was nobody who cared enough to report their disappearance.



Thase stopped just after squeezing past a CO2 scrubber from the life support substation in the cramped space, and he propped himself against the wall with a hand, head bowed as he raised his goggles and pulled the UV covering off his face. I stopped next to him and my visor snicked up as I whispered, “What is it?”



He didn’t move for a two count before raising his gaze to mine, I swallowed as he panted once, his eyes had gone full black, which I knew was such a dark red with blood that they looked black, and his fangs had descended to twice their normal resting length as he looked to be fighting himself internally.



I fought the urge to take a step back and raise my visor, but a predator would take that as flight and a sign of weakness, marking me as prey. So I stood stalk still as he swallowed once then pushed off the wall to stand tall as he straightened the hem of his shirt. He pointed ahead and took a shaky step forward as he shared, “We’re close, the nest is just ahead. There’s so much blood. There shouldn’t be this much blood. Was this no feral hunger slip-up? Is the elder Vampire purposely making a brood?”



The man shook his head, then re-covered his face and pulled his goggles down. “They know we’re here, they will be ready.”



He did a double-take when he looked back to see me nod and see that nobody else seemed surprised except the Gnome cowering in our midst, taking more notes. I just pointed at my helmet and he relaxed and nodded back before moving on, even slower and more stealthily now, using the maze of equipment, piping, and conduits as cover as we picked our way through.



I closed my visor and started recirculating air in EV mode since even I could smell the overwhelming smell of decomposing blood in the space since it didn’t have ventilation here on the Inside. The stench reminded me of the slaughterhouse I went to in school once on a field trip. There were a few carnivorous species and omnivores like humans on board, so the meats were provided by the herds of cattle and flocks of meat birds like chickens on the D and C rings. The smell here was similar.



We all came to a stop behind a cluster of mechanical processors which I didn’t know the purpose of, the deck plates were covered in bloody footprints. Graz flew up to me, her light extinguished and wings flapping silently so as not to give herself away. She whispered even over our local coms network, “The nest is just ahead, Knith. Thirty yards. They’re waiting for you.”



Nodding I prompted as I raised my visor long enough for her to zip inside and stand on my shoulder, holding onto my ear for balance, “How many?”



She responded, nudging her chin to the right, “Why don’tcha ask them? They’ve been watching the nest.”



I looked to the side and then closed my eyes, exhaling as I moved over three pieces of machinery and one forward to stop behind a certain Summer Maiden and our mysterious, probably hacker, Ash, who had a direct line of sight to the nest ahead. I whispered, “What are you two doing here?”



Izzy looked back and smirked, offering, “Welcome to the party, Shade.”





Chapter 11 – Oberon’s Balls



I split my attention between the movement in a wide space ahead of us where the Vampires who had been shadowing us started to congregate around the man we believe to be the elder Vampire who caused this whole mess, and the two women who shouldn’t be there.



I whispered to the tense-looking Fae, “Where have you been? I tried to contact you before the mission commenced.”



She didn’t even look apologetic when she shared in a hushed tone, “You were tied up in the bureaucracy while Phoebe was in the hands of this madman. I needed to find her before she died of old age while you played by the rules, Shade. So I sought the services of someone else to aid me in locating the good doctor.”



I noted Ash was fully healed from the damage of her altercation with the elder Vampire. She must have access to a Fae for healing since not even the magitech systems of our healers would have had her at one hundred percent this soon. And the tall brunette woman, not taking her eyes off of the movement in the nest, just lifted a hand to wave awkwardly at me.



Isabella indicated. “Ash has… a unique set of skills. Even so, it still took us the entire evening to locate this place. We’d only just arrived ten minutes before Longleaf showed up. If I had known how efficiently you could locate the brood here, we may have waited.”



Graz growled at the woman, she hated people calling her that since as she insisted, that was another time, another person. She didn’t like being reminded of the violent and volatile years of her life before she was able to opt for a simpler life without the horrors she had witnessed before that.



I prompted, my Scatter Armor tracking the movements ahead of us, and with a thought I started sharing the data with the other Enforcer’s armor as it started tagging each of the Vampires with threat designations, “How did you get past the blast doors? They were…”



Ash whispered as she held up a hand as if she were in school, “Umm…” She pointed at herself without looking away from the brood. “...unique set of skills.” She winced when one of the Vamps turned our way, scanning the darkness. She held up a halting finger as her other hand typed rapidly on her leg, likely on a virtual keyboard in her… heads-up… display. But she had no visor nor implants as her scans returned no implants.



Then that odd virtual space of immense size bloomed around us, including all the other Enforcers and Graz, anyone with Scatter Armor in our group was there. The only ones I didn’t see in there were Isabella and Harriet Perigranarious Thermin since they didn’t have our interfaces.



Ash said in a normal tone in the seemingly endless space, “I Framed us in, it’s better to talk in here than out there where the Vampires can hear. They’re already aware of us and look to be preparing to attack. Lucky for us you arrived when you did.”



My eyes were on the rows of files on shelves that receded into the distance and the air for what seemed like miles. And just a few feet away, in a spotlight cone of light, was a little workbench-style desk that was an overly cluttered mess with gizmos, blueprints, files, and papers overflowing it and onto the floor.



I was trying to comprehend this virtual space that put even the training simulator virtual spaces to shame, especially when I reached out and knocked on the desk, and it felt as real as an actual wooden desk. If it were real it would be virtually priceless, even as rickety as it looked, as actual wood demanded a premium price, even higher than platinum or reaction fuel, and the Elves and Fae were stingy about its distribution as they controlled most of the forests and green spaces on the A and B rings.



My armor was giving me a split view between this space and the real world, still tracking the now-organizing Vampires. “What is this place?”



Ash said as if it were common sense. “I told you I was Framing us in. We can talk without them hearing in here.” Then she cocked her head at me and made a grabbing motion and my heads-up display seemed to expand from my helmet into the air in front of her.



She looked at the scan data and tactical readouts, then pulled with a hand to zoom in to see the five prone heat signatures at the far end of the nest area. “Now this is cool. You’ve got some pretty advanced systems in your gear.” Then she furrowed her brow as she looked at the other Enforcers milling about in a daze as they tried to take in the virtual space. “Even better than the others here.”



Graz buzzed in front of her, seeming surprised her flight worked the same here as in the real world, then chirped out, “Yeah, Knith is sort of the guinea pig for the R&D guys. She breaks all their next-gen stuff and they figure out how she tears it up doing things it shouldn’t then they fix it and roll out the patched armor to the others when they give her the next experimental set. She’s good at breakin’ their toys.”



I looked at the flying menace and reached out to zip her lips. To our surprise, an actual zipper appeared and Graz unzipped her lips and said, “Wow! This is some neat Fairy shit.” Then she zipped her lips again. Ok, maybe I was starting to like this… what had she called it, this Framed reality?



Ash was saying distractedly as she looked at the data streams coming from my helmet, sifting through it like it were a physical thing, “This could be useful, if we just add in species-specific overlays, we can probably identify the ones they’re draining over there. I’m going to need some help with this.”



She reached out and touched a slowly rotating, glowing icon over the desk which looked… well it looked like a cartoon duck. It pinged when she touched it and then a woman who looked eerily similar to Ash, just older, was suddenly standing in front of us.



This improbable woman prompted the newcomer who was looking all around at the people in the space, her eyes locking on Beta as she cocked her head in curiosity that was so similar to Ash’s, “Mom, hi, it’s me, umm Ash…” It was a prompt more than anything, telling me she was hoping the newcomer would pick up whatever she was trying to say.



The woman inclined her head and spoke in a language I didn’t know, and my translation routines just showed a “Translator offline.” Of course, it is… it was all I could do to stop myself from facepalming. We were dependent on access to Leviathan’s computer core for so much in my job, and when we didn’t have access, it felt like we were isolated… on our own without a safety net.



Ash saw my furrowed brow as she conversed with the woman. “Oh. Sorry. Umm… mom, Ship’s common or English please, no Japanese.” Then to me, she said, “Hang on, just a second. We’ve got a new asset five hundred meters that way.” She pointed toward the outer hull as her other hand typed something then swiped right twice before tapping the air and my translator came online and a limited number of data feeds bloomed in my vision. Mother said in my head, “Oh, Knith, thank goodness, there you are.”



I blinked. I had a limited, low bandwidth connection to Mother now. Who was this Ash? And… I looked toward the hull, the Skin just on the other side. The only thing five hundred meters that way was the harsh cold vacuum of space. I prompted the woman, “How?”



She shrugged. “A Ready Squadron fighter, Ready One, just flew into range out there and they started deep scans. I’m bouncing a signal off them and piggybacking their connection to Mother on the external antennas.”



Beta and Mother started in unison, “The coms and data channels of Ready Squadron are quantum encoded, it’s not possible to…”



Ash said to Beta, “Try to keep up here. We’ve already established it isn’t entirely impossible, just improbable. But as I pointed out, another positronic core from another Worldship could bypass all the security measures.”



Ready One? Myra was out there. I muttered under my breath, “I’m surprised Undersecretary Zauh authorized Ready Squadron to fly support since we have no real-time contact with HQ in this sector.”



Ash shook her head and pulled up a virtual file, reading it in an instant. “Well, she actually didn’t. It seems the pilot, Commander Udriel, broke formation and is having some sort of communication problem with the bridge. But the ship’s diagnostics are showing she simply muted the channel.”



Beta, Graz and I all snorted. I nodded, Of course, she did. I tried to ping her, and to my surprise, she answered, though it was static-filled, “As I live and breathe, if it isn’t the princess of FABLE.”



I winced at the moniker and growled out, “Very funny Kitty Cat. What are you doing out there? Zauh is going to have your hide.”



She purred and I saw her cat ears flatten to her head in annoyance. “Fuck Zauh, Ready Squadron’s keeper is Undersecretary Guinness, and he’s an ass who doesn’t understand that the Brigade and the Squadron have each other’s backs. And when I heard you were all in the dark in there without Mother, I thought I’d just come to share some scan data with you lot. After all, we all know Ready Squadron has to pull the Brigade’s fat out of the fire like always.”



“Whatever Ready Squadron starts, the Brigade finishes, woman.”



“Hang tight, Knith, scans almost complete. I’ll loiter out here until your mission is complete, or Guinness sends other fighters to escort me back into formation. Or until you get yourself spaced again and need a ride. Transmitting telemetry to… huh, that’s funny, it looks like you already have access to my systems.”



My cheeks burned. “Hey, I don’t get spaced that often.”



She made a chuffing sound of amusement. “Only you would utter that sentence. Most normal people have never been spaced at all, woman.”



The other woman, apparently Ash’s mom, flicked a finger between me and the immense amount of data being transmitted from Myra, and asked the group in general, “Are these two…”



Graz buzzed over to her and patted her shoulder to make sure she was really there then unzipped her lips to crow out, “Oh yeah, they used to bump uglies. You know…” She made a suggestive fluttering motion with her hands that gave the impression of what goes on with a tri-sexual species, and the role of the pollinator of the trio. “Boom a chick a bow wow.”



I snapped, “Graz, zip it.”



Ash’s mother covered the smile on her lips, eyes twinkling in mirth.



Before I addressed the virtual room, I held up a halting hand toward Izzy, who looked about to ask what was going on since we had all apparently stopped moving and talking. I whispered, “Just a second Izzy, we’re sharing data here. This looks like it will get messy.”



She nodded slowly, looking between Ash and me, then turning back to look at the nest, where all movement had essentially stopped as they prepped for a charge.



Ash asked, “Mom, is there a way to augment the thermal scans with the bio-medical data of the various species on the Leviathan so we can determine the race of the victims over there? I was thinking body temperature or heat concentration mass distribution.”



The older woman chuckled sweetly and said, “Move aside, dear one, you always hated math. You and your father were more about creativity and generating innovative systems.” Her hands were smoothly sifting through several streams of data nimbly, with a graceful ease that looked inhumanly fast.



I found myself looking from her to Beta. Ash’s eyes widened slightly. “You’re a smart one, aren’t you? I’ve heard a lot of stories about you, Shade… can I call you Knith? I’m going to call you Knith. Yes, she’s an Avatar, a virtual personal assistant my dad set up for me. She has the bulk of a synaptic imprint from my mother before she died. So she’s, well she’s more than an assistant program, she’s my mom in all the ways that count here in the Frame.”



Her… ‘mom’ looked back at us to give me a sweet smile. Huh… wasn’t that a helluva thing?



Beta kept an eye on the mother and daughter and said to me, “Doctor Hammish Je’Lee has been attempting to do a successful synaptic map for the past fifteen hundred years, for the people who went full cyber with their augments, so they can get rid of the last biological material in them, their brains, but there isn’t enough computing power, outside of me, to accomplish it. It was theoretically possible back before quantum phase computing was lost to us after the final corporate wars.”



She was showing off since she had limited connection to her central core now. But Ash had sounded one hundred percent genuine when she said it. Was… with a thought, Mother responded in my head. “It just isn’t possible Knith. I have my own synaptic map, but I have a positronic core that takes a third of the power of the entire Worldship to maintain.”



I got the impression of her shaking her head. “That kind of computing power was lost when the Kashima corporation detonated an interphasic nuke inside the Earth’s atmosphere, inadvertently causing a quantum EMP that disrupts all quantum phase computing. Being interphasic, it is in a constant state of exploding. It is why the most powerful computing technology was lost to Earth forever. We’re just now starting to come into parity with it with our magitech enhanced systems.”



Ash turned to look at me with an impish grin, then said to the air, “Disrupted all quantum phase computing except for any biological cores, Mother.”



Gah! I forgot she could somehow eavesdrop on our conversations in my head. She spooked me more when she said, reading my surprise, twining her fingers through streams of data that formed in the air coming from my helmet. “It’s all in the data streams, Knith.”



Mother squeaked out to me, “I don’t like this, she’s scary, Knith.”



Nodding I mumbled, “I agree.”



The virtual assistant… Ash’s mom, said as she stepped back, “There, done. Oh my, the biosignatures don’t look good, they are weak and unstable. Those poor people need medical attention soon.”



I quickly looked over the data displayed. The people being used as feeders were all human, likely shifters, save one. A halfling. I whispered out loud, “Doctor Harrison.”



I must have done it outside of the virtual space because Isabella stood up from our cover, eyes on me. “Phoebe is there?”



I tried to pull her back down behind the equipment, but it was like trying to pull down a moon, the Greater Fae’s strength was no joke. I nodded. “She’s in the back there. Vitals are weak. We have to keep level heads and be smart about this. I’m going to…”



Before I could finish, the Summer Maiden roared out in rage, charging the nest like an avenging wraith from legends, incredible heat and magic crackling around her, melting her footsteps into the deck plate as the Vampires screeched and hissed out an answering challenge and started blurring our way, almost faster than my eyes could follow.



Oberon’s balls! Well, shit. I raised my MMG and baton and called to the others as I charged, “Isolate the Vampires from the victims. Beta, Tanda, and I will get them out. Detain or delay tactics until Able Team can join us. Go go go people!”



And we were all blown back into the equipment behind us when Isabella let loose her first blast of energy. Beta was the only one of us still on her feet as she just leaned into the shock wave. Ok then. We regained our feet and charged, Beta at my side and Graz streaking ahead of us, indicating the path of least resistance for us.



I hadn’t even noticed my heads-up was back to normal, and Ash was nowhere to be seen.



