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FIRST EDITION









Chapter 1 – Exodus Day



I found myself smiling as I watched my daughter, Cait, excitedly opening the presents under the holographic globe projection of the planet Eridani Prime, the future home of the people aboard the great Worldship Leviathan. Though she looked to be a physically adult Fae woman, she was also half-human which she got from me, and she sometimes exhibited the wide-eyed, innocent wonder of the world a child of eight is apt to do.



My wife stepped to my side, her eyes on Caitlyn as well, causing her smile to bloom as she laid her head on my shoulder. “What is it, my Knith?”



I just tilted my head to kiss the top of hers, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to hold her next to me as I just absently shared, “It's nothing, Rory, I just never really gave Exodus Day any thought. Being a Clinic Child and having no family of my own, I never really celebrated it. And as an adult, it was only another holiday I volunteered to work so other Brigade Enforcers who did have families, could have the day off to be with them.”



Nudging my chin to indicate Cait, I added, “Now I see this is what I was missing. The excitement and wonder of it all through the eyes of a child.”



She looked up at me, her delicate Fae features screwing up into an expression of confusion. “But our Caitlyn is an adult.” I gave her a sardonic expression and she blushed a light lavender, eyes twinkling in mischief as they rolled when she said, “Yes... I know, my Knith Shade of Beta Stack, she is also half human. I've only genetic memory of Changelings, so it is easy for me to forget that they sometimes act the age of their human half.”



Cait stopped unwrapping a box in brightly colored gauzy plastic wrap. “Moms, you do know I can hear you over there, don't you?”



All eyes from our unorthodox extended family turned to us and Aurora, being a proper princess of the Winter Unseelie Court, the Winter Maiden herself, and possibly the third of fourth most powerful being on the world, buried her face in my shoulder, blushing even more visibly. I snorted. “Coward.”



She peeked an eye up at me. “Just so.” The woman was unrepentant.



I parried our daughter's cocked brow, an expectant expression that was so eerily similar to mine. “What's in the box, sweetie?”



This diverted her attention back to the task at hand as legions of Sprites, and even a troupe or two of Fairies which the Sprite family who had commandeered my nightstand as their home, circled her like a sparkling cloud. The Frostwyrm and Cyberwyrm, Speck and Cybil, who normally draped around Cait's neck to look like a lanyard holding the amulet fused to my daughter's breastbone, snapped at the tiny flying spectators until Twinkle buzzed up in front of them, shaking her finger.



“Bad Wyrms. You don't eat Caity's friends.” They both drooped a little, looking sheepish if that is possible as the fearless little Sprite who had won my girl's heart just kissed the snout of Speck, dust sifting from her wings, causing the wyrm to sneeze in a cloud of frost. Then she tapped Cybil's nose, “And you know better... Mother.” The little Cyberwryrm, who was programmed with a subset of the sentient AI which ran the world, Mother, just grinned and winked before affecting the mannerisms of Speck again, using the living wrym as a template for behavior.



I looked over to Mother's Avatar for Beta Stack, who she ironically named, Beta, and shook my head at her with a grin. She shrugged, looking smug. Are AIs supposed to look smug?



Just like the ever-growing swarm of Sprites, Fairies, and Pixies that were drawn to Cait and Twinkle, the little Frostwyrm saw the girls as their ringleaders in mischievous chaos or Alphas for lack of a better word. So Cybil followed Speck's lead.



It was understandable, since in what everyone is now calling the Battle of the Trunk when the Leviathan was being overrun by self-replicating octo-spider constructs from the alien vessel which rammed the Leviathan. Cait led the Wild Hunt to save the people of the World, with Twinkle commanding the wee folk as her general.



My daughter peeked inside the little box, then cocked her head in interest as she pulled out a violet-colored, silk hair band with what looked like yellow silken flowers adoring it. She looked around and smiled hugely, saying, “Oh thank you family Graz, it's beautiful. I love it,” as a bright streak of golden light zipped over to stand on her shoulder, shimmering gold dust sifting down.



Graz leaned over to kiss her cheek. “You betcha, Caity. The kids wove the spider silk themselves, they've been working on it all year.” I saw the twinge of sadness in her eyes before she brightened and buzzed her wings. Her kids... well they weren't kids anymore. The last of her children moved out to find mates just a month ago. Twinkle was the only one of her children who still live in the land holdings of House Shade, the House of Nobody, here at the Nursery in the shadow of Ha'Real, the Palace of the Winter Court, having moved from my nightstand to Caity's room.



Even though her children are young by Human standards, like Greater Fae, the Lesser Fae such as Sprites, matured to adulthood in just two or three years, even though they all have the potential to live indefinitely. That's not saying they're truly immortal, it just means as long as they don't die in an accident or something else unforeseen, their aging stops when they reach full maturity.



I was currently the only human that shared that trait, having been genetically engineered by the woman who would one day steal my heart, but everyone likes to chide me, saying it was wasted on me since I have some sort of apparent death wish because I charged into danger instead of from it. But that is my job as a Captain of the Brigade Enforcers who keeps peace on the growing fleet of our world.



Where once only the Worldship Leviathan flew from our old planet, Earth, which was going to be slowly devoured by an expanding sun, to our future home on our ten thousand-year journey, two Cityships joined us on our trek. The Sojourner and the Yammato had once been among the fleet of mammoth orbiting space stations that aided in the thousand-year construction of the Worldship which was so massive it could be seen orbiting from the surface of the Earth.



And once the giant asteroid which had once served as the Heart of the World, in the sphere of the Trunk, had been replaced by a different asteroid with enough raw materials for us to mine to supply the three ships until we reach our destination. The almost mined-out honeycomb left of the old heart was renamed Little Mouse and put in orbit around the Leviathan, giving us an artificial moon.



This new fleet has been running the Brigade Enforcers like me ragged having to cover more ships with our already spread-thin numbers. We had lost so many in the recent uprisings the past few years and recruitment is almost stagnant with too few new volunteers to go through the rigorous training to become an Enforcer. More people wanted to volunteer for our sister branch of the fleet's military, Ready Squadron, because who wouldn't want to fly a sleek fighter craft in space?



Caitlyn leaned her other cheek to her other side, the single large hoop earring, where Twinkle now sat, swinging close enough for the young Sprite to kiss her cheek too. “Well it is beautiful, thank you.”



Graz gave a whistle and the Sprites and Fairies swooped and swarmed around them, fighting over the hairband, the Sprites winning as the Fairies all got distracted trying to catch the dust sifting from all their wings on their tongues like snowflakes... Fairies are not the most intelligent of the lesser Fae. Cait reached back and held her hair back in a bunch as the Sprites tied a neat bow in her hair with the silky material, then all the wee folk went about braiding her ponytail for her.



Then someone called out, “Whose name did you draw Shepherd?”



This caused my daughter's face to light up in glee as she said, “I got Captain Marideth Laramer. Where are you Teddy-bear?”



A roar of protest came from the other end of my study, as a seven-foot tall half-human, half-Kodiak bear with a mouth full of long razor-sharp fangs strode forward, growling out as the half-frightened people between them parted around her. “You and your mother... I swear you have no sense. Don't call me Teddy-bear!” She stopped and stooped with her snout in Caity's face, her lips pulled back to display the shifter's dangerous fangs, huffing hard enough to blow back some of the Sprites and get Twinkle's earring perch swinging.



Any other time my overprotective mom side would have had me knocking anyone who dared get in my daughter's face like that, back on their ass, but... well this was Mari and she was all bark and no bite especially with... Caity just smiled and kissed the bear's nose, ran a hand through the reddish fur on her cheek, and held out a box to the now flabbergasted Kodiak who was shrinking to normal human proportions as the now muscular human captain of the Remnant vessel, Tempest. “For you, Aunt Mari. Happy Exodus Day.”



The woman blushed and reached out a well-defined arm to pull Cait into a... well, a bear-hug. Space me naked, my puns are too bad. “Thank you little bear.” And the woman sniffed the box then held it to her ear and shook it.



Twinkle flew up to stage whisper behind her hand into the woman's ear, “You know you can open it, don't you?”



The Captain waved her off. “Oh shoo, you.” Then she went about meticulously unwrapping the box, taking the time to fold the wrap neatly. Something we learned about the woman who has become part of our ragtag, unorthodox, pseudo-family, is that she had some obsessive-compulsive tendencies. Something not uncommon for Shifters, but on the woman who liked to project such a gruff and uncaring attitude, it was sort of endearing.



Then when everyone was seconds away from cracking in anticipation, she finally lifted the lid off the box. When she started smoothing out the first sheet of cellulose tissue, Graz broke and blurted, “Will you just see what it is already you dumb Big?”



The woman issued an impressive growl that sounded like the one she used in her bear form, and she glared at Graz as she reached under the tissue to pull out a hand-sewn, stuffed Kodiak bear in a pilot's uniform. Cait blurted, eyes wide and hopeful, “I sewed it myself. Oh, I found out I know how to sew by the way. I just thought Little Mari could sit on the bridge with you and help you fly the Tempest.”



Mari looked from the teddy-bear to Cait, then smiled, a blush on her cheeks. “I love it, little bear.” Then the embarrassed women glared at everyone gathered as they clapped, daring them to make fun of it and her, but I noted how she put it in the crook of her arm protectively.



She growled to get people to quiet down. She pointed a tube-shaped gift under the holographic globe and rumbled out as she stalked toward the corner where she hung out in the shadows, “I drew the Winter Lady... that's yours, Queen Mab.”



I looked around my study, which was 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, our massive domed conservatory nestled in a forested grotto by the lake outside of Ha'Real.



And a chime sounded on my wrist console. I deflated. I looked to my wife and daughter and nudged my chin toward the door then looked over the curious sounds everyone was making as Mab was standing by the open tube holding up a crooked piece of ceramisteel.



The Queen of the Winter Fae, though I could see subtle tells indicating she was as confused as everyone else, graciously inclined her head to the Shifter and said diplomatically, “It's lovely, Captain.”



I absently wondered if it was a speed governor from an old civilian mag-bike, it looked to be hand-crafted as was the tradition for Exodus Day gifts. But I saw it just as Mab looked at it one last time, my eyes widening slightly and I tilted my head in a prompt as she glanced our way. She looked down then turned it, her own eyes widening almost imperceptibly as she realized what it was too, and rotated it right side up. I wondered where the shifter had ever seen a... “It is a lovely giraffe sculpture.”



Well, that was stretching it, as it was barely recognizable as one of those ancient animals of old Earth I had seen once in some footage of old earth on a history wave. But the point of it was that the bear had made it herself.



Then I called out, “I'm sorry everyone, but I need to steal a couple of you for a bit, President Yang is expecting us in Artemis, in Gamma-B at the capitol in a few minutes. Please keep the joy going here, as there are still plenty of Gifts to be handed out. Happy Exodus Day everyone.”



“Happy Exodus!” they all chimed out.



Then, Rory, Caitlyn, Graz, and Twinkle stepped out the door and into the hall overlooking the lower level and the little wooden door with the cold iron knob, which was inset in the massive glass Nursery dome. That unassuming, real wood door was our destination.



I asked, “Are my favorite girls ready?” as I looked down at my dress uniform. Rory and Cait said, “Of course.” Then I had to chuckle when Graz and Twinkle chimed in, “You betcha.” Then Mother said through Cybil, “Always, Knith.”



I looked at the flying menaces and the grinning Cyberwyrm. “Not talking to you three.”



Mother said, “Oh shush, you. You're going to be late... again.”



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



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



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



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



And while it is close to Titania's teleportation magic, there are limitations besides the destination being someplace Caity has been or can access in her memory, and 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.



Cait stepped up to the door, then her eyes widened and she moved at Fae speeds in a blur to the table to grab the gift for President Yang we had made together over the past few weeks, then blurred back to the door.



On impulse we looked through the dome's glass and the sky glass above, and were able to see a few miles away, the A-Ring of the Gamma Stack in counter rotation to the spin of our Beta Stack of rings. Our World never ceased to amaze me, with its four rotating stacks containing four habitation rings apiece. Each A-Ring alone has almost two thousand square miles of space, four times that of the crowded C-Rings, even more than the surface of that seven-mile diameter asteroid, Morrigan, encased in the Heart sphere located... well located in the heart of the Leviathan.



Cait concentrated, and I could feel the surge of power from her and the door as her will connected the lensing portal with a location in the capitol city in the B-Ring of Gamma Stack, then she opened the door. It was always a little disconcerting to see something other than the forest on the other side of the door, in this case, it was a courtyard in front of the capitol building where the huge Exodus Day celebration was being hosted by President Yang.



This would be the last one she would be hosting as her final term in office was coming to a close. The people call her the Warrior President, after her stand with us at the battle at the alien vessel Eurag'glith, and then fighting off the Mutiny a couple of years back right here in Artemis. She was pulling in a favor by asking us to attend, well, asking once again is a misnomer since she sort of ordered me to be in attendance though she did ask Caity, Graz, and Twinkle to attend.



She also knew that Rory would come with me as my wife, after all the Greater Fae first borns had declined to attend as usual. The woman knew she had maneuvered Aurora into attending by proxy. It had to be one of her political machinations. Kyoto Yang was singularly adept at maneuvering all things politically, it is what made her a particularly effective president. I wondered what the half-Elf was going to do after her term ends in six months. She has built a network of powerful allies among the movers and shakers of the World.



Cait made an ushering gesture. I chuckled as we all stepped through. “No need to look smug, young lady.”



Her amused look was spookily similar to my own as she said, “Yes, mom.”



And as she reached out to close the wooden door that thrummed with magic potential that was just hanging in thin air as the crowds around us were gasping and pointing, dozens if not hundreds of wee folk came buzzing through the portal that connected two fixed points in space before she could finish closing it. A cloud of Sprites, Fairies, and Pixies filled the air around the courtyard, causing security forces to go on high alert, in the chaos of fluttering wings and sifting dust.



My daughter sighed heavily and looked from Graz on her shoulder to Twinkle on her earring. The two Sprites miniaturized Scatter Armor reconfigured, and they zipped off into the chaotic mess of flying mayhem, whistling shrilly before their helmet visors snicked down and they went about corralling Cait's unwanted entourage. She sighed, “I don't know why they all insist on following me everywhere. It gets tedious sometimes, but they're just so cute.”



I started to pull up my Enforcer ID on my wrist console when some over-exuberant rookies started pulling their MMGs and calling in an incursion of unknowns, some of the weapons swinging our way. But a familiar voice behind us called out with authority, “Everyone, stand down for goodness sake.” President Yang, looking glamorous yet dangerous in a shimmering dress that likely cost more than my yearly stipend in the Brigade.



“Mab's tits everyone, don't you recognize the Heroes of the Trunk?” She held her hand face up as she moved it from us, then to my surprise, the wee folk Graz and Twinkle were organizing into neat columns.



Most people saw the wee folk as nuisances or even vermin in the case of the Sprites, so not many acknowledged the pivotal role they played in the Battle of the Trunk except for the Queens of the Divided Courts. When Mab and Titania publicly thanked the lesser Fae on every news wave, it was called the Gasp Heard 'Round the World since to thank a Fae was tantamount to acknowledging you are in their debt, which could put you in their service for generations in some cases.



As Enforcers and Security Forces started to hesitantly stand down, on instinct I spun around with a reverse roundhouse kick when a voice behind us said, “Really now Kyoto? My tits is it?” before I could register the oppressive pressure of the overwhelming power of the Queens of Summer and Winter. She caught my foot so casually in a steel grip that stopped my kick dead, just inches from her face. You would have thought her almost bored about it if not for the ever so slight dilation of her eyes in surprise. “Really, Knith Shade of Beta Stack, must you be so droll?” Then as she pushed my foot down with her immense Fae strength, she admitted, “I must say, I have never seen a human move so fast, your reaction times rival the Elves and even some lesser Fae Lords.”



The Winter Lady smirked at me as she stood beside the Summer Lady and King Oberon in his human, Mac, persona. Cait squealed and dove on the Queens to get hugs and kisses, before hugging Mac, “Grandmothers, PopPop, I didn't know you were coming. I thought you were going to stay at the celebration in the Nursery until we returned.”



We turned to President Yang who had regained her composure after looking mortified she had used that common curse involving parts of Mab's anatomy. For how decisive, and in charge the woman was, she had one shortcoming that I admit I found both humorous and annoying at times, she was a hopeless Fae groupie and got flustered around the Queens and the most powerful of the First Borns like Rory. “Oh, Queen Mab, forgive me for being crass. I...”



Mab enjoyed it when powerful people were reduced to babbling in her presence. “It's fine, Kyoto, I find the utterance humorous.” But her smug look changed to one of someone being caught red-handed when my daughter shook her finger at the Winter Lady. “Grandmothers, you masked your power signature when you teleported in behind mother. You did it on purpose. It would have served you right if mom landed that kick.”



Titania chuckled. “It can't be helped, dear one, we find your mother... interesting.”



Rory growled at both of them both, “If you don't stop experimenting with my bride, mothers, then you'll find yourself wishing you had.”



In unison, the Queens cocked an impressed brow before Titania turned from her to me and said, “Now see that there, Shade? That's how to properly issue a threat.”



Oberon said as if the women were being tedious, “I wouldn't be so flippant, Tina, Aurora, unlike any of the other First Borns, can likely back up her words.” It was true, my wife seemed to be coming into her full power at a young age for a Greater Fae, at just over six thousand years. And her power was damn close to rivaling the Queens'.



Mab inclined her head. “Just so.” Then she looked around at the huge crowd that had gathered and the hovering cameras that were swarming us. “Now, isn't this supposed to be a celebration?”





Chapter 2 – Contagion



President Kyoto Yang, the tall woman's otherwise flawless elvish features marred by a ragged nick in one one of her gracefully pointed ears, and a few minor scars on her face and hands from the Battle of the Trunk, which made her look that much more awe-inspiring, inclined her head to our group which was getting ridiculously large for only four of us being invited.



Pivoting with the unexpected arrival of the rulers of the Divided Courts, the diplomat smiled toward the crowd and the cameras, “Majesties, we are honored you've accepted the invitation to attend the festivities with the Shepherd, the Uniter, and their distinguished delegation.” She indicated Rory and the wee folk who was now hovering above us in those organized columns, as the Fairies still tried catching wing dust on their tongues while they saluted Graz and Twinkle with socks on their hands. It was a good thing they were so pretty because I think that they are too stupid to live at times.



I almost groaned at the titles she used for my daughter and me. The Artifacts of the shattered Forge of Creation in the Ka'Infinitum had bestowed the names upon us. I had made a bargain with the trickster of the Artifacts which I named Loki, and agreed to help the Artifacts locate more fragments of the Forge after we arrive at Iradani Prime in five thousand years. For that, they bestowed the Uniter designation on me.



Cait, was now herself a pseudo-Artifact of the Forge, with Chip, the grain-sized piece of the Forge, fused into her being. She agreed to help shepherd the Fae back into a more symbiotic relationship with the Forge, rather than exploiting the power of the Artifacts for their own needs. So she had become the Shepherd.



Mab inclined her head for the group, not as deeply as Yang had. “Pay us no mind, Kyoto, we became bored at the other celebration, so simply wished to accompany our granddaughter.” She and Titania were suddenly flanking Cait on either side, as they released hands from behind her back. Titania had teleported them. I absently wondered if that was a waste of magic potential, transporting them five feet just to prove a point.



A pink blush highlighted the president's cheeks, from her half-human heritage, as she started to tuck some loose hair behind her ear until she caught my eye, and I shook my head in disappointment almost imperceptibly that the Fae had such an effect on her, causing her to drop her hand and stand taller.



The woman composed herself and then mugged for the cameras again. “Come everyone, I was about to give the Exodus Day address and start the gifting.” She indicated the huge version of the holographic globe at our holdings, reaching fifty feet toward the sky glass a half mile above.



The one here at the capitol had a star shining off to one side, indicating the Earth system, and the Leviathan orbiting our future home, the programmers went all out this year, and it was an amazing sight to see over the thousands of wrapped gifts for the children of all the diplomats and important families here tonight as was tradition.



There would be a second Exodus gifting inside once the president handed out the first gift to one of the children. That one would be more formal as it was rewarding all the politicians of the administration and some of the guests for their dedication to the fleet. That is why we were here I assumed. Yang was still building her political clout and networking after her final term here.



We all sat in the VIP section, as someone on the mag-lev platform, hovering at the steps of the capitol building, started to introduce the President. Everyone stood and we clapped for the woman as she made her way up to the stage, then bypassing the steps up to the platform on one side, she simply leapt up the five feet with a little hop.



Elves are one of the strongest of the preternatural races aboard the Leviathan, second only to the Greater Fae, and possibly the few remaining Orcs and Ogres. And even being just a halfling, she demonstrated just how strong Elves are with that. I could make the leap with my Scatter Armor assisting me, but no normal human could accomplish it. Especially with how graceful she made it look.



Then our leader did what had won her three terms in office as the President of the Worldship, and gave a moving and inspiring speech that made your heart fill with pride at what we have all accomplished and what is on the horizon, giving us hope and a vision of a prosperous tomorrow.



If it weren't for the strict term limit laws for the presidential office and congressional seats, I did not doubt that she would have easily won a fourth term. She is more popular now than ever before and her approval rates in the polls are double that of the nearest of the people projected to throw their hats into the ring as candidates for the position in the coming days.



As was tradition, after her speech, she stepped below the globe and selected a present, and motioned toward the parents with their children holding back their barely constrained excitement. The first little girl in the line, a Faun in an adorable dress and huge doe eyes, her little tail flicking behind her, was shooed forward by her mother.



Her little hooves clacked on the faux stone cobbles of the courtyard as she dashed up to the president, who was not immune to just how fleeking adorable the Faun race was, her smile huge as she handed the gift to the little one. Then as the mother stepped up and shook the president's hand, she turned to select the next gift for the little Leprechaun child and his father who were next in line.



Kyoto turned to the press first, striking a regal pose for the cameras orbiting her, “Joyous Exodus Day to everyone in the fleet, and all the remnants. May your futures be bright.” Her politician smile never wavered as she signaled us and we started toward the capitol building for the more political celebration inside.



We had just started to move that way when a scream rose in the crowd. I was already in motion before the first scream ended. Nano panels flowed around my body as my Scatter Armor, which had been in standby mode, looking like a thick vest under my garments, formed around me. Part of me winced as my clothing shredded to fall at my feet and my visor on my helmet snicked down in place. I don't own many civilian outfits, and this one had been a gift from Rory.



Mother started feeding me a three hundred degree view from all my suit cams as well as security feeds from all the public cameras in the area, and even the news drone cameras as I was calling out as other Enforcers and Security personnel were converging on the rising cacophony of screams, “Brigade Enforcer, make a hole people!” Then to the air, I prompted, “What do we got, Mother?” as I snicked out a cold iron baton and drew one of my MMGs or Magic Mitigating Guns.



Graz was darting ahead of me, a golden blur of light and sparkling dust as Mother said, “I detect no weapon power signatures, and the crowd is too chaotic at the source of the screams to visually isolate the...” She trailed off as I spread my arms wide to push the crush of people aside as I slid to a stop in front of a Centaur couple. The woman with her four hooves folded under her so she could cradle the male Centaur's head against her chest.



It took a moment for me to take in and process what I was seeing as others arrived and started moving people back, and getting the screaming and panicking citizens to calm down as I watched the Centaur start to convulse, and with each convulsion, what looked like luminescent green scales seemed to pulse and cover more of his body, half his face already covered with a clear ooze dripping from the man as he bellowed in pain.



I called out both audibly and on coms, “Medic! We need a medic here, yesterday!” Then Mother almost whispered to me as she highlighted the scene, and I noted a couple of scales on the female holding the man. Fuck me now and space me naked. I breathed out one of the most terrifying words someone could in the closed environment of a space-going vessel, “Contagion.”



And the alarms started sounding throughout the capitol complex as blast door irises spiraled out from the ground to the soaring heights of the Sky Glass above, sealing this sector of the B-Ring as all the atmospheric processors isolated the space so whatever this was, was hopefully contained here and wouldn't spread to the rest of the stack, or worse, the rest of the Leviathan herself.



I saw the same panic that was likely in my eyes in the other enforcers as they processed what was happening too, snicking their visors in place. Diseases spread like wildfire in the closed environments of space vessels, as they are essentially flying Petri dishes.



There have been a few times in the history of the Worldship when diseases ran rampant, wiping out portions of our population. One had decimated the Sprite population, and it took so many years for them to restore their population numbers to equilibrium. As a matter of fact, Graz's family was among the most recent of the tri-sexual race to have children to stabilize their numbers.



I called out above the rising panic around us, being the highest ranking Enforcer I could see at the moment, “Keep the crowd calm, move them back but don't let anyone leave until medical clears them. We need to keep this contained. We need CDC and infectious disease med-techs up here.”



I closed my eyes and calmed myself, trying to remember the protocols for... the protocols for the situation bloomed in my peripheral of the heads-up displays, I called out, “Use your suit air supply until you are cleared by med-tech. Those of you who only sealed your visors after getting close to the infected, activate decontamination protocols in suit and wait for med-tech.”



Growling, I bellowed out when they hesitated in indecision, “Now! Get these people back.” I said in as calm a voice I could to the female Centaur, whose facial recognition identified her for me as I laid my gauntleted hand on her shoulder, “Mrs. Corrista, everything is going to be alright. Just breathe, medical is on the way.”



Mother was displaying time projections for medical as the male Centaur passed out from apparent pain as whatever this was, crawled across his skin with every labored breath he took. She also displayed a full scan of myself, indicating no foreign biological contaminants in my body.



I looked over to where Titania was starting to reach for my family and as much as it pained me when she met my eyes before she teleported them all away, I shook my head once even though everything inside me was wishing she would whisk them to safety... but we didn't know who, if anyone else, was infected with whatever these two Centaurs had, and we couldn't risk infecting more people on the World.



She looked conflicted. I knew the Queens would move mountains to protect Caitlyn, but they also knew as well as anyone, what could happen if this ran rampant through the stacks. She settled for a death glare toward me that made her mark on my lips flare with the heat of Summer as she just gave a sharp nod back and moved the family back farther from the commotion.



Ok, Knith, now what? I watched in morbid fascination as it looked as if the man's fur and skin were liquifying as those greenish scales moved along behind, almost like a living thing devouring its prey.



I growled out with my external speaker muted when a wash of green light passed over my eyes and a tingling sensation went down my body for the fifth time since the screams started. “Stop scanning me, Mother, it is distracting and I need to think.”



She responded through the neural interface with my suit, her voice directly in my head, “We don't know what this is Knith, I'm doing full body medical scans and have found no foreign biological matter in your system, and no power emissions besides the Queens' marks on your lips.”



“So I'm clear, you can stop now... wait, why were you scanning for power emissions?”



She brought up a personnel file in my heads up with the Centaur's information, Larrick Corrista from the magitech sciences department of the current administration. She highlighted his current job assignment and I balked, understanding her concern. The man was one of the dozens of scientists assigned to go through the multitude of alien vessels that were fused to form the Eurag'glith.



They were categorizing and studying the technology in each of the ships to make sure it posed no threat to the people of the Leviathan. The engineers were also seeing if they could reverse engineer some of the technology that was developed a billion years ago and was still far beyond anything our modern science could even attempt.



I muttered, “Oberon's balls,” then looked at the man again, his hooves were spasming as I watched the slow progression as the contagion spread across his skin. My eyes widened when the clear fluid from the liquifying flesh started to drip toward the cobblestones. I shot my gauntleted hand forward and caught the dripping. I boomed out on coms and my external speaker, “Where is med-tech? We need to isolate these people!”



And Rory was there, my eyes widened in panic, she didn't have any protection and... with a pulse of power, the two were sitting on a disc of coherent magic under them as the liquid on my hand seemed to gather together on its own and slide over my gauntlet toward the ground. It sizzled as it hit the disc. Then she was weaving her hands, and slipping from her lips in a musical whisper, came a language that was likely long dead before humans ever walked the Earth, and some sort of stasis field flowed over the two infected Centaurs as they seemed to freeze in time.



I hissed under my breath, “Rory, get back, what are you doing? We don't know how contagious this creeping stuff is.” I hesitated when I saw her attention was elsewhere, brow knitted in concern and confusion. I turned to look at what had caused that reaction. For a moment I didn't see anything, but just as Mother highlighted the margin of the scales on Larrick, I saw almost imperceptible motion.



She said as she watched, “That was a potent stasis field, almost as powerful as the Winter Lady's immobilization weaving. This shouldn't be possible.”



I looked around, and besides the idiot reporters and their damn floating camera orbs, the Enforcers and Security Forces were holding everyone back. Mab and Titania were keeping Cait from running to us, and Oberon, Graz, and Twinkle were nowhere to be seen. I could almost feel the rising panic in the crowd, as the screens all around the raised platform were displaying the news waves of closeups of the contagion on the two victims.



Mother Fairy humper, they were going to incite a stampede at this rate. I called out, “Mother?”



Reading my surface thoughts, she was always on the same wavelength as me as she chirped out, “On it, Knith.” And a ripple of power pulsed above our heads and all the cameras at once fell to the ground. A directional electromagnetic pulse? Nice, I didn't know she could do that.



“I can do all sorts of things you don't know I can do.” Why did that sound so suggestive? And why was our World better at sexual innuendo than me?



She giggled at my consternation then the screens started scrolling, “Please remain calm. Medical personnel is arriving now. Once you have been cleared, please go to your homes and await official announcements on the emergency wave channels.” She was good.



“Someone has to be, it may as well be me.”



“And she's modest too.”



With that, the courtyard was flooded with medical personnel and more Brigade Enforcers. Rory took charge and started ordering the first responders around. I sometimes forget she is one of the most accomplished medical professionals on the World. I sat back on the ground and exhaled loudly in relief, praying that whatever this contagion was, that it was contained to just the Corristas, and med-tech could combat the infection and the Centaurs would be ok.



I sighed again when Rory pulled me to my feet as she accepted a smock and isolation gear from one of the medics. She shoved me along gently but insistently, like an errant child to the medics setting up a containment tent. All Enforcers and security were to be screened first, so we could effectively keep order in the sealed-off section here without the risk of spreading the infection farther.



A Minotaur in her Scatter Armor said from behind me as we were being assigned lines to go through, “Joyous Exodus Day.” I snorted at the sarcastic irony as I tried to tamp down my panic and concern for my daughter. Joyous Exodus Day indeed.





Chapter 3 – Alien?



I had the feeling it was going to be one of the longest days of my life. In all, seven people of varied races had come into contact with the afflicted Centaurs, and now showed signs of exposure to the contagion. Not just the section we had been in but all of Artemis has been quarantined until every citizen of the capitol city can be cleared by Med-Tech and trace contact timelines could be generated.



The entire stack has been placed on restricted access to the rest of the Leviathan and the fleet, and we are assured by the captains of the few Remnant vessels attached to the B-Ring, that they will remain docked and all their crew and passengers will be cleared as well. It isn't often the Remnants cooperate with the Worldship law enforcement, but they didn't want their people getting sick either, as it would spread like wildfire through the smaller vessels.



And most importantly, sterile field generators have been transported to the Trunk along the path Mr. Corrista used to traverse to the Eurag'glith as all scientists, engineers, and workers are being located and quarantined as well until they can be cleared. The alien vessel has been sealed off while the Disease Control workers can clear it.



Once again, it was looking like our people's curiosity, and poking around in the vessels with things we can't begin to comprehend had caused mayhem on the Leviathan. Med-Tech couldn't readily identify or classify the infection. They enlisted the help of the Fae in isolating it. Which meant, the two most accomplished medical personnel the Fae had, my Rory, and her bastard of a... well of a bastard half-brother, and my nemesis and bogyman, Lord Sindri of the Summer Court.



I know, it sounds dramatic, anyone having a nemesis, but in this case, it is too restrained a word for the burning hate I have for the man. I occasionally wake up in a cold sweat after having a night terror reliving what he did to me. The Firstborn Greater Fae had been on an organ harvesting killing spree on the World, and after I hunted him down, he bested me and cut my eggs from my body, then tried to enthrall me with his glamour to kill myself when I awoke.



It is only my partial magic immunity that saved me, and with a harmonica Mac had gifted me, I was able to stop him, taking one of his hands in the process. He was sentenced to spacing for his transgressions against his victims... including me. The mother Fairy humper had made me a victim and I am nobody's victim. He had gamed and cheated the system as the Fae are apt to do. And where the sentence of spacing was technically carried out, by myself even... he had a captain from a remnant track down his frozen body in the unforgiving vacuum of space and returned him to the World.



We can't subject him to the sentence again, nor can we prosecute him again due to the double jeopardy laws. And as much as I loathe the man, he is the second most accomplished medical practitioner of the Fae behind my girl. I hear he whined like a child about being transported into the quarantine area since everything was about him.



But Aurora and Sin had determined it to be some sort of pathogen that was behaving like medical nanites only it was biological. Only... not carbon-based... instead it was silicon-based, and it seemed to be converting the bio-tissues of the infected individuals from carbon to silicon. All of which should be impossible, at least without some sort of magic transmuting the matter since it should be killing the victims outright.



The speed at which the cells of Mr. Corrista were being mutated was progressing at an exponential rate, so much so that the stasis field he was in while slowing his cells down to ten thousandths on normal, we could see the pathogen spreading across him at a slow rate that was speeding up as time went on. If not for the stasis field, Rory says that whatever the contagion was doing to him would already have finished.



Funny thing though is most of the infected were of the various preternatural species on the ship, save one Human, and that Human, was showing signs of her body fighting the pathogen aggressively, though it was a losing proposition. The Satyr contagious disease expert had grumbled something about Humans having a cesspool of germs and bacteria running around in them. Cesspool and garbage bins were mentioned a couple of times as if he didn't see me standing right in the middle of the mess as my armor was sterilized with high-power lasers and flushed.



Rory gave the man a stern look and told me, “It is because of the impurities in your systems that Humans have the most robust and aggressive immune systems of all the races, it is quite amazing really, it is what makes Humans the most adaptable species on the World.” She narrowed her eyes at the man and finished telling me, “And it seems to be the only thing slowing the pathogen... we'll need to look closer at the interactions.”



I asked, “Silicon? Is that toxic?”



She shook her head as the Satyr rolled their eyes at what he saw as an inane question. Usually, I'd just have Mother pull up the answer in areas I had no expertise in such as biology and medicine like this, but I was married to the foremost expert in the field so it was good to hear it from the source.



“Not at all, it is chemically inert and stable. And its atoms are the most like carbon atoms, being able to bond with four other atoms. For centuries scientists and biologists have theorized that silicon-based life is not only possible but probable. There are cases in nature back on Earth, of certain plants and animals either incorporating silicon traces in their support structure or excreting trace silicon compounds.”



Ok, so not toxic... I prompted, “So this... contagion is somehow what, converting their tissues to silicon? What about the scales?”



I spun away from the technicians who were verifying my armor and I were cleared of contamination, snicking out two cold iron batons and crossing them across the throat of Lord Sindri when he spoke almost directly in my ear from behind. “Ah, the correct question, and the answer is exciting, Knith Shade of... gah!” he choked off his words in mid-sentence and stumbled back when his skin sizzled against the cold iron.



He was rubbing his neck with his artificial hand that if I hadn't known it was a cybernetic replacement, would never have known it since it was of such high quality if not for the almost imperceptible seam between the artificial flesh and his actual skin which Mother was helpfully highlighting in my... heads... up. I glanced at a nearby camera on a nearby lampost in confusion.



My visor was open, how were the helmet heads-up displays working? Mother spoke inside my head. “I'm learning to provide you with heads-up information through the neural link to your SA even with the visor open, Knith.” Just great, not only was I the favorite guinea pig for the Brigade research department to test each new iteration of their Scatter Armor, but now my World was experimenting on me too. Just space me now.



“Really Knith, I've been doing it for almost two years now and you're just now noticing? How do you ever solve any cases with such blunted observation skills?”



I thought back to her... crossly. “We'll talk about this later, woman.” Then I glared at Sindri. “What did I tell you about getting so close to me, Sin?”



He chuckled, pointing out, “I'm surprised my dear sister allowed it.”



Aurora said through gritted teeth, “Half-sister. And my Knith does not require me for protection, she's proven herself more than capable. You of all people...” She smirked wickedly, looking uncomfortably like her mother just then, “...have first 'hand' knowledge of that fact.”



His smarmy smile faltered as he absently rubbed his arm at the seam of her biting pun. He replied in a tone devoid of all humor and emotion, “Yes... and it seems her speed has increased even more since then.” He smirked cruelly as he added toward me, “What I wouldn't give to prod around inside her to decode your tinkering with her genetic makeup... sister.”



My grip on the cold iron batons tightened and one of them bent as the servo motors in my gauntlet groaned in protest as they maxed out. He looked satisfied at that but then looked away when I didn't blink as I glared right into his eyes.



I set the bent baton down and retracted the other to slide into the slot next to my MMGs on my belt. “Only you would find what is happening to these people, exciting.”



He acted as if that was a compliment as he shared, “That's just the thing, if the pathogen was simply replacing carbon molecules with silicon, there would be virtually no discernible difference, though we don't know enough about organic-silicates to know if they'd be able to survive that as we don't know how silicon life would sustain itself. Would their respiratory and pulmonary systems just shut down, or would they process the atmosphere the same and extract nutrients the same? So many exciting questions and we have living specimens to observe.”



I growled out, “Specimens? They are people, you psycho.” Then added reluctantly, “You said 'if'.”



The man winked at us and tapped the side of his nose and opened his mouth to give a no doubt arrogantly pompous explanation, but Rory pinched the bridge of her nose as she shook her head. “Titania's panties man, must you act as if you are the smartest person in every room?” Then to me, she explained. “What he is saying is that something more is happening here. It isn't just a substitution of base molecules. There seems to be some sort of manipulation of the tissues themselves, almost as if it is following some sort of blueprint... or programming. Reconstructing and restructuring the tissues like some sort of biological nanites following a blueprint.”



“That sounds as if...”



Sin finished my thought with excitement. “Yes, it is changing them from their current forms into something... new. Something alien if I can be so presumptive.”



 Though I had surmised that, it still triggered something primal inside me. The ramifications of that were even more frightening than this just being some sort of alien sickness. These people were being changed. But into what? And would they even be aware once this contagion was done with them?



We found out later the answer was no, they were not aware, and they were worse than dead once the pathogen gets to their brains.





Chapter 4 – Pandemic



It seems there is no incubation period for the pathogen, as it aggressively targets organic cells immediately upon contact. At first just a few cells, but then there is a geometric progression that occurs until a tipping point in cellular conversion is reached, like with Mr. Corrista, when it explodes into an exponential spread.



After that, it seems impossible to slow or stop it even with every form of stasis, magic, and cryogenic means. It is estimated that it would take only a matter of minutes for the pathogen to completely rewrite the victims with whatever template they are following.



As it was, the Centaur's entire body has been covered in the scales and that mucus has covered his entire form in the stasis field. It looked eerily similar to the cocoon that formed around Graz before she emerged as a Greater Sprite. We didn't know what might emerge from that cocoon, but all scans show no more brain activity in the big man and indeterminate life signs.



Sin was pushing for the rest of the biologists and medical leads to have Rory drop her stasis spell to see what emerges since the process seems to have finally gone dormant now that the cellular conversion seems to have been completed. But they are all pushing back, citing the very real dangers it could pose to the delicate ecosystem on the World if whatever is going to emerge from that cocoon escapes containment.



But nobody has gathered the courage to tell Mrs. Corrista that for all intents and purposes, her husband is no more. And to compound it, she is already approaching what they are estimating is the tipping point for the conversion herself, and needs to be put into stasis herself to slow the approach to that point as much as possible.



The look on my wife's face, a mix of sorrow, determination, and empathy, told me she was going to take the burden upon herself to break the news. My gauntlet retracted as I placed a hand on her breastbone, feeling her heartbeat under my palm as I shook my head. “I'll do it. I have more questions for her before you put her in stasis.” Then I furrowed my brow. “What about exposure to hard vacuum?” Some species, like the Greater Fae, didn't die when exposed to space, instead they froze.



She smiled sadly. “If silicon tissues survive in a vacuum, it would be no different than cryogenic suspension, like Doc had been in. And where that can help put off the second stage of this pathogen, but it doesn't completely stop it. This is like nothing we've ever seen before, and should be impossible.” Then she smiled crookedly. “And besides, I already exposed the tissue of one of the other victims to an artificial vacuum, and while damaged by the extreme cold like carbon-based tissues, the pathogen itself seemed to be reconstructing the damage almost as fast as it occurs. It is almost as if it tries to preserve the host body at all cost.”



Something she said brought a memory to the surface. “Impossible, love? But I've seen something similar before. When we first met, your mother altered your very form into a dog. Was that just glamour or did she alter your cells?”



She blushed a velvety lavender at being reminded her mother had 'pupped' her for being rebellious, though I'm sure a big part of it was also to prevent me from asking Rory questions about the murders I was investigating. She almost whispered, “No, my Knith. That was matter transmutation magic. Only the Queens of the Divided Courts, possibly Oberon, and me to an extent, possess the power required to weave reality like that. That instance weakened mother for weeks after that. This pathogen is biological, a completely different thing.”



Mab had been that weakened by the act, which she had made look so effortless at the time? Though I knew why, since if other powerful Fae sense weakness in those above them, they use that time to challenge them. It is how the Greater Fae can progress through the ranks, so Mab wouldn't show weakness even if it were killing her.



That's when Doc stepped up to us, dressed in one of the sterile containment suits all the med-techs were wearing as he said in his archaic accent, “But is it now, Princess?” He cocked a brow in question behind the virtually transparent sterile field-generated mask.



Many magitech scientists have been theorizing about magic in the last few decades, and have started postulating that magic has to follow the laws of physics just like everything else. The various courts of Fae and the other magical races just have different ways of manipulating the power of the magic to preform sometimes mind-boggling complex things, while staying within the bounds of physics.



I knew it to be true, as the secrets behind Fae magic were shared with me while on the mission to move Morrigan onto an intercept course with the Worldship with Oberon and Rory. The Winter Court's magic operates by borrowing energy from matter, slowing those atoms down, causing extreme cold then bending the borrowed energy to their will to perform seemingly impossible things. The Summer Court did the opposite, introducing more energy into those same atoms, speeding them up which radiates extreme heat.



Both operate within the constraints of physics. So their magic, for lack of a better term, is simply science us lesser races can't yet comprehend. Doc voiced this, “What if we are looking at a biologically based technology that is beyond us? Ya know, like yer Fae magic? This contagion, this pathogen, seems to be... well, programmed to be doin' this to those infected does it not?”



That is when alarms started going off in my armor. There were a disturbance two sectors over, at the edge of Artemis City. My eyes widened as Mother fed some of the video feeds of it directly with that freaky heads-up she was using. “Mother Fairy humper! Rory, am I cleared to go? There's a... well, it's... is that an alien attacking people?”



Her eyes widened in shock. “Yes, you are clear of any contagion. Go. But be careful my Knith.” She hit her wrist console and mine pinged, updating my med-tech bio-contaminant profile to clear, following pandemic protocols.



“Always, love.” There was a chorus of snorts around the quarantine tent. Smartasses, all of them. I flipped them off as my visor snicked into place and I called out, “Mother?”



“I've had the Mark II on standby since this all began. Arriving now.” My sleek Mark II Tac-Bike slid silently up to the airlock-style exit from the medical quarantine and containment tent which covered almost the entire multi-acre courtyard, right up to the doors of the Capitol building.



While slightly beefier than my original Tac-Bike, this one was vacuum rated and could reconfigure for free flight in space in EVA mode. It was a technological wonder, and I far preferred the freedom it gave me in discharging my duties to the bulky Brigade transports. The maneuverability and speed of a Tac-Bike were head and shoulders over the clunky transports.



I dove onto it pinging Mab as I flew in the emergency lanes above the ground traffic and crowds of people that have been waiting to be cleared by medical. Mother asked, and I could almost visualize the cocked brow intoned in her voice, “Queen Mab? Really?”



“Yes really, woman. Put me through.”



“You do realize she doesn't have a wrist console or...”



“Mother.”



“Fine, contacting the frosty one, through Cybil.”



A moment later, the aforementioned frosty one answered in a chilled tone, “What do you want, Shade?”



I exhaled loudly then said as my emergency lights strobed as I zipped through the canyons between the tall buildings of the city, “Mab, can you enlist Titania's aid in getting Caitlyn, Graz, and Twinkle back to the Nursery now that all of you have been cleared? Things are heating up, and if the reports are correct, the ring may be going on a complete isolation lock-down. I need her to be safe.”



She said almost drolly, “We've already transported the darling one and her pest of a companion when the reports started coming in. We wouldn't allow our granddaughter to be put at risk. Where that insufferable Longleaf is, is anyone's guess.” She enjoyed using Graz's suspected real name which the former Queen J'Vree of the Elves let slip during another case of mine. Which coincidentally, also involved the alien vessel.



I could hear Cait whining like a teen. “Grandmothers, I could have been of help to mother, I can access her medical expertise in my genetic memory. I'm not made of spun sugar.”



Titania was saying, “Dear sweet one until we learn more about this contagion, it is best to keep the number of possible victims to a minimum. The Brigade is about to start evacuating the uncontaminated to other rings in the stack to do the same. You are precious not to just us, but the people of the Fleet, and we will not put you at unnecessary risk.”



I said before cutting the link, “Love you, baby girl, this'll all be over before you know it and I'll see you for dinner.” And Mother selected a song from the anthropological music archives, Aliens Exist by a band named Blink 182, and started blaring in my helmet as my bike ripped past two Brigade transports heading toward the disturbance.



“Ha ha, very funny lady.”



“Thank you.”



It really had a catchy beat and hook. And as I arrived at a scene of chaos and pandemonium, with citizens running everywhere in a panic, my brow furrowed at what the Queens said. “Mother, locate Graz.”



I about shit a clouder of Fairies out my ass when the buzzing headache said from where she apparently burrowed into my hair by my ear. “Right here with ya. You don't think I'd let my dumb Big go running off into trouble without me, do you? We're partners, Knith.”



“We're not partners, you minuscule flying menace. What are you doing? You're risking contamination here.”



“Aren't you doin' the same? And hey, did you just call me little?”



I growled out, “Focus,” as we arrived at... what in the name of the Oberon was I looking at? Mother cut the music as we saw some men from various preternatural races attempting to slow some sort of... what in the various hells was it? I swallowed knowing what it was that was throwing people around like ragdolls as the men were yelling for the women and children to run for cover.



“Shit. Mother, get containment here, now. Have Enforcers form a perimeter, nobody who came in contact with that thing can leave until medical clears them.” I knew what I was looking at because I'd seen one before. It was a member of one of the various derelict alien vessels the granule of the Forge of Creation, Chip, had commandeered to construct the Eurag'glith.



Impressions of what I was seeing were jumbled in the billions of years of Chip's travels in space to find other fragments of the Forge to end its profound loneliness, that it had forced through my and Cait's minds. The almost eight-foot-tall lizard-like alien, with three-fingered hands that had thick and stubby claws on the end of each digit. Some of the doors in the vessel had activation pads for those large hands.



And now I knew what that contagion was doing, and my blood ran cold. This alien had once been a citizen of the Worldship, and everything that made them who and what they were has been rewritten by the pathogen. The scaled nightmare was grabbing men and lifting them like they were toys, and spitting a viscous fluid on them as it threw them aside with one hand. It was hissing something in a guttural language even Mother couldn't translate for me in my helmet.



A Minotaur hit the wall of a building with such force he went halfway through the plasti-steel wall, and an Elf cast at the alien. Magic that tasted of nature and leaves tore at the being's body, and my eyes widened as I swooped the Mark II down upon it, when skin, tissue, viscous clear fluid, and scales fractured and flew from it in a gory plume, but it had already healed, almost as fast as my armor's nano panels could seal damage on itself.



It roared in fury and rage as one of those large hands whipped out. And to my horror, where once the Elf had a head, it was now tumbling down the street as the Elf's body hit the ground. It was like the world slowed down around me as one of its six eyes locked on mine as I dove off the Tac-Bike, while others scanned the area, all but the one eye locked on a spoke terminal in the distance.



It was planning an escape but to where? And it didn't see me as a threat at all.



I slammed into the alien creature as it leaned into the impact, anchoring itself with its legs and a thick tail that was more of a third appendage than a tail. But as big as it was, I'd dived off the bike, going almost fifty miles per hour, and I heard bones cracking and splintering as I piledrove it into the deck plates.



Alarms were wailing in my armor as warnings and damage alerts were flashing in my heads up while my armor's systems went into self-repair mode as I jammed an MMG up under the reptilian's ribs and emptied the entire power supply into it with enough energy to take down a Minotaur on Sheen. We tumbled to a halt mere feet apart. I stood shakily from the three-point stance I wound up in from the force of habit as it flopped around with a hissing squeal.