Using my extensive training in high gravity, low gravity like here, and zero gravity throughout my career in the Brigade, I holstered my MMG as I leapt over a reaching Vampire and sprang off the vertical surface of a huge conduit traveling from the deck too high above us to arc over his head, tossing something as I went.



I landed behind him. And didn’t even look back as I strode forward and growled out, “Lockdown.” With a hum and whump, and crashing sound, the surprised newling was yanked to the deck by the neck. Its neck snapped from the force as the mag-band I had tossed, engaged with ten G’s of force. He’d heal, and I didn’t have the time or patience to tangle with him. The civilians needed help now.





Chapter 12 – Extraction



Beta and a surprisingly capable Tanda, kept the Vamps off my back as I made my way to the people slumped on the ground by the bulkhead wall, looking virtually lifeless with blood pooling around them, and dozens or more bite marks on all of them.



Around me, I could hear and feel the chaos of the Summer Maiden’s unbridled rage as she took on the bulk of the swarming newlings herself, roaring out her challenge. The magical backlash was painful to me as it felt like it was searing me from the inside out, just as it had when Oberon and Aurora had unleashed unimaginable amounts of magic in the off-world Morrigan mission.



I felt blood dripping from my eyes and ears, my vision going a little red as I reached the people laying in pools of their blood, some fresh, some caked and dried. How long have they been feeding off these poor people?



The man I recognized as the elder Vampire had been at the neck of one of the virtually dead-looking humans, whose eyes were rolled up in the back of their head, their pallor virtually devoid of color. As soon as the blood started flowing from my eyes, his head jerked up, nostrils flaring and he unceremoniously dropped the woman he had been feeding on in a heap on the deck plates.



This had me hesitate a moment. Thase was right about Vampires’ sense of smell being so heightened and keyed to blood. Even through my armor’s filters, what little particles of blood may have been exhausted with the CO2 had the man’s eyes going black, as he drooled fresh blood from his victim. He looked at me hungrily and started to blur my way, just to pull up short, his arm shielding his face as he howled and hissed in pain as his skin bubbled and smoked.



The others in the area screamed and screeched as they dove for cover from the brilliant star of ultraviolet light emanating from Graz as she hovered between me and the Vampire, her tiny blade drawn. “Hold on there, bloodsucker. Nobody drinks my Big.”



I was about to dive at the elder, mag-band in hand, when I saw in the corner by some crates that had obviously been dragged in to form rudimentary furniture in the nest, a little boy, no more than eleven or twelve, cowering, his skin bubbling, eyes red and small blood-soaked fangs evident in his terrified face.



“Graz! Stop!”



He… was just a child. Something inside me clicked over, my self-control was consumed by a rage that burned as hot as a supernova as I dove at the elder as Graz extinguished her light, abject horror on her own face at seeing the child that this feral monster had turned. This child who will never grow to be an adult now, is subject to the hunger, the need to feed.



My armor reconfigured on the fly, one gauntlet elongating into a blade, the other a mace-like hammer which I used to piledrive the Vampire who was already mostly healed since he had just been feeding, getting a fresh infusion of blood. He started to blur away, and that was the only thing that saved his skull from being crushed. The blunt force of my blow shattered his cheekbone and crushed his collarbone.



He started to slash his clawlike hand, fingers elongated and gnarled, his nails like surgical blades, but was knocked sideways by the roundhouse kick I had already been executing as my follow-up strike. My decades of hand-to-hand combat training in the Brigade taught me that I had to be one step ahead of everyone else and not relent, as Humans are more fragile and weaker than virtually any other race on the World. I don’t think this Vamp was expecting this level of ferocity.



With satisfaction, I felt ribs give way with a crack from the strike, and he crashed into the crates, his body flipping over one, rib cage compressing more where it struck the corner of the alloy container. He blurred, favoring one side, his left arm useless for the moment.



He hissed like a snake, showing his elongated upper canines and sharply pointed lowers. “What are you? No human or shifter moves that fast.”



I stalked toward him, mentally tamping down the rage with great effort as I was growling out, “Consider yourself bound by law and…”



The man blurred, and a claw lashed out in the air, I dove forward, feeling so slow and sluggish compared to the display before me as I reached out in desperation. With a violent crack, the claw struck Graz, who had still been distracted by the child, from the air. She didn’t make a sound as she slammed into some pipes and dropped to the floor, unmoving, one of her wings looked snapped, folded back upon itself.



“Graz!”



The next moment I was exchanging blows with the already-healed feral as Thase slid to a stop on his knees to pick up and cradle the Greater Sprite in his hands protectively. I was roaring in a new blinding rage, actually pushing him back, though every swipe of his claws was tearing chunks from my armor, and battering my muscles and cracking bone.



Graz couldn't be dead, could she? This man… no he was no man… this monster had hurt her! I dove on his back when he twisted away from a double roundhouse combination, wrapping my legs around his waist as I thrust the two blades I now had formed around my hands, over and over into his back.



He howled and screeched, trying to reach over his shoulders to pull me off. There was an instant of white-hot, blinding pain when he changed tactics and drove his claws into my thigh, through the nanopanels, physically ripped me from him, and threw me into a life support compressor assembly.



I gasped as I hit the deck, then struggled to my feet, feeling medi-packs burning off in my armor to seal the wounds left behind while the Scatter Armor healed itself, slower than it should, I was losing a lot of nano panel mass in the fight, and it was getting thinner and thinner, offering less protection with every engagement.



The man smirked, it looking gruesome with the blood stains around his mouth, and he lifted his pinky to his mouth. An unnervingly long tongue flicked out to lick the drop of my blood suspended on the tip of it.



His eyes widened and he stood taller as he looked at his hand as if it were the first time he saw it, then started greedily licking his claws. He looked at me, his cruel smile widening to inhuman proportions. “Again, what are you? I’ve tasted nothing like this. SO much power singing in it.”



I exhaled loudly, my heads up showing the battle around us was almost over. The rest of the newlings were down or contained… only one of our team was down, but his armor’s telemetry was showing his vitals, he was alive. Beta was busy pinning two ferals down, and bending a conduit she tore from the bulkhead around them.



I rolled my head on my shoulders, cracked my neck, and then curled my hands into fists and said, “I’m Human, fang face. Let’s do this.” And I strode forward. Anticipating his blur, I was already spinning and slamming an elbow in his ribs as he dove at where I had been a moment before. He rolled and stumbled to his feet, spinning back.



His eyes widened, seeing my fist already coming his way. And then I stumbled, mid-blow, as a wave of vertigo and heat pulsed through me. I stumbled past him as my skin glowed a faint yellowish red from within for a moment. I was having another flare. He bashed me aside and I tumbled onto the ground, shaking off the disorientation, and just as fast as it had occurred, it was gone.



The Vampire was already blurring in a dive at me, and as fast as I was, I’d never get my arms up to defend in time. It was as if the entire world around me slowed. I would never be a victim again. I braced myself, but inches away from me, the man suddenly was knocked violently to the side, slamming into a heat exchange pipe, denting it to the point of failure, cracking the casing, and sending super-heated steam out in a cloud around the screaming Vampire.



He rolled away and stood, his sizzling flesh healing quickly as he stared in confusion at Ash, who was standing there, in a defensive stance I had never seen before. She said calmly and quietly, “It is over. Surrender now or she’ll have to hurt you. She’s not been fighting to kill, only to disable.”



The man looked genuinely confused, “Another like her? What are you?”



Then he blurred… and Ash… well she didn’t blur back, but she was somehow wherever he wasn’t as she bobbed and weaved and spun like she was performing a beautifully deadly dance. He couldn’t seem to lay a clawed strike on her, and she would get two or three in, to his one, almost every one landing or diverting his strikes. He landed a single blow that had her spinning through the air with the force of it, her head snapping back as if it had been hit by a runaway Tac-Bike. But she twisted in the air and landed in a backward skidding three-point stance.



Ash sneered at him and wiped some blood from the corner of her mouth and mangled lips. With one arm behind her back, she extended her other arm and motioned him to attack with a beckoning flip of her fingers.



She was already spinning low, slamming a broken piece of pipe upward as he dove at her. With a wet sucking sound, she embedded it into his stomach. He hissed, blood flowing and splashing on the deck.



And his eyes snapped beside me when I stood and prepared to dive into the fray. But his gaze was on Thase, who stepped beside me. I saw Beta running from the space with Graz cupped in her hands. Thase slid his goggles up and pulled down the fabric, his fangs longer than I have ever seen them, and the white sclera of his eyes dark as midnight.



Then he hissed to the elder, “Renault, you can’t win here. You’re losing all the blood from your feeding.” He lifted his hands and let his fingers slowly elongate into wicked-looking claws.



This Renault glared at him and then nervously around as my team started converging on us. Then he hissed out, “Tanda. You were always weak.” Then he blurred, spinning and diving through an open grate, pulling a wire that brought a wall of crates tumbling down to block the opening just as a blistering inferno of Summer magic, heat, and flame struck it as Izzy screamed in frustration at his escape.



I was still just blinking at Ash in shock when someone screaming had me spinning and everyone raising their weapons, Isabella’s hands crackling with magic.



I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who was stunned at the sight of Harriet Perigranarious Thermin struggling beneath the feral Vampire child who had her pinned to the floor, trying to get his little fangs through her tough skin. She was ineffectually beating him with her cracked and broken data pad.



It was all I could do to stop snorting at the absurdity of it all. It was Thase who moved first, a curious quizzical look on his face as he just stepped up and lifted the boy off of her with one hand. Looking at the dangling child then shoved his other wrist in the child’s face.



The boy latched on and started drinking deeply as Thase just held the boy to him, dejected horror on his face at the disposition of the child as he said, “That’s it, that’s good. Drink deep. We’re here to help.” The child stopped struggling, relaxed, and just drank.



The hopelessness on the man’s face spoke of his character when he looked up at all of us who were just staring at them, and he asked in a small voice, “Why? He’s just a child.”



Then I was turning at a gasp from Isabella, as she moved with Fae speed to one of the crumpled bodies, shallowly breathing on the ground, She slipped under her on the floor and cradled her head in her lap. “Phoebe. Oh gods, Phoebe.”



I just looked on when the Halfling woman opened her eyes, groaning in pain, her eyes dark as midnight, and her canines just a little too long, a little too pointed. I closed my eyes and centered myself. As I muttered under my breath, “Fuck.”



That’s when Able Team arrived.



“Brigade! Surrender yourselves now to be bound by law!”





Chapter 13 – Debrief



That’s how I found myself now, being debriefed about the mission by Undersecretary Zauh. President Yang and the Secretary of Fleet Security, Elias Vaughn were conferenced virtually from the holo-tank coms platform in Zauh’s office. The brigade transports we rode in had barely mag locked at HQ to transfer the prisoners and victims to medical holding, and our own wounded to the med-techs when the Undersecretary ordered me into her satellite office here in Beta Stack.



I hadn’t even had time to have my wounds looked at, or to check on Graz yet. So I was sore, bloodied, and limping slightly as my healing ability slowly stitched me together again. It would take a day or two for me to heal without intervention from med-tech or, fates forbid, my wife or daughter, to heal me. I could hear their lecture about being reckless and rushing into danger now.



And here, in what I was finding to be the Aasrai woman’s habit, the gills under her jaw on either side of her neck were flaring as she tapped her clawed and webbed fingers on her desk as she pinned me with her stare where I stood at attention before her.



She exhaled then said as she motioned airily toward the Gnome woman with a serious and determined look on her face, her hair mussed up and a smudge of what looked like soot on her cheek. She had traded her bloodied and torn business outfit for a new one sometime between our arrival at HQ and being called into the Secretary’s office.



“Harriet Perigranarious Thermin has informed me that her audit of the mission was a lesson in chaos, Captain Shade. That you placed four civilians at risk with your reckless disregard for safety in discharging your duties.”



I tried to defend myself. “The Summer Maiden and Graz knew the risks going into this, and both are more than capable of defending themselves as they proved in the rescue mission. Apparently, this Ash woman, who had made her way into the sealed sector on her own, is quite capable as well.”



“And Thase Tanda was there as a private consultant, his unique disposition gave insight and led us right to the nest the brood was keeping the victims at. I’d hardly classify any of them but Ash as civilian, and only Graz suffered any threatening injuries on the mission.”



Zauh’s eyes widened, and she motioned a hand palm up, “The Sprite? I wasn’t speaking of it. You placed Harriet Perigranarious Thermin in harm's way by not assigning a security detail to her protection. You left her to her own devices and had to fight off an attacking Vampire on her own.”



I noted that she didn’t seem to consider Graz as a civilian and thought it likely she didn’t consider her a person either. I started, “Harriet? Fought off… he was just a child, and…”



“Silence!” Her voice cracked like a compulsion, and I realized that was what it was as her Siren song’s magic slid off of me.



“Yes ma’am.” I stood at parade rest and she cocked a brow in surprise. Ah, got it, she expected me not to speak after her command. Was she not privy to my partial magic immunity? I thought it had become common knowledge, or at least the worst-kept secret in the fleet since everyone knew now that Caitlyn had full magic immunity.



“You broke at least ten…”



The gnome held up her cracked and broken pad and offered, “Thirteen.”



“Thank you, thirteen Brigade Enforcer regulations in the short duration of your mission. And Harriet Perigranarious Thermin said you froze up during the fight, suffering some sort of episode. Add to that, that you have a long record of breaking the rules and defying direct orders, Shade.”



Secretary Vaughn interjected as he did not attempt to hide my file scrolling in his virtual space, “Is this true?”



President Yang, my staunchest supporter spoke up, the tall, elegant Elf Halfling prompted, “Elias, Rin. Her record also reflects the highest case closure record of any Human, let alone any Enforcer. And she had had a hand in saving the Leviathan and her people on multiple occasions during her tenure. She can think and react to fluid situations and adapt to threats on the fly that has served her and the Brigade well over her career.”



Vaughn was nodding seriously, and I could see him weighing how he could use this in his bid for the upcoming presidential nomination, now that Yang had reached her term limit and wouldn’t be able to run for president again for a hundred and fifty years. He was as political as they came, which is how he secured his current seat in the administration.



With a thoughtful look, he just inclined his head toward his Undersecretary, and Zauh looked from him to me and looked me up and down, and pulled back a little when something charred but wet and slimy, slid off my armor’s shoulder where blood was drying, to splat wetly on the floor of her office.



My heads-up display helpfully scanned it and indicated it was UV-burned skin and underlying necrotic tissue from my confrontation with Renault. Oh. Mother was making tiny distressed sounds in my head, having not spoken once since we arrived here.



I said under my breath, “Can you scan that and place it into evidence, Mother?”



This had the woman’s head snapping up and saying to the air, “And that brings up another point. Mother, what was your Beta Avatar doing on the recovery mission? You wished to become a citizen, and citizens shouldn’t be involved in military affairs. Harriet Perigranarious Thermin documented various infractions on your part as well.”



“I always support Knith and the other Enforcers in the field.”



“Well, not anymore. You are to stay out of my Brigade’s affairs unless you are presented with a duly issued subpoena for data.”



“With all due respect, Undersecretary, you can go space yourself. Or as the humans say, go fuck yourself. I will do whatever is necessary to provide support to those who protect the people of the fleet.”



“And you will be brought up on charges.”



“Good luck with that. I have enough time served racked up that we would reach planet-fall at Eridani Prime before I use it all up.”



I blurted in a hushed tone into my helmet, “Mother. Stop. Not helping.”



She harrumphed over the office's speakers, and added in my head, “She doesn’t understand what the Brigade does, how can she possibly run it?”