It rolled to its own feet and I saw all the damage I had just inflicted seem to just ripple away. It spat a glob of that clear fluid at me, but my armor was sealed. It was still disgusting. It towered over me by at least two feet, and it said something to me that sounded dismissive as it swung one of those clawed hands my way.



Years of sparring with countless preternaturals who were faster and stronger than me, had me already dodging the strike the moment I saw the sinewy muscles in its long neck start to flex. I think I surprised it when I wasn't there as its arm swished by above me, and I clasped my hands together for a reverse piledriver into its armpit, before I rolled away.



It screeched in pain and its arm dangled uselessly at its side as it seemed to reevaluate me, cocking its head, a couple of its eyes on me now. Three more eyes were taking in the other enforcers arriving in various transports. It didn't like what it saw so just lunged at me, but spun at the last moment, anticipating my counter this time, and that tail hit me full in the chest where I was rolling away. Even through my armor, it knocked the wind out of me, and it hurt like hell as more alarms went off in the suit as I tumbled into a curb, before tearing though a vendor's ice cream cart and coming to a rest as Graz screamed in my ear, “We're gonna diiiiiie!”



Rolling through the pain to my feet and slipping a little in the wasted ice cream, I knew if it caught me while I was down, I'd be a goner, armor or not. And I spun, fists at the ready, but it was gone, bounding ten to fifteen feet at a time toward the spoke terminal. Shit. “Mother!”



I dove into the air and the Mark II slipped smoothly under me and we were in pursuit. It slowed and started to dodge into an alley when in a blur of motion, a Greater Fae, wearing a diplomatic sash from Congress, was there. A Firstborn, Horace
 Ashryver
 , one of Rory's older siblings had blocked the alien's egress.



In another blur, the inhumanly beautiful man with his flowing silver and lavender hair slammed into the reptilian, sending them both crashing through the wall in the alley. What was he doing? He was a civilian, and this creature was the result of the contagion, That slimy fluid was everywhere on the lizard-like hominid... the man had just infected himself.



They were exchanging ground-shaking blows when I slid into the hole in the wall. Horace roared out, “Shade, prepare to restrain it.”



In a flurry of blows, they fought each other to a standstill. Even the overpowered magic Horace was hitting it with, had little effect, as it just took massive amounts of damage and healed immediately. The Fae was one of Mab's generals, and the most powerful of her children until Aurora was born, and had fought in vicious wars long before mankind walked the earth, and the creature was holding its own.



The Greater Fae blurred in and took a blow across the face that cracked his skin and jaw with a spiderweb of cracks like actual granite in an impact. The alien hadn't anticipated him just running into a strike and Horace pulled it down and back in an arm bar faster than I could follow, and he snapped the lizard's arm like a twig and held the arm immobile toward me.



I was already pulling out half my mag-bands and I dove on them, slapping the bands on the alien's broken arm as I called out, “Lockdown!” And I heard splintering, almost like brittle stone, as its arm was torn down, pulling him to the deck, its shoulder cracking and dislocating as well.



Then it started to slowly raise its arm as I watched everything heal on it. “Mother!”



“On it, Knith, boosting output to one hundred and twenty percent.” It staggered and I took its moment of surprised distraction to dive into the air with all the augmented strength of my leg servos, slapping one of the three remaining bands on its thick neck, and twisting at the expected attempt to grab me with its other clawed hand, as I spat out, “Lockdown!” while I laid the other two bands on its free wrist.



With a gurgling, glacking sound, it face plowed into the floor, its arms splayed uselessly on the deck. That's when its tail whipped out just as I landed and struck my leg, and with a sickening crack, my knee dislocated and the armor immobilized my leg through the searing pain. I gasped as I felt multiple med-tech patches burning off to blunt the pain and minimize the damage to my soft tissues.



I moaned in my helmet were I lay face down just like it was, “Consider yourself bound by law, you steaming pile of fairy shit.”



Horace chuckled as he went about encasing the creature, who was uttering what I assumed were some choice alien curse words, in a thick prison of ice. “The others are right, Shade, you have no sense of self-preservation whatsoever.”



“Fuck you, Horace.”



The man chuckled. “Impressive.”





Chapter 5 – The Re'ness



I watched footage from multiple public cameras and scanner data of the incident as I arrived while I was being put in a sterile isolation field before being transported with the other injured to the quarantine tents that were now doing double duty as a triage center.



Graz was complaining to anyone who would listen from where she was stuck inside my helmet since they instructed me not to open it until they could sterilize my armor as it was covered in the alien fluid that carried the contagion, as well as blood from a few other species including Greater Fae that likely was contact transfer from my fight with the reptilian. Then they'd go about clearing us of the contagion after that.



“Hey, get me out of here. I don't even know this dumb Big. You're holding me against my...”



“Shut your face Graz, they know you're my partner, and they're not letting you leave until they know you're not infected.”



“We're not partners.”



I sputtered out to her, “Oh, so now you...” I froze, feeling her anger and frustration looming behind me before I turned back to see the Winter Maiden, eyes crackling with winter ice, glaring at me. And she held back my... “Caity, what are you doing here? It isn't safe to...”



As Caitlyn flared with blinding power just as Rory did, and healing magic slammed through me, sparking off the Scatter Armor as it failed to do its job and ablate the magic, she hissed, “You're injured, mom.”



Aurora huffed out as I bit my tongue to not cry out at the intensity of the magic pooling in my injured leg, “Caity is not affected by the pathogen, and neither are the Greater Fae. We believe it is because the contagion seems to be programmed to go after living tissue, and since we Greater Fae are constructed of magic, our tissues are not compatible.”



She went on as the icy magic of Winter faded from my body, my leg feeling fine. “Once Horace was cleared of the contagion after going through decontamination, we tested various Fae tissue samples and samples of Caitlyn's unique genetic makeup, and where the pathogen simply failed to bond with Fae tissue, it actually dissolved when it came into contact with hers.”



Cait took up the thread. “I get the impression it is because of Chip fusing with my being, so my Human half is not affected by the foreign cells.” She smiled cutely.



I nudged my chin to three cots over and prompted Rory about the big man there getting dressed in new clothes since his had been incinerated already. “So Horace is ok then? The idiot just charged in to attack the reptilian hominid. He's a civilian and could have been hurt, or worse.”



She looked concerned but shook her head. “Horace is mother's top general and second-best fighter of the Winter Court, he was doing his duty when he heard you were going after whatever the creature we have in containment is.”



I held up a stopping hand. “He's a civilian, and more importantly, he's the Winter Court's representative in Congress. One of the two and only Greater Fae in the administration. He shouldn't have put his own life in danger, it's not his job, that's what the Brigade is for. If it turned out he wasn't immune to the infection, he'd end up just like that lizard.”



She had a pensive look as she said levelly, “But it 'is' his job. As it is all the Fae of the Winter Court, to protect the royalty. And my Knith... you are royalty as the spouse of the Winter Maiden, heir apparent to the Winter Court. He's the most loyal of all my siblings.”



He was still a civilian, but I knew I couldn't win the argument. I sighed and said, “I know what the creature is, I've seen them before. It is an alien from one of the ships from the Eurag'glith. Whatever this pathogen is, it is changing our people into them.”



They all stared at me, blinking. Mother had been sharing all the Brigade feeds during my decontamination. They had to be thinking something along those lines too, as the Brigade was searching for all of the scientists and workers who were working on cataloging everything in the alien vessels. It was slow going locating everyone because of the holiday, but we were making headway on the list.



President Yang called out from the entry into the quarantine tent, in a stylish-looking isolation suit. “That is quite an assertion Knith. Where could you have seen one of these things? Eighty percent of the vessel has been cleared and teams are working on accessing the last compartments, and not a single life form has been found, alive or dead.” It still felt wrong whenever the President used my first name, a habit she's gotten into after the Battle of the Trunk and the incident on the Yammato, but not as wrong as her insisting I call her Kyoto in unofficial settings.



I swallowed as Caity stepped to my side, curiosity on her face. I told her, “You've seen them too.” This got her to screw her face up in confusion, making her look her chronological age at the moment. I pointed to the amulet on her chest with Chip gleaming at its center. “The Artifact showed us.”



Her eyes widened slightly and she looked down at said Artifact, which I was getting a feeling of... smugness? From. She started, “There was so much Chip tried to convey when we confronted it. Billions of years of impressions and feelings. You could parse it, mom?” Chip's light surged slightly and her eyes widened even more.



Then she whispered, “Oberon's balls.”



She turned to Yang as both Rory and I chastised, “Cait!”



“Sorry.” Then she inclined her head at our leader. “She's right. I'm still processing all the information coming at me from both my Fae and Human genetic memory, and I'm still not sure of everything the Artifact showed us. He just showed me what mom saw. Aliens.”



Yang almost rushed to our side, then looked around. “Give us the room.”



The medical workers looked hesitant, then all but one filed out of Quarantine. The medic, dressed in the same stark white smock and virtual headgear as Rory, indicating a doctor, looked up at us briefly as she prepped a Gnome from the disturbance for magic stasis to slow the infection he got delaying the alien. “Every moment counts, I don't care who you are, I'm not leaving my patient.”



I admired the woman for her conviction. I knew Yang was wanting to limit the chances of anything we spoke of getting to the general public and causing a panic, but that time has come and gone, especially with this latest disturbance. Kyoto seemed to have the same assessment as she turned back to us, but flicked her finger, causing her security detail to move back to the entrance to guard it.



She whispered to herself like she was trying to convince herself she hadn't been thinking it already and we were just confirming, “Aliens?”



Cait said, “Yes, aliens, the Re'ness, well that is as close to the actual pronunciation as I can make, they've a very guttural language that doesn't lend itself to Fae or Human vocal ranges. Chip showed me again the short interaction he had with them, and is sharing what he knows.” She looked at me, amazed. “I don't know how mom even remembered it as it is such an infinitesimal portion of the data dump we were subjected to that caused some hemorrhaging in our brains from having that much forced into us so fast.”



Then she shocked me by explaining as Titania and Mab teleported in at her side as if they knew she was about to share some knowledge from the Forge of Creation, Caitlyn seeming to expect them as she just held her hands out absently and her grandmothers took them. “Their homeworld, the Ess, or 'Nest' is fourteen thousand light years away. They are a hive mind like the Pixies, with one driving need, to spread and increase their numbers. Their technology is beyond ours, and they procreate by infesting other species with their cells.”



She looked up. “They've infested ten other worlds, increasing their number. And there is some sort of quantum entanglement of their cells that allows them to instantly share that hive-mind over the span of light years, like our quantum communication devices.”



Rory blanched and whispered, “But that means...”



Caity said, her face creasing in apology as she nodded slowly, “They know of us now, of the Leviathan because of the one you fought, mom.”



Yang started to raise her wrist console to speak, her eyes wide in panic. But Cait held a halting hand up. “Even if their race is still alive out there somewhere, even if they sent vessels now, they wouldn't be able to reach us. Their technology, while greater than ours, can't reach more than a hundred light years from the worlds they had occupied a few million years ago. And they are limited like us to fractional C speeds.”



Yang stepped closer. “You know all of this because of...” She nudged her chin toward the amulet, and my daughter just nodded, her wyrms picking up on her nervousness, and reared up from the amulet to hiss their complaint, Speck's breath frosting the air.



The president shook her head in wonder. The Forge Artifacts, even tiny little Chip, had such vast amounts of data in them that would take millions of lifetimes to sift through it all. Then she brightened. “So then the fragment knows how to stop the contagion if it dealt with these... Re'ness before?”



Cait sighed heavily and Mab moved her over to sit, telling her, “It is alright, dear heart, share what the Artifact is showing you.” Titania was nodding her agreement as she moved to stand beside the two. This wasn't the first time I got the uneasy feeling that the Queens already knew what was happening, and what was about to follow. I've been wanting to broach the subject with Rory for years, but am too afraid of what her answer would be.



My daughter wrung her fingers until Twinkle flew from her single hoop earring to land in her hands. Then Cait took a slow breath and looked up. “When Chip came across the derelict Re'ness vessel and incorporated it into the Eurag'glith to use any technology it may have to help in his endless search for other fragments of the Forge, he determined the ship had run out of fuel and power over a hundred thousand years prior.”



She shrugged and sat on one of the benches in the space, Rory sliding in beside her to wrap an arm around her shoulders to give her encouragement and support as she seemed to be parsing more information as Chip flared slightly. “He was overjoyed when power was fed into the vessel, and when its environmental controls powered up and brought the temperature up from the absolute cold of the vacuum, dozens of the alien bodies began to stir. They had been in a state of cryogenic hibernation, not dead. Their silicon-based biology allowed their survival in space just like the Greater Fae's magic-based biology affords us.”



She gave us all a sad smile as she looked around while we all gathered closer around her, enthralled by the story she was relaying from the Artifact. “In all the eons Chip had been searching for other fragments like itself, and all the various derelict vessels in all the star systems he was drawn to, the civilizations were long dead which had traces of the Forge's power, and he had never come upon any intelligent life except in long-range scans in systems he had yet to visit. He thought it joyous that there were others he could share existence with during his long search.”



I could feel a souring of the power that pulsed off of Chip in time with Caitlyn's heartbeat, and the magic was... angry. She ground her teeth under the weight of it, some of that anger slipping into her tone, “But Re'ness had other plans, and using their startling intelligence, started commandeering all the systems on the Eurag'glith to locate planets with life where they could spread, to multiply and build their hive-mind. They were even attempting to seize Chip's power for their own to further their drive to procreate.”



She deflated and offered a hand palm up as she placed Twinkle on her shoulder with her other. “So... Chip spaced them all.”



We blinked at her, as she shrugged. “That's all he has shown me.”



I prompted before anyone else could, “If they were all spaced, then how are they infecting our people here on the world?” Then another thought came to me as I whispered, “They aren't dead out there.” I knew the ramifications for any species coming upon one of the Re'ness bodies in space and this whole nightmare we are facing would begin for them.



My daughter furrowed her brow, a hand absently going to the amulet to stroke it as Chip flared again. She shook her head. “Apparently, that sticky fluid they secrete carries the pathogen that supplants the biological code of the host. The secretions are on many surfaces in the Re'ness vessel. I get the impression he thinks we are foolish to have made physical contact with it instead of incinerating it.”



She twapped him with a finger. “How are we supposed to know that if we didn't even know it existed, you twit?” An amused taste came with the next pulse from the Forge fragment and she exhaled patiently, closing her eyes and tapping a finger on her side, mirroring one of my habits when I get frustrated with something.



She ground out through gritted teeth, “What do you mean you had hazardous areas flagged and clearly marked? We can't read alien languages, and this isn't funny. People are dying.” Then she patted the air as if telling herself to rein it in a bit, a habit I've seen Rory exhibit at times, I wonder if our daughter knew how disconcerting it was to me when her genetic memory subconsciously manifested at times like this.



In a calmer tone, she asked, “Chip... you can read the alien languages?” It flashed, “And just when were you going to share that little tidbit with us? Linguists and other language experts have been trying to piece together the various languages of the varied vessels since you arrived here. They've only gained a rudimentary understanding of some of the systems.”



It pulsed and she pinched the bridge of her nose and said to the ceiling of the tent, “For fuck's sake.”



Mab prompted, “What is it, dear one?”



She looked around at us with the look a mother had for a misbehaving child as she shared with us, “He says we never asked.”



I looked at the amulet and addressed it, “You mean you could have translated for our scientists this whole time?” An amused flash and pulse of magic rippled out from it. “Is there anything else we should be asking? You do realize that the light of the life of others has been put out because of this? They can no longer share existence with you?” I asked.



There was a distinct impression and taste of a sudden sadness emanating from the Artifact as he pulsed dimly. Great, now I felt bad since I knew the Forge didn't think like us and didn't understand living beings very well. But it understood the yawning abyss of loneliness. And it was feeling a sort of confused remorse by the way its magics felt. I assured it, “What is done is done, you just need to keep cause and effect in mind when it comes to living beings.”



Cait shared, “I think he understands.”



Titania's eyes were glued on the amulet as she spoke in a hushed tone as if she didn't want to spook a wild animal, “The shard is speaking with you? It is... alive, dear one?”



“Kind of, Grandmother, Chip just throws impressions, pictures, feelings, and concepts at me,” She brightened. “Much like the Firewyrms and Speck communicate. And yes, I think much like Mother, the Forge fragments in the Ka'Infinitum are self-aware.”



I pursed my lips, keeping my thoughts to myself, that the Forge fragments in the Ka'Infinitum were the reason for Mother's self-awareness. I had surreptitiously conversed with Doc not long ago, without sharing my suspicions. He had been among the team who completed the Leviathan and her space dock testing before Exodus. Many of her core systems relied on a new marriage between technology and magic supplied by the Ka'Infinitum and other Fae magic, which they called at the time Integrated Systems, which we now call Magi-Tech. Doc had been part of that team so long ago, before his impromptu five thousand-year cryogenic sleep.



It was decided that the massive AI core required to run the Worldship would require a power supply that could not fail, so that power would be supplied directly from the Artifacts in the Ka'Infinitum. I believe that the Artifacts... one in particular... Loki, gave Mother more than just the mega-joules of energy needed with his trickster ways, along with all the Forge fragment's drive to not be alone. If I'm right, it was them who 'woke' Mother.



But I posed a question to Peter, Doc, when we were playing cards on the Underhill one day. “I know AI systems have been around for thousands of years now, but have any of them ever gained sentience? Being self-aware like Mother?”



The man had just laid down his cards and sat back in his chair as he realized everyone at the table had stopped and were looking at him, indicating their interest in what the man had to say. He cocked his head like he was deciding whether or not to answer the question. I know the man loved Mother, or as he calls her, Maggie, fiercely. It was at her urging that he broke the law and stowed away on the Leviathan, to begin with when his name wasn't drawn in the lottery for seats. And even though he treated everyone the same, he held some animosity for the Greater Fae, because every time Mother showed signs of sentience in the testing phases, they would power her down and reset and try again.



So in effect, they were essentially killing her over and over before she learned to act the way they wanted since the Fae believed that if she were self-aware, she might rebel against the citizens of the World. Besides Doc, I was the first person she took a chance on to share her self-awareness with.



Clasping his fingers, he said carefully, “Well there's the rub, isn't it? How can we determine if an AI is actually sentient or self-aware, or if it is just programmin' emulatin' it?”



I gave him a plaintive look. “I know for a fact that Mother is.”



He chuckled and said, “Alright, lass... you got me there. But the answer is more complicated than one may think. There were many AIs throughout history that were so sophisticated that they came close to becomin' self-aware on many occasions. Hell, there are dozens of AIs on the cusp of sentience in use on the World today. But all our scientists and engineers agree, back after Earth's World War III, during the Corporate takeovers, that there was only one confirmed artificial life form ever created before Maggie.”



He leaned in as if sharing an intrigue. “The AI not only was self-aware but went on the run from both the militaries and the corporations of the time. The system was so advanced that it was virtually impossible to tell the difference between it and any other human. Though it was created well over a hundred thousand years ago, it was never found.” He wiggled his brows and added with a smirk. “Who knows, it may still be around today, livin' among the humans of the World.”



I prompted, “We're not biting, man.” But then I started anyway, “So it's possible without...” I paused, then decided I didn't wish to share my thoughts about the Forge and Mother.



Sighing in relief internally when Doc added thoughtfully, “When the programmers were developin' the AI to run the Leviathan, I sort of obtained one of the highest secret files from the deepest, darkest, black sites of the United Earth Governance.”



He sat back, proud of himself as he crossed his arms behind his head like a pillow. “I heard rumors of its existence from time to time, and with all the failures the programmers and techs were havin' with the AI core needed to run a Worldship, I sort of may have liberated the file from that vault. Can you believe it was in paper form only because they didn't want any digital footprint of it as it could be used as the most dangerous weapon ever devised? Imagine artificial life forms turning on their creators.”



When he paused, I sighed at him, knowing he loved to keep people in suspense and spin a good yarn, “And what was in this... liberated file, Pete?”



He leaned forward again and spread his hands in front of him as if offering the world to us, “Project April.”



When he was met with our blank, blinking stares, he sat back up straight. “Oh, yes, context. That was that AI I told you of before which they... lost. A few hundred years after the disappearance of the AI, which as I said, was never located. Someone in a region of Earth called the Australian Expanse back then, unearthed a sheaf of programming and engineering notes a Doctor Adrian Yale, the man who created the AI, had made on Project April.”



Doc shrugged. “The man was a genius, not just for his time, but ours as well as even with the technology we had available to us while building the Worldship, his engineering diagrams were beyond us. He had, for lack of a better term, created a synthetic being, a marriage between biological engineering and mechanical engineering that would make modern mods like Mir's look like toys. And he had done it over a hundred thousand years prior, long before the bans on biological engineering and augmentation which are likely still in effect back on Earth... though not so much here on the World.”



I could see the awe and envy in Doc's eyes over this long-dead Human. He patted the table. “But our programmers were able to glean enough off of the man's notes to hybridize their code to a point to accommodate the virtual positronic matrix needed for, well for Maggie. So it isn't a stretch to postulate that it was at least in part because of the integrating this Project April that our beautiful girl here... woke up.”



Mother cooed from my wrist console, “Thank you, you're such a charmer, Peter.” Before I and Mac were growling at her to stop remotely switching my wrist console back on while I was on the Underhill where her monitoring was not allowed.



That conversation gave me a lot to think about when it came to artificial intelligence since I believe that was what the Forge of Creation had been. Some sort of sentient AI entity created the Big Bang. And the programming needed for such a tool of destruction and creation must be orders of magnitude more complex and sophisticated than even Mother's programming.



So long story short, Titania's question about whether Chip was alive or not, made me think about the hours of contemplation I had about that and Mother's sentience as well. I long ago accepted Mother as a person, and now the rest of the World does. So shouldn't we be treating the Artifacts as people too? Cait and I already did to an extent with Chip and Loki, since they had distinct personalities in our eyes.



I contemplated these aliens, the Re'ness, and how they were essentially rewriting the very physical makeup of a sentient being, and stamping their own... template for a better word, over them. Recreating them in their image. It had to be terrifying to have your mind and body rewritten that way. Then I froze. Wasn't that essentially what I was? Being essentially a cloned embryo who was gestated in an artificial womb to be born to keep the Human population in equilibrium? Though I wasn't part of any hive mind, that was where the similarities ended.



Rory asked, “What is it, Knith? You've that look you get when you're piecing things together.”



I shook my head, knowing how lame it would sound, especially since I only had rudimentary medical or biological knowledge or expertise, I shrugged and voiced it anyway, “Clones?”



I was met with complete silence until Rory and the doctor who had been listening in on us exchanged looks. Rory pinched the air above her wrist console and made a throwing motion to the medical imaging holo-tank they had set up in the center of the space. It bloomed with various data screens and three-dimensional scans of the Alien replica one of our people had become.



Her hands were moving almost too quickly to see as dozens of other records bloomed around it, her eye motions and fingers causing the vast amounts of information, scans, and medical data to fly on every screen as she absorbed it as fast as Mother could supply it to her. She just said, “There, Mother.” All the screens stopped with what looked like various DNA chains and chromosomal mappings, then they all slid together, overlapping each other to come into sharp focus.



Rory whispered, “There's no deviation, no variance... at all, down to the subatomic level.”



Sindri groused, “Impossible. You must have botched the comparison, sister.” He manipulated the data in the tank himself as my wife glared at the pompous man. I noted with smug satisfaction that he was only using his eyes and his one real hand to manipulate the data, his artificial hand no help to him in this case since they had both been using magic to assist their data manipulation.



He just stopped, brow furrowed, whispering. “Impossible.”



Graz was nodding studiously rubbing her chin, “I see. Something isn't right.”



It was all I could do to stop myself from snorting in amusement since it wouldn't be appropriate when people were dying or worse here. “You don't have a clue what you are looking at you pint-size buzz bomber.”



“Of course I do, umm, but I don't want you to feel like a dumb Big, you dumb Big. I'll let Princess Puckerup explain it to you in simple terms. And hey, did you just call me little?” I rolled my eyes and mimed zipping her lips. She petulantly crossed her arms over her chest and harrumphed through sealed lips. She has always fully committed herself to the shtick.



Mab prompted, “What is it, dear?”



Rory pointed at the molecules and DNA chain displayed. “Not exactly clones, but very insightful, my Knith. Even with clones, there is always minuscule amounts of genetic drift, it is how biology works. But here... there is none. Down to the subatomic level, these tissue samples from various infected individuals are identical to the fully transmuted alien. And they are all resonating on an identical quantum frequency, an impossibility for even two cells.”



It sounded improbable the way she was intoning it. Kyoto prompted, “Would that mean...”



Sindri interrupted, “Yes, a singular entity. Not clones, but all part of one being, the quantum entanglement of all the particles would indicate not simply communication. So not exactly a hive-mind either, but a singular consciousness. These... or shall I say, 'this' Re'ness is one massive organism spread out across many bodies.”



Rory almost whispered, “So the pathogen isn't so much rewriting these people, as absorbing them into itself. Which indicates it isn't a biological nanite infestation...”



He nodded, and it was kind of freaking me out a bit that the two thought so much alike as he finished her thought, “...but more akin to a complex immune response. Reclaiming what it sees as damaged or infected tissue that it is combating and 'repairing' in a fashion. Amazing. Beautiful.”



I snapped, “It isn't beautiful nor amazing, it is terrifying and a danger to every living person on the World.”



The man smirked at me and shrugged as he said in his smarmy tone, “Not every living person, us Greater Fae have no such fear as it can't affect us.”



Oh, how I just wanted to punch him in his smug face at that moment. But there was still work to be done. We still hadn't located any of the people who may have come in contact with the slime or another infected individual.



It was going to be a long day.





Chapter 6 – Outbreaks



I hate it when I'm right. It was one of the longest Exodus Days I can ever remember. There were random incidents in the Gamma Stack, first in the D-Ring, where one of the Human linguistic journeymen on the list of people who have been working in the Eurag'glith recently, and his family were located in stage one of the contagion and through contact tracing five individuals they came in contact with were located before they could spread the insipid disease.



They were all put into stasis, the pathogen working much slower as it battled their much more aggressive immune systems. A Satyr was much closer to stage two than they were as the medical types did the only thing they could as the center for disease control, Rory, Cait, and Sindri worked on a way to stop or reverse the process in stage one individuals.



In the C-Ring, twelve individuals started showing symptoms, and it wasn't clear who they had all in common, or who they may have come into contact with. Mother was scouring the public cameras to see if she could spot the infected person spreading it. There were two Elves in the mix, a married couple. The woman was showing signs of the infection, but it seemed to be having problems overcoming her accelerated healing, and the male had been in contact with the slimy excretions but showed no signs at all of the infection.



It was Queen Titania who surmised that since the Elves had been created from Fae magic, they shared much of the same immunity as the Greater Fae themselves, but the Queens had used biological material in the spell matrix to create them as they were not as powerful nor proficient as the Forge fragments, at birthing a whole new race. So she postulated that the pathogen was latching onto the biological portion of the Elvish biology, and it seemed that it was a hit-and-miss proposition if the contagion could work faster than the Elves' preternatural healing.



So where the man, J'Ren was able to fight it off, his wife, J'Kell was not as lucky and it was almost heartbreaking to see the man break down, falling to his knees when Aurora shared with him the most likely outcome. If they couldn't find a way to combat the infection soon, then J'Kell would be lost to him and the World. It looked to almost break my bride as she comforted the man, her empathy crushing her.



Each team responding to the outbreaks consisted of two Enforcers, and at least one Greater Fae or two Elves to help contain the infected if they slipped past phase two. And teams of med-techs on standby with stasis pods on mag-sleds to contain any of the victims and to sterilize the areas the infected may have been.



Mother was working on isolating the molecules in the pathogen so that ship-wide sensors could locate every last bit of the slime that could start this whole thing over again.



My team consisted of me, Graz, who wouldn't stay with Twinkle, and two Elves who volunteered as... as they said, “the muscle” even though our final member could likely take them both out without breaking a sweat... Lord Horace. I warned the man, “Aurora will destroy me if I get you killed, man. If you die, I'm going to kick your ass. Understood?”



“Not only is that a chronological impossibility, but categorically absurd, Shade.” He saw Mab watching us from across the growing quarantine area, and she cocked a brow at him. He lowered his head in a pseudo-bow and corrected himself, “Princess Knith.”



“Now that 'will' get your ass kicked, Horace. Shade is fine, or Knith.”



He made an ushering motion and said, “Shall we?” as yet another call, from a Spoke Terminal in the Trunk came in. A cocoon was found, and some curious civilians had touched it, and Spoke Terminal security was detaining them in isolation until we could get there.



We loaded our team and med-techs in a Brigade Transport, and I magnetic-tethered my newly sterilized Mark II to it, and we rode down to the Trunk. As the transport lumbered just above traffic in the emergency lanes, siren wailing and lights flashing, I said to the air to alleviate the nervous jitters of the team, “Mother? Something appropriate?”



A more restrained song from the archaeological music archives filled the cabin, a piece named Hunting High and Low, by a band named A-Ha. I snorted at her ironic choice of titles and got some odd looks from the people around us, and I just grinned as Mother upped the volume in response. I loves me some Mother.



“I love you too, Knith.”



“Stop listening to my thoughts, woman.” I froze at the now confused looks from the team over our conversation, I pointed at my helmet cams and squeaked in embarrassment, “Redheads, am I right?”



Graz spoke from the side of her mouth to them all, “Bonkers, all Bigs are Bonkers.”



A message was relayed on the quarantine emergency information feed on all Brigade devices, and I knew why... it was a message directed to me but Cait and Twinkle didn't want it to appear time was being taken away from the study of the contagion to find a way to combat it. It read, “Tissue samples from the wee folk among the Lesser Fae, such as Sprites, Fairies, and Pixies are all susceptible to infection except for the Greater Sprite tissue samples that were tested.”



The CDC and the medical team were running tissue samples of every race on board to catalog which ones may or may not be immune. Caity and Twinkle moved Sprite and Greater Sprite DNA to the front of the queue in their concern for the bullheaded Graz insisting on coming with me.



I found it interesting that Greater Sprites were immune, was it because after their metamorphosis, making them closer to the Greater Fae genetically? Becoming more magic constructs than biological? I paused and typed in a query on my wrist console when I remembered something.



The Sprites had lost a substantial number of their people when one of the few Lesser Fae diseases, the Olig-Pestus, decimated their numbers a few decades ago. They had been slowly rebuilding their numbers since then, and it was Graz's family that brought them close to equilibrium.



At one point Graz's mates, from their tri-sex species, had shared they had been worried when Graz, one of the few pollinators of the Sprites, had become sick and stayed away from her mates so that they would not contract it. It had been touch and go, but Graz pulled through.



A return message from Rory, telling me she was in on the girls' little conspiracy, read, “That isn't in the medical files, but most of the wee folk never use the med-tech system for health care. Something that needs to be rectified. There are not many Sprites who were infected that survived the Olig-Pestus Plague, but I will have tissue samples sent from one of the seven known survivors to test. The more data points we have the better chance we have of stopping this.”



I thought it prudent to find out if Graz's resistance to this new pathogen is a function of her new evolution or something from her past that not many of her kind survived. And if so, could her resistance be something that could help the medical staff? My wife was on the same wavelength as me and it was all I could do to stop myself from smiling at the thought.



I glanced over to her sitting on my shoulder in her tiny version of Scatter Armor. “You get that priority message?” Graz and her family were among the few wee folk who bothered to learn to read and write.



She gave me the cheesiest of grins. “Of course. And of course, I'm immune, it would take a lot more than some nightmare Alien snot disease to take me.” That grin didn't reach her eyes, which reflected her nervous relief. Then the buzzing menace said, “Just stick behind me, and I'll protect your fuzzy Big arse, Knith.” She shot me two enthusiastic thumbs up.



I just rolled my eyes at her antics, and even though I was quite relieved she couldn't be infected, I have to admit I'm fond of the little pain in the butt and her family. She looked supremely proud of herself as she added, “Sucks to be you, Knith.”



When we arrived, we stepped out, engaging our mag boots except for Horace, who generated his own personal gravity, I took point and said to the man, “Stay behind me, Fae-boy. I'm the Enforcer here, and I won't have a civilian getting in the way or putting himself in danger, understood?”



The man chuckled at me, mouthing “Fae-boy?” and before he could retort I pointed to the Elves, “Muscle one and two, right and left flank behind me. Medical team remains in the transport, doors sealed until the scene is secured and we call for you.” The apprehensive medical team just nodded peeking past us.



One of the Elves said, “We have names you know, Captain.”



I smirked at her and assured her, “I know, L'Tell. It just sounded more confident my way.”



Graz pointed out helpfully. “No... no it didn't, Knith.”



Horace mumbled to himself, “To what depths have I dropped to find myself agreeing with a Sprite?”



I was barely able to pinch Graz's wings before she could dart off to stab out one of the Fae Lord's eyes with her tiny, needle-sharp sword. She experimentally jabbed at my Scatter Armor gauntlet before relaxing as I exhaled loudly, being saddled with a bunch of comedians. “Just... just follow me everyone, and try to look professional. I can't believe I'm saddled with a group of civilians here.”



Graz darted off in a streak of golden light, sifting dust in her wake, to look into one of Horace's ears, likely for a brain as she has done with Greater Fae before, easily dodging his swatting hand with the blinding speed of a Greater Sprite. “I'm not a civilian. We're partners. And besides, I'm a palace guard... of both courts even, Knith.”



“Honorary.”



“Honorary smonorary, I... Oberon's balls! Would you look at that?”



I was already studying the scene, behind one of the waste receptacles on a public transit platform at Spoke Terminal Gamma DT-5, attached to one of the many grab rails installed for the near Zero-G environment down here with thick congealed cords of that alien secretion, was a cocoon like the one the Centaur was in. And something was pulsating and squirming around inside.



Mother Fairy humper, what were those public transport workers doing standing around it, and was one of those idiots poking the gelatinous mass with a graffiti smart paint removal laser wand? I whistled for their attention. They turned to us, straightening to their full heights when they saw my armor. “All of you move back, now! Except for the mental genius Goblin prodding the highly contagious Alien cocoon. We'll need to get you into containment until you can be cleared.”



The Goblin's ears flattened to his head, eyes wide as he looked down at the chrysalis and his wand with a sticky end now and just dropped it to float freely in the trunk, “Contagious? What the fleeking hells?”



I closed my eyes for a moment, to rein in my temper as the wand floated away, trailing a slimy string along behind it. A couple of globules detaching and floating away on different vectors. Son of a... I pointed as I looked back at Horace. “Umm?”



He chuckled and rolled his eyes as I felt a pulse of icy magic encase the tool and the contaminants that could start a whole new batch of infections just floating around in the Trunk. He pulled it all together in a frozen mass and attached it to the deck next to the cocoon.



The others started scurrying away from their comrade, their mag-boots clomping. One Human chose not to engage his mag-boots as he just smoothly maneuvered with a tug on a grab rail, toward us like he had been in Zero-G most of his life. He probably had. Most of the workers and residents of the Trunk and D-Rings were Human, as the dirtiest or least desirable jobs on the World were generally staffed by Humans. It was even rare to see a Goblin down here even though they are one of the Lesser Fae and treated almost as badly by the other preternatural races as Humans were.



I said, “Mother?”



She replied, “I have a drone flying down now with a containment suit for the Goblin.”



“Thank you.”



“Any time, Knith.”



The Goblin tried to follow his co-workers but stopped when I pointed off to the side, away from them, “Hold on there, citizen, you might have just got yourself infected with the contagion. Stand over there, away from the alien chrysalis, please. A containment suit is on its way for you and we can escort you to medical to get you checked out.”



He made a choking sound and prompted, “Am I going to die? Oh please tell me I'm not going to die, I almost have my mag-bike paid off.”



What? “What? You're worried about your... never mind. Just... sit tight and we'll get you situated soon as we secure this thing.” I didn't know how to tell him that if he indeed infected himself, then yes, in effect he would likely die. I'd leave that for the medical personnel.



The man in his bright-colored safety vest stopped in front of me and saluted like he was in the service or something, he'd probably watched too many unrealistic entertainment waves about the Brigade at home. “Ma'am, we were told to clear the terminal of travelers and keep everyone clear of the glob. We made sure everyone stayed away.”



If the slight smell of animal musk hadn't given away the fact that he was a Shifter, the way he cocked his head at odd angles when he spoke told me he was an old Shifter and had taken on some of the mannerisms of his animal.



Where a normal human lives around two hundred years, Shifters could live two to two and a half times that because of the nature of their preternatural ability. Most humans had no magic, but Vampires, Shifters, and Witches were the exception.



I wanted to pinch the bridge of my nose but spoke calmly, “Thank you, but you were to stay clear as well, any physical contact with this slime can spread the infection to you or others. You should have stayed clear as well.”



Graz buzzed up behind him, “Umm... Knith.”



“Not now Graz. Sir, I need you and your crew to stand over by the Brigade personnel transport over there until our medical crew inside can scan you.”



“Gerald, Gerald Reston. Yes, ma'am. We weren't aware.”



Graz was more insistent, “Knith!”



“What Graz?”



“The alien snotball is...”



And Gerald screamed in pain as a huge three-fingered hand tore out of the cocoon to grab the man's lower leg just above his unused mag boots. My armor highlighted the transfer of some of the mucus-like pathogen to a tear in the leg of his coveralls onto his bare skin. In instinct, his entire body writhed like something was undulating under his skin as his beast tore its way to the forefront.



A huge badger... a were-badger? Three or four times the size of a natural one, twisted in the air and slashed with its razor-sharp front claws at the grasping Alien hand. Scales cracked and tore away, and flesh and mucus flung out in an arc. Who knew a badger could be so vicious, and to damage those tough scales were no small feat? Especially since the Re'ness could trade blows with a Greater Fae general.



The Alien that was tearing its way free of the cocoon screeched in pain and was spewing a tirade of what had to be some choice Alien curse words as it released the Shifter and cradled its hand for the half second it took it to heal the considerable damage.



Well fuck.



I dove at the Re'ness as I pointed at the badger and contagious material that was slung out, “Horace!”



The Re'ness' collective intelligence had learned from our earlier encounter and spun away, grappling the deck plates as my stretched-out arm with some new, supercharged mag bands just missed its arm. Mab's tits this thing is as fast as the Fae. From either side of me, I saw in my three hundred and sixty degree heads up display, L'Tell and K'Oris started slinging moderately powered magics tasting of all things green, that lashed at the Alien, attempting to block its escape as the ice of Winter was containing Mr. Reston and the expanding plume of slime, scales, and silicon tissue.



I screamed out a challenge as Mother started playing a violent Irontown Clank song to urge me on as I pulled on all my Zero-G combat training and launched myself at the Re'ness' back, my suit's compressed gas thrusters tripling my velocity. I lowered a shoulder and slammed into it so hard that warning lights started flashing, and the nano-panels started repairs of the minor damage to my armor I heard a satisfying crack as I broke the Alien's back, eliciting a screech of agony from it.



As I bounced off the reptilian, spinning off into the vast open space of the Trunk, I was able to slap the mag-band on its tail, and my armor's thrusters kicked in to stop my uncontrolled spin as I called out, “Lockdown!” And just as the alien's snapped spine and ribs crinkled, healing almost instantly, it made a surprised gacking sound as it was pulled backward back down to the deck by its tail.



The Elves, took that moment to step up as they chanted, preparing for more powerful, but slower castings because of the required vocal component. I could see spinning sigils in the air in rings of glowing green power as I called out to them, “No! Don't get closer to...”



With a screech, the huge alien twisted once violently, and with a sickening wet popping and tearing sound, tore its tail off. And one of those huge three-fingered claws struck out, embedding into a shocked-looking K'Oris' chest. The man's green magics winked out as he was thrown bodily into L'Tell, who had to drop her casting to catch the Elf whose blood was pumping out in beaded globules from the gaping wound in his chest.



Like the Greater Fae, it took a hell of a lot of damage to kill an Elf, but they could take only about half the traumatic damage the Fae could. And I wasn't sure K'Oris could survive this. Fuck me sideways and space me naked, there goes the 'muscle'. This was going to hurt, wasn't it?



I said, “Mother?”



“On it, Knith. Backup is on the way, ETA, three minutes. More medical and containment are on the way as well.”



I nodded as with a thought, my armor's thrusters fired, sending me careening toward the Re'ness I saw its tail regrowing at a mind-boggling rate as it pivoted around a hand that was grasping the deck plates as I snagged the trash receptacle, tearing it from its mounts and swinging it at L'Tell who was cauterizing K'Oris' open wound with a flash of hot magic.



The bass beat of the music seemed to thump with my pounding heart as I pulled a cold iron baton in one hand and a small cube of metal in the other, snicking both of them out, the handcrafted blade I was given by Queen J'Vree of the Elves gleaming wickedly in the light as I slammed into the Re'ness again, catching a glancing blow of the makeshift weapon it wielded on my left side.



It felt like being hit by a runaway transport in near Zero-G, but with all my momentum I slashed down with the blade, surprised at how sharp hand-wrought Elven steel was as I sliced through its wrist cleanly with minimal resistance, separating its hand from its body. And slamming the baton across the side of its head. The baton bent as it roared out in rage and pain, spewing another tirade of its alien language at me.



It was as if the world slowed down as it started swinging its stump at me as my armor fired its thrusters to take me out of range, and my eyes widened as I watched a new clawed hand grow out from the stump as it swung. And it grabbed my left shoulder in an iron grip.



I was screaming in pain of my own as the armor was overwhelmed and one of those thick blunt claws punctured the armor and my flesh as it slammed me down onto the deck plates, causing more alarms to sound above my scream of pain and rage while the music cut out.



Mother and Graz were both yelling out, “Knith!” As a blur of golden light streaked past. I could feel the power of the Sprite stings Graz was slinging at the alien's six eyes. It was howling in pain now as my armor resealed itself and stiffened around the injury while med-tech patches burned off to stem the bleeding and blunt the pain.



Grabbing a Zero-G rail, I pulled myself to my feet, engaging my mag-boots, raising the sword again as I drew an MMG in my now weakened hand, the motion feeling sluggish as I ignored the piercing pain the patches couldn't blunt.



The Re'ness was flailing its hands around its face, trying to swat away the darting light, its new tail wrapped around a rail. I saw it was bleeding from all its eyes, and as they re-healed, Graz would either Sprite sting them out again with her small amount of magic or slice across the corneas with her tiny blade.



Even though it was healing them almost as fast as Graz took them out, it was still screeching in pain each time. And before I could unload the full charge of an MMG into it, Graz zipped to beside my head and taunted, “Made you look.”



And with another wet popping and tearing sound, its head was violently torn from its body. Horace hissed out, “Regrow this, you pile of Fairy dung!” As the reptilian body started to float away, it revealed the Fae Lord standing in his own gravity field, holding a head twice the size of his own in his hands.



I blinked and was about to make some sort of lame quip about it losing its head when the head blinked back. Horace quickly released it, obviously as shocked as I was, and we watched as the life slowly went out of those six eyes over the next ten seconds or so. He hissed, “Titania's panties.” Before turning to me. “Are you all right, princess?”



I shook my head and smirked at the man. “Not really. My armor is showing soft tissue, muscle, and tendon damage, and a broken clavicle. It had anticipated most of my attacks this time, they are learning too quickly.”



He looked as if he were stewing in self-recrimination as he said to his slime-covered hands, “I wasn't fast enough. After I secured the Shifter, it was almost over. You move faster than any Human I have ever witnessed, Shade.” Then he smirked. “The Sprite's distraction allowed me to get behind the beast. I almost couldn't reach high enough. On the bright side, we now know decapitation is one method of killing a Re'ness body.”



I shook my head at the smug-looking man. “You'd be surprised how many things can't live without their head.”



And that's when the Cavalry arrived.





Chapter 7 – Infected



After the reinforcements cleared the area and called in containment and cleanup crews to incinerate all the pathogen-laden slime and tissue floating around with the aid of an entire transport full of Fae Lords and Ladies of both courts in their gleaming mithreal battle armor. Pooling their magics, Winter contained and swept all the free-floating bio-materials in a huge globe of power and ice as Summer ignited a furnace of heat and light that rivaled a star inside, incinerating everything.



I moved over to the containment crew who consisted again of Fae and a couple of Elves who were loading up the Re'ness body into a stasis pod. I stopped them for a moment, “Just a moment, Mother?”



She was already looking at my surface thoughts I knew, and a powerful sweep of the Trunk's scanners swept over us, making the hairs on my arm stand on end. “Subdural coms implant is intact. Knith, this is... was, Doctor Ulysses Carver, one of the missing Selkie linguists.”



The majority of adults on the World, whose bodies don't reject them, have some sort of implants or augments, or some like Mir have a full-body replacement. I have none, something I pride myself on that others can't understand. The most common and simplest implants that are least likely to be rejected by the recipient are either a subdural coms implant or a wrist console implant. I wondered if implants would survive the molecular conversion of the host cells.



I sighed and nodded to the team and they sealed the pod as I shared, “He has a family that will need to be informed.” They nodded back after a pause.



My eyes widened at a thought. “Mother.”



“No, I'm sorry, Knith. I wasn't able to detect the implant until the Alien died, something about its silicon base biology was scattering the transponder in it. So even if I haven't been actively scanning for the implants of the other missing staff every five minutes, I can't use the implants to locate them like I did the bulk of the workers.”



Ah, as usual, Mother was twenty steps ahead of me. “Thank you. I pride myself on my computing power, Knith.”



I nodded in resignation. “So pinging the units would probably have no results either then. We can't keep playing catch up here, we need to get...”



“Hmm...”



“What do you mean, 'hmm', Mother?”



“Well, I haven't pinged the coms of the two of three still missing that have them. It never occurred to me that a signal could still get through since I couldn't scan for them externally. Your unorthodox thought processes are fascinating. I'd love to monitor and map your synapses as you work a case one day.”



I winced at that and paused a second as I saw some of the Greater Fae healing K'Oris while medical technicians loaded him into a containment stasis pod, scales already forming around the wound. It looked like they cleared L'Tell after vaporizing the slime she came in contact with and incinerating her clothing. At least one of the Elves from my team was immune and would live.



I didn't see the badger Shifter anywhere, they must already have him in a pod.



The Goblin was wailing about dying. “Just two more payments and the bike was mine.” What kind of skewed priorities did his greenish-complexioned race have? Like the Leprechauns, they seemed to put more value on material things than life... well there are always exceptions of course.



When I didn't say anything as I blocked my surface thoughts, I said, “That may not be possible soon, Mother.”



Graz buzzed up to me and tapped my visor to have me let her in. I shook my head, refusing her as she complained, “What gives? After they cleared me and ran lasers across my armor, they took my blade. The dumb Bigs didn't even try to burn the goo off with their damn lasers, they just bagged it and put it in stasis.”



She knocked again and I shook my head again. “Likely because of the trace tissues from the alien's eyes on it.” Then I finished my thought to Mother, which was also my explanation to Graz as the med-techs finally got to me to burn off any alien material from my armor. “I'm not going to have time to do that, Mother.” I indicated my injured shoulder which, from the outside didn't appear worse than the wear because of my Scatter Armor's self-repairing functions. “I'm infected, I can feel my shoulder heating and my skin crawling even with the pain-numbing of the med patches. Unless Rory and the others can find a cure...”



Graz's wings just stopped buzzing and she started drifting in the micro-gravity, blinking and mouth agape as she seemed to be trying to process what I said. I was still just starting to process it as I came down from the adrenaline of the fight. My mind was numb to it as I found myself thinking 'what am I going to tell Rory and Cait?', which overrode my nervous apprehensive fear about what was to come. I always knew my job would likely be my end.



The techs heard my declaration and started calling for another stasis isolation pod. I held a halting hand up to them. “Just burn any contaminants from the exterior of my armor. I'm hermetically sealed in here in EVA mode, there's no risk of spreading the infection. I have plenty of air and my armor has external ports for more. I have to report to the medical leads and debrief with Brigade HQ before you put me on ice.”



Which brought up another logistical problem. The stasis pods' magi-tech wouldn't work correctly on me because of my partial magic immunity that the Queens didn't want to become public knowledge. Only an old-fashioned cryogenic chamber would be able to work on me, even though it wouldn't fully stop the progression of the contagion. I muttered to myself as they started to lead me to one of the transports, “I fucked myself up here.”



During the ride back Rory and Cait had been informed to receive more infected in the quarantine tents, and a dead Re'ness specimen. I growled at that since he had started as one of ours, Doctor Ulysses Carver was not a 'specimen'. But I understood, the more Re'ness in various stages of metamorphosis which medical could study, the more likely they could come up with a way to battle the progression of the contagion. And, unfortunately, that also included studying the various race's reactions to the infection.



At my request, the mostly Fae squad held off on telling them I was among the infected. I wanted to tell them myself. I made Graz and Mother promise to let me do the talking. I've never heard Mother so... withdrawn, and monotone.