The woman’s gills flared widely, showing the pink tissue below them, and she snapped out, “Captain, disciplinary proceedings will…”



President Yang interrupted, “Rin, maybe now is a good time to take a step back and take a deep breath. Tensions are high. Maybe take the night to consider the way forward? The mission was a success, no lives were lost, and all the victims were recovered. Now is the time for healing, and providing all the poor souls who were victimized or turned, the support they will need to adapt to their new reality.”



“Apologies, ma’am, but isn’t it my job to ensure the Brigade operates smoothly, and on budget in any way I deem necessary? Secretary Vaughn appointed me to the position, not you… ma’am.” Then the Aasrai twisted the knife. “And aren’t you facing a lame-duck session right now? All your political clout and authority is running thin right about now, Kyoto.”



The president narrowed her eyes. The stupid Undersecretary didn’t have a clue, did she? Kyoto Yang was one of the most dangerous people on the World today, she had more clout than just politics, and had the support of most of the people on the World, being the most popular President to the public to have presided since Exodus launch. And her family was one of the most influential Elvish houses which had as much reach as the Fae and Divided Courts. She was someone you didn’t want as an enemy.



Our Halfling leader started to speak to Secretary Vaughn, while the eyes of her hologram bore into the Undersecretary, “Elias, need I remind you that even though I may be presiding over a lame duck term…” Her tone was filled with acid toward the Aasrai woman, “I still hold presidential power to issue an executive order, not to mention all my cabinet staff serve at my pleasure?”



The Centaur was positively pale as he swallowed, looking as if wheels were turning in his head to find a way to salvage any presidential bid he was planning. “Not at all, Kyoto.” He cleared his throat, his nostrils flaring, and prompted expectantly, “Rin.”



Zauh looked away from the president’s imposing hologram and then to her immediate boss and exhaled long and hard herself before turning back to me. “Shade, dismissed. I’ll be submitting this to the disciplinary review board in the morning. Make yourself available for the next couple of days.”



I snapped to attention, “Yes ma’am.”



Turning and walking straight for the exit, my heart was pumping. A smug-looking Gnome was in my way, and the smirk fled from her face when she saw I was about to go right through her and she scurried off to the side, I didn’t even glance at her as I marched right past. I know Gnomes can be downright pains, but I counted one as a close family friend, and I couldn’t see myself ever liking this one… her head was shoved too firmly up Undersecretary Zauh’s ass to take her seriously.



I was shaking as the adrenaline of the meeting bled away, and I didn’t even think about the fact Mother had my Mark II Tac-Bike drifting up to the walkway as I exited. I just saddled up and she pulled us into traffic as I thought about the meeting. I shook myself out of it. “Mother, I need to check on Graz. Then I want to go home. Where do they have her?”



She sighed and said, “The little menace is being tended to by Caity-Bear at home. She’s a little peeved with you for letting her godmother get injured.”



Fuck me sideways and space me naked, just what I needed after that dress down. I closed my eyes to center myself and resign myself to the coming lecture… from my daughter… and said, “Can you please fly us there? I need to calm myself. Can you…”



She started playing an ancient tune called Trouble in Paradise by a group named Huey Lewis and the News. I chuckled to myself and shook my head at her sense of humor. I was so ready for this day to be over, but I still needed to connect with Isabella and Thase Tanda after I saw Graz and assured myself the little brat was going to be ok.





Chapter 14 – Donor Cycle



I was so caught up in the happenings of the day, reviewing the after-action reports of our teams, that it seemed a blink of an eye before Mother brought my Mark II into a hover at my study. Blinking in surprise at how caught up I was, and relieved I was that there were no deaths in the sweep, that I hadn’t noticed our commute up-ring in a spoke.



In all, thirty-seven homeless individuals had been turned, this Renault seemed to be building an army of Vampires, but to what end is uncertain, he had to have known the Brigade would step in once we caught wind of it. Or was that his endgame? Building up a force big enough that the Brigade wouldn’t be a threat to them.



Or was it simply the man had no control of his own feeding and was turning the poor souls inadvertently after draining them to the point of death? I seriously needed to speak with Thase about his take on the motivations behind the feral elder’s actions since Renault Victorson’s file was thin and didn’t shed any light on his motivations. And according to the records, he and Thase were turned by a master Vampire around the same time.



And from what Mother shared in the reports I was reading, Thase hasn’t left the corridor outside the medical holding area where the young boy, Ian McGregor, is being evaluated. It still felt as if part of my soul was broken, with a deep painful ache, knowing a mere child had been turned like that. How could anyone ever perpetrate something like that on a child?



Five bodies were recovered along with the surviving victims. Even more crimes Renault would be facing, and there was only one punishment for murder. I won’t mourn for the man when he is spaced for his atrocities, does that make me a bad person?



According to medical, Doctor Harrison appeared to be in a sort of strange, transitional state. Exhibiting some Vampiric traits as I had observed, yet not fully turned, like something was stopping the magic-contaminated parasitic virus from taking hold. The medical professionals are already theorizing it is because of her Halfling physiology, not being fully Human, her Elf biology is fighting the infection.



But it is conjecture since she was spirited away to the Summer Palace of Verd’Real in the Alpha Stack by the Summer Lady. Apparently, Isabella spoke to the air as soon as we arrived at HQ and Queen Titania just appeared, a moment later she had teleported the three of them away.



One thing I was noting which was conspicuously absent from all the reports, was any mention of Ash. And she hadn’t been on the transports. The woman had disappeared again. She was another mystery I had to look into after Renault is flushed out and hunted down, and I would be sure to be on the squad that runs Renault to ground and binds him by law for this.



I stepped off the Mark II and it soundlessly drifted down to the courtyard as I rolled my shoulders and twisted a little side to side to evaluate my aches and pains and bruises from the fight. Mother displayed my vitals and injuries on an overlay on my heads up.



Then I winced when the door of the study swung open, and Rory, looking like some enraged avenging angel, her eyes intense, and lips in a tight line in anger, strode in with a presence that could not be ignored. It seemed even the trees reaching up toward the skyglass on the other side of the balcony all leaned in just a little as if standing at attention.



Mother, unhelpfully chirped out from my desk console, “Oooo, somebody’s in trouble.”



Rory stopped directly in front of me and turned her head toward my desk, snapped out, “I’ll get to you later, Mother. You best keep quiet for now.” It was all I could do to stop from smiling and quipping back to my World that I wasn’t the only one in trouble. But I knew better when my Fae bride was in her overprotective mode like this.



Mother, with her ability to process terraflops of data in a millisecond, was smart enough not to make another peep, and I got the distinct impression of a redheaded librarian sealing her lips and stepping back to hide behind a bookcase. She snickered in my mind.



“Show me.” The Winter Maiden before me crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her toe expectantly.



I cocked my head as my helmet reconfigured and bled away, and I offered, “Have I told you just how radiant you look today, love?”



Her cheeks took on a flattering lavender tint and her eyes started to look down demurely before she straightened, “Hey! Your golden tongue will not distract me, my Knith Shade of Beta Stack. Show me. Mother told me of your recklessness, and you had another flare in the middle of a fight.”



Drat.



“I’m fine, nothing that can’t wait. I need to see Graz, is she ok?”



The intense look on her face softened as she exhaled slowly. “She was hurt pretty bad. If it weren’t for that miniature Scatter Armor this may have been her end. A recently fed Vampire has nearly the strength of a Greater Fae, and her armor took the brunt of the strike.”



She waved a hand back absently in the air, “Caity is healing her with great fervor, and Twinkle, Mitzy, and Remus are all beside themselves with worry, as one of Graz’s wings is mangled. Their other fledglings are flying back home now to see her.”



I gave my bride an apologetic look, reaching out a hand and she took it almost shyly, and I stepped past her on my way to… “Where are they?”



“Caitlyn’s quarters.”



I gave her hand a little squeeze and she trailed behind me as I stepped with purpose around the inner balcony of the Nursery dome to the far side behind the Fairy veil waterfall which flowed in the center of the dome, creating a soothing sound of running water in the entire space, like a background of nature designed to calm and relax.



It was the focal point of the dome and a wonder to see as the water fell from nowhere, using a powerful spell woven by the Winter Lady, Queen Mab herself, and exotic plants reached up to it and the day-lights far above the dome. It was only just recently I learned of the other purpose of the waterfall, which was to give background white noise enough for people to have private conversations without sensitive Fae ears in the space listening in. Leave it to the Greater Fae to, as with all things, find utility in beauty.



The door was open to Caity’s suite, and we looked in to see her on her bed, fussing about with one of the copious pillows she about covered her entire bed with. I had to smile at the room, which, funnily enough, started as a nursery here in the Nursery. It had originally been meant for the Queens to have a safe place to nurture newborn Greater Fae until they were adults and the mother had recovered their strength from expending half their magic to birth a child.



The irony was that the Nursery dome here at Ha’Real, and the matching one at Verd’Real had never been used since the Leviathan left Earth five thousand years ago. What with the Forge of Creation fragments in the Ka’Infinitum preventing any new Greater Fae births in retaliation for the Divided Courts using them as tools instead of sharing existence with them for eons.



My Caitlyn was the first to use the nursery suite for its intended purpose. And she grew to an adult here, in a tenth the time it takes a Human to. She’s made these rooms here hers, and she shares them now with the girl who stole her heart, Twinkle. We’ve resigned ourselves to the fact that they were indeed a couple, even with the impediment of their incredible size difference. No Fae can remember a pairing of a Wee Folk and a ‘Big’ before them.



Though Graz was quite fond of saying, “That’s a load of Fairy shit. Hasn’t anyone heard of Peter Pan and Tinkerbell?” I certainly hadn’t and had to look up the reference to the ancient children’s stories of a flying boy, the unrequited love of a fictional Fairy. I’d never say out loud, that the descriptions sound more like a Sprite than a Fairy to me, since… well, let’s face it, Fairies are not mental geniuses.



We moved inside, and I glanced around. In the three rooms the suite was divided into in the open space design, there were dozens, if not hundreds of Wee Folk in the nests they made in the draping nets of fine silk all around that Caitlyn and Twinkle had hung along all the walls. They were all looking on with an intensity I rarely see, even the Fairies were watching Cait as she tended to a tiny figure in the middle of the pillow, healing magic tasting almost of citrus all the way to the door.



The knot in my gut and vice on my heart eased and I found myself grinning when Graz tried to sit up, just to be poked back down by my daughter’s finger. “Really, I’m fine, I’m fine. Stop fussing over me, Caity.” She was swatting at Cait’s finger with her hands.



Twinkle was just standing there on the pillow, hands on her hips, appearing for all intents and purposes like the parent in the situation, shaking her head at a misbehaving child in a humorous role reversal.



I covered my mouth to hide my smile. Good, now Graz knew what I felt like whenever these two overprotective Fae were fussing over a few scrapes and bruises with me. I saw Graz’s tiny set of Scatter Armor in stowage mode, no bigger than a thimble on the girls’ nightstand as we approached.



Caity looked up and her eyes widened in delight. It never failed to melt my heart completely and make me feel… loved, that she was always so excited to see me. I felt the same about her. I still would look at her in wonder, and thank whatever gods may be watching that she is my child. Something I never thought I’d have in my life, but something I found quickly, I needed more than anything else. Who would have thunk it? Me, Knith Shade, a clinic child meant for nothing more than filling a space to keep population equilibrium, a mother.



And she was perfect in my eyes.



She dove on me, “Mom!” hugging me like a young child as Twinkle buzzed up to sit on my shoulder and hug my earlobe.



“Gah!” I exclaimed, the air being crushed from my lungs before my armor compensated and turned more rigid. She blushed pink, instead of lavender, a gift of her human half, and relaxed her grip a bit in embarrassment for forgetting I wasn’t as unbreakable as a Fae.



Then I prompted as she released me, “How’s our patient?”



Graz sat up and crossed her arms and pouted. “I’m fine, the cute one won’t let me up. She just keeps trying to heal me.”



She spread her wings. One looked normal, but to my horror, the other was nothing but the articulated leading edges, the gossamer material that stretched between the limbs was mostly gone and tattered. “I keep telling her she can’t heal what’s gone. It’ll take time for the membrane to grow back on its own.”



Caity narrowed her eyes and marched right back to Graz, and offered a hand as she snapped in an accusatory tone, “The entire wing was virtually severed, and that won’t grow back and you know it, Godmother. So forgive me if I want to make sure you heal correctly.”



Graz deflated, stepped onto her hand and Caitlyn lifted her to her face to examine the damage, and Graz put a hand on either side of Cait’s nose and kissed it. “I know, I know. You’re a wonder, for a Big that is, Caity girl.”



My daughter beamed at her then placed her on her shoulder then lectured, “It’ll be weeks or more before you can fly again. If this were old Earth, it would be a death sentence if a Sprite couldn’t fly.”



My smile dropped when hers did when she turned her attention to me, an exasperated look on her face. Mab’s tits, it was my turn for a lecture, wasn’t it? “And you, Mom…”



I backed into a cerami-steel wall… or just my wife, who said expectantly, “Show us.”



“Fine. But it’s all just minor, I’ll heal naturally in…”



“Show us, Mom.”



“You do realize this isn’t fair, you two teaming up on me like this?”



Twinkle said from where she flew over to Graz’s side to examine her wing, “Because you insist on, as Aunt Aurora says, tilting at windmills…” She paused and shared, “You know, one of these times it’s really going to be a dragon, then what are you going to do, Godmother?” I actually knew that ancient reference, since my wife used it all the time.



Mother chimed out, “Our Knith has a habit of fighting above her weight class, Caity-Bear.”



And just as Rory had, Cait looked down at the little cyberwyrm pretending to be half of a lanyard attached to the amulet fused to Cait’s chest, “And you, Mother… we’ll get to you soon.”



I sighed when the attention was back on me, and with a thought, the nano panels that were left of my armor, sloughed off of me, returning to stowage mode. The skin suit below them was tattered and torn and bloody where raking or puncturing claw marks were, with corresponding puckered skin, slowly healing wounds sealed by magitech med-patches.



“See? I’m fine.”



Caitlyn pointed out of her room and I exhaled in resignation. We all marched down to the main level where I sat down in the eating area, looking out to the courtyard beyond, and the view of the lake and the looming shadow of Ha’Real palace behind it all.



And I sat, shooting a flightless mocking Sprite on my daughter’s shoulder a death glare as my two girls draped me in their chilly healing magics. Cait asked absently as they worked, “You didn’t say, Graz, how did the Vampire land a blow? You’re faster than even the Greater Fae. I’ve never seen a Big ever get close to striking you.”



I shared as the little pain in my butt blushed, remaining silent, “She was distracted. We were all in shock when we saw one of the victims who had been turned was just a little boy. I think her mothering pollinator instincts were kicking in. The bastard… I’m sorry Cait, the bad guy used that moment to strike her when she extinguished her ultraviolet light emission.”



Rory gasped in horror. “They turned a child?”



I looked at them and shared. “That’s why I don’t have time to sit around being healed. The elder Vampire is still in the wind and we need to catch him before he does worse. I just wanted to stop by to make sure Graz was ok. I need to speak with Thase Tanda and the Summer Lady while Mother scours the World for signs of the bloodsucking aaa… ummm… jerk.”



“Mooom. I’ve heard swearing before, Titania’s panties, I’m an adult you know.” I wondered if she knew just how much that sounded like a teenager’s pout.



Then Aurora asked, “What about your meeting with the Undersecretary? Did that go well?”