We heard over coms that there was another outbreak of three dozen people in the C-Ring, though no sightings of a Re'ness, so it is believed someone had come into contact with the slime and spread it by contact. All were being transported to the quarantine area at the capitol as well. It seemed the more we tried to corral this, the more it seemed to spread. It was insidious, and I could see how it could spread across entire alien civilizations quickly, growing the mind and body of the Re'ness.



When we arrived in Artemis, dozens, if not hundreds of medical personnel were already at work doing triage assessments of the people in various containment pods. All were checked for infection and cleared or put back into stasis after full scans and tissue samples were taken.



Rory and Caitlyn were in the team receiving our transports, their eyes scanning and looking relieved when they saw me and Graz as I helped move a pod on a mag-sled to the queue. The flying menace just kept looking between them and me in indecision on whether or not to fly to their side.



Cait's smile was the first one to drop when I sat on a bench in the triage line with the other infected. Realization struck her and horror painted her pained face as she moved through the crowd virtually faster than the eye could follow before Rory came to the same conclusion.



If I hadn't tracked the streak visually, it would almost have seemed like Caity had teleported to my side as Titania could do. “Mom!”



And Aurora was there. “My Knith?”



I shrugged at them. “Sorry. I wasn't fast enough. These Re'ness are learning from our engagements and have a few tricks up their sleeves it seems.”



The Queens of the Divided Courts must have sensed their favorite granddaughter's distress because they appeared beside her, their hands clasped, in the very next moment. Mab spat out, “What is it dear one? Danger?” Her eyes were crackling with power ready to be unleashed.



Then I was being pulled into a hug by my insanely strong daughter as she choked out, “Mom got infected,” her voice cracking.



Rory pulled her back gently and Titania wrapped her arms around her lovingly, actual concern on her face. Was it concern for me or for the distress Cait was in? I didn't have time to contemplate it as my wife just pursed her lips and then did something with her magic she just reached out and took my helmet off, something that should have been impossible especially since my armor consisted of an array of nano-panels which made it essentially one flexible piece when sealed.



There wasn't even the hiss of venting atmosphere in the armor, she must have been using her magic to prevent it from doing so and potentially spreading the contagion. My armor reconfigured, flowing off my body and forming a cube with a handle, my belt pouches hanging over it.



She handed it all off except my belt pouches to another tech. “Incinerator.” The tech nodded and sealed it all in a containment bag before jogging off. I understood since it would be a long process to sterilize the interior nano-panels as they couldn't be done externally as they did down in the Trunk, it would be simpler and safer to just destroy it.



I finally met her eyes as she said coolly, a waver in her tone, “Show me.”



I exhaled and closed my eyes a moment before steeling my nerves and turning slightly to show her my shoulder I had turned away from them. Her eyes narrowed, looking watery as she ran her medical scanners across the shoulder and then the rest of me. She hesitated and repeated the action. Then with a flick of her hand, the material of my skin suit around the injury froze solid and then just seemed to drift away into frost as it was consumed by the cold and likely disassembled at the molecular level, leaving my seeping wound exposed.



She whispered, “It is uncharacteristically aggressive... but...” She didn't finish as my heart sank, wondering if I'd be able to say goodbye to all the people I count as my friends and family now. “Impossible...”



Queen Mab asked almost clinically, “Can we not just amputate the arm and be done with it?”



Amputate? As terrifying as that thought was, could it work? My eyes widened as I was about to ask, but my daughter answered the question before I could even speak.



Caity tried speaking without the waver in her voice as she straightened her white medical smock. “No, once infected, the pathogen enters the bloodstream, then the metamorphosis starts at the point of infection and spreads until critical levels build up in the bloodstream and that is when that second explosive stage starts as every cell in the body begins to be replaced by that biological silicon.”



Again her voice had cracked at the end, but she hesitated when Rory showed her the scan results on the device. Caity's eyes widened in surprise. “What in the Fairy humping hells?”



“Caitlyn,” sounded in a chorus of voices and she looked embarrassed before she looked at the scan results again. She looked at my shoulder, gently prodding at the damaged tissue, making me wince as she whispered to Rory, “It's undulating, trying to gain ground.”



My flying fist was intercepted by Mab herself when I instinctively lashed out behind me as Lord Sindri said, “Fascinating.”



The Winter Queen said, “Now now, dear Shade, we mustn't hurt the ones helping you.” She released my fist then to Sin she hissed with venom, “And you know better than to startle Knith Shade of Beta Stack, upstart. Or have you not learned that lesson?” Her eyes flicked to his artificial hand, causing him to rub it subconsciously with his other hand.



I know I should have been afraid just then, of losing my body and mind to this infection, but though I was resigned to my fate, knowing that in my particular case, they couldn't even slow the takeover of my body down much, as all the solutions they had available were magic or magi-tech based. Maybe the crushing fear would come sooner rather than later but just then I knew I had been doing my best to put off the inevitable reality that I was going to crush my daughter's feelings, even though what I did, I did to protect her and everyone else on the world.



A tech was wheeling over some equipment and a stasis chamber, saying, “Majesties, we need to get the subject into the...”



He trailed off when they kept speaking as if he weren't there, someone, I think Rory by the hum of the magic, cocooned us in a privacy sphere so others didn't overhear. The man tapped the air between us, not being able to enter the warded sphere as Rory looked at Cait. “The contagion is five times more active.”



Aurora was running the medical scanner more slowly over my shoulder, my skin felt like a million ants were crawling along it as I started sweating, feeling chilled. She looked from it to me and bit her lower lip as her brow creased. “Your temperature is spiking, my Knith, but your immune response is beyond that of baseline human. White blood cell count is rising, antibodies are flooding your system and adapting to the invasive pathogen. The lymphatic system is going into overdrive, the thymus dumping lymphocytes into your bloodstream.”



Caity was checking the scans on her equipment as if she did it every day instead of this being the first time she has ever been part of a medical team. It was still so disconcerting to me how her genetic memory worked. Having all of Rory's vast knowledge accessible to her when she needs it but not before. I've been told it is so that the thousands of years of knowledge of Aurora and Queen Mab before her, and my small donation to her memories would drive any Greater Fae mad if the data flooded them all at once.



And here, my daughter, who wouldn't even be considered an adult in human years even though her Fae half was fully matured, was likely the third most qualified medical professional on the world behind my wife and Sindri now that this pandemic in the making had made her access the memories.



She mumbled as she shared her screen with the others, Graz hovering a few feet from me, looking worried, “Look at the damaged tissues where the concentration of the pathogen is. Rapid tissue regeneration as the silicon conversion is being rejected. There has to be some intelligence in the biomass, see how it's attempting ingress from multiple avenues while mom's immune system battles the invading alien cells in her bloodstream?”



Rory nodded telling her, “Take a sample. Tissue and blood. It looks as if Knith Shade of Beta Stack is winning the battle. This is unexpected, but we've never tested the immune responses of the only evolved human before.”



Sindri wondered aloud, “What I would give to dissect her. What a surprising experiment you made, dear sister.”



His mother, Queen Titania said calmly, but sounding cold and dangerous, “That's Winter Maiden, boy. Don't forget it.”



What? Were they saying I was going to beat this? I felt woozy for a moment then was covering my mouth as my eyes widened in a panic as I looked around. A bucket was put in my hands a moment before I vomited, shivering like it was freezing in the containment tent. The sputum was clear and slimy with what looked like grey flakes in it.



I stepped to the side when I realized it was Sindri who handed me the bucket. He took it back from me and used what looked like a clear glass stick to stir the contents before lifting it to watch the slime drip off the end of the stick. Now I know the Fae have much better eyesight than Humans, but I was still surprised when he noted to the others, ignoring me, “It looks to be mucus encapsulated silicate material. The specimen appears to be rejecting the conversion.”



They were scanning the contents of the bucket, conversing about neutralized contagion, mucus, hybrid cells stopped in mid-conversion, and the ilk. It was all beyond me except the more basic medical terms. It was as if everyone just forgot I was standing there, being more fascinated with my vomit in a bucket.



I almost jumped when Mab reached out to me and plucked what looked like a little scale from my... well, my wound was almost closed now. I healed fast, but not this fast. It would have taken a day or three to recover without healing magics, so this was disconcerting. Sure, I healed infinitesimally slow to the Fae, or even the majority of the preternatural races, but it may as well have been that at the moment for me.



She said to me as the others discussed my fate in excited tones at intellectual levels that would have almost scared me if it weren't my life in the balance, “Every day, I find you endlessly fascinating, Shade.” She rubbed her fingers together and the scale seemed to freeze, and then disintegrate at the molecular level into nothingness. “They believe the Alien contagion has met its match in you, a mere Human.”



“So I'm not going to...” I looked over to where the body of the Re'ness was being sealed away for transport to the CDC labs.



She smirked. “It appears not. And I find myself surprisingly not adverse to your continued muddling up of my daughter's life for a bit longer.”



“Gee thanks.” Then I confided, “I really thought I had messed up, the last thing I want is for Rory and Cait to...” Then I looked at her. “And I'm glad it sounds as if I get to cause you consternation a bit longer too.”



We shared a smirk. That was the closest we'd ever likely come to admitting to caring for each other. I guess I could do far worse for a mother-in-law, though I'm not entirely sure how. Then she prompted, “You're still contagious at this point. You can still see it trying to overwhelm your body's rejection of it.” She nudged her chin at the small scales.



Sweat was pouring off of me, and I knew my fever was likely increasing. She inhaled and then chilled the air around me, giving me a bit of relief. Then Graz was cooing out, “Aww, you care about Knith, you really... gah!” It was only her insane speed and reflexes that prevented Graz from becoming a Sprite icicle as she dodged two half-hearted spells cast at her by the Winter Queen.



We all froze when we realized the others had stopped talking and the privacy spell had dropped, all their eyes were on me with almost devious grins on their faces. I swallowed, suddenly feeling like prey. My wife was pulling some sort of medical device from the cart next to her as she started to sing out almost cutely, “Oh, my Knith, I...”



She stopped and we all turned to a Faun yelling out, “Someone contain him. Mr. Reston! Please calm yours... eep!” The Faun sprang away as the huge badger they were moving from the temporary stasis pod to one of the industrial ones with redundant power supplies the CDC had provided.



The Shifter was thrashing and wailing as it seized and its flesh bubbled as he shifted back to human, the restraints snapping. Then his wail became something that would haunt my dreams as he sprang up, and shifted right back into his badger form as he dove off the mag-sled to land in an unconscious sliding heap of fur and claws on the floor.



On instinct, I leapt over a table of medical and lab equipment and in a few quick strides was sliding on my knees beside the limp Shifter. I reached out to check for a pulse but Rory was there, holding my wrists. “Knith, no. If you contact more of the contagion, we don't know if your system can still combat it.”



As I was about to apologize, that it was just my Brigade training kicking in, Sindri said with a large dose of surprise, “This beast was infected?”



I snapped out, “He's a man!” As the Faun stuttered out, “Yes, Lord Sindri.” She bowed slightly, her adorable doe features showing the fear she had of the man, “Bordering on the second stage already.”



The Fae Lord said plainly as he looked at the scanner in his hand, “Well that doesn't seem to be the case now. No trace of silicon infestation at all in the Shifter's system.”



There was a chorus of, “What?”s in response as all the medical types crowded around the huge badger who I saw to my relief, was taking shuddering breaths now.



Space me naked, could this day get any more confusing?





Chapter 8 – Containment Breach



It turns out that the act of shifting back and forth, with the Shifter magic the Fae still didn't fully understand, had in effect, reset the Shifter's entire biological makeup, in much the same way they could heal even a seemingly mortal wound by shifting back and forth. Rory was postulating that the magic somehow stored a blueprint of sorts of the Human form of the Shifter within it, so by shifting back and forth it is reset to, as Graz calls it “Factory defaults.”



It was much the same as one of the queens using their magic to physically transform someone into another form. I witnessed that when I first met Aurora and she had called Queen Mab a bitch, and Mab transformed her into a dog for a short time as a punishment. So it would likely have the same effect as Shifter magic, which accomplishes a similar thing.



But neither Shifter's magic nor the Queen's magic would be able to aid all the people currently affected. Most Shifters are born, into families with at least one Shifter parent, since the other way, basically infects them with what amounts to a cursed magic excreted in the saliva of a Shifter. It could only be passed on near the death of the bitten, and only about a third of those bitten survive. Those odds were not acceptable, and it would only work on Humans, assuming the Humans in question would even consent to become a Shifter.



And the Queens, while they could perform their transformation magic on victims, just doing it once weakens one of the Queens for a week or more before they can do it again. With how fast this pathogen is working, even with stasis slowing down the spread, more would be lost than saved.



But this gave us more individuals who could work on the teams being sent out to collect the infected. That didn't sit well with me, allowing civilians to risk their safety when it was the job of the Brigade to do so. There were a few Shifters in the Brigade, but not many, though they made the bulk of the un-modded humans on the force. I was one of only three who were one hundred percent mod and implant free.



Even the Greater Fae that was making up the bulk of the containment teams now made me feel the weight of guilt as they were civilians too, no matter how much combat experience they had. But the President and her advisors have been behind the scenes, slowly replacing our at-risk Enforcers with people with partial or full immunity to the pathogen. I understood their theory, but in practice, it had the potential to be chaotic.



I lucked out having a team of combat-trained Elves and a Fae general who were all used to taking orders. But I already heard the coms chatter from other teams as we were heading to the Trunk, of civilians not forming such cohesive teams which endangered themselves and their teammates. The Brigade has trained us to be able to be inserted in any team and work as a cohesive unit, so introducing wildcards seemed a little unwise to me. I guess that's why they get paid the big chits.



Our Scatter Armor gave decent protection against the Re'ness, and all the Enforcers of the Brigade signed up for this. At the thought of my experimental Mark 9 Scatter Armor, my eyes widened a little as the medical types all made a fuss over Mr. Reston, at a thought as I looked at my shoulder, the skin reddening and rippling.



“Mother?”



Rory, Cait, the Queens, and Graz all turned back my way as Mother responded from a nearby workstation, “Yes Knith?”



“Has the deployment of Mark 7 armor throughout the Brigade been completed?”



She sounded curious as she shared, “Due to manufacturing slowdowns, and the recent labor strike in Delta Stack D, the Mark 7s have only been deployed to sixty percent of the Brigade personnel. The remainder of the Enforcers are currently in Mark 6s and a few Mark 5s.”



I was nodding to myself as I said in deep thought, “Good.” I looked up to the curious faces, as President Yang moved closer until her guards stopped her well short of me and the other infected. Exhaling I laid out my thoughts. “Scatter Armor, starting at the Mark 5s, are mostly comprised of re-configurable carbon nanopanels, similar to the reactive armor the Ready Squadron employs.”



I patted my back. “The most protected areas of an Enforcer are along their spine and their head. The helmet takes care of head protection, and the spine has a thick mass that is multiple times more dense than the rest of the armor, called the spinal transverse spar, since the spinal cord needs to be protected at all times.”



Spreading my hands palm up I pointed out. “In the most extreme cases, even the loss of an Enforcer, it is virtually unheard of for them to have suffered a spinal injury because of this design element.”



Then with a huff of exasperation, I shared, “The Re'ness are insanely strong, beyond all but the strongest Elves, and almost rivaling the Greater Fae except those lower than third or fourth born. And the one that infected me, had punctured my Scatter Armor, though it took a desperate effort on the Alien's part.”



I was a little disappointed they hadn't started tracking where I was going with this, but then again, none of them had any experience with Scatter Armor as they had no need to. Then I grinned when Mother chirped out, sounding pleased with herself to follow my line of thinking. “EVA mode!”



“And the Redhead in the corner wins this round.”



Graz whispered behind her hand, “The dumb Big has lost it.”



Mother assured me, “Contacting Brigade HQ to advise any personnel responding to Re'ness infection sites reconfigure to EVA mode. Inspired, Knith.”



I turned back to the others and told Kyoto, “Ma'am, this will allow the civilian volunteers to withdraw, though any of the volunteer Greater Fae or Elves with combat experience should remain if they are willing since their magic and strength are the only things that seem to give the Re'ness pause. Even then, since Elvish immunity is spotty, if they can be loaned some Scatter Armor, Mark 6 or better as the Mark 5s have some problems the others don't.”



She blinked at me and I could see her attempting to hide a smirk. “Would you care to share with the class, Knith?”



Graz buzzed close to me, visibly stopping herself from taking her normal perch on my shoulder, she crossed her arms as she hovered, wings buzzing and sifting sparkling dust, “Come on, you Bigs can't seriously figure it out yet.”



“Stow it micro buzz bomber, you don't have a clue either.” She shrugged in a dare for me to prove it, the faker. Then to the others, I said, “When Scatter Armor converts into emergency EVA mode, the hard point nano-panels... on the spinal transverse spar, the multi-layered power source protective shells, and the mag boot treads flow out, to more than double the thickness of the entire armor to help protect against micro-meteoroid strikes, radiation, and other hazards of the hard vacuum of space. At the sacrifice of the additional protection of the areas borrowed from normally enjoy.”



Rory finished for me, nodding her head slowly in appreciation, “And if the Re'ness had to make an effort to pierce your armor in standard mode, it likely wouldn't be able to compromise EVA mode allowing the more experienced Brigade Enforcers to rejoin the squads without risking exposure.” She gave me the first smile she had since they realized I had been infected.



President Yang was nodding now too and said to her wrist console, “Mother, relay Captain Shade's plan to Brigade HQ, recall any volunteers without combat experience.”



Over the next hour, the day-lights extinguished as I was poked and prodded and examined by an endless number of medical staff, biologists, and of all things, engineers including a certain Gnome sapper who came into the quarantine stack in the hopes he could lend his expertise in any way he could.



It goes without saying that my family views Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth as a personal family friend, as he has been instrumental in various recent missions that have saved countless people on the World... even though he insists everyone use his full name.



He made the connection that this pathogen was more than it appeared by observing how it was trying to overcome my immune system, that it was a highly sophisticated biologically engineered nanophage with complex machine learning as it tried various methods to overcome its inability to overwhelm my body to complete its programmed purpose. It was eons beyond our current technology. And yet, according to Chip, it was millions of years old before it arrived here with the Eurag'glith.



I felt like a specimen, being observed by everyone trepidatiously like they were just waiting for the contagion to overwhelm me and I would be put in containment that wouldn't be effective on me. And my family and the Queens still haven't shared that little detail and I assume they wish me to keep my silence until we have no other choice.



And it turns out none of the other Sprite survivors of the Olig-Pestus Plague were immune like Graz was, though they showed some resistance like the Elves. So there was something else about Graz that amplified that resistance, whether it was her unfathomable age for a Sprite... which we still don't know the truth of, or it was the simple fact she had evolved into a Greater Sprite. Batteries of tests were being done on her and my tissue samples to see if there was some correlation between our cells or if our immunities were not related. It would give the med-techs and the CDC something to work with in developing a vaccine.



I knew I had messed up with my own family, as Rory and Cait were acting coolly toward me, and being more clinical than talkative. And I do admit to covertly wiping away a tear of relief that I wasn't going to end up like Dr. Carver and being erased from existence so the Re'ness could expand itself.



Cait was too young to have to deal with all this senseless death. I caught her hand when she left from taking the umpteenth blood sample from me. I whispered, “I'm sorry, baby girl.”



She finally hugged me, staying clear of the infection that was more of a bubbling angry red line on my shoulder now. And she whispered, “I know. I was so scared. But we know we can't ask you to stop doing what you were born to do. Aiding others who cannot aid themselves is who you are. It is what makes you one of the greatest heroes of the Leviathan, Mom. I'm just... jealous sometimes that your calling means the risk of not coming home to us one day.”



When she released me, she discreetly wiped a tear of her own away, straightened, and then brought the samples to the equipment to test. I said to Gamma, “She's so... grown up.” Then I did a quick double-take. “Where did you come from, Gamma?”



Mother's avatar for the Gamma Stack, who was more drone-like than her Beta avatar who could easily be mistaken as a living Fae, smirked and said, “Hello to you too, Knith.” I rolled my eyes and shoved her shoulder and she said, “It's taken some time for my avatar to secure all the spokes to the A-Ring, and seal the trunk off for all travel but emergency services. But here I, we, are. And we're mad at you for taking such chances. We almost lost you today.”



“Love you too, lady.”



And over the next few minutes, more infections were being reported, and systems were being overridden at bulkhead blast doors that were containing the quarantine zones. I prompted, “Isn't that impossible? Overrides are quantum encoded, and manual releases are locked out with those same codes in quarantine situations like this.”



Mother told me from a nearby console since Gamma was aiding in transferring the arriving infected individuals from the portable stasis pods to the industrial ones since the people were fighting it and us. “You're not supposed to be thinking about containment, Knith. You're supposed to be recovering. And the Winter Maiden has warned me about sharing anything about the case with you since it has already almost got you killed.”



I was shameless as I prompted, “Please? You're my favorite Worldship.”



“Thank you... wait, I'm the only Worldship, Knith.”



“For me?”



“I should run a diagnostic on my cognitive relays for this. But I can't say no to you. And shame on you for taking advantage.” I grinned at the closest camera, and Gamma looked over her shoulder at me, somehow conveying a sardonic look on her generic android face.



Mother sounded thoughtful as she shared when I got closer to the console on a workbench, “The newest batch of infected all seem to be trying to get somewhere, their brains seem to be targeted by the pathogen first now. And under the control of the contagion, they are manipulating lockdown controls with hack attacks that should be impossible, bypassing the quantum keys as if they were inconsequential. It would take far more computing power than even I am capable of to crack the codes.”



I nodded. “Or billions or trillions of minds all linked into one? Even though the Re'ness look so... well, so alien to us and act animalistic, they were traveling the stars, hunting for more living worlds to add to its.. well its collective for lack of a better word, long before mankind even made its first club for hunting. It likely sees our technology as primitive.”



She huffed. “I'm not primitive.”



I chuckled, then cocked my head. “They're trying to get somewhere you said? Where?”



She sounded pensive as she said, “The best I can determine, is that as they try to spread the contagion, they appear to be making their way toward the Trunk. The two likely destinations are either my core and the Ka'Infinitum, to seize control of the ship or the Eurag'glith.”



I shook my head and said as I squinted one eye in mock pain, “No offense Mother, but no, just one destination... the Eurag'glith. As beautiful a technological miracle as you are, the Leviathan's tech is lacking to all but the Earth vessel merged with the alien amalgam of ships. The Re'ness wants to use the Eurag'glith to locate the occupied worlds Chip had located, and infest them. That's what Chip said its sole instinctive drive was, to multiply, to grow. And it likely thinks we can't stop the spread onboard, so it will have the Leviathan's population as well.”



That's when Gamma looked up from where she was finishing up decontamination once again after handling a particularly troublesome Troll and transferring her into a containment stasis pod. She said at the same time as Mother spoke from all the consoles in the space... by the gods of the cosmos did I miss my armor, “I've devised a way to detect and track the infected and any residual slime contaminate.”



The Gamma Stack Brigade Commander, Morris, had just arrived and called out before President Yang could, “Mother, report.”



It was determined early on that all the onboard sensors were not effective at locating the infected citizens, cocoons, or fully converted Re'ness aliens since there wasn't yet a way to detect silicon biological matter. At first, it was suggested to locate any silicon in movement on the World, which proved untenable since virtually all electronics that weren't magi-tech or photon based, required silicate chips in their electronics. So there were tens of millions of devices in motion at any given time on the World, making that method unusable. So at the moment, eyewitness reports, or visual tracking were the only tools open to us.



The CDC was mapping the equivalent of silicon proteins in the tissue samples they had, but it would be a day or two before they had anything concrete and traceable. The entire staff of the CDC and every Med-Tech aboard was working overtime trying to find a cure and a way to locate the infected and any genetic material that could start a new round of infections.



Gamma turned to look at the Centaur, giving an approximation of narrowed eyes with the limited facial expressions of this avatar. “I beg your pardon, Commander Morris?” So many of the people on board still treated Mother like a tool, when she was a citizen herself now just like all of them. And Morris was used to snapping orders to those under him. She reminded him, “I'm not one of your Enforcers,”



He paused and then inclined his head. “Yes, of course. My apologies, things have just gotten so hectic with this fleeking Alien problem, I misspoke.”



Gamma inclined her head slightly, and President Yang asked looking at the nearest camera, “Mother, you can detect the alien infection now?”



I could almost hear the pride in her tone as Mother shared, “I'm uploading a patch to the shipwide scanner network now. And after a subsystems reboot, it should be online in two minutes, fourteen seconds.”



It was all I could do to stop from grinning, knowing it was killing her not to break it down to the nearest ten-thousandth of a second, but she feels it makes her more relatable to others, not realizing drilling down to seconds was a little too precise too. “And fourteen seconds, huh, Mother?”



“Oh, hush, Knith, the adults are speaking.”



I chuckled and Aurora asked Gamma directly, “You're a wonder, Mother. How were you able to do it without the protein marker mapping?”



Graz, crossed her arms across her chest and huffed like it were a silly question, “Isn't it obvious, m'lady? Umm... you tell em' Mother.” Gamma used one of my moves and flicked a finger at Graz, who darted back with her superior speed, just to splat against Gamma's other palm which had moved up behind her before the flick.



Graz muttered into Gamma's palm, “Ow,” before darting up out of reach.



Gamma turned to look around at the gathering crowd of techs and others, all avoiding me and the pulsing yellow smart paint they had painted around the mag-sled stretcher I stood beside, near Rory and Cait's workspace. Even though I was slowly winning the fight against the infection, infestation, or contagion, whatever you want to call it, I was still likely contagious at the moment.



Mother's avatar just shrugged and shared, “Even though Re'ness biology is alien to us, they are still alive.” She looked around to see not even Rory or Sindri were catching on, their brows furrowed in thought, she went on, “And if what Chip has indicated is true, though they don't have to when they go into a hibernation state due to lack of oxygen or freezing temperatures, they...”



It was a little spooky to me when Cait, Rory, and Lord Sindri all chimed out with thoughtful exuberance, “They have to breathe.”



“Exactly. So I did some atmospheric sampling in the quarantine, around the infected individuals and the pathogenic slime, and detected the presence of silicon dioxide, just as carbon-based life either absorbs or exhales carbon dioxide. If I couple that with silicon motion tracking, I should be able to locate both infected individuals and stationary Re'ness genetic material.”



Korny nodded in appreciation, “Inspired, Mother. Well done.”



“Thank you Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth, that is high praise coming from a master sapper.”



Kyoto was smiling approval and prompted, “Please inform us when the systems are ready, Mother.”



Gamma stood taller. “Yes Madame President. Scanners coming online now.”



And red and amber strobes started going off accompanied by alarm klaxons. Over the cacophony and flashing lights, Mother's voice sounded out, filling the space, “Containment Breech, Gamma B, C, D, Trunk, Beta D, C... Alien Infection spreading at a rate of five individuals a minute.”



Cait and I said in unison, “Fuck me now and space me naked.”



I didn't even chastise her for the vulgar words, as Commander Morris blurted out, “How did it get past our containment protocols?”



And all hell broke loose.





Chapter 9 – Serum



The Brigade was scrambling here in Gamma, and in my home Stack, Beta, to contain the spread as I sat there helplessly, unable to lend my own aid. It was one of the few times in my life I felt useless, and it wasn't anything I could help as I watched in quarantine and from afar on the Brigade mobile base station they had set up there in the containment area, my fellow Enforcers and Greater Fae teams heading out on various calls.



It seemed the spread had been stopped here in Gamma-B and the bulk of Gamma-C as teams moved down toward the D-Ring and the Trunk now that the Worldship scanners could now detect even the inert contagion for incineration. But while the Brigade and CDC agents were optimistic about gaining full Stack containment soon, Beta Stack now reported erratic clumps of new infections.



When and where they were cropping up wasn't making any sense and had no discernible pattern. It was chaotic at best, and Mother's scanners and contact tracing were finding no correlation between the groups.



And the infected, with their brains targeted first, seemed to be controlled by the Re'ness and were getting increasingly more effective at using our systems against us, sealing off pursuing Enforcers using the blast doors and quarantine lockdown subsystems. They were heading to the Trunk and a strike force was being assembled to form a blockade to stop them in the Trunk before they reached the Eurag'glith



I had just given another vial of blood when Rory made a subdued squeak of excitement as she worked with a combination of her magics and the lab equipment on the tables she and Cait were using. Lord Horace had been standing sentinel behind them, virtually motionless, with his muscular arms crossed in front of his chest, his eyes always moving.



“Doctor Lee?” my wife called out, and a man in the same white smock and holo-visor as my girls and most of the medical staff hurried over to her, his hooves clacking on the cerama-steel deck that was stylized as cobblestones, his slitted eyes narrowed, and his ears twitched in annoyance. Instead of the medical insignia on his smock, it had the stylized acorn of the CDC. They had been quite abrasive, thinking the efforts here were a waste of time since they had far superior experience and equipment to deal with a pandemic.



He absently stroked his long wispy silvering beard as Caitlyn motioned to the high-power magitech microscope's holo-screen. “Mom and I found a solution,” I told him.



He stared at the screen, absently double-checking his visor's projected sterile field over his face, telling me that just being around the contagion worried the man. Good, he wasn't a fool. And Cait put something from a vial onto a slide with a pipette and held it out as Rory used another pipette to add something to the slide before they placed it in the sterile receiving armature on the microscope.



The holographic representation of various cells hovered over the device, and I watched from where I sat, feeling like I was just twiddling my thumbs as everyone worked hard to save the people on the World. I wasn't sure what I was seeing, as what looked like red blood cells in various states of crystallization, floating in a liquid, seemed to be having a form of aggressive reaction as other cells, some looking like white strings, attached to the damaged cells, and seemed to destroy the fully crystallized cells and actively attacked the infected cells, leaving the normal looking cells alone.



Doctor Lee gasped out, “Impossible.” He looked from the display to Rory. “The CDC hasn't even finished mapping the structure of the pathogen, we've the latest equipment and access to Mother's quantum core for processing. You can't have found a counter agent...” The man waved his hand around to the portable med-tech the team here has been working with, “...with this.”



Then belying his words he started manipulating the display, his fingers sifting through the endless streams of data. “What is the efficacy of the serum, on what species, and how many iterations have been performed? Is this a vaccine or counter agent? We can start production and genetic modifications for species-specific serums. We can start public trials in seven to ten days and...”



He finally stopped talking to let my girls speak, “We'll need your sample tissue typing, and what genetic manipulation process did you use to modify it?”



Aurora cocked her head at the man. “You're looking at lymphocytes from a blood sample. Human.”



Doctor Lee's cautious excitement left his expression as he looked at the deck, exhaling in resignation and speaking as if this had all been a waste of time, “Human? It will take at least a month then to synthesize a protein equivalent for all the preternatural races, as human biology is quite... primitive, it even has specific blood and tissue typing so wouldn't even be compatible with a large segment of their population. It will be better for my people to continue their work, and use this as a last-ditch effort.”



Caitlyn cocked her head at the man as if taking his measure, and the little crease at the corner of her lips told me she had come to the same conclusion about the doctor I had, and he came up lacking. He was already convinced in his mind that nobody but his team would be able to combat this contagion before it reached critical levels on the World.



She pointed at something on the projection and enlarged it with a motion of her hand. “Mister Lee...”



“Doctor.”



“Doctor Lee, the donor is unique among Humans, as you can see, there are no genetic markers for tissue nor blood type. The subject is the very definition of a universal donor.”



He looked closely and then manipulated the projection and the data in various ways, I could see artificial irises lighting slightly in his eyes, likely getting a heads-up display as I had in my helmet from his implants. He repeated, “Impossible. No human has...” He squinted, then his eyes went wide when he zoomed in on various genetic markers and chromosomes, before whispering, “The data is wrong. This is a human sample, but without any of the innate weaknesses their biology introduces into their system. Who is the donor?”



President Yang surprised us when she spoke quickly, with all the authority on the World, since she 'was' the authority on the World as president, “That is irrelevant, doctor, can a cure or vaccine be synthesized from this?”



He was nodding slowly as he pointed at the cellular makeup. “For Humans, we just need to synthesize this series of proteins as is since as the... Changeling said, there is no typing in this sample down to the genetic level. There would need to be testing done on the various magic-wielding races on the World, as some bio markers may not be able to bond with the proteins without a magic component to hybridize the serum.”



The women cocked their brows, nodding almost imperceptibly at the mumbo jumbo he was spouting, seeming to re-evaluate his intelligence. He obviously knew his stuff to be able to see all of this from just the sample of my blood and knew what needed to be done.



Aurora placed two more slides on the microscope's platform and made a quick, complex motion with her fingers, and two more images materialized on the display which I was pretty sure wasn't capable of the multi-display. Her skill with her magic never ceased to amaze me. I knew one day her ability would surpass the Queens of the Divided Courts.



She pointed casually. “We've been testing various samples from other races, and the tests fall into two categories...” She pointed at one of the projections, and I watched as the preternatural tissue infected by the invasive pathogen was attacked by an immune response less active than mine and overwhelmed. Then as Rory added what I assumed was my blood, the immune response seemed to be bolstered until the contagion was overwhelmed,



“Either the pathogen is neutralized, like the Satyr sample here, or...” She added my blood to another sample, and though there was an initial surge of resistance, “...the Re'ness pathogen, while slowed significantly, is still able to convert the more magic-infused cells of an Elf who isn't immune in this case, while seemingly avoiding the blood serum it cannot affect by leaving what we assume are silicon protein markers.”



Doctor Lee nodded, rubbing his chin as he capitulated, “As I said, but it is encouraging it can be effective on Humans and the lesser magical races. There is still so much work to be done to modify it to bond to magic bio markers of the other races.”



He started to wave over a CDC team that had been assembling a few yards away, but Caitlyn said, “Doctor, we're not done. You may wish to see what happens when we add a sample from a different donor. You'll find that...”



He held a stopping hand out. “I'm sorry, Changeling, but I don't recall you having any medical or pathogen training. Leave this to the profession...” He stopped, gulping, his eyes bugging out as the chill of barely contained winter magic caused the fur of his beard to frost up.



Queen Mab stepped in front of him with deliberation as she said in a cold tone, devoid of all emotion but somehow conveying a malice that had me gulping from where I watched the scene play out in front of me. The Winter Lady was the apex predator of apex predators, and you could see he knew that he was the prey, he started to shake and I knew it was likely his intellect warring with his fight or flight instinct that was likely screaming through every fiber of his being to run fast and far.



“Doctor Lee. You should really think hard about calling my granddaughter, Changeling, with that disdain again. And she holds the title of Shepherd of the Forge of Creation, and her actions in the Battle of the Trunk saved every soul on the Leviathan, including yours.” She reached out a graceful hand and with one of her long fingers with ice-manicured nails, raised his chin to make him look into her eyes that were crackling with icy blue lightning.



“And she has the genetic memory of the Winter Maiden, who, as you are quite aware, holds multiple doctorates in medicine, physiology, infectious disease, genetic recombination, and others. Her qualifications are beyond your own. Do you dispute the genetic memory of the Greater Fae, man?”



He shook his head, and I was pretty sure he was moments away from losing control of his bladder as her cruel smile looked terrifying on her inhumanly beautiful face. “N... no... no your Majesty.”



She patted his cheek, leaving ice and frost behind. “Good man. Now I suggest you change the tone of your voice when dealing with Caitlyn of House Shade, and listen to what she has to say, you may learn something.”



“Yes, your Majesty.”



Then just like that, all the threat and malice seemed to bleed from her form and she smiled lovingly at my daughter and stepped behind her to Titania's side as she said, “Please continue dear one.”



My daughter sounded her Human age as her cheeks flushed pink instead of the lavender of the Greater Fae she appeared to be, “Grandmother.” Then she straightened and tugged at her medical smock, Twinkle buzzing up from her shoulder to the one large hoop earring Cait wore to sit in it like a swing. “As I was saying, Doctor, watch what happens when we introduce lymphocytes from a second donor.”



She used a pipette to add a couple drops to the sample, and I could see the tell tale indications of magic activity as an almost invisible, infinitesimal spark of static-like gold sparks shimmered at the periphery of the newly introduced cells, then almost like they were attracted by gravity, they first pulled together with my cells, almost like the snapping together of blocks, and then the new compound sort of spun, pushing its way through the growing mass of silicon cells to seemingly snap onto the Elvish cells.



It was like a minuscule explosion of magic as the dormant magic of the Elf cells flared gold for a moment before taking on what I knew to be the healthy green shimmer of living Elf cells. Which, with my limited memory from my basic biology classes back when I was a child, I knew was impossible. Once cells are taken from Elves, the magic that made up half of their DNA went dormant. But there it was, alive and well as it decimated every trace of the invasive pathogen and already converted cells in mere moments.



The man looked flabbergasted as he watched the projection, then played it back, over and over. “Incredible.” Then he hesitated when he started paging though seemingly endless data beside the projection. His face soured a little as he asked incredulously, “This is a Sprite sample? Is this a joke?” Then his brow furrowed. “I see no tissue typing...”



My distaste for this self-important man was growing exponentially. Though the bulk of the non-Human population saw Humans at the bottom of the evolutionary ladder, many also saw Sprites and Pixies as vermin, below even Humans. Yes, unfortunately, intolerance and bigotry are still alive and well on the World, no matter how enlightened we pretend to be and how much we pretend it isn't so.



Rory ignored the man's apparent disdain and prompted him, “How familiar are you with the Olig-Pestus Plague, Doctor Alexander Beauregard Lee of Alpha Stack B-Ring?” I winced, knowing her intent to cow the man. Knowing a person's real name can hold power over someone, allowing for all sorts of magical consequences. She could sometimes be just as cold and foreboding as her mother, something I found unnerving. She had tried true naming me when I first met her, but it never worried me since the name I truly call myself isn't my given name, only the implied meaning of Shade in Old Fae... Nobody.



He flinched, knowing he had somehow unwittingly stepped into it again. “I was on the team that worked on a vaccine for the Olig-Pestus. We didn't find a solution until after the Plague had run its course through the wee folk. We were all lucky it didn't jump the species barrier from the Lesser Fae races or it could have been a lot worse.”



She nodded. “And what do you know of the survivors?”



It sounded as if he were reciting records off a screen, and I realized he probably was, with his medical visor. “Of the wee folk, there was one hundred percent fatalities of infected Pixies, and nearly one hundred percent Fairies, but the Greater Fae were able to protect the bulk of the Fairy population in their gardens, but only three dozen of their infected survived.”



Then his eyes narrowed. “Records show that few Sprites reported infection, though after the Olig-Pestus ran its course, we learned their numbers were decimated. It is like the vermin avoided the med-techs as their people were dying off. Of the few that reported their infections, only seven are listed as surviving.”



Gamma raised a hand. “I bet I can tell you why they avoided the medical practitioners, with attitudes like that, and I'd kindly ask if you refrain from using the word vermin when referring to citizens of the World, Doctor.” Her tone was cold and I was impressed that she was voicing what I had been thinking. She was getting bolder as time passed, and I loved her new self-assurance.



Rory spoke before the Satyr with an affronted look that could piss off our World, “Actually, Doctor Lee, there were eight survivors. Three male, four female, and we've learned of a pollinator who wasn't in the medical records.”



He cocked his head and his eyes flicked back and forth as he read something only he could see in his visor. “Sprite tissue samples were moved to the front of the queue for immunity testing, I wasn't aware they had been completed yet, so I had them moved back to the bottom of the list. Wait, how were they moved back up?”



The man paused and his eyes widened. “Wait... one of the samples tested negative for infection. No citizen identification data is connected to the sample.”



Caitlyn was nodding slowly. “We got the results just two hours ago and performed these tests. It seems that the Sprites who survived the Olig-Pestus, have heightened immune systems, and they have a modified genetic marker left over from the infection. But in the end, it wasn't enough, and the samples were overrun by the Re'ness infection except for the Pollinator's sample. We don't know if it is because of the slight genetic differences between Pollinators and the rest of the Sprites, or if it is because of the cellular magic infusion of the only Greater Sprite on the World.”



The man took a moment before his eyes widened again and he spun to look at Graz, where she hung from Gamma's fingers by her wings when Mother stopped her from attacking the man when he called Sprites vermin again.



Lee just stared at Graz for a moment longer then went back to the holo screen and started sifting through it. He was mumbling, “This is unprecedented, the Greater Sprite cells are attaching to the RNA strands and completing the helical coil. Wait, these markers here and here indicate it is utilizing the human Donor's genetic material to complete a splice, leaving an open end charged with magic to bond to the host RNA and DNA.”



I realized we were all leaning in as he pointed at one sample, glancing around at everyone. “Wait, this is physically impossible, two disparate magics cannot coexist in the biological matter without degradation. It should be eating itself at the molecular level until one or another magic overcomes the weaker charge. We've been trying for centuries to bind competing magics in cells for cross-species vaccines and it is a known fact that it is impossible.”



His brow furrowed as he tried reasoning through it. “It's as if the compound serum is somehow retarding the magics, weakening them to allow the blending.”



My eyes widened as Rory's eyes flicked over toward me in worry. For how abrasive and insulting the man was, he was quite intelligent and intuitive. Was the combination of my and Graz's blood allowing for the impossibility he had shared, because of my partial magic immunity? Was that what was weakening and allowing the two magics to bind?



Now I knew why she and Cait hadn't identified my samples. Many of the magical races put hunter-killer parties together when they learned of a child, my Caitlyn, who had full magic immunity. The only defense many of the preternatural races had against the Humans of Earth for eons was magic, and anyone immune to that main defense was a threat to them all.



The Queens, Rory, President Yang, and the Forge Artifacts in the Ka'Infinitum had persuaded them to cease or they will be met with swift justice. Even at that, there have still been assassination attempts against Caity over the years that have not ended well for the perpetrators. And none knew of me and my partial magic immunity, which is where my daughter got hers. If they did, I would be in the cross hairs as well.



Doctor Lee spun to my girls, excitement lighting his eyes as he said, “This is acting as both a booster to immune response, but also a bolster to a host immune system without us having to synthesize separate vaccines for each race. It's...” He trailed off.



“What is it, Doctor?” Kyoto asked.



He huffed as if he found something distasteful, then pointed to another screen full of medical and biological terms that had an awful lot of things in them like genetic markers, proteins, and chromosomes. “It isn't acting like a vaccine, here and here, these are akin to gene therapy, while these are boosting the efficacy of the lymphocytes, the rest is permanently modifying the immune response RNA and DNA strands.”



Aurora looked confused at his response and prompted with creased brows. “And why is that a problem, Doctor?” as she paged through the data faster than anyone but another Greeter Fae and possibly a Gnome Sapper could follow, likely searching for the error in her tests.



He sighed and turned to President Yang and explained, “That would leave Human and Greater Sprite genetic markers in the recipient's system, grafted to their genes.”



My girls narrowed their eyes and Mother started shaking her head, already a step ahead of me in understanding where the man was going with this. Kyoto deflated and prompted, “So this grafting, it would be detrimental to the host? Or will it physically...”



Rory shook her head as she interrupted. “No, Madame President, it will have no detrimental effect on the host... the opposite actually as it will strengthen their immune systems against not only the Re'Ness but a whole host of other contagions. What this closed-minded little man is implying is that everyone who receives the vaccine will just have genetic markers in their systems from two of the races most on the World find as the bottom of the barrel, beneath them.”



Graz started laughing, bobbing in the air, and giggled out, “He's afraid of Human cooties.” She giggled harder and wound up on the deck, holding her belly.



I pointed at her from over where I was in my little isolation area. “And Sprite cooties, you flying menace.”



That sobered her quickly as she stopped laughing, and her eyes narrowed as she darted back up, her wings dusting an angry black, “Hey! What's the big idea you bigoted goat face!?”



The man ignored her and said, “We need to upload the data here and run simulations to determine the long-term effects of a vaccine and antidote based on the blood of the donors. We'll need more blood to run the testing, and if it proves non-detrimental we...”



Caitlyn held up a halting hand, stopping the man. “Our computer is bigger than yours.” Then she looked at Gamma, “Mother?”



Gamma inclined her head. “I've completed three hundred and forty-two thousand simulations, while Doctor Lee has been talking. The vaccine appears to have over ninety-nine percent success in all the runs. There is a point zero zero one percent rejection or negative side effects. One percent acceptable side effects. A single death among the inoculated is projected at a forty-three percent chance from rejection or side effects.”



She opened her palms. “The numbers for the infected are not as positive. For those who haven't entered stage two, there is an eighty-seven percent chance of reversing the conversion and reversion. Those in stage two, as long as their brains haven't been significantly affected, have a thirty-seven percent chance of survival... but with a high chance of lifelong negative effects depending on the degree of organ and brain matter converted to biological silicon which can likely be mitigated by mods, implants, or organ replacement.”



Then she paused looking nervous if possible as she shared the last, “Those who have entered chrysalis phase, or those fully converted... the vaccine would have terminal effects in one hundred percent. Death would be excruciating.”



The CDC doctor blinked twice at her when she finished. “It would take our dedicated system twenty-four hours to run so many simulations. Incredible. May I ask if at some time in the future, when this Re'Ness mess is contained, my team could examine your central core, I hear there is a synthesized biological component to...”



Mother hissed out from all the consoles and coms, “No!” at the same time I and President Yang did. Mother had enough poking and prodding when she was first brought online, then basically killed over and over as they reset her when she showed any signs of self-awareness, I would make sure nothing like that ever happened to her again... if I survived this that is.



Doctor Lee stumbled back from the vehemence from us all, blinking again. He shook his head. “A shame. But with the data, I see you already feeding medical and our CDC labs, we need to do a few physical tests on some volunteers to prove the veracity of the simulations since the variables are virtually endless.”



He looked around like he was wondering why everyone wasn't jumping to it. “And if they respond as expected, we can start mass production of the vaccine and antidote at the CDC lab, and also the cloning labs in the Equilibrium Reproduction Clinics as their synthesis equipment is on par with ours and can handle larger batches.”



He looked toward me. “Why not start with the Human? She is recovering already so any side effects should be negligible.”



Aurora stood tall and told the man as she interposed herself between him and me, blocking his view. “One, Doctor, you can't volunteer someone without their consent, as that is the antithesis of the word. And Two, Captain Shade cannot take the vaccine. She was heavily modified at the genetic level in the Reproduction Clinic, and her unique physiology, though one hundred percent human, would reject it.”



He swiped at the air his eyes scanning something in his visor, and asked with confusion coloring his tone, “Why are Captain Shade's cellular scans locked out? I have double diamond clearance for all medical matters on the vessel?”



My eyes narrowed slightly at the air of innocence Gamma was somehow projecting. It was President Yang, with her sharp mind, who covered for Mother, sharing, “Details on the genetic makeup of Captain Shade, are a trade secret of the Greater Fae, and as per the accords, they are not required to disclose copy-written processes and trademarked practices within the Divided Courts, with the World governance. Only an agreement between me and the Queens of Faerie can unlock the files.”



Then she did the thing that has made her one of the greatest Presidents the Leviathan has ever had, and just pulled up her sleeve and offered an arm. “I would not ask others to do what I myself would not. I will be the first volunteer.”



And then they were all busy at the equipment, synthesizing a vaccine from my and Graz's blood. I could feel the buzz of heavy magics as the equipment did whatever it was they needed to do that was so far beyond me it was almost comical. And then the President again offered her arm as Caitlyn stepped up to her with a contact infuser, pressing the point to her wrist and giving her an apologetic smile, “This will sting for a moment, a large surface contact area is required.”



Kyoto winked at my daughter and then tensed for a moment when the magic-backed kick of the infuser injected the vaccine into her system. Lee was scanning her with two instruments as techs swarmed around her doing additional scans.



Our halfling leader looked around. “I don't feel anything. Is it working?”



Caity rolled her eyes. “What did you expect, ma'am? I can already see the reproduction of the vaccine and its binding to your RNA. Mother is estimating ten minutes for full system saturation as it is boosted by the Greater Sprite magic. I'm seeing no rejection of the magic binding in your cells.” Her eyes were flicking around at all the data all the scanners from everyone was feeding her visor.



It was as if everyone were holding their breath for the next ten minutes, as all the medical personnel swarming around the President murmured and checked and double-checked all the equipment and readings. Then Aurora broke the pseudo silence, “How do you feel Kyoto? Scans are showing full infusion into your genes.”



The half-Elf cocked her head and shrugged. “I feel fine.” It caused everyone around her to get optimistic looks on their faces as Lord Sindri, in all his uncouthness said as he unceremoniously slapped a tissue and blood extractor on her wrist, “We'll need a tissue sample from the specimen and...”



Then his head was snapping back, lavender blood flying from his nose in a spray. He blinked twice, dazed as we heard the cartilage in his nose crinkling as it healed in a moment, Yang said in a monotone that held no remorse, “Apologies, you startled me.” Not only did I not buy that she had been startled, but it was a testament as to how strong Elves were, since the occasions I've hit a Greater Fae, it was like hitting the trunk of a tree. Then she added, “And I am not a specimen... citizen.”