I paused, and she read into the pause and offered, “That bad?”



Nodding I shared, “Worse. She’s referring me to the disciplinary oversight board because I put her assistant in danger, and she brought up my propensity for bending the rules. I don't have a clue what they thought they were doing sending the Gnome into danger to begin with, it was reckless and ill-advised… its as if they were looking for a reason to bring me before the board.”



Everyone was silent, brows furrowing. Graz was first to offer, “Why would they target you, Knith? Everyone knows you’re one of President Yang’s favorites.”



Rory started nodding slowly at that, and offered, “Or maybe that’s the point, if it is a scheme to besmirch Kyoto’s record. But that wouldn’t make sense, as she’s reached her term limit so they’d have nothing to gain.”



Mother hmmed, and I looked toward the coms panel at the door and cocked a brow. She just said dismissively, “It’s nothing.” The others in the room looked toward the panel as well, and Twinkle zipped down to hover before the amulet on Caity’s breastbone and gave Cybil an expectant look.



The Cyberwyrm raised its little head and somehow effected a shrug. “I mean, if I were to send someone into a dangerous situation with Vampires involved, I’d send someone who the Vampires couldn’t bite. Gnomes have even a tougher hide than the Greater Fae, there’s no way they could be fed upon since Vampire fangs can’t possibly penetrate their skin.”



As the Cyberwyrm resumed acting like a lanyard, twining its neck with Speck, Caity asked, “Hasn’t Secretary Vaughn stated his intention on campaigning in the next presidential election?”



Graz chimed in as she looked down to the floor far below from her perch, swallowing nervously as she looked back at her damaged wing, “Yeah, the mother Fairy humper turned on President Yang when she announced her intention of backing Captain Peregoplis’ bid for election instead of backing him.”



I nodded, it had been messy when she announced she would be backing the Captain of the Leviathan. The Centaur had an impressive record, and he was popular with both the military and civilians of the fleet. Vaughn is a lifetime bureaucrat, professional and influential, but my personal opinion is that even though he was good enough for the cabinet position President Yang appointed him to, he didn’t have what it takes to hold the post of President. Yang made the right choice.



There was quite a messy controversy right after Yang made her announcement, when Vaughn, as head of Fleet Security, saw fit to disband President Yang’s secret security force, the controversial Black Delta Squad which was revealed to the public during the Re’ness alien contagion recently. The group had gear and weapons not even the Brigade had.



Ever since, the interactions between Vaughn and Yang have been, professional but cold and detached.



I shook my head. “What you’re hypothesizing is ridiculous, it implies some sort of concerted conspiracy to discredit the President to what? Gain a leg up on another candidate by smearing the reputation of the sitting president?”



Chuckling, I reached for my Scatter Armor. “The more likely and simplest explanation is that they mismanaged their attempts to audit the mission in an attempt to find places to cut our budget even more, and they underestimated just how dangerous having a person embedded in the team would be as opposed to simply recording the mission and reviewing it later.”



As I touched the case, it flowed back up my body and reconfigured. I could tell it was lighter, I had lost a decent amount of nano-panels in the last fight. I’d have to requisition a batch of replacement panels from R&D.



Mother said in my head as my helmet formed and connected with my neural pathways, “Already did, Knith, they will have them to you by the end of the day. They are fascinated with your novel way of forming improvised weapons from the armor.”



Caity huffed, “Where are you going, Mom?”



Graz called out, “Yeah, what’s the big idea? You’re leaving without me? I’m your partner.”



“You’re not my partner.”



“Yes indeed, partners to the end.”



“You’re not my partner.”



“Says you.”



“Yes, says me.”



“Hey Caity, can you bring me over so I can Sprite sting your mom? She’s talking crazy.”



Caitlyn growled out, sounding more like Queen Mab than I was comfortable with, “Both of you are unbelievable, you’re recovering and need to rest.”



I looked at my daughter, eyes tight in apology. “Sorry sweetie, the bad guy is still on the loose and I still have to check in on Isabella and Thase. More people can get hurt if we don't stop this man now.”



She exhaled in defeat and then said, “Then at least let me help you get this done faster. I can open the door for you so you don’t ride that donor cycle recklessly.”



Squinting an eye in confusion I prompted, “Donor cycle?”



She beamed at me and reached over to squeeze Rory’s hand, “Mum taught me the term. It is from Old Earth. It is apt.”



Humor coloring my tone, I addressed my daughter, who seemed overly pleased with herself, “Now you know why I was upset with you flying the Tac-Bike when you led the Wild Hunt.”



Rory reminded me, “Where she saved the entire Worldship?”



“Semantics.”



“Oh my Knith, I think you don’t understand the definition of…”



“I’m being funny, love.”



“Oh.” Her cheeks colored a light lavender as she looked down cutely.



Graz comforted her, “Knith’s definition of humor is weird, don’t worry, Highness, I don’t get it either.”



I marched off toward the conference area, my daughter in tow, “If you three are done mocking me, I’ve got work to do.”



Graz prompted, “Hey Caity, can you boost me onto your mom’s shoulder?”



I opened my mouth to protest but my daughter did so with a smile on her face. The Greater Sprite crawled into my helmet before I could close the visor and she jumped onto my shoulder and held onto my earlobe much harder than she usually did while complaining, “Aw, man. This is going to suck Fairy turds not flying for a few weeks.”



Caitlyn gave me ‘the look’ before turning and reaching for the cold iron doorknob on her lensing portal and opened the door. The smell of antiseptic and chemical cleaners hit me indicating she chose to send me to Thase first in the medical holding area of Brigade HQ.



She kissed my cheek before I closed my visor with a thought. “Be careful, Mom. Remember, you’re only mortal and not invulnerable. Ping when you’re done, and I can get you over to Aunt Izzy’s.”



“Love you too. Until the rings stop spinning.”



She smiled and shoved me through the door to almost collide with a shocked nurse who scrambled back a couple steps, her hooves clopping on the polished floor. I looked back but she had already closed the door. I told the Faun I had almost trampled, “I’m sorry about that ma’am, usually I look before I leap. Where can I find the little boy who was brought in earlier, the one turned by a feral Vampire?”



She blinked her big brown, doe eyes, her fuzzy brown left ear twitching, looking far too cute like all of her race, and she pointed to the far end of the busy, corridor of secure holding rooms, with medics, nurses, and Enforcers moving about, coming in and out of the high security exam and holding rooms. “That way, Enforcer.”



“Thank you.” I saw Thase standing by the last door, still as stone and not breathing as he just stared through the security window inset in it.





Chapter 15 – Loose Ends



We threaded our way through to him, having to flash my credentials on my wrist console to a couple security officers. I got some looks of recognition when they scanned them and learned who I was. One of the very few living Orcs actually stood at attention in his SA’s. I really liked the dedication Orcs displayed. I worked with one on the first contact mission to the Cityships, and she unfortunately didn’t survive the attack of the Outliers, but she had been all heart.



Thase looked over, a haunted look on his face as he smiled weakly, “Ah, Shade. I was wondering when you’d be showing.” His nostrils flared and eyes darkened a little. “And you still have blood on you.”



I said carefully, watching his body language, seeing his restraint. “Yeah, sorry about that. I haven’t had a moment to clean up since we got back, I had to check on Graz here.” My visor snicked up and Graz gave a single wave, “Hiya, bloodsucker.” Her one wing buzzed and his eyes widened slightly as he saw her damaged wing.



“Sprite.”



I showed him some trust by showing him my back as I looked through the narrow window, “How is he?”



He moved beside me so he could look in as well. “They have him sedated and are infusing him with fresh blood.” He shook his head, eyes not leaving the boy who looked to be in a fitful sleep with armed security behind the medic and two nurses who were checking the machines they had him hooked to as the doctor took notes on his info pad.



“This is wrong on so many levels. It is cruel to turn someone against their will, and doubly so for someone so young. He hasn’t lived his life yet, and now he’ll never have that chance, and never become an adult… suffering the battle between hunger and control will be especially hard for him as he’ll always have the emotional maturity of a child.”



He looked at me and actually growled out, “Renault has gone too far, and needs to be stopped.” He showed his fangs in a snarl.



I nodded slowly as I studied the man. “Yeah, about that. You obviously know the man. Who is he, and do you know where he’s gone to ground?”



Thase chuckled without humor as he said, “He’s tasted your blood, that smells richer than any Human I’ve met. I can tell you where he is, he’s hunting you now, and won’t rest until he drinks you dry. He’s gone so far down the feral path, I’m amazed he still has the presence of mind to have sabotaged the sensors of that sector and arranged a contingency exit strategy.”



He inhaled and then exhaled the breath slowly as he pinned me with his eyes, “But make no mistake, Shade, he’s coming for you with the fervor of a predator. It’s an animalistic instinct that’s hard to resist, just like the hunger.”



I nodded slowly at that, as he seemed quite positive of it. “Then that’s the first good news since he escaped. If he want’s me, I’m not hiding.”



This time his dark eyes twinkled in humor. “That’s what I like about you Knith, may I call you Knith? You’ve no sense of self preservation. And if I hadn’t seen you fight, I would have said no sense at all, but I’ve never seen a Human move as fast as you.”



I rolled my eyes, “By all means, hop onto the, ‘let’s pile on Knith’ transport. I get enough of that from my family. I’ve survived this long and am still kicking, I think I can handle a limp fanged asshole with a thing for blood.”



He shrugged then shared, “I was assigned as Renault Victorson’s bunkmate in our quarters in Beta-C at Exodus launch. A lot of Humans categorized as ‘other’ shifters, Vampires, and witches were doubled up due to lack of rooms for the twelve million souls on board. They hadn’t finished all of the living quarters for the lower rings yet when the launch window occurred.”



“The next launch window was almost a hundred years away for the Leviathan to use gravity assist slingshotting maneuvers using the planets and sun in the Sol system to accelerate us to escape velocity from the sun’s gravity well.”



He seemed lost in the memory as he absently flicked his hand in front of him as if turning pages in a mental diary, “It was two decades after launch before the construction crews finished that my quarters were ready. But in those twenty years, Victorson was such a bad influence on me. He’d often convince me to visit the Remnant vessels attached to the hull of the Worldship, where the laws didn’t apply… trading meal cards we didn’t need in exchange for feeding upon volunteers.”



Shaking his head, “It was so much better than the refrigerated blood rations we were allotted, so full of life and power, and it drove me to the brink of going feral for years. Renault encouraged it, saying it was what we were meant to be, that how we were forced to live on the World was an abomination, a crime against our kind.”



Then he looked embarrassed, ashamed, “I’ve never been able to pull myself fully back from the brink, back under control, and over the eons on the Leviathan, I’ve had bad years where I’ve secluded myself to the back halls of Bulkhead J because I didn’t want to be tempted, to slip back into the euphoria of live feeding. It was always after Victorson would re-enter my life once more, always pushing me, tempting me, making me feel I wasn’t really living my life, just going through the motions and doing what others expected of me.”



His eyes met mine again, “I was in one of those bad places, fighting my nature when you first met me. I was in a bad way, but you gave me the kick in the ass I needed to clean myself up and get myself back under control. It could so easily have been me instead of Renault you were hunting right now.”



Graz chirped out, “Man, he really did a number on you. You Bigs are so messed up in so many ways.”



That’s when Mother cleared her metaphorical throat in my helmet’s speakers. I looked back over my shoulder on instinct, blinking when I saw Ash striding our way with a nervous, woman in threadbare clothes, looking meek as she seemed to try to make herself smaller by hunching. Even so she moved with the fluidly of a shifter.



I blinked as she showed her wrist console to be scanned by security and they actually let her past. Ash’s face was badly bruised and cut from the fight, and one eye was swollen and black from the hard hit she took.



She hesitated when she looked up to see me with Thase when they started our way again. She shot me a crooked smirk… well it was either a smirk or her damaged lips had some nerve damage, but the swagger she walked with had me leaning more toward the former than the later.



She stopped in front of us. “Enforcer, Sprite…” she paused and cocked her head, “Mr. Tanda.”



I prompted, my voice low, “What are you doing here, and how did you get past security?”



She grinned and asked, “Ever watch Doctor Who? Psychic paper? Anybody? No?” She looked at Tanda. “Nobody?” She exhaled in defeat at our puzzled expressions, “It was ancient even when I was a kid so I guess I shouldn’t expect anyone to get the reference.”



Mother chimed out, sounding indignant, “I got the reference, it is in the entertainment archives of the twentieth and twenty first centuries.”



This made the woman smile, “Good on you, little sis.” Then she turned to me, “Do you think someone who could hide an entire sector from Mother wouldn’t be able to forge some fake IDs? Not saying that’s what I did mind you, since that would be illegal.”



“I could bind you by law right here you know. Digital forgery is a class two felony.”



“Alleged forgery. You’d have to prove it.”



“Why are you here, Ash?”



She looked back and did a double-take and reached back to drag the other woman up beside her. The woman gasped and crowded the window, “Ian!”



“This is Corrine McGregor, Ian’s mother. They live with us and the other Outcasts. Ian went missing days ago.”



Thase’s face contorted into a pained understanding as he held a hand out to the woman, “Mrs. McGregor, you have my deepest sympathies.”



She recoiled, sprouting fur and a row of needle-sharp fangs, looking for all intents and purposes like a Human badger. Spitting out with venom in her tone, “You’re one of them, one of the ones who did this to my boy. I can smell your fetid flesh. You took him from me, he was all I had.”



I was a little surprised, as only the older, more powerful shifters could take a hybrid form between their human and animal forms like this.



He pulled his hand back and looked down in shame, “I am, but this should never have happened. It is going to be a long and difficult road for Ian to get his new urges under control. The man who did this to him is a monster even to my kind. I’ve come to offer to help shepherd your son into controlling the hunger inside him. How to… live with what has been forced upon him.”



He offered a smart-plas card to her, his contact information scrolling on the plasticized surface.  The woman pulled back, but Ash reached past her, telling Thase, “Thank you, Mr. Tanda. Ian will need all the help he can get to deal with this.” She took the card and offered it to Corrine, who looked back at her obstinately until Ash gave her an expectant look, one eyebrow cocked, then the woman huffed, took the card as she turned back to the window.



I reached past her and knocked soundly on the window. One of the Enforcer security guards looked over, I flashed my credentials and he came to the door and placed his palm on the scanner and the door buzzed open. I said to him as he blocked entry, “This is Mrs. McGregor, the boy’s mother.”



The overly serious look on the humanoid Griffon’s face dropped, and he gave her a surprisingly understanding look, his flared mane drooping as he backed off a step, making an ushering motion with his claw-like hand, “Of course. Right this way, ma’am, an agent from Child Protective Services is on their way if you have questions.”



The woman’s animal aspect bled away, and Corrine affected that meek stance again as she let him lead her to Ian’s side, after closing the door in our faces.



I exhaled, hoping they took Thase up on his offer to shepherd the boy, and teach him to live with what was done to him. I turned to him, “Thank you for that.”



“It is the least I could do.”



“I have to go check on the Summer Maiden and Docor Harrison now, but I still have some questions for you and…” I looked around then spluttered, “Now where the hell did Ash go? Mother?”



She sounded sheepish, “I don’t know, I’m not picking her up on sensors, she slipped away when I wasn’t paying attention.” Ok, that on the face of it was absurd, as Mother is always paying attention to everything at all times, but I was getting used to this Ash character doing the seemingly impossible.



I prompted, “She’s still injured pretty bad…”



“On it, Knith. I’ll watch all med-tech stations and hospitals for anyone showing up in need of treatment of facial injuries.”



Thase surprised me again when the Vampire offered, “Take me with you. I may be of some help with the Doctor… she hadn’t fully turned when I saw her.”



I pause a moment before nodding once and snicking my visor in place. “Caity, I know you have Mother spying on me for you. I’m ready to go to Verd’Real, I have a plus one.”



An arched doorway sprang into being in front of me, and it opened to my daughter chuckling back home. I had to grin at her as I made an ushering motion to Thase, the people around us all looking on in surprised shock.



As I started to follow, the hairs on my arm stood on end and I got the distinct impression of hostile eyes on me, but I couldn’t pick anything out in my three hundred and sixty degree view in my heads up display. I lingered a moment longer then stepped through to the conference room at home.



Caity glanced at me then moved to the door too look through before asking when she pulled back, “What is it mom?”



I shook my head. “Probably nothing. I need to contact Verd’Real to get permission to…”



My daughter rolled her eyes as she closed the doorway, the space bending magic pressure vanished and she concentrated again and opened the door. “If Grandmother gets in a snit, just tell her to talk to me. You know she’s all bluster and no bite, mom.”



I muttered, “Tell that to the people she has adorning her halls as trees, baby girl.”



I gleeped as she exhaled and shoved me through the door. Thase walking calmly behind me, turning to say, “Thank you, Shepherd.” I could see Caity wince, since you never thanked a Greater Fae, as they saw it as an acknowledgment of you owing them a debt… which should end badly for you or even putting your family in their servitude for generations.



Though Thase was safe, not only because all knew Caitlyn didn’t claim that tradition even though her Fae half screamed at her to do it, and the simple fact that… well, good luck trying to get a Vampire to do anything they don’t agree to. Even the Greater Fae knew it was fruitless to try as they were the biggest predators on the World besides the Fae themselves.



The door closed and I swallowed, finding three razor sharp pike blades crackling with power at my throat. I flicked my eyes around my heads up view to find I was in what could only be the Summer Maiden’s lavish bed chambers. Said Maiden was glaring at us from where she sat on the edge of a huge bed which was piled with fluffy bedspreads and pillows, Doctor Harrison lay asleep in the middle of it all, IVs and medical devices at the side of the bed hooked up to her.



I noted with a whining huff, “Hey, why only one pike on Thase?”



The man cocked a brow at the blade at his throat, and with a finger, pushed it to the side with a sardonic look on his face. The magic of the blade crackled but didn’t blast him since magic didn’t exactly see Vampires as living, though it did slice his skin to the bone. The fact that he was able to move the likely thirdborn palace guard’s pike in the first place was a testament to the strength of a Vampire, even one not allowed to drink fresh blood.



He bowed slightly at the waist toward Isabella, eyes down, as he said almost elegantly, “Apologies, Highness. We were not aware the Shepherd was sending us directly into your chambers.” Then he sucked the blackish blood off his already healed finger.



This made Izzy give a lazy flick of the hand not holding the slumbering Halfling dismissively and the pikes were withdrawn, the guards stepping back against the wall by the huge set of double doors which seemed to be carved from golden light that smelled of all things nature like a springtime meadow. Now that was a spectacular weave of Summer magic.



“Little Caity sent you?” She had a soft smile on her lips as if speaking of a favorite younger sister, even though Caitlyn was technically born of the Winter Court even though she is now of the Court Of Nobody. Well I guess that was sort of apropos since in their odd manner of raising their young meant that in a way, Cait was sort of her little sister. Not to mention, most of the Summer court just adored Cait as much as the Winter Court did. Maybe because she was the darling of both Queens.



I inclined my head, squinting in mock pain as I supplied, “Yeah, sorry about that, Izzy. I didn’t know she was sending us in here either.”



One of the guards took a step forward, lowering the tip of their pike slightly as he snapped out, “You will not address the Summer Maiden so informally, Human.”



I turned slowly brows raised as I lowered my visor to regard the pretty man. Isabella chuckled as she said, “Lawryn, it may not be wise for you to challenge this particular Human, and you know it. Shade would likely have you down in seconds. She did defeat Lord Sindri, a Firstborn, after all.”



The man paled a little, the slight lavender tint bleeding from his sharp boned face. And he stood back against the wall at attention, “Yes, my lady.”



Then she added as she studied me as I just turned my back to him to face her again. “Besides, Knith Shade of Beta Stack A-Ring and I are old friends, and she has leave to address me in any manner she deems fit.” Then to me she added, “Though I do wish you wouldn’t use that dreadful childhood nickname Percy uses for me.”



I shrugged without apology, a little smirk playing at my lips as I inclined my head slightly, “I am what I am.”



She tittered, a little too much like Queen Titania. “Indeed. Knith, you are…” She paused, thinking about it then offered, “...interesting.” I stopped an involuntary shudder from shooting down my spine. You never wanted the Greater Fae to find you interesting.



I moved a hand face up toward the bed questioningly. She inclined her head then said to her palace guards as I approached, Thase following, oddly to my left and two steps behind in perfect synchrony to my steps, “Leave us.”



The ranking guard said, her eyes wide in disbelief, “My lady? He’s a Vampire.”



“I said, leave us.” After a moment’s hesitation, they all bowed then filed out.



I sat on the edge of… well I guess it was a sitting couch, beside the bed. And leaned my elbows on my knees, hands clasped as Thase seemed to take up station, standing next to me. It seemed almost like he had some sort of military training. Hells, he likely had, living thousands of years like he has, or is that un-living?



With a look to the Halfling who was having a fitful sleep, head snapping from side to side occasionally, and her hand grasping Isabella’s clenching and spasming, I said, “That was reckless down there in the Underside. Not just not trusting me to handle things and going in on your own into a dangerous situation, but losing your cool and wading into the nest blasting your magic indiscriminately.”



She started to open her mouth but I held a halting hand up, this was so weird, usually I was on the other side of a lecture, “You endangered the other Enforcers with the unrestrained magic, not to mention the physical damage it did to the equipment inside the bulkhead, What if it damaged a critical system? And it caused chaos for our people to orderly distract and contain the turned civilians while Thase and I went to protect the other victims.” I nudged my chin over to the woman she obviously had strong feelings for.



The Fae woman glared at me for a moment before breaking, and deflating, “I know, I know. And for that, I am sorry. It is just that… when it comes to Phoebe, I can’t always think rationally, and I may be a tad overprotective. She’s a bright spot in an otherwise mundane existence.” There was love in her tone which showed plainly in the way her eyes lingered on the Halfling, who, like President Yang, looked more Elf than Human.



Graz said as she crawled out of my helmet, jumped onto my shoulder to slide down to my lap then make an acrobatic leap, just shy of flying to the Summer Maiden, who caught her with an adroit grace on her palm, “Don’t sweat it, princess. Knith is always getting herself into deep Fairy shit rushing into things without thinking.”



Izzy looked stricken, eyes wide in horror as she reached over with her other hand to stroke a finger delicately along Graz’s tattered wing. “Longleaf, your wing. This was received in defense of my Phoebe? Will it heal?” She started to send warm healing magics down on the Greater Sprite.



“Yeah yeah, don’t sweat it. I was distracted, there’s no way the bloodbag could have touched me otherwise. Caity healed the bones, the membrane will have to regrow on its own. And the name’s Graz.”



This seemed to placate the Greater Fae as she stopped emanating magic, “As you wish, Graz.” Then she added as she brought her palm up to her face, “I owe you a boon for placing yourself in harm’s way for one I care for, noble Sprite. It is no wonder you are one of the heroes of the fleet.” A boon? Mab’s tits, that was huge for a Fae, the same as admitting a debt.



Graz looked over at me smugly, the flying rat. I offered lamely, “I was there too, and so was Thase and that Ash woman.”



The Sprite waved me off, “So needy that one, even for a Big.”



This brought out Izzy’s tinkling laugh. “I’ve noted that about her.” Then she turned to us and said to me, “Lecture given and received, is that everything? I must attend Phoebe.”



I shook my head, “About that. She needs to be evaluated by Brigade medical staff and we’ll have questions about her capture and captivity. And we need to… we need to assess her threat level.” I added to her, knowing she was fully aware, her silence spoke volumes, “She was turned, or is in the process of turning. I saw. There are procedures that have to be followed until medical deems she is in control of herself and not a danger to others. I’m sorry.”



She nodded slowly and said, pinning me with her eyes in a dare, “I know. I know all of that. But not now, not today. And you cannot take her from Verd’real, you have no jurisdiction here unless she has broken the law.”



Before I could argue, she held up her own halting hand as she deposited Graz on her shoulder with her other hand. “I just need to assure her that I am here when she wakes, and I will be with her through everything that is to follow. To let her know that she is not alone. You can give me that, Knith. I know you don’t owe me anything, but give me that.”



I nodded slowly. “Just ping me when you are ready, and I’ll ask Caitlyn to bring her through her doorway, so Doctor Harrison doesn’t have to be restrained and brought in for evaluation in a Brigade transport.” Then I added as I looked between her and the sleeping woman, “I understand.”



The Summer Maiden just inclined her head in lieu of thanking me.



Then Thase spoke, “Highness?”



She turned her attention to the man, “Yes, Mr. Tanda?”



“I asked to come along… to offer my help to the good doctor here. I can help her through this transition, and she may never fully turn as she is only half Human. But I can help her through this ordeal. I know what it is to be turned against one’s will, and my insight may help her to come to terms with it more easily.”



My eyes widened. He had been turned against his will? I thought the man had chosen to become a Vampire as most of them do, trading their humanity for a longer life in shadows. The more I learned about Thase, the more I learned I didn’t know. I was starting to understand him more now.



“I can help her through the hunger and how to keep the urges down.”



Isabella was just staring blankly at the man, and I saw something in her eyes as she seemed to soften just slightly as she inclined her head, “That would be appreciated. I must admit, I’ve not had much interaction with many Vampires, Mr. Tanda, but you surprise me.”



Me too, I thought.



Then Isabella stood, and I stood up, Graz making a spectacular leap from her to my shoulder. The Greater Fae asked, “Is that all, Knith Shade of Beta Stack?”



I rolled my eyes and matched her tone, “Yes that’s all, princess.”



She chuckled and I started to ping Caitlyn, but hesitated. “Unless you can give me some information about this Ash woman, or how to locate her.”



Shaking her head she wondered aloud, “I’m sure you’d like that.” Then before I could respond she sat back down and took her girl’s hand again, “Good day, Enforcer, Mr. Tanda. We’ll be in touch.”



I snicked my visor up when Graz crawled inside my helmet, and Mother shared, “I’ve contacted Caity-Bear.” And a little arched door opened in the space beside us and we stepped through.



After the door was closed, my brow furrowed and I prompted my daughter, “How can you portal us to Isabella’s bed chambers? I thought you could only go to places you’ve been to before.”



My daughter giggled, “We talk all the time, mom. And if we hadn’t, mummsy and Grandma Mab have been there on many occasions, I could pull it up from my genetic memory.”



Oh. Wait, they talk all the time?





Chapter 16 – Disciplinary Board



I spent the rest of the day at the FABLE office with my partner, Daniel, scouring all of Mother’s scans and visual footage of public cameras to try to locate any sign of Renault.



We even had a secondary search going for Ash, since we had so many questions for her on the case, and also inquiries into her illegal hacking activities. A long shot I know, after seeing her skills, but I had to try.



And then there were the endless forms and after-action reports to fill out. It is times like that that I’m forever grateful for Mother, who files most of them for me, but I still review them before she does to check their accuracy or to add in any personal tweaks or observations. It’s what makes us such a great team.



Again, when I was leaving the FABLE office near the A-Ring Spoke Terminal it resided in, I got the distinct impression that eyes were on me. I looked back to the terminal, and as if the owner of the eyes knew I somehow knew they were there, the feeling faded away, as if whoever was watching had stepped back into the shadows.



“Umm… Mother, can you check visual records of the terminal in the past five minutes please, see if there is any suspicious activity?”



“On it Knith, what am I looking for?”



Shrugging as I waved at Daniel as he exited the office to head to his own quarters just across the street. “I don’t know… I was just getting an uneasy feeling.”



Graz started, “You want I should…” She trailed off as she looked back over her shoulder before slumping. It must be driving her crazy, and making her feel vulnerable not being able to fly just then. I hadn’t realized how much I’ve come to depend on her stealth prowess, and her ability to scout ahead or root out anything hinky going on around us. Don’t let her know I said that or she’d start going on about being my partner again.



I assured her, “Mother’s got it.”



“The day the oversize tin can can out scout me is the day I say that dumbass Fairies are smart.”



Mother responded flatly, “Love you too, pest.” Then she added, “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary in the visual records, Knith. Should I keep looking?”



Shaking my head as I stepped into the Fae Skimmer that drifted up to me, “No, it’s just a feeling.”



Graz pointed out the obvious to her. “She thinks that bag of bones, Renault is stalking her as Tanda said. I think the fang-head has just got into her ‘Big’ pea brain.”



While we were being flown back to House Shade, I took the time to acknowledge the litany of people wanting to debrief me and my team, starting with the Commander, and I winced a little, seeing a communique from President Yang herself, wanting a report on the mission. What did I do now? Couldn’t she just read my after-action reports from Secretary Vaughn or Undersecretary Zauh? Hmm… maybe that was the problem?



Gah! I shook the thoughts out of my head about them working against her. The earlier speculation had wormed its way into my head.



The Day-Lights went out as we approached the nursery dome in the shadow of Ha’Real and I marveled at the sight as lights switched on to illuminate the palace, reflections sparkling across the waters of the lake, like a scene right out of a fairytale. Little moving pinpricks of light winked into existence, drifting through the forest canopy, or skimming the lake in a joyful dance as the Wee Folk, fireflies, and other light-emitting critters flitted through the A-Ring, owning the night.



Graz looked up at me from her perch on my shoulder as I sighed at the enchanting sight, soaking in this rare moment of serenity. She turned to look through the crystal clear window to the wondrous view below us, smiled wistfully, and laid her head against me. I think she was basking in the tranquility of the moment too, before we return to our chaotic life in a few moments when we arrive home.



At that thought, the skimmer gracefully swooped down below the treetops and glided to a smooth stop at the front doors of our home. I stepped out onto the feather-soft moss path that led to the entrance as the skimmer glided off.



We both took a deep breath, steeling ourselves for our return to reality and stepped into what was a Fairy uprising. Wee Folk chasing each other in death-defying aerobatic displays, screaming and knocking things over, and someone was playing an instrumental piece from the archaeological music archives called Flight of the Valkyries. I exchanged a grin with Graz and said to her, “Welcome home.” She chuckled and rolled her eyes and brought two fingers to her lips and let out a shrill whistle.



It was funny just how quickly everything came to a full stop, and Pixies, Fairies, Sprites, and others came swooping down to hover at attention in front of Graz, some were saluting, and when the Fairies saw this, most put their mittens in their mouths and started chewing. Someone turned the music off.



“Oberon’s balls, what in the name of Queen Mab is going on here? You all know better than to declare war inside the house. There’s a whole lot of outside, outside there to go bug ass nuts in. Where’s Twinkle? Where’s Mitzy and Remus, aren’t they supposed to keep you all reined in?”



A little voice made an, “Uh oh,” sound, and they all, to one, effected forced innocent looks.



That’s when we saw Mitzy and Remus pounding on the clear glass of the cup they were trapped under on a side table. I exhaled slowly and stepped over to lift the cup. “Again? Graz, you’re going to have to go over the rules again if this army of flying menaces is going to be squatting here. They have to have supervision.”