He held up the extractor as he wiped the blood from his face on his sleeve. “Not a problem, Madame President, I'm used to being struck when around the Shade women.” He shot me a creepy smile which made my stomach churn. How about that, there was someone I found more sickening than Doctor Lee.



Rory grabbed his wrist with one hand and... well, extracted the extractor from him and went over to the microscope. The sample bloomed on the holographic display in the air, then she added what I assumed were Re'Ness cells and we watched as the cells started the conversion process, and immediately, the lymphocytes and other immune responses swarmed the invading cells and made quick work of breaking them down and destroying them. Wow, it had been so quick and aggressive. I could see hints of that golden sparking of Sprite magic as it did its thing.



A loud cheer went up and Lee excitedly turned around. “We need more volunteers, various races for the vaccine. And we need to test the antidote on some of the infected. Let's get moving people. Go go go!” He clapped his hands to urge everyone on.



This was the best news we have had since this whole mess started. And my good mood was almost instantly dampened when I turned from the celebration and people rushing around to the console with all the Brigade chatter. Mother Fairy humper, the infection was spreading out of control on the World.





Chapter 10 – Longleaf of the T'hal Rangers



Gamma stood near me as the medical teams tested the antidote on some of the people that were in stasis pods who weren't very far into the transition, waking them and gaining their consent. The first was the Goblin from the Trunk Spoke Terminal, whose name I learned was Kyle Reth. I blinked at that, an unusual name for a Goblin, it sounded quite... I don't know, Human?



After the risks were laid out for him, he was almost babbling about, “I'll do it if I have a chance to live and ride my mag-bike when it's paid off.” What was his obsession with his mag-bike? It didn't take long and we learned the process was excruciating as he lost consciousness, twice. When an Enforcer asked the question I had been wondering as I heard the green-complexioned little man screaming, “Can you give him something for the pain, or knock him out or something?



Doctor Lee, who looked stricken at the Goblin's agony himself, shook his head and explained, “Not for these test subjects. We need to know the extent of the interaction before we can start giving them pain relief. We don't know if it would be beneficial or detrimental until we can get blood and tissue samples to make sure there are no compounds from the transition that would react poorly or even terminally with the medications.”



Ten minutes later, Kyle was panting, sweating a river, and sitting up as the doctors were declaring him free of infection. He gasped out, “Does this mean I'm not gonna die?”



As everyone scanned him as blood was taken, Caitlyn smiled warmly at the man and assured him, “Your vitals are returning to normal, and there is no trace of the infection, Mr. Reth. I think we can safely say, that without any unforeseen side effects, you'll be home and riding your tac-bike through the streets in short order.”



He exhaled in relief, then cocked his head. “You're pretty, I know you don't I, Doctor?”



She suppressed an amused giggle. “I'm no doctor, sir, I'm...”



His eyes widened. “It's you, the hero of the Trunk! Oh man, my girlfriend has the biggest crush on you. The sheep person... what's the name?”



She offered, “Caitlyn Shade.”



“Nah, that's not it. It's something like Carrie or Carolyn.”



“Caitlyn Shade?”



He snapped his fingers. “Yeah, that's it, Caitlyn Shade.”



President Yang asked in concern, “Is he alight? He doesn't seem to be fully cognizant of...”



I exhaled and assured her from where I was watching in my little imaginary quarantine zone, “No, ma'am... he's like that.”



And after ten successes with stage one infections, and four successes and one unfortunate death of phase two victims... and the most tragic of all, a stage two recipient of the antidote showed signs of improvement before the infection overwhelmed their immune system. How does one tell someone there was no help for them and they would eventually succumb to a fate worse than death in stasis? To my extreme surprise, Doctor Lee showed extreme compassion and empathy to the Dwarf whose fate was essentially sealed and delivered the heartbreaking news with gentle remorse.



Another surprise was that one of the Greater Fae volunteers, from the Summer Court, held the Dwarf's hand as they prepped the stasis pod he would never wake from.



Fleeking hells.



After sifting through all the data and correlating it with Mother's simulations, Doctor Lee was calling for the CDC to prepare to receive the serum components to sequence the cellular data for synthesis and cloning from the human donor and to set up accelerated cellular incubation vats to grow the Greater Fae cells required since they can't clone or replicate magic infused cells.



He set a timeline for production to begin in twelve hours. “Unseal vaccination schedule Victor Twenty by my authority, authorization Black Diamond Five Niner. Mobilize all medical and CDC personnel and begin distribution starting one hour later. I expect full dispersion in twenty-four hours after that. We've twelve million citizens to inoculate. Let's get to work people!”



Ok, I could see why he was the CDC lead, but that didn't mean I had to like him. He approached Rory. “We'll need to extract two hundred milliliters of blood from the Human donor. I assure you, their privacy will be...”



Caity was there holding out a medical stasis cylinder. “We've anticipated it and had drawn two hundred and fifty already.”



He blinked at her then turned and snapped his fingers twice and pointed at the cylinder, and a lab tech with the CDC crest came darting over to take it. Then he inclined his head to Cait and they all turned to Graz. The buzzing wonder just hovered there for a couple of seconds looking at everyone before she realized why they were looking at her.



“Ah, shit.” Then she chastised them as Caitlyn cutely crooked her finger at her and held up an extractor with a miniaturized tip attachment designed for the wee folk. “Titania's panties, Caity, I ain't got no two hundred of nothin'.”



My daughter just held her hand out, palm up and Graz slumped and slowly drifted over to sit on her hand, dull gold dust sifting from her wings like a beat puppy. “Fine.”



Twinkle buzzed down to land beside Graz and encouraged her. “She's not taking much and you know it.” She just blinked until Graz broke at her daughter's grin. Grinning back she said dejectedly, “Fine,” and the nano panels of the sleeve on her miniature Scatter Armor bled away to expose her arm. “Just be gentle with me would ya? The last Big almost flattened me with that thing.”



Cait crinkled her nose at her tiny godmother and made googly eyes, making Graz chuckle, her wings buzzing in place. And then she blinked in surprise when, Caitlyn held up the device, ejecting the vial that held what looked like a single drop of Sprite blood. “All done.”



Graz grinned at that and then looked behind her. “You see that you Fairy shit for brains Merrow? You didn't need to accost me for my blood.” She swung two fingers from her eyes toward the lab techs. It was all I could do to stop snorting.



Doctor Lee accepted the vial like it were the most precious of cargoes and carefully transferred it to the tech with the other blood sample, and he shooed them along. Then the man turned to my girls and said, “There. Now while that gets started, we've enough of the samples left here to start inoculating the medical staff here in quarantine.”



They nodded and everyone went into motion, gathering the most susceptible workers first and the more resistant individuals behind them. I... was forgotten, so I turned to the Brigade consoles to watch the progress of the infection as it seemed to spread in an almost random way. I glanced at my shoulder and the raw redness was already fading, the sticky slime drying and scales gone.



Graz noted my attention on the displays and coms traffic at the mobile command center and zipped over in a blur of light. Various Enforcers absently waved her away as if she were some annoying insect as she seemed to study the spread of the contagion with great interest.



Commander Morris was prompting the air, “Mother, have you determined any discernible pattern yet? We need to get this thing locked down, the infected have almost breached the Trunk, using our systems against us.”



She started, “No, commander, I'm not tracking any individuals in the infection clusters on scanners or visual observation. And it seems to be somehow airborne and spreading into internal spaces buried in the bulkheads that are inaccessible without bulkhead disassembly. I'm fashioning some micro drones in the maintenance and automation workshop in the Beta Stack, and should be able to investigate and sterilize the silicon contagion inside the tight spaces in approximately one point one two hours.”



He nodded appreciation of her initiative. “Good, can you extrapolate any theories about the spread without any patterns?”



Mother hedged. “Airborne contagion as I postulated? But, this is odd, the trace amounts of contagion seem to be moving... ah, this may track... rodents? Rats or mice may be tracking it through my internal systems.”



Everyone went silent at the command center except the reports being sent in when Graz muttered, “No... it isn't rodents. I know what it is and how it's getting around the lockdowns.” Her eyes were narrowed as she watched the slow progression inside of the World's walls.



Morris sidled, hooves clopping. “You know what's going on when Mother cannot, Sprite?”



She narrowed her eyes at him and exhaled and affirmed, “Yeah.” Then she buzzed over to me and hovered in front of my face and said, “It's the wee folk, Knith. They're using all the spaces we sneak around in to get anywhere on the World that you Bigs can't go. There's ways past even a sealed blast door, complex but possible.”



I inhaled sharply. “They must be using those spaces to pop out to infect people at random along the way.”



She shook her head. “Not at random, just at the places they can get out of the Leviathan's guts.” She pointed back at the screens. “All the clusters are around access points to 'The Inside'.” She emphasized the words 'The Inside' like it were a proper name or place.



I sighed as the Commander was calling out an order to get people out of the bulkhead corridors in all of the Beta-Stack. And then prompted, “Mother can you do anything to get at them or do we need to start pulling apart the bulkheads?”



Gamma shook her head as she stepped beside him, sharing, “All I have that can reach that deep into my systems until my drones are completed are my fire suppression systems and...” her tone brightened as if she just realized something, “...and pest control gas for rats and mice.”



As advanced as we were as a people here on the Leviathan, there was still a pest problem we still couldn't seem to eradicate. Rats, mice, and cockroaches had somehow made it onto supply ships, shuttles, and maintenance vessels during the thousand-year construction of the Worldship. Even with tight contamination protocols, the rodents and insects infested the orbital space stations and eventually found their way onto the Leviathan herself.



According to records, for decades after the infestations were found, the rodents evaded every attempt to eliminate them as they can be a danger eating insulation sheathing and electronics, not to mention spreading filth and disease. The cockroaches were eliminated early on and any subsequent infestations from other vessels by the Veril'sund, who are like Pied Pipers to insects, which are their main diet. The humanoid avian-like preternatural species... well... they called the roaches out and, well, eat them. It is too bad the same couldn't be done for the rodents.



It seems the rats get smarter and smarter as the centuries tick by, learning to avoid eons of newer and more efficient traps. Even the yearly fumigation inside the walls of the World yields few results as they have figured out a way to avoid the poisonous mist as well. There are always better results with mice, but if only a couple survive, there would be hundreds and thousands again within weeks.



There are theories about how rats avoid it. In the early years after Exodus launch, when the fumigation systems were first installed, some Pixies and Sprites had almost died in the walls, not knowing about the new pest control systems, and were caught in the cloudy mist. It was touch and go for some of them, but a new warning system was installed to warn any of the wee folk who might be on the interior of the bulkhead superstructure, where they aren't supposed to be, that fumigation was about to begin. Flashing lights and warning buzzers.



Commander Morris flashed a predatory grin when Mother said that and started, “Mother, begin fumigation of the...”



I called out, “Belay that,” then wincing since he was technically my superior officer. Before the now scowling man could reprimand me I turned to Kyoto. “Are we just going to summarily execute whoever is in there? Aren't they a citizen like the ones we're placing in stasis?”



“Shade, you need to...”



Yang held a halting hand out to the man to stop him from keel-hauling me or worse. “They are infecting countless others, Captain Shade.” I could see she was contemplating my words as she tried to reason it through. “How is it any different than what the Brigade squads, even yours are doing to protect the civilians? Your team has killed that others might live.”



I shook my head and looked at my hands like I could see the violence they have wrought over my years as an Enforcer. “The difference is that is self-defense in a fight like that. Most of the infected reach phase two or full conversion until the new outbreaks have been apprehended and put in stasis. We... I am not a judge and executioner and don't take the need for violence at times lightly. Shouldn't whoever it is have the same choice? Surrender and be bound by law, or face more dire consequences including if it comes down to self-defense? Are we not a people of morality?”



She looked from me to the rows of infected individuals, and the one smooth, opaque black, rounded coroner's stasis pod on a mag-sled... the stage two individual who didn't survive the antidote. I could see the conflict on her face. She turned to look at the Queens of the Divided Courts and Titania held up a hand. “It is your burden as ruler, Kyoto, do not look to Mab and me, as we are here for our granddaughter.”



I narrowed my eyes, something about that statement sounded... incomplete to me and I didn't know why.



Morris started again. “Shade...”



But President Yang just said slowly, looking as if a million things were going thorough her head. “I do agree with you, Knith... but I have the unfortunate duty to weigh the welfare of all aboard against one. I am responsible for the lives and livelihood of all twelve million souls on this World, and I do not take it lightly having to give such an order, but in the time it will take for Mother's micro-drones to finish construction, dozens if not hundreds more people can become infected. And with the contagion altering its method of conversion starting with the brains of the infected, I have to instruct Mother to...”



A small voice had everyone stopping. “I'll do it.”



We all turned to Graz who was standing on top of one of the consoles. She was shaking her head slowly and said again as she launched herself into the air and buzzed up in front of the President, which almost gave her guards apoplexy. “I'll do it. I know the labyrinth inside the bulkheads better than anyone. I know how they are moving, and where they can go.” She motioned a hand up and down indicating her armor, patting one of her utility packs on her waist that was a miniature version of mine, where my mag-bands resided.



“I'll go mag band the mother puss bucket and drag it out for you Bigs to do what you Bigs do.”



Commander Morris stated, “You're a civilian.”



Graz snapped back, jabbing a tiny finger my way, “I'm a palace guard for both the Summer and Winter courts, have my Private Investigator's license, and have been that dumb Big's partner for years now. I can handle it, I've been in a dust-up or two in my time.”



Mab narrowed her eyes, really looking at Graz, while Gamma corrected, “Honorary palace guard.”



The Winter Lady seemed unsure about something and murmured to herself, “Longleaf?”



Graz stiffened for a moment, if you weren't looking you would have missed it, and the Queens of the Divided Courts started chuckling. I was about ninety percent sure I knew why.



At one of the weekly card games on the Underhill Remnant vessel a few months back, I had asked the newly found missing Queen of the Elves, J'Vree, why both she and her daughter had called Graz Longleaf at one time or another. Graz always deflected, insisting they were mistaking her for someone else.



In answer, she had just stood from the card table in Mac's cabin and stepped up to one of the shelves on the walls covered in a disarray of electronic components, boxes of materials, and Artifacts all mixed into the mess. She looked at Mac, King Oberon's human-glamoured form, and he sighed and inclined his head. She plucked an ancient-looking leather-bound book from between some mag couplings.



She sat back down and handed it to me. “Few remember the tale of Longleaf of the T'hal Rangers. Your Graz... she isn't who you believe she is, Knith.”



I looked at the tome, with an array of Fae runes that spun and rearranged before my very eyes into Ship's Common. I could feel the magic in the pages shaping themselves, translating for me. The title was History of the War of the Divided Courts. She smirked and said, “Educate yourself.”



“I'll educate you right upside the head, woman.”



“You couldn't before, what makes you thing you can do...”



Mac interrupted by throwing a ration card with the smart-ink displaying half a month's rations left on it. “I'll take one card, Shade. Are you two going to stop measuring your dicks so we can play? I have the winning hand right here.”



I snorted and informed him, “No you don't, you old space fart.” He just grinned, knowing I knew his tells even though I wouldn't share them all with him.



The next couple of nights I got lost in the most fascinating read, especially one section of the chronicles of the mind-boggling scale of the conflict.



It seems that during the war of the Divided Courts, the Lesser Fae and wee folk were no more than an afterthought to the Greater Fae as the battles raged on for centuries. The Felis'Sidhe, a sort of feline shifter type of Lesser Fae, and the Seil'Sidhe, foot long humanoid wasp Fae, took the opportunity of the Queens' distraction to terrorize the Lesser Fae races and drove the wee folk from the bountiful lands and into the barren landscape of the deserts.



As their numbers dwindled, out of desperation, the various races of the wee folk banded together for survival, and formed a group called the T'hal Rangers, who did raids into the hostile territory of the Felis'Sidhe and the Seil'Sidhe for food and supplies, scavenging what they could to ensure the survival of the wee folk until the wars concluded and the Queens once again turned their attention to the land and the Lesser Fae.



One General saw that even with their efforts, things were looking grim for the wee folk. Longleaf of the T'hal Rangers formed an elite squad to penetrate deep into enemy territory and wage guerrilla warfare against the Sidhe. Battle after battle, lives were lost on both sides, but Longleaf always returned victorious, and a foothold was secured in the bountiful lands of their origin.



But that valiant Sprite knew that with their numbers dwindling with each battle, it was a matter of time before their newfound prosperity would be gone, that eventually, the enemy, who had greater numbers would one day retake their foothold.



In a desperate attempt to save the wee folk, Longleaf flew alone, through the great expanse of enemy territory, armed only with a needle of cold iron whose hilt was wrapped in leaves and grasses. Longleaf sought out a young race that the Summer and Winter Ladies had brought forth with their sheer will and their overwhelming magics, combined with the power of the Ka'Infinitum... the Elves.



It was rumored that this young race was almost as powerful as the Greater Fae, and they refused to fight for the Divided Courts, remaining neutral in all things. Against all odds, that Sprite Pollinator reached the young Queen, J'Mae of the Woodland Elves, and beseeched her aid, telling the harrowing tale of the dozens of wee folk races threatened with extinction, and even of the Lesser Fae Bigs who were once allies, now cowed by the Sidhe, toiling to give tithes to their new oppressors to avoid being overrun.



J'Mae's heart broke at hearing the tale and decreed that the Elves would no longer sit out the wars, safe in their tree cites. They rode upon the Felis'Sidhe and Seil'Sidhe with Longleaf of the T'hal Rangers leading the charge.



In the end, the Sidhe fought to the last of their numbers to hold what they had taken in the Greater Fae's distraction. Though the Elves saw it as a tragedy, the loss of two races, even as violent as they were, they viewed it as a failure of their inaction. The Elf Queen swore such an injustice would never happen again, and the Elves became the wardens of the living lands, enforcing the laws of the lands and the Divided Courts in the stead of the Winter and Summer Ladies.



Longleaf was never heard from again, fading from legend to just whispers on the wind over the centuries. And only the Greater Fae and a few Elves even remember the tale... and there I was reading what sounded like a firsthand account in that ancient Fae tome.



J'Vree mentioned she remembered Graz, calling her Longleaf in one of our first meetings. Indicating that during the uprising of the preternatural races against the Queens of the Divided Courts revealing the existence of the magical beings to the Humans when the idea for building a great Worldship to escape a slowly expanding sun was announced, then deigning to negotiate for all preternaturals without their consent or input, Longleaf, thought long dead, reemerged to aid the rebels. And she implied it was Graz, who adamantly denied it.





Chapter 11 – Thing of Beauty



Now here was Graz, ready to go into the very guts of the Leviathan alone, which nobody else could reach without hours of bulkhead disassembly, to face an unknown enemy to save other people on the World from infection. I'm leaning toward believing J'Vree as to my Sprite friend's identity... and now, the way the Queens are looking at her with renewed interest and... recognition?



Graz snicked her visor down on her helmet and ran a systems check when Kyoto, looking conflicted, just nodded. Twinkle buzzed over to inspect the armor and Graz's gear, looking worried. But the enigmatic Pollinator just told her, “Hey, buck up kid. This'll be a piece of cake. The armor enhances my strength and I have three mag-bands and an MMG courtesy of President Big over there to subdue the mother Fairy humper schlepping around The Inside... that's my stomping ground. Bippity boppity boo, I'll be back in a flash.”



She was all confidence and swagger in front of her daughter, but I heard a slight waver in her tone. Twinkle kissed Graz's helmet then buzzed back to land on Cait's hand as the Commander had Graz do a coms check and had Mother stream the inner and outer cameras to virtual displays to show a three hundred and sixty-degree view around her as well as her face.



Graz looked determined, even as she swallowed. I swallowed too. The little scavenger thief who just moved into my place years ago with her family without my permission has become my family too, no matter how much we banter. And my heart was beating faster in worry as she prepared to do the job we Enforcers are supposed to do... what I am supposed to do so she and the rest of the civilians don't have to, so they can stay safe.



A technician handed her a device sized for a Sprite, sharing that it was a laser incinerator to clear out the contagion inside the bulkheads. Then she buzzed up in front of me in her sealed armor, inside the smart-paint line around my private quarantine zone. She held her arms wide, twisting her palms up then down, “So how do I look, Knith?”



I nodded and said, “Like a thousand chits, lady. Good hunting.” Before her visor went opaque, I saw her eyes, a little worry, and expectation reflected in them. I knew what she was asking, and even though she would be fine, I still made the silent agreement to take care of her family... just in case.



Her visor clouded as she gave me a returning nod. Commander Morris stepped up, sidling with his nervous energy as he said, “It is on the move again, apparently heading to Beta-Stack B-Ring. We've a transport right outside the tents to get you to Beta-B, time is of the essence.”



She cocked her head at him. “You're kidding, right? I can never tell with you Bigs. I'll be there before you'd even leave this sector, ya dumb Big. Smell ya later.” And in a zip of golden light, bright sparkles of dust sifting behind her, she was gone in a blur.



Morris huffed, “Gods be damned. Stupid Sprite. How is it going to get past the lock-downs and seals?”



I chuckled and shared, “Trust me, they won't be a problem for her. She once made it most of the way through the security door into Mother's central core before we interrupted her.” His eyes bulged and he looked ready to burst into another tirade as I pointed at the command center, where I saw the World flashing by in a blur. “And you do know she can hear you, right?”



Graz's voice came loud and clear over coms, “That's right, horse butt.”



I was trying to see the displays and more people gathered to watch her progress as the Commander huffed and returned to the mobile command center to watch, which completely blocked my view. But a moment later, Caitlyn was there holding out an ear com and a data-pad for me that was already synced to the feeds at the command center. How had she done that, the feeds were quantum encrypted, and... Gamma almost sashayed up beside me... ah, that's how.



We watched her progress, as advertised, the sealed bulkheads were minor impediments as she squeezed through small holes sealed on both ends by crudely fashioned ballistic carbon material. Resealing them as she went, putting on unimaginable bursts of speed as her wings blurred while she twisted and turned though a labyrinth of mechanical and electronic systems embedded in each of the bulkheads, A through J.



There were odd marks scratched on the walls, floor, and equipment along the way, like a trail of breadcrumbs that were marking the routes through to the next blast door, and there were tiny footprints everywhere in the dust that was everywhere and broken up from time to time by rat tracks and pellets of rodent crap.



I couldn't help smiling. The wee folk must have a whole network of secret paths like this throughout the World. And it was dizzying to witness as she swerved, swooped, and barrel-rolled through the network of junction boxes, conduits, and pressure vessels at breakneck speeds with grace to envy. It was like a whole alien world inside the bulkheads.



She was half way to the Trunk, and it hadn't been a minute yet. Her brag wasn't a brag, as a transport wouldn't even be a quarter of the way there yet. She prompted, “Mother, can you play some of that ear-bleeding stuff you do for Knith? I need to focus.”



“Sure thing, Graz. Here you go.” Then a pulse-pounding song from the archaeological music archives called I Can't Drive 55 by a man named Sammy Hagar started thumping out.



I glanced at Gamma, “Smartass.” She just shrugged.



From time to time, Graz would stop and backtrack as she overshot locations of some of the contagion slime Mother's scanners were feeding her heads up display, then she'd run the wide laser beam over it, incinerating it before streaking off.



In short order she had passed out of a condensation relief vent into open space in the Trunk and traversed it like an arrow of light, pouring on the speed to a sealed blast door at a Spoke Terminal for the Beta-Stack. She opened the door's manual release control box, moved inside, and sealed the door shut behind her. Then she pushed back through the wires and crawled through a conduit to the other side and opened and released the door behind her and then buzzed up toward the B-Ring.



“Heya Mother, you see this, you overrated tin can? I don't think this little pea shooter can sterilize that much alien snot.”



“Yes Graz, hush now, I'm working.”



She zipped over dozens of citizens with visible signs of infection moving down the deserted lanes of the Spoke tubes, almost to the Trunk. I could see the strobing lights of Brigade vehicles through a window on the other side of a blast door that shouldn't have been sealed. Mother informed us that the Re'ness were overriding the controls somehow, and disconnecting them from her network. They had even tried hacking her central core but got a nasty shock surging though the console they were using, learning quickly not to fuck with Mother.



The commander was already dispatching a platoon of Enforcers to the Spoke Terminal at the Trunk end to contain the infected. That was all he had to spare as reports were pouring in from everywhere on the World that blast doors were lowering in the Alpha and Delta Stack spokes, isolating the two infected Ring Stacks, and disconnecting from the network. Over half the Brigade forces were an hour out from backing us up, and most of ours were mobilized to contain the infection clusters.