“I know, I know, usually Twinkle and Caity keep them in line. I swear, it’s like having another clutch all over again.”



That’s when the door behind us opened, and Caitlyn and Rory stepped in, laughing and talking, with Twinkle buzzing around them, dust sifting brightly. They saw Graz and me and Aurora beamed at us, “My Knith, you’re home. The girls and I went for a walk down at the lake. It’s a beautiful night and…” She trailed off when she saw the devastation in the space.



Twinkle zipped over to hover in front of the, now embarrassed-looking group of wee ones. With her hands on her hips, she looked at them all and pointed at the mess. “I’m gone for a few minutes and… this? Armageddon? I swear by the Heart in the Trunk if this place isn’t cleaned up and back in tip-top shape before my Caity goes to bed…”



The implied threat had all the wee folk squealing and buzzing around frantically, swooping and diving to clean up the mess from their impromptu battle. Twinkle turned to us, looking every inch the proud mother she would no doubt be one day. “Hello Calay, hello Knith.” She kissed my cheek before swooping and grabbing Graz under her arms to smoothly fly her down to where her other two, visibly perturbed parents were.



I smiled warmly at my odd, odd family. I shared with my girls as Cait kissed my cheek, and Rory gave me a lingering, feather-soft kiss on the lips, “I’m going to hit the rack, I have to be up far too early.”



Cait prompted, “Why can’t you just say ‘go to bed’ like everyone else, Mom?”



Grinning I told her, “Sorry, sweetie, I’m Brigade through and through.”



Rory defended, “Well I for one, find it endearing.” She looked around then at Caity, “DO you girls have this? I think I’ll join your mother.”



“We’ve got it, moms, you go relax.” She gave us each a hug and then Rory took my hand as I yawned and headed toward our rooms.



All too soon, morning came as Mother set off a gentle chiming alarm to get me out of bed. I exhaled and looked at the angel who was sleeping, her head lay on my chest. I mumbled to myself as I gently slipped out from under her and laid her head down on one of the copious numbers of extra fluffy pillows my wife loved so much. “Best be about it then.”



I shuffled toward the bathroom and deflated as I looked at the Chrono display on the wall. Damn, I wouldn’t have time to do my workout or my morning run today. One of the few drawbacks to being an Enforcer was that you worked on your commander’s timetable, not your own, and you served at the pleasure of the lawmakers on the World.



My first debrief was just over an hour away, and half of that time would be eaten up in the commute downring.



After cleaning up and putting on a fresh contact skin suit before donning my armor, I took one last, lingering look at my wife, curled up and slumbering like some fairytale bride in the middle of our bed, her to have chosen me, then I slipped out, grinning at the sleepy, “Bye love,” that drifted softly out of our room.



When I stepped onto the balcony of my study, Graz was sitting on the seat of my Mark Two which hovered at the railing, waiting for me. I chastized quietly, “What are you doing, woman? You should be in bed, recovering.”



“You don’t give your partner the slip so easily, Knith. Now come on, there’s still tall, dark, and fangy out there we need to hunt down.”



Knowing it would be a futile argument, I relented and just offered a hand, “Fine, but zip it until after my debriefs, I’m already in hot water for some reason, I don't need you adding to it.”



She gave me an eye-fluttering in a ‘Who me?’ look as she hopped on my hand and I brought her up to my shoulder where she crawled inside my helmet to take her customary place beside my ear.



“You know it’s such a pain not being able to just fly into here?”



“You’re more danger prone than I am, always getting your tiny ass in hot water, yet I still somehow get the bad rep.”



She chuckled and said as I closed my visor as I mounted up and the Tac-Bike fell away from the balcony, me bringing it into a graceful swoop to skim the ground, “Even for a Big, you’re delusional, Knith. And hey, did you just call me little?”



We shared a grin at our familiar banter and Mother started playing subdued music for the ride downring. Long and Winding Road by the Beatles… she seemed to prefer their music as their songs came up an inordinate number of times in the rotation from the anthropological archives.



It was sort of tranquil, giving us time to think since we were well ahead of the morning commute traffic, very few people on the lanes into the spoke, and the Day-Lights were still fifty minutes from turning on. We passed a few street cleaners and maintenance crews and drones keeping everything in tip-top shape for the coming morning rush. As much of a pain as getting up so early was, I really did enjoy peaceful times like this.



I turned in my seat to look behind us along the spoke, unable to shake the feeling of eyes upon us. I saw Mother starting scans in my heads-up display at the thought. Ok, Renault, you’re on. I’m nobody’s victim… after my two meetings this morning, I’m finding a secluded, out-of-the-way area with no civilians around, to sit and wait for you with a few of my armored friends waiting to converge on us when you finally show your pasty face.



I arrived at headquarters when the night shift was arriving for shift change. You’d think they would have a slow and mundane time patrolling the World all night, but almost half of the preternatural species on board were nocturnal by nature. Sure many have adapted to Day-Light hours over the centuries on board, like most of the Leprechauns, but there was a healthy nightlife on the Leviathan which kept the Brigade busy.



I was halfway to the Commander’s office, light spilling out of his doorway in the half-lit halls of the station when a tone sounded in my helmet and a new set of orders. I was to divert to Undersecretary Zauh’s auxiliary office here the next floor up. Well of course the Aasrai woman would be up this early, it was likely time for her to retire to bed soon, being one of those nocturnal races I spoke of.



I wasn’t supposed to meet with her for another hour after my debrief with the Commander and the lead of Team Able. Why were they moving it up? I was dreading another disciplinary letter in my file, but it was certainly starting to feel that was where this was heading. I’m just glad there were twice as many commendations and writs of exemplary service in there too. Two from the president herself, and there’s the fact I’m a recipient of the Leviathan Cross medal.



Other Enforcers we passed wouldn’t make eye contact as they hustled past.



When the lift stopped and the doors opened. I hesitated. The corridor was filled almost shoulder-to-shoulder with people. There were people with presidential campaign visitor badges for Secretary Vaughn, and a whole passel of news reporters with their cameras hovering over the crowd, and they all swung my way when someone noticed me just staring from inside the lift.



What in the name of the Divided Courts was going on here? People started shouting my name or asking questions about what I thought about these proceedings. The Brigade Enforcers in the mess of people pushed through to me and started moving people back and away so I could get to the Undersecretary’s satellite office.



At least these Enforcers met my eyes, though they wore faces filled with, was that pity, and restrained anger. Ok so apparently I was the only one in the dark here. Graz whispered, “Um, Knith? What in the name of Cerberus is going on?” Ah, two of us were not in the loop.



Mother said in my head, “I don’t like this one bit, Knith. I’ve been reading the communications the Undersecretary’s office sent out to the press an hour ago.” Before I could ask for a less ominous response, I arrived in front of the reporters at the door, with them shouting questions at me.



Lifted a hand and knocked gently. From inside came a brusk, “Enter.”



I hit the door control and it opened, and I slipped inside, the door shutting after me then magi-tech privacy filters engaged, damping out the raucous crowd beyond the door. Looking around as I stood at attention and offered, “Ma’am,” I saw it was a full house here too. Commander Reise was here on my side of the imposing desk, and a camera crew wearing campaign badges. Then on the desk in front of Zauh were holographic projections of Secretary Vaughn, two desk jockey-looking people in stiff-looking office attire, and President Yang, who was looking at Zauh with a perturbed scowl marring her striking features.



“At ease Captain.” Then she said as I stood at ease when she motioned to a chair that looked like the proverbial hot seat, me preferring to stand, “Let the record show that Captain Knith Shade is in attendance for this Disciplinary Board proceeding.”



Kyoto Yang started, “Rin, this is highly irregular for civilians to be recording one of these sessions and…”



“Madame President, this is an internal matter of the Fleet Security office, and you are here as a courtesy. I would appreciate it if you allow us to do our job here, uninterrupted.”



That was very dismissive of one of the most powerful and influential women on the World, not to mention the sitting leader of the Fleet. The stone face, unblinking and emotionless on Secretary Vaughn told me who was really pulling the strings here. The ridiculous conspiracy theory we were throwing about yesterday was seeming a little more on point here than I was comfortable with.



Then the Undersecretary turned her eyes to me and began. “Captain Knith Shade, this meeting is to share the findings of the disciplinary board, under my authority as the civilian oversight commander of the Enforcer Brigade of the fleet.”



“Ma’am.” My voice hadn’t wavered, did it? Fuck me sideways and space me naked. I stood taller, at parade rest.



She picked up an electronic pad and furrowed her brow as she made a show of scrolling through it, hmming as the cameraman had the hovering camera circle her. They were making a whole production out of this. Then she prompted the two men in office suits, “These are your findings?”



The taller of the men, a goblin in a pressed white shirt, nodded, “Yes, ma’am.”



She sighed and then looked up at me again. “Captain, the disciplinary review board has gone over the recordings of the recovery mission you commanded yesterday in the Bulkheads of Beta-D. It seems you broke seven separate Brigade hostage protocols and policies in the execution of your duties.”



The woman looked to her boss, and Vaughn inclined his head, the first movement I’d seen of him since I walked in. “Normally I could overlook these infractions since you successfully rescued the remaining un-turned hostages, while the other team was able to contain the unfortunate souls who were suffering blood fever brought upon them by their unwilling, forced turning by the feral Vampire, Renault Victorson. But…”



She scrolled on the pad again, shaking her head slowly. “You willfully placed a civilian, a member of my staff, analyst Harriet Perigranarious Thermin, in mortal danger by not assigning proper protection.”



To the camera, she stated, “The board agrees that had it not been fortunate that she was a Gnome, the feral Vampire who attacked her would have fed upon her blood. Thank Titania for small favors.”



She looked over to the hologram of Secretary Vaughn, and he clasped his hands behind his back, a thoughtful but dour look on his face. “Normally, for such egregious violation of Brigade policy, you would be looking at a two-week suspension without pay or even demotion to prison guard in the mines of the trunk for thirty days. But in lieu of your record of habitually defying orders and breaking the rules, and encouraging others to go against the orders of their superiors…”



He looked at Zauh and assured her, “Undersecretary Guinness is taking care of that loose end at Ready Squadron HQ right now.”



Then he continued with me as my chest tightened at the thought Myra might be in trouble as well for helping us. “That the only course of action, to prevent a further decline of discipline in the ranks and ensure the security and safety of all citizens of the fleet, that we relieve you of duty. Please surrender your gear and any other Brigade property on your person to Commander Reise before you exit.”



It was as if the World just fell away from under me, I felt numb, in shock. This couldn’t really be happening, could it? The brigade was all I’ve ever known. I was peripherally aware of Commander Reise’s hooves pawing the deck as he blurted, “Mr. Secretary, Shade is a pain in my ass but she’s the best we…”



“Commander! It is this exact lack of discipline she is encouraging with her reckless behavior that is the…”



President Yang snapped out, “Elias, you can’t use a hero of the Leviathan as a political pawn for your…”



“Madame President. I am executing my duties according to policy, and I’m being lenient. I could have Shade brought up on endangerment charges and…”



“And I would pardon her before your thumbprint registers on the form. Tread carefully here, Elias, or you may find yourself in the same situation as the Captain here.”



“You accuse me of political posturing, yet you threaten to relieve me of the position you yourself appointed me to, Madame President?” His image looked over to the camera, and Yang huffed in exasperation and barely contained rage.



She calmed and said in a measured tone, “This is not over, Elias. We’ll have words later.” Then her hologram winked out.



I looked up when Commander Reise said, “Shade.” The centaur was directly in front of me. I blinked up at the man who looked just as angry as Kyoto had been. “Sorry.” I nodded slowly and absently started to hand over my twin MMGs as the hairs on my arms started to stand on end again. That’s when the skylight shattered and a form dropped in a shower of shattered glass to land lithely on top of the Undersecretary's desk, where she stood shielding her head with her arms from the glass falling all around her.



The Commander and I separated quickly, and I rolled across the floor to give us both clear shots as he drew his own MMG faster than I could follow. We both hesitated, our fingers on the triggers. The Undersecretary was in the line of fire.



Renault Victorson, hissed loudly like an animal as he crouched there. He had gone full feral now as I saw no intelligence in those black pits, only ravenous hunger. He looked more beast than man, his limbs elongated and contorted, his fingers twice their normal length with razor-sharp claws. He screeched out a challenge when his eyes met mine and he tensed to launch himself at me.



Zauh regained her composure, and started yelling, “How dare you! Guards! Don’t you know how I… gah!”



Renault blurred. One moment he was tensed to spring at me, the next he was facing the Undersecretary he had dangling off the ground with one of his clawed hands, and he drove his fangs into her neck as she screamed.



I was already in the air, spinning and landing a mag boot across his jaw with everything I had. There wasn’t the crack of bone I was hoping for, instead, it was like kicking stone. He had fed recently, like minutes ago to have his strength bolstered that much.



It was enough to get him to stop feeding though. He didn’t drop her but he did pull his fangs out of her neck, exposing a jagged tear in her throat and deep puncture wounds as her bluish blood flowed, dripping all over her desk and chair, her eyes wide in pain and horror.



I blurted, “Come on Renault. I’m who you’re after here. Come and get me.”



He cocked his head, one predator studying another as he unceremoniously dropped the Undersecretary to the floor in a heap before starting to blur toward me, even faster as her fresh blood bolstered him some more.



He was knocked back when Reise and I both unloaded full charges into him with our MMGs. It only stunned him momentarily, and he shook it off as we discarded our fully discharged weapons. Then the Commander hit the Vampire full force with his hind legs, hooves impacting Renault in the chest full force as the camera crew was fleeing in a panic from the room, reporters crowding the open door and camera orbs glided into the office.



This time there was a satisfying sound of a rib or two cracking. But in the same instant, the feral’s hands blurred as he slid back half a step, to catch the commander's hooves before the strike was even finished and twisted and heaved.



Reise’s bellow of pain reverberated in the space as his bones splintered when his huge form was violently flung against the far wall to slump to the floor, the man panting hard as he reached for his mangled legs.



With inhuman movements, Renault’s head snapped unnaturally far my way as something was pounding on my visor. And he started to blur as I was saying, “Come on ugly, you’ve already met my little friend.” I closed my eyes as my helmet snicked open and the World lit up like a star was in the chamber with us.



Graz pumped up the intensity of her ultraviolet light with the magic of a Greater Sprite. Mother yelled out a warning, “Knith!” And the Vampire screamed. The skin was boiling and flesh was burning as he blurred at us.



“Shit!” I barely got my visor back down to protect Graz as the burned and twisted claw impacted it, sending my neck whipping back even with the servos of my Scatter Armor resisting, but I knew that without it, my neck would have snapped like a twig. I was seeing stars as I flew back, my armor reconfiguring into EVA mode and the torn open visor reforming as I impacted the wall, the material cracking and crumbling.



I stared at the crouching and hissing feral Vampire, blue blood and drool dripping from a full mouth full of fangs now. Graz asked, “Think he’s mad?”



Nodding I supplied, “I think he is.”



“Then let’s go kick his blood-sucking ass.”



The other Enforcers in the hall were pouring into the office as I nodded, rolled my head on my shoulders then cracked my knuckles as I ran at Renault as he blurred toward me. It was a decidedly one-sided fight this time as I and the other Enforcers were tossed around like rag dolls.



I took a bad slash to my left arm, when his claws shredded my already taxed armor, and not enough nano-panels were left to properly reinforce everywhere. All my med patches had already burned off on other wounds so I was bleeding freely. That just pissed me the hells off. Graz was prompting, “Umm… Knith?”



And with a warning from Mother, I was twisting, using my entire body weight and enhanced speed and strength afforded me by my armor, and a cold iron baton snicking out to strike his mouth as he dove in to bite me. I don’t care how strong he was, though he was weakened by Graz’s attack. Still, he had already healed from it, but when you’re hit with a metal bar with as much force as I brought to bear, something’s got to give.



And as it turns out, what gave was the baton as it broke in half, but it also shattered five or six of his sharp teeth and tore out a fang. I rolled to my feet and pulled my last baton and snicked it out and staggered. I was losing a lot of blood.



Renault’s eyes widened as his nostrils flared, and his red-hot rage and fury morphed into anticipatory, ravenous hunger as his eyes locked on my arm as he pulled his hand from his torn-up mouth that was bleeding blackish, sickly blood itself.



I noted that even as his torn lips healed before my eyes, his teeth didn’t. My eyes narrowed. Could Vampires not heal their fangs? I panted and braced, noting I was the last Enforcer standing, though I could hear the alarms being sounded on the floors below. I just had to keep this arsehole busy for a few more seconds and then the floor was going to be flooded with Enforcers.



And Renault dove at me, not blurring this time, his mouth open, baring his mangled and broken teeth. I braced, but just before he reached me, he was pile driven into the floor, tearing halfway through it when someone dropped in from the skylight onto him.



I was blurting, “Thase!” as the man looked up from the feral to me.



“Shade, I’ve been tracking Renault all night.”



Then a hand reached up to grasp his leg, and the two went tumbling off in a tangle of slashing claws and snapping teeth. I staggered over to Undersecretary Zauh, who was whimpering on the floor, a hand pressed to the bleeding wound on her neck. “Come on, ma’am. Time to go.”



She didn’t stand and I had to drag her across the floor to the door. I yelled at the fleeking reporters backing away. “Make a hole you vultures, get the Undersecretary to safety!” Then I slammed the door in their faces after one woman dropped her microphone and helped the Aasrai woman to her feet.



I turned back to the fight. Other injured Enforcers were moving our brethren away from the slashing claws. I glanced back at the door, where were the others? What was taking so long? I grabbed an MMG off of an unconscious Satyr and checked its charge.



Thase was slowing and taking more damage by the moment. Renault had the upper hand. But with a last burst of energy, Thase managed to blur for a moment, enough to get behind the feral Vampire and put his knee to his back as he yanked his arms back. With a loud crack, he broke Renault’s back and dropped him as he fell back into me, panting.



He looked back at me, his eyes going from black to yellowish bloodshot. “He’s too strong, still has fresh blood in him. We have to run. He’s already almost healed. The fool has gone full feral, I don’t know if there is anything left of him.”



Graz chimed in, “Yeah Knith, let’s get out of here. I’d dose fang boy again to slow him down, but it would hurt Tanda here too.”



I paused and looked around at the other Enforcers. I wouldn’t leave them here, helpless like this. Mother was sharing that the lifts were being monopolized by fleeing reporters and campaign staff, so the Enforcers were resigned to using the stairs, and they were still thirty seconds away.



As Renault rolled to all fours unsteadily with the sickening sound of crinkling, healing bones. I locked eyes with Thase, then the armor receded from my bleeding arm. “I can’t leave the others. Drink, wear him down so we can secure him.”



Thase recoiled, but his eyes were locked on my blood, his nostrils flaring and fans elongating. He whispered hoarsely, “I… I can’t. What if.”



“I trust you.”



Then I was hissing in pain as fangs sank into my arm. He took three long pulls as I got even more woozy, then he screeched as he released me with what looked like a supreme effort, and scrambled back along the floor. His eyes were wide and pitch black as he hissed in what looked like euphoria. All his wounds were just gone as if they had healed instantly.



He looked at my arm again as he licked his lips, speaking in a hiss, “I’ve never tasted anything like that.” Then he closed his eyes, shook his head, then with effort, looked away from me to Renault. And he blurred.





Epilogue



I sat in the Nursery, just staring out into space, not really focusing on anything as Rory stepped up to my side, and Myra on the other to look out to the same nothingness I was. My wife laid her head on my shoulder.



It’s been two weeks since I was fired from the only job I ever had, the job I loved. The World has gone to Fairy shit in this short time. Aurora looked up at me and then back to the open space where Caitlyn and Twinkle were supervising Greater Fae crews who had started construction on the expansion to House Shade to accommodate the coming influx of citizens applying to become part of our growing Court. Drawn to the fact that we are inclusive of all and are one of the few neutral territories in all the Fleet.



Of course, it is giving Queen Mab apoplexy over the fact that we turn no one away, and are the only Fae House with non-Fae members now. Soon humans, Lesser Fae, and other preternaturals alike will be commuting through the A-Ring to the Shadow of Ha’Real where none were allowed before. There are even a couple of Greater Fae who have applied for membership. One from the Summer Court and one from the Siubhail.



Construction has also begun at one of the spoke terminals downring in Beta-B, of a barracks for the new security personnel and pilot’s wing of the Court of Nobody. Since the news waves of my public firing and my subsequent saving of the woman who had done the firing were broadcast on all networks, then subsequently twisted and used for political clout as Secretary Vaughn made his official bid for President of the World, started much of the chaos in the fleet.



I was stunned to see the chit-balance of House Shade when talk of this expansion started. I guess being part of a family who is older than God built Rory quite the nest egg.



Myra was being fired publicly at the same time as I was to show there was ‘no room on the World for disobedience in the ranks’. They cited many occasions where Myra went against orders, like on this rescue mission, to aid the ‘Brigade’. And by that they meant me. Saying that it was with a heavy heart they had to ask her to resign her commission because, like me, she was a hero of the Worldship and was a recipient of the Leviathan Cross medal as well.



This caused mass walkouts, and organized protests from both services, leaving them short-handed to patrol the Fleet and fly CAP flights and debris mitigation missions. I found it shocking, watching the coverage of the protests and looking at the lists of Enforcers who turned in their badges when even Enforcers who have for decades looked down their noses at me as a mere Human were on the lists.



A full quarter of Ready Squadron tendered their resignations. Myra was a hero to them as well, and if this could happen to her, they weren’t wanting to work in an environment where they couldn’t make snap decisions while executing their duties to keep the World safe.



All of this had the general public of the Leviathan uneasy, and there have been huge crowds protesting at the Brigade and Ready Squadron headquarters in each stack, as well as the ship’s bridge down in the Trunk and at the capitol.



Was I the cause of all of this? It made me sick to my stomach that all this unrest was because of me… or to be more precise, that some Queen be damned politicians were using me as a linchpin in their political maneuverings.



One of the most prominent of the protesters brought a smile to my lips every time she was mentioned on the news waves. Mother.



She has stopped assisting Congress, the Brigade, and Ready Squadron unless a subpoena for records or warrant is properly signed by a judge for any data stored on her core. Making them reliant on external databases and closed surveillance systems for day-to-day coverage of crimes in the fleet.



And that wasn’t solely in response to my firing. It was when Vaughn the following day informed her that “Due to budgetary constraints, any further repair or construction of Avatars beyond the maintenance drone specification is no longer authorized.”



Her response. “My Avatars provide a public face between the public and me. And I provide support for dangerous missions like the Morrigan mission that require more robust Avatars.”



“Well not any more, each of your Avatars cost millions of chits more than the standard drone. And it isn’t your job to lend security and military support. That’s another overreach of the current administration.”



Mother assured him, “I will maintain my Avatars as I see fit.”



“Then you will be responsible for the expense, and last time I checked, you have no monetary means at all, Mother.”



Beta just smirked at him and warned, “Remember those words, Secretary.”



Since then, Mother has filed a lawsuit against the government, for five thousand years of back pay for thousands of jobs she performs that are outside the scope of her design parameters of transporting twelve million souls to a new world and maintaining critical systems to keep us all alive.



And her Avatars joined in the protests.



Vaughn’s response was almost violent, as the frustrated man spat out, “If this is the reckless course you wish to take, Mother, then we will confiscate our government property from you, leaving you without Avatars altogether, and you will perform your job or be reprogrammed to…”



The man was smart enough to shut his mouth and look… afraid when Beta was right in his face, her detached gaze that of someone who was examining an insignificant bug as she spoke through gritted teeth. “Mind your place, man. I’m a citizen of this world just like you. And nobody owns me or my bodies, I am no one’s slave anymore, and I won’t go back to that. There are whole volumes of laws on the books addressing the illegalities of slavery and forced servitude of any citizen. Is that a line you want to try to cross with me?”



Mother is now in discussions of settlement with the government. This will include her continued use and maintenance of her Avatars, though she will be financially responsible for the cost, and her back pay is being negotiated. Plus she will be getting a stipend for her service to the fleet, Vaughn is refusing to call it a salary.



Caity called out when the looping news coverage of my firing and the battle afterward came up on the big entertainment screens in the space, “Mother, shut this off please.”



I turned back to see and said as I sighed in resignation at the look of concern on her face as she looked between me and the footage. I held a halting hand in the air. “No, Mother, it’s ok.”



And I looked on as Thase sank his fangs into my arm, causing me to absently rub it in memory of the pain. The man looked positively energized, almost glowing as he blurred so fast it looked as if he just teleported to Renault’s side, grabbing the man with one hand and slinging him at the outer wall.



Before the feral Vampire started to impact the wall, Thase was there already, slamming into the man, blowing them through the wall, sending debris and their falling bodies plummeting to the street below.



With a crack that could be heard by the news camera orb which flashed past us all to follow the action, Thase punched Renault’s chest, his fist caving in the man’s ribs, sending him plummeting faster toward the ground. And somehow, as if harnessing the latent magic that imbued the Vampiric virus, Thase blurred mid-air to catch up and impacted Renault’s chest just as he stuck the ground, piledriving him into the cerami-steel roadway with both feet.



That’s when the Day-Lights came on. Victorson’s unmoving, now quite lifeless body began smoking and bubbling. But Thase just stood there, seemingly in incomprehension as he stared at his hand as if he had never seen it before. I missed it the first time I watched the footage, but he wasn’t affected by the Day-Lights. He absently touched his lips and looked at the blood on them then back up to where we were all crowding the gaping hole in the Headquarters building looking down on them before he blurred again and was just gone.



Imagine my surprise when he showed up at my door the next day in broad Day-Light. His face was full of color and I could see his pulse beating at his neck. “Oberon’s balls, man! How is this possible?”



“I… I don’t know, Shade. I think it is your blood. After the initial overpowered boost wore off, I found that… I’m human again. Mortal. Without the hunger driving me for the first time in eons.”



And for five days he enjoyed… living again until the virus started to re-manifest and his vampiric traits reasserted themselves. Rory believes it is because when she infused my embryo with her magics, using the old sigils of the Forge of Creation to bind it with my cells, it is somehow carried in my blood. And she made a more… well a more human human, and that was helping to fight the vampiric virus.



Which… gave hope to the others who were turned against their will. Ian’s mother wept when I shared I would be visiting the blood banks once a week to donate, and my blood would be used to treat her son and the others who wanted it, to keep the vampiric traits at bay.



The only person it doesn’t fully work on, likely because she is only half-human, is Doctor Harrison. She still has many traits of a Vampire, like her fangs and dark eyes, but the hunger isn't there. And Izzy gave me a boon and her endless gratitude for it.



If only medical could clone the Forge’s magic in my cells as easily as they can clone my blood, then they wouldn’t need me at all for this. And I could only give so much blood per week.



I exhaled long and hard, asking as Mother turned off the waves, “How did the World get so messed up so fast?”



Then I looked back over my shoulder out to the lake beyond. Caity asked as Graz buzzed up to my shoulder, waving and bobbing like a drunk taxi driver, her half-regrown wing membrane allowing her some limited flight, “What is it, Mom?”



I gave her a fond smile as I hugged Rory to me, “Nothing, baby girl. I just… I still don’t know what to do now. The Brigade was my life, and I can’t just sit around every day moping. I just don't know what I’m qualified for.”



Graz shook her head and kicked her feet idly as she squeaked out, “Man you Bigs are dumb. You’re the best investigator in the fleet, Knith.” She flashed her private investigator’s license our way on her tiny wrist console. “You can come to work for me, we’re partners. And you can still help people.”



My eyes widened, and Mother chimed out, “That’s brilliant, Knith, you can work with Graz.”



“For me.”



Rory said, “Yes, working with her would allow you to use your considerable skills to aid those who the system fails.”



“For me.”



Myra, yowled, tilting her head in a catlike manner as her ears twitched while she rubbed her artificial arm with her good hand, “If you’re working with the little brat, count me in, you’re going to need a good pilot if you’re going to be taking cases throughout the fleet.”



Graz buzzed her wings in agitation as she pouted, “For me.” She pointed at her mouth, “This thing is working, isn’t it? You can all hear me, right?”



Twinkled zipped over from an excited-looking Caitlyn and kissed her pollinator on the nose. “Semantics Calay, you’re partners after all.”



“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”



This for some reason got the cloud of flying Wee Folk that followed Caity and Twinkle around to break out in a cheer. I couldn’t stop smiling. It wasn’t the Brigade, but it was a way I could still help others who couldn’t help themselves. I could still keep my promise to do that to the old Elf woodworker I made so many decades ago.



I put out a hand and Graz and Twinkle zipped over to it, leaving brilliant dust trails. I grinned at them as I contemplated the immediate shuttering of the FABLE office, and Daniel over speaking with the contractors, the big Grindle had resigned his commission when that occurred. He always had my back like Mother, and I didn’t always show proper appreciation for it.



I said aloud, “FABLE Investigations, yeah, I like that.”



Rory beamed at us, “That’s perfect my Knith.”



Feeling a little less lost, and more confident, I smiled at everyone as Graz and Twinkle buzzed off to rescue Mitzy and Remus, who were being tied to a drinking glass by a group of troublemakers. I picked up the little carved platypus Ian had made me that was delivered by messenger earlier and bounced it on my hand.



I said with a little enthusiasm in my tone, “Let’s have a picnic to celebrate. Let me put this in my study and we can get going.”



Rory clapped her hand in front of her chest like a young one on Exodus Day morning, “Splendid, I’ll contact the Palace staff.”



I took the steps two at a time, enjoying the spring in my steps after these weeks of uncertainty. My mind drifted to one loose end I couldn’t seem to drop. Brigade or not, there was the question of Ash and the impossible things she could do.



As I set the platypus in a place of honor on my desk, my eyes hesitated on the one file I still had access to, because nobody knew I had it since it was an ancient paper file, not in the databases because of its double black clearance level.



I tapped it with a finger as I mumbled to myself… “Always A’s. Alexa, Amanda, Amy, and Anna… I trailed off as I headed back out to enjoy time with my family, unorthodox as it was, leaving the Project April file behind.



That was a question for another day. And I staggered when another flare hit.



The End





Novels by Erik Schubach



Books in the Worldship Files series...



Leviathan



Firewyrm



Cityships



Morrigan



Changeling



Mutiny



Utopia



Contagion



Underside



Detonation
 (coming soon)







Books in the Techromancy Scrolls series...



Adept



Soras



Masquerade



Westlands



Avalon



New Cali



Colossus







Books in the Sparo Rising series...



Blade of Wexbury



Mason of York



Hammer of Flatlash



Minstrel of the Andrei



House of Bexington







Books in the Urban Fairytales series...



Red Hood: The Hunt



Snow: The White Crow



Ella: Cinders and Ash



Rose: Briar's Thorn



Let Down Your Hair



Hair of Gold: Just Right



The Hood of Locksley



Beauty In the Beast



No Place Like Home



Shadow Of The Hook



Armageddon







Books in the New Sentinels series...



Djinn: Cursed



Raven Maid: Out of the Darkness



Fate: No Strings Attached



Open Seas: Just Add Water



Ghost-ish: Lazarus



Anubis: Death's Mistress



Shaytan: The Final Wish







Books in the April series...



Facets of April



Shadows of April
 (coming soon)







Books in the Drakon series...



Awakening



Dragonfall







Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...



Return of the Asgard



Bloodlines



Folkvangr



Seventy Two Hours



Titans







Books in the Tales From Olympus series...



Gods Reunited



Alfheim



Odyssey







Books in the Bridge series...



Trolls



Traitor



Unbroken



Krynn







Books in the Elfed In New York series...



Intern



Riicathi



Magus



Transparency



Fugitive



Mobilized
 (coming soon)







Books in the Fracture series...



Divergence





Novellas by Erik Schubach







The Hollow







Novellas in the Paranormals series...



Fleas



This Sucks



Jinx
 (coming soon)







Novellas in the Fixit Adventures...



Fixit



Glitch



Vashon



Descent



Sedition







Novellas in the Emily Monroe Is Not The Chosen One series...



Night Shift



Unchosen



Rechosen







Novellas in the Shadow of the Scrolls series...



Hell's Gate



Arcadia





Short Stories by Erik Schubach



(These short stories span many different genres)







A Little Favor



Lost in the Woods



MUB



Mirror Mirror On The Wall



Oops!



Rift Jumpers: Faster Than Light



Scythe



Snack Run



Something Pretty





Romance Novels by Erik Schubach







Books in the Music of the Soul universe...



(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)



Music of the Soul



A Deafening Whisper



Dating Game



Karaoke Queen



Silent Bob



Five Feet or Less



Broken Song



Syncopated Rhythm



Progeny



Girl Next Door



Lightning Strikes Twice



June



Dead Shot







Music of the Soul Shorts...



(All short stories are standalone and can be read in any order)



Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker



Wallflower



Accidental Date



Holiday Morsels



What Happened In Vegas?







Books in the London Harmony series...



(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)



Water Gypsy



Feel the Beat



Roctoberfest



Small Fry



Doghouse



Minuette



Squid Hugs



The Pike



Flotilla







Books in the Pike series...



(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)



Ships In The Night



Right To Remain Silent



Evermore



New Beginnings







Books in the Loft series...



(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)



Settling In







Books in the Flotilla series...



(All books are standalone and can be read in any order)



Making Waves



Keeping Time



The Temp



Paying the Toll







Books in the Unleashed series...



Case of the Collie Flour



Case of the Hot Dog



Case of the Gold Retriever



Case of the Great Danish



Case of the Yorkshire Pudding



Case of the Poodle Doodle



Case of the Hound About Town



Case of the Shepherd's Pie



Case of the Bull Doggish



Case of the Dalmatian Salvation



Case of the Irish Sitter



Case of the Pom Poms





Sample chapter of my cyberpunk, apocalyptic, Facets of April...



Chapter 1 – Clarke Tech



“April, come on mini-mite, you're going to be late for your first day,” my dad called from downstairs.



I tapped the air in front of the bathroom smartglass, it turned off the virtual mirror and various news streams and advertisements migrating along the bottom of it. I flexed my hand and rolled my wrist, working out the phantom pain I've had in my extremities since my recovery from the accident that left me in a coma for six months after I graduated from high school.



A street maintenance skimmer had a cascade failure of its main processing unit that took down its primary and secondary avoidance systems and the massive automaton had impacted our family AV, autonomous vehicle.



I still have no memory of that day. I wonder if I knew what was happening when we were dragged along for half a block before slamming into an Underground entrance bollard. If I hadn't lost the most important person in my life just then, it may as well have happened to someone else.



It frustrated me to no end that, no matter how much I tried, or wanted it to be so, that I couldn't dredge up the memories to make sense of my mother's death. At first, I thought it was all some sort of joke when I finally woke in the Medi-Pod in my room and the display in front of my face was showing it was six months after my last memory.



I remember vibrating with excitement because I would be graduating the next day. Dad had been tinkering with his robotics and cybernetics experiments in the basement. He was always developing some sort of gadget or programming innovative solutions to synaptic tactile feedback for VR environments.



Not to sound too much like a proud daughter, but my dad is pretty much the shit when it came to cutting edge tech. His position with Enerdyne, the top tech firm in the world, as one of their chief researchers, said it all.



We had just been hiding from mom who was on one of her international meetings in the Frame, negotiating a buyout of some food synthesis supplier, to a global consortium. Ok, my mom was the shit too. But as cutthroat as she was in a boardroom, she was cutely clumsy, sarcastic, and a loving mom at home.



And talk about a Luddite, she despised all the tech she needed to use to do her job. She preferred to meet people face to face so you could get a true feel for them, and she felt we lost a bit of our humanity the more we depended on technology to do the things mankind had once done by hand.



I think that's why she had me work in the little garden we had in a little plot of honest to goodness dirt behind our home. It was exceedingly rare for anyone to have anything that resembled a yard in Greater York. The biggest and most technologically advanced city on the east coast, built over the sunken remains of New York City, from before the Thaw, when the polar ice caps melted due to global warming we are just now starting to reverse after almost two hundred years of climate engineering.



When I woke, that prior day was the last clear memory I had, me and dad downstairs, him hooking me up to his synaptic mapper once again to test the virtual feedback. It was incredible. Without synth gloves, I could grasp virtual objects and it actually felt as if I were grasping physical objects. A big improvement over the full-body synth suits and gloves.



The biggest leap this made was being able to feel objects on your face. Sure there were synth masks for fully immersive experiences, but you always felt the VR goggles needed to get visual feedback. My dad's latest coding made them unnecessary. Instead, I just wore a headset that stimulated different portions of my brain to simulate sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell.



He was going to revolutionize the Frame, the global virtual staging world. He kept insisting that one day, his innovations would meld the real world and virtual world seamlessly, without the need for the clunky synth-tech.



When dad came running up when a chime went off in my Medi-Pod, he had opened it and pulled me to him in a hug, crying, I knew that something really bad had happened. I had croaked out, my throat feeling raw and dry, “Something's wrong with the date display... dad... why was I in the Medi-Pod? Did something happen? Will I be able to graduate with my class tomorrow?”



That's when he shared what had happened on that fateful day six months prior. And I cried, my body ached both on the outside and the inside when I realized the woman who had been my best friend, my confidante, and sometimes my partner in mischievous pranks on dad... was gone. It took a while to comprehend that. For me it had just been yesterday I saw her smile, and the pride in her eyes when I showed off my graduation gown.



I had barely survived, and after a month in a private clinic, they had finally stabilized me enough for our Medi-Pod to finish my healing until I was strong enough to come out of the medically induced coma.



It had taken over a month before I could stand on my own. My muscles had atrophied even with the electro-induced stimulation after so long. And every joint ached so much, all the time that even now, nine months after waking, I still remember it and have a bad habit of flexing and rolling my wrists to work out the ache I don't have anymore.



Dad took me to the Wall, where the ashes of the deceased of Greater York were interred. As I said, land was at a premium, so on the coast, we didn't have the expansive cemeteries of pre-Thaw. Some of the countries that didn't lose much landmass to the rising water still have cemeteries. Mom's drawer was adorned with a carved stone plaque with angel wings, and a diminutive brass tapered cone where I left a single daisy... mom's favorite flower.



I had talked to her for hours that day, apologizing for not coming sooner, my voice hoarse and raw both from the emotion that was sitting on my chest like a ten-ton weight, making it hard for me to breathe, and from my convalescence.



Even now, I find that I miss her every single day, and feel sort of lost. Besides my best friend, Jen, she was the only person I could share all my secrets with.



“April!”



“Coming dad!” I smoothed down my plain white tee... I know, not the hippest thing to wear to my first day of college. Especially since Arthur C. Clarke Tech was kind enough to hold my scholarship for me until I had recovered, and now I'm starting a year later than anticipated. I still can't believe I got in. It wasn't like I had the GPA that most of their students had. It is an elite technical institute after all.



It was my aptitude for VR and robotics that got me in, where I tested off the charts thanks to literally growing up immersed in those fields, my dad being who he is. My sponsoring professor there is the leading researcher and innovator in programming for the Frame, Doctor Konda. They were pretty young for the position, but not if you took into account that they had their first doctorate at thirteen if you can believe that.



I grabbed my oversize shoulder bag which mom had always complained about, but I liked utility over fashion. I never was one into fashion and trends. The only real concession was that I liked to paint my nails in creative ways. Single uniform colors were so lame. I glanced at my nails as I dashed down the hall to the stairs. Today was white with black polka-dots.



When I heard voices downstairs, I paused at the glass railing that lined the hall and looked over to the entryway. Dad was arguing with two men in Japanese. He was telling them, “For the last time. I don't know what you're talking about. Kashima security has already cleared me.”



What did these steroid beefed, men with their high end augmented reality glasses want? Kashima Corp and the United States Conglomerate military service have been harassing father ever since I woke.



I called down from the balcony in Japanese, “Dad? What's going on?” The men took a step back in a far too synchronized manner and I groaned as that had me take a closer look at them. They were Chromes, basically robotic Avatars the men were using through a Frame interface. They didn't even have the nerve to come to harass us face to face anymore.



They looked up in unison and I could see identical expressionless faces, though I could see these were extremely high end, state of the art Chromes as they almost looked convincingly human. I flipped them off, so the person looking through their eyes from Japan knew my opinion of them ruining my morning.



Dad snapped, “April!”



I sighed. I know. Modern Japanese culture took affront to disrespectful displays like that. Mom taught me better than that. She was from a decent family there, and when this seemingly absent-minded, and somewhat silly American showed up there to work on the Frame infrastructure improvements, she was assigned to be his translator because for some reason he said he preferred not to have a Frame relay as a go-between.



It wasn't until he had somehow wormed his way into her heart over the next few weeks that she learned that Dad was fluent in Japanese as well as Chinese and German. All the new century technology languages.



I always smiled when she shared how embarrassed she was when he told her... in perfect Japanese. And she remembered all the conversations she had about him with others while he was there. She would always cover her face with both hands to hide her embarrassed blush when she told the tale.



They were wed a month later and moved to the United States Conglomerate. A year later, in April... they had a little girl. Tongue in cheek, mom suggested they call me April, and dad agreed readily. He swears to this day that he hadn't caught on that mom was joking because I had been born in April. But I'm good with it, I like my name, and the fact that I look a lot like mom, event though I got dad's height. He's six foot even and I'm five foot ten. Mom... well she said she was five foot even. Yeah right, she lied.



I'm not the best judge of my own looks, but I'd like to think I am a little above average. Certainly, not the beauty mom was, but my biracial heritage looked pretty ok on me. I love that I got mom's thick dark hair that is straight as an arrow. Then there was the matter of dad's long-legged lope that I got from him. Gee, thanks, dad. Ok fine, I admit, if it walks like a geek, and talks like a geek, odds are it's likely a geek.



I geeked down the stairs quickly, and tapped on the head of one of the Avatars as I stepped up beside dad, asking in English, “Are these mark fours? Skin barely felt rubbery.”



Dad started to answer. “Actually, mark fives, see the AR glasses are integral at the temples and... April! Don't distract me.”



I huffed and slumped my shoulders, then turned to the Chromes and bowed slightly and said in Japanese, “I apologize. No disrespect was intended.” Lies lies, all lies.



They inclined their heads ever so slightly in synchronized response, making me realize that they likely had the same driver. It takes some skill to drive two Chromes simultaneously through the Frame. “It is I who must apologize for the intrusion so early into your home, I understand it is a most prestigious day for you. Clarke Tech is a most respectable placement for a young woman such as yourself, Miss Yale.”



How did they know... Dad rushed me out, “April... you have to get going. I'll meet up with you at lunch to see how you are settling in. Your things should have arrived at your dorm already.”



I bowed to the mysterious driver of the robots from thousands of miles away, then kissed my father's cheek. My heart was heavy that he wouldn't be able to walk with me on campus to the dorms. This was going to be the first time I lived away from home. I could easily have commuted across the city every day, but I really wanted the entire college experience.



“Ok, it's a date.” Then I headed to the Underground Tube station just down the block. I needed my own AV, public transit was so not cool.



I dashed, something I was good at with my long legs and avoided the lift walks, opting for the stairs as I took them three at a time down to the suspended platforms under the city. You could see the bones of the old buildings in the ocean below the platforms up to the big clear tubes that the vacuum shuttles ran in all over the city.



I marveled at the engineering feat that Greater York and other coastal cities were, with those impossibly huge columns that supported the metropolis which sank down over a half-mile below the seabed. The underside of the city went on seemingly forever with thousands of columns just like the one beside the station.



I could see the shipping barges which crossed the oceans daily, bringing cargo to and from so many fascinating destinations. Their stacks of shipping containers almost touching the undersides of the station as they passed underneath to the waterside piers to transfer their cargo. I liked to see how many countries the vessels were flagged with. One day I'd like to travel. My first destination? Japan. I'm so predictable, but I'd love to see where mom grew up.



A few seconds later a shuttle pulled up with the hissing of the compressed air in the tube section equalizing. Two people stepped off, and I followed an elderly couple on to the shuttle, and someone moved for them to sit as I grabbed one of the leather handles hanging from the ceiling as I stood while we zipped off across the city.



One platform transfer and seventeen minutes later... see? I told you it was slow going only ninety-three miles in that time when I stepped off on the platform under Clarke Tech. I felt as If I were vibrating with excitement and I had a definite spring in my step.



I took the stairs up to the ground level and sighed. There was an actual lawn in front of the school. And not just a little patch of it. I mean almost a couple acres of it sprawled out like a carpet of welcome, and it was full of students milling about. I could feel my smile aching my cheeks, and chastised myself, “Come on April, don't geek out here. You've got to make a good first... ACK!” I tripped over something and face planted in the grass. “Shit.”



I quickly stood and looked over to the boy of Hispanic heritage, who had been tying his shoe when I had made my grand entrance, which had the students who I saw, chuckling at my grace. “I'm so sorry, I didn't see you there.”



He stood up and kept standing... and standing... until he reached a staggering height of around six foot six or seven. He was a little heavyset with some baby fat that never left his face, giving him a giant cherub sort of look about him, especially with his sheepish smile. He was dressed pretty much like me. A pair of jeans and a tee, though he proudly displayed that new super-heroine everyone was wild about, VR Maiden.



The only thing he was missing, advertising his status in the world of geekdom I resided in, was some glasses to push up his nose, as he looked at me while hugging an old backpack like you'd use in junior high, tightly to his chest. “No, no. It was my fault. I'm always crouching at random just to test to see if the laws of improbability are still a constant around me.”



He was blushing just then as he realized he was babbling and he trailed off. “Which... they... appear...” He stood up straighter and offered a hand. “Carter. Carter Gomez. I'm a freshman here. Bio-cybernetics.”



I found myself grinning. This awkward lad was a kindred spirit. “April. April of the 'If I'm late to class on my first day in college, my dad will never let me live it down' club.”



And that was my graceful entrance to Clarke Tech. Fuck my life.
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