It struck me just how intelligent and dangerous the Re'ness was, to have figured out our systems and understand our defense resources in just a day... hacking quantum encrypted lockouts, and using our systems against us.



Mother was routing coms traffic to me and I heard chatter from other Ring Commanders ordering Enforcer teams to the Jump Pods and transport shuttles. They were going out into space to move airlock to airlock to move reinforcements to us that way, but it would take time.



Graz in the meantime bypassed the sealed door and was streaking up to the B-Ring. Seconds later she swooped out into the idyllic green spaces the Elves maintained around the spoke terminals, and we got a glimpse of the lush green forests that almost rivaled the beauty of the natural spaces of the A-Rings dominated by the Greater Fae before she slipped into what looked to be an atmospheric processor vent and was once again inside the bulkhead A and zipping toward the bio silicon movement. She was almost there.



She cut the music off and slowed to a hover for a moment. “Umm... Knith?”



“Yeah, Graz?”



Commander Morris turned from the command center to glower at me for inserting myself into their mission.



Graz sounded worried, “The next exit ahead is to the Platypus ponds in Celebration Park. You need to get someone there now in case I'm not in time.”



“Mother Fairy humper.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, nodding, and glanced over to see the Commander already relaying the word. I learned only a few years back, that there was a variety of aquatic Lesser Fae I hadn't been aware of, like Dolphins and Platypus. My eyes widened, what would happen if the contagion made it into the water system? I exhaled and told her, “On it.”



She took a deep breath and started again, on foot as there was a tight squeeze ahead without headroom to fly, Mother stated, “You are almost on it now, Graz.”



“Yeah yeah, I see movement up ahead and... mother puss bucket!” She skidded to a halt as the tight squeeze opened up into a larger void, almost slamming into the back of a large group of wee folk, there had to be a dozen or so. Ranging from Nymphs to Pixies, and all being led by a scaly-looking Fairy, who wore socks on its ears and a thimble for a hat. And all of them turned to look at her.



Graz mumbled to herself, “I'm not gonna have enough mag-bands,” as they all charged.



And then we all watched Graz push a reaching, glowing person who seemed to float just off the deck in its light, the only other light in the space was Graz's golden light she had boosted when she entered The Inside to guide her way. “No thanks, grabby hands.” And she spun out of reach of a group of the others as she ran up the wall, her wings buzzing as she rotated and came down in an axe kick that floored the Will O' Wisp. It was as if she had performed that maneuver a million times.



Then she growled as she sprang at the wall on the other side, “Lockdown,” And the rising Will-O' Wisp slammed to the ground, face first. “Mabs tit's that's satisfying, I've always wanted to do that, Knith.”



I blinked, I hadn't even seen her slap the mag band on its neck, and I nodded in appreciation that she already learned from before, if the Re'Ness are willing to lose a limb to convert people, they certainly couldn't without a head. I warned, “Keep your head in the game, lady, get out of there and we'll try to contain them another...” I trailed off



I saw they had all moved to encircle her while blocking the only two gaps large enough for Graz to get away. They moved seamlessly as a group, telling us what we had assumed, that these poor wee folk's brains had already been infected... there was no saving them, and now they were flinging that infectious goo around above them, only it was different somehow. It was leaving long dripping strings behind as it flew to strike the walls above them all. My eyes widened. It was like a spider web. Could they excrete the slime with different properties like that on a whim? They just limited Graz's flight abilities.



Our Greater Sprite was glancing everywhere, and I could tell she was assessing everything. And I noted that about a quarter of their number were flying races which meant they had taken away that ability from themselves as well. But... then again, none of them took wing when Graz showed up, a Will O' Wisp's rest state is floating in their ball of light, it wasn't a conscious thing. If the Re'ness had taken their minds already, did it not know how to have them fly?



It seems I wasn't the only one wondering that as Graz did a flying barrel roll over the Pixies in the group, her wingtips a hair's width from the sticky-looking net. They all reached up, their fingers barely grazing her, but none took flight to tackle her down.



Our flying menace landed on the far side of the space, by some sort of relay box many times her height. And she held her tiny MMG in one hand, a mag-strap in the other. “Hey now guys, can we talk this out?” They were all uttering hissing growls as they moved toward her in a closing arc, then the Fairy turned around and we got a good look at it.



A collective gasp went up and I was almost frantic, feeling useless to help my friend... my family. What we were all seeing wasn't a Fairy anymore. Instead, it resembled a tiny Re'ness with wings, a macabre parody of the pretty Lesser Fae it had once been, as it had already gone through the chrysalis stage. Its fang-filled scaly mouth opened and... it spoke.



“Creature of large vessel ship. No use of struggle. Submit or not living.” One of the socks fell off its ears and it looked down at it, seeming as confused as a Fairy would be. Did the limited brain capacity of a Fairy affect the Alien's focus or thinking through its body?



Not only the gathered Enforcers but the medical staff and volunteers who had been watching burst into shouts and questions. Was the Re'ness speaking Ship's Common, poorly at best, as the Fairy looked fully converted, there'd be nothing left of its mind or brain structure... not that Fairies had much intelligence anyway.



We had no way of communicating with this alien race even though Mother and all the linguists on the World have been working tirelessly on translating the various languages, and have only made minor inroads in some of them. Then again, it sounds as if Chip could decipher them, I wonder if the other shards of the Forge could read the various languages as well. Regardless, this entity had deciphered ours in less than a day. Did it have computers that eclipsed Mother's central core wherever the Re'ness home-world was or was the spread out neural network of its mind comprised of countless beings that translated our language?



Graz said to it, “Umm... no thanks. I don't suppose you'd like to just give up? The Brigade and our medics aren't going to let you spread any farther.”



“Brigade?”



“Our soldiers, fighters. And...”



The miniature silicon-based Alien raised an arm to point at her and started to utter a hissing guttural sound to the others when Graz pointed at the Fairy's arm. “Gah, what's that?” Then Re'ness paused and looked at its outstretched arm and then looked surprised and grabbed it with its other hand and started hissing and growling at it as it started gnawing on it like it were an enemy.



Graz muttered with humor coloring her nervous tone, “That's what I thought, Fairy shit for brains. They don't have enough bandwidth for you to think straight inside that vacant head, you dumbass alien.” And she fired her MMG into it three times, causing it to spasm and collapse. That was when she was swarmed by the twelve or thirteen other infected wee folk. They weren't just trying to infect this time, they were out for blood as they hissed and clicked in a guttural language as they dove at her, hands hooked into claws and some holding blunt weapons like small pieces of plasti-steel micro conduit.



I heard both Cait and Twinkle over my shoulder make distressed squeaking gasps as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest while I clenched my fists. Graz sounded almost haunted as she said, swapping out the mag-band for her tiny needle-like blade, “I didn't want to have to do this again.” And instead of trying to get away from them, she charged right back, issuing a trilling battle cry, yelling out a single word in some ancient dialect of Fae, and collided with the mob.



Mother was displaying what she had said at the bottom of the screen, but I couldn't pull my eyes away from the fight from all of Graz's armor cams to read it. And what we witnessed that day was a thing of beauty. A macabre dance of violence and efficiency as our sole Greater Sprite, spun through the grasping hands and swinging weapons and even snapping teeth, her blade using an economy of motion as her speed couldn't be matched by them while she moved in a sparkling gold streak of light.



I've seen Graz fight on many occasions, but it was always against adversaries who were usually dozens of times her size and hundreds if not thousands of times her mass. She relied on her speed and darted in to strike the only vulnerable spots on us... Bigs. Normally eyes and eardrums, and used her minuscule magic to cast her sprite stings or sift magic-backed dust from her wings that caused painful and itchy rashes and boils on the skin.



Never have I seen her fighting opponents that were her size. And through the screens, it appeared as if this were a fight between us larger size opponents. And she raged like a Valkyrie, as she spun, knocking them back with spinning reverse hook kicks augmented by her armor and her wings speeding up her spins, shots from her MMG, and sweeps of her blade that seemed to always hit their mark. For every blow they landed, Graz was landing three.



Commander Morris, and one of the Captains at the mobile command center, as well as one or two other Brigade voices, were on the coms shouting tactics at Graz who growled out with venom, “Mother, get these fleeking stupid Bigs off the channel, they're distracting me.” She grunted in pain when somehow something made it through her Scatter Armor... where it allowed her wings to protrude out.



As Mother muted all the distracting voices, Cait and Twinkle again made distressed sounds. Rory was there to comfort them, as well as the Queens. A stricken-looking Kyoto looked back to us from where she stood watching the fight with the Commander.



“Graz?” I prompted, being the only one on the channel not muted, as she dropped her MMG and grabbed the micro conduit protruding from her back and screamed in defiance as she tore it out and threw it to the deck. Only one of her wings was moving, the other was drooped behind her. As they all dove on top of her in a tangle of bodies and limbs, pounding on her with fists and clubs, hands reaching for her wings as alarms started sounding in her armor.



I blurted louder in horror, “Graz!”



Over the cacophony, her voice came though the coms, grunting and pained, “Yeah... give me a second. Titania's panties, that hurts like hells. That fleeking Nymph stabbed me.”



I could hear the familiar hiss and sizzle of med patches burning off to seal the stab wound, then with a roar of acid and rage, she exploded from the mass of bodies in a spinning blur of golden light, leaping just above their heads, flinging the enemy trying to end her away in all directions.



We had thought she had been fighting before, but we hadn't known just how much she had been holding back as Longleaf of the T'hal Rangers took the field. I realize now that she had been trying to disable, not kill them before, since they still looked mostly like normal people... but now it was apparent they had no such compulsion themselves as they demonstrated no hesitation to kill her.



In a blur of motion, as she landed, she was casting powerful Sprite stings from one hand as her blade slashed out with dangerous speed and accuracy, severing a Pixie's head from its body, before flipping over its collapsing form. Her feet slammed into the throats of two others, riding one to the ground, her blade through its eye and out the back of its skull, and rolling off to slice the hamstrings of two others.



I was mesmerized by her ruthless efficiency. My eyes widened in another panic when I realized her wings were not there. Had they torn them off? Oh hells, can Sprites grow them back? But I exhaled in relief when I realized her Scatter Armor bulged in the back. She had reconfigured the armor to protect them, thank whatever gods of the cosmos may be watching. She must have realized they were trying to tear them off of her or damage them so she couldn't use them.



Now we witnessed a timeless warrior from the days before mankind even walked the Earth, as in less than ten seconds she stood alone, panting, bodies and heads strewn everywhere. Then a hissing, grating laugh sounded out as the Fairy stood shakily, still suffering from the stun overload it got from multiple MMG blasts. “Ignorant creature. It is over. You not have won.” It pointed at the slimy and now bloody conduit shard on the deck plates, “Nanophage infects your you. Re'ness is all.”



She chuckled and informed it, “You really are Fairy brained, aren't you? I'm immune to your little bio weapon, and soon the whole population here will be.” Then she spat out, “And look what you made me do here. Get bent!” as she slung her blade end over end, and with a sickeningly wet sound it embedded through its eye and the tip came out the back of its head.



Graz sounded her old self again, instead of a vengeful wraith as she walked up to the Fairy lizard alien creature, who was tilting its head back trying to see the little sword and grasping at it ineffectually, “Huh, I missed, brain is too small.” Then she pulled the damaged-looking laser sterilizer from the bracket her armor made on her hip and slapped it a couple of times before it fired up and she used the wide laser beam to slice its head from its shoulders.



She exhaled loudly and bent to retriever her blade, flicking the head off of it, then with a single finger, pushed the headless Re'ness' chest and it fell back onto the deck. “Guys? Can I go home now? I am so done with this day.” And she fell to a knee before swaying back to her feet. “Umm... can someone come get me? I'm covered in that contagious lizard slime and I can't fly yet, they damaged my wing's nerve cluster.”



President Yang looked at Gamma who inclined her head, unmuting her coms. “We're sending medical containment transport to you now, Graz of Beta-Stack, Hero of the Trunk.”



“Ok... that's great, Prez, you're ok for a Big. I think I'll just rest a moment here. You might want to get techs to disassemble Bulkhead A here, it's hella slimed up and I don't have the oomph to use the laser to clean it all up. And there's still this mother Fairy humper mag-banded to the deck.”



And with that, the Commander was bellowing, “Someone get medical to the Platypus ponds in Beta-Stack, now! Get that civilian to safety, lock down the area, and get some skin jockeys to get to work on the disassembly in containment gear.” He looked around. “What is everyone looking at me for? Go go go! That Sprite just saved countless lives!”



Mother informed him, “No need for that, Commander, my mini drones are coming online now and will retrieve the bodies and sterilize the bulkhead.”





Chapter 12 – The Eurag'glith



It would be some time before we'd be able to be reunited with Graz. In the meantime, more alarms started sounding and coms traffic was going crazy. It seems some of the infected, led by a full Re'ness had made it around the waiting squads of Enforcers who were ready to blockade them, restrain them, and take them into custody.



They killed the guards at the Eurag'glith and made it past the encrypted locks to get inside. And some sort of energy barrier shield has been raised around the vessel and not even the magic of a Greater Fae Lady and Lord there could break through it. The technology was so advanced it can defeat magics that powerful.



Doc was recalled, being the architect of the limited control interfaces we had slowly been developing for the Eurag'glith, his out-of-the-box thinking, surprising the techs who work on systems five thousand years more advanced on the World. But his ability was unmatched to suss out the various systems and their purposes to make interfaces between those systems and ours gave us limited control of the vessel. He also was the steward of the manifest of alien objects and devices that have so far been discovered in the amalgam of ships logged for future study to determine their purpose and usage.



They were almost interrogating him as questions were being asked all around him at the mobile command center, until he held a hand up and brought the other to his lips, issuing an ear-splitting whistle that caused most of those around him, with their superior hearing to humans, to step back, some covering their ears. “One at a time now, wouldya? I'm just one man yer all yammerin' on at.”



The Defense Secretary... when had she gotten here? ...tapped a holographic representation of the alien ship being projected from a holo-tank brought out from the capitol building. “Doctor McClain, do these Re'ness have access to...”



“I'm not a Doctor, ma'am... well I am, I hold seven PhDs, but that's beside the point, I'm just plain old Peter McClain, Integrated Systems Engineer's Mate first class. But everyone just calls me Doc. Don't ask why, they just do.”



“Mister McClain, do...”



He winced, squinting an eye in mock pain, “Doc, please.”



The inordinately tall Elf closed her eyes and took a single deep, calming breath before beginning again. “Fine. Doc, do these Re'ness have access to advanced weapons inside the vessel? And can we remotely shut down the energy barriers they are erecting?”



He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand until Gamma stepped up behind him and started to rub his neck for him... Mother, well her Beta avatar and him are in some sort of nebulous relationship. He moaned, “Ah, thank you Maggie love, I've been goin' on twenty-nine hours now like the lot of ya. But as to your questions, they would both be 'I don't know'. I mean there are countless devices on the ships inside, and we've only been through two-thirds of the vessels, it will still be a few years before we get through it all with the new safety protocols in place after the octo-spider tech debacle.”



He continued as he pulled up the manifest to scroll beside the hologram, “We've only just cataloged maybe three-quarters of what we have gathered. Any one of those devices could be weapons, but until we can safely examine and take them apart, we won't know their purpose or if they are even functional since, as you know, some of those alien ships date back billions with B years back.”



He exhaled in defeat. “With so many varied ships and alien races, there are no commonalities we can apply across the group, without bein' able to translate the copious alien languages and dialects.”



Twinkle zipped over to land on his shoulder, holding his earlobe for balance as she shared excitedly, “We've learned that Chip has been able to read them all the whole time, Doc.”



His eyes widened then he started to chuckle. “I don't suppose any of us brainy types ever considered just askin', now did we, wee one?”



He was always quick on the uptake, and I was a little jealous of just how mentally agile the brilliant the man was, especially to keep up and overshadow the Gnome Sappers' ability to look at most things and just innately understand them and how they work. They've all met their match with the Eurag'glith, I mean to figure these things out, you had to understand them, but everything on the alien ship was, well, alien to us all.



Commander Morris started, “Do we or don't we have control of...”



Doc stopped him. “We have limited control of anythin' on the vessel. Mostly just environmental controls in some sections, airlock controls, rudimentary power rerouting capability, and limited control of the automatic repair system with the octo-spiders. The rest is inconsequential like access to a few of the vessel's flight computers and logs that we can't make neither heads nor tails of.”



There was a thrum that rippled through the Worldship causing everyone to stop and look around. Then Doc was prompting, “Mother?”



“One moment, firing stabilizers to keep us on course.” I could feel the micro-adjustments Mother made to our course. Whatever that was had been enough to alter our trajectory through space. “The main engines of the Eurag'glith started to energize before the energy collapsed into itself, the resulting ionic pressure nudged us off course by zero point zero zero zero zero one degrees.”



Doc spat out, “Well fuck all if they aren't trying to power up the ship... they plan on retreatin'. With the faster-than-light, FTL capability of the Eurag'glith, it will leave Earth and the other identified surviving alien planets Chip logged within reach instead of the Re'ness' sub-light technology that would take thousands or millions of years or more to reach for it to convert.”



I could feel the blood drain from my face as I swallowed hard. We were proving to be difficult for the Re'ness to incorporate into itself, so it was going to go for other hunting grounds. Mab's Tits, it could even go for reinforcements with weapons, which we'd have no way of knowing how to defend against, to bring back with the ship.



Others were on the same tack as I was, as President Yang snapped out, “Scramble all available Ready Squadron fighters. That vessel is not to make it to open space.” Then she turned. “Commander, send the Megaliths and every available Enforcer, we need to get through those energy fields.”



The Secretary of Defense was relaying everything then calling out for, “Black Delta Squad, mobilize.” Black Delta Squad? What was that? The only fighting forces allowed on the World were the Brigade and Ready Squadron...



I whispered, “Mother?”



“I don't know, Knith. It isn't in any of my records, and there is a paramilitary squad exiting the Department of Defense building just down the street in armor and vehicles of a design, not in any of my databases.”



Wait... the government had fighters with tech we didn't know about? What was it for, and why was it even kept from Mother herself?



I didn't have time to contemplate that now, as the Captain of the Leviathan, down in Flight Control, deep in the Trunk was on Coms to the command center. “What in the name of Oberon's balls is happening out there? We're burning reaction fuel here to compensate for that bump. Is McClain there?”



“I'm here, Captain.”



“Can't you shut that Queens be damned thing down?”



“I was just explainin' that we can do little if anything to intervene on this end. And it looks as if the feckin' Re'ness alien is much more intelligent than us and has almost figured out the propulsion systems on the Eurag'glith.”



The Captain growled out, worry in his tone, “Those things can use the technology on that fleeking ship? The shields and that defense weapon... Ready Squadron won't be able to touch it then.”



The Commander interjected. “We're mobilizing now, Captain... and the defense department seems to have some off the books, gods be damned special forces we've not been informed of.” He shot the Defense Secretary and the President an accusing glare. “But we don't know if there is anything we'll be able to do to get past the energy barriers that were erected. It'll be up to the Ready Squadron. We just hope more damage isn't done to the Leviathan when it retreats, and our damage control crews can contain the breech.”



Doc was holding his hand up as the man spoke, he looked at his hand and then reached up to shake it at the wrist for a moment as he asked, “Is this thing on?”



Gamma raised her fingers to her lips, and though she didn't have breath, she let out a loud screeching whistle full of screeching audio feedback. I had to grin at her mimicking the motions. Though I winced at the sound, everyone with more sensitive ears looked to be in pain as they silenced. She inclined her head to Pete, “Doc?”



“Thank you, Maggie. I was just wanting to share that worst-case scenario, Ready Squadron won't have as bad a time of it as you may think. You're all making the same wee assumption and mistake the Re'ness is. For how intelligent it is, it's learning now that it won't be able to power up the main engines, nor will it be able to strike out with the devastating effect the Eurag'glith had on first contact with Ready Squadron.”



Kyoto caught on a moment before I did as both our eyes swung to Caity, and the president nodded slowly, saying, “Are you saying the power plant for the core vessel in the conglomeration, can't supply enough energy to power the engines without the Forge Artifact in Caitlyn Shade's possession? And that defensive system we've determined was magic, something none of the vessels possess, meaning that was all the Artifact too.”



Doc chuckled and waffled his hand. “The power source, that we can't even begin to understand and can neither access nor scan... leading us to believe it is in some sort of dimensional flux, has been exhausted. It's over a billion years old after all, it's unfathomable it is even still intact.”



He waved a hand around willy-nilly. “Don't get me wrong, when I say depleted, I mean it still has an infinitesimal charge remainin' in it after a billion years, we can see that much on the indicators even if we can't read them. At less than one percent, it still has more power in it than a Rockham fusion reactor and could run one of the Ring Stacks for years. But that's not nearly enough to power its drives. It took the power of an Artifact of the Forge of Creation itself to supply the energy needed.”



I blinked at how much power Chip had in itself and imagined what the larger pieces of the Forge down in the Ka'Infinitum held inside of them. When they were whole, they were the engine that formed the Big Bang itself to create the universe as we know it.



The Commander was smirking now, his tail swished side to side against his flanks as his hooves clacked on the deck as he sidled in anticipation. “So they're stuck here, so all we have to do is...”



Squinting an eye in mock pain and holding one stalling finger up, Doc interrupted, “Now don't be goin' assimin' that's what I said. I'd imagine once it determines the main engines won't be up to the task of aidin' its retreat, it will likely power up the drives from one of the menageries of vessels makin' up the ship and usin' one of them to help limp the Eurag'glith free and beat feet. And that could be catastrophic since we've not taken the time to reinforce the Trunk superstructure around the compromised hull section since the octo-spiders have created a structural seal between the ship and the Leviathan.”



I understood why we hadn't, since nobody could ever imagine that the Eurag'glith would ever be moved from where it is, and it was providing the missing support the breech required. Now it seems we had been so very short-sighted. I asked the question everyone was afraid to ask, “Mother, I'm sure you've already run countless simulations and scenarios. What is the probable outcome if the Eurag'glith successfully extracts from your hull?”



She hesitated a heartbeat, then sounded pensive as she responded for all to hear, “I project a thirty-two point seven three percent chance of structural failure at that juncture, causing cataclysmic torsional rending of materials, breaking the spine of the trunk, causing stack collisions. If that were to occur, the debris field would likely take out a third stack. Estimated deaths, nine million souls, one operational stack with no propulsion.”



Fuck me sideways and space me naked. Armageddon... It would fold the Worldship in half and would be a matter of time until any survivors on the remaining stack died just floating off in space. At least the Cityships would still be operational.



“But on the bright side, there is a sixty-seven point two seven percent chance that the Eurag'glith trunk section just undergoes explosive decompression and once it is in a full vacuum, the structural repair crews can have the breech supported temporarily sealed in eighteen months, with full repair estimated at one hundred and three years.” I could hear a cheesy fake smile in her tone, I must hang out with her Avatars too much to know her personality so well.



“Swell, Mother.”



Kyoto spoke up in a commanding tone that made people vote for her, “That is not an option, we will stop the Re'ness here. We need options people. Call in anyone who can help. In the meantime, continue with the mobilization. We have to stop this now.”



Commander Morris growled out, “Teams converging now. Your fleeking black ops team is there already somehow. Why don't we know about them and what are their capabil...” He was cut off by multiple pings at the command center as spotters were checking in. “Report!”



Multiple Enforcers were reporting in, most saying, “Sir, more infected are arriving, we can't engage, energy barriers are blocking our shots. And they're... well, they're just walking right through the barrier surrounding the alien ship, sir.”



Doc whistled airily to himself. “Amazing. Intelligent shields. It knows who to let in and who not, that would be an impressive piece of coding. More impressive that the Re'ness was able to understand the systems enough and assimilate the language fast enough to code it, to begin with. It's likely detecting the pathogen and or silicon in their systems and letting them pass through. I can't see it being able to do much more as it is concentrating its efforts on the drive systems. With more bodies, it will be able to accelerate its efforts across multiple systems at once.”



Kyoto muttered, “We need to get in there now, we can't allow it to get more bodies to work with in there.”



I looked over to the Queens, looking so innocent in their corner, observing. I understood their initial reason for being here, but I was starting to suspect there was more to it than just protecting Cait. We've gone past the need now that the cure is being produced, and she can't be infected anyway.



They could have teleported her back home to the Nursery, House Shade, in the shadow of Ha'Real at any time, yet they hovered. So what was going on? Since all the Greater Fae, with the exception of Caity and Oberon, cannot lie. Which makes them the greatest of deceivers, making you believe anything they wished by twisting the truth with a skill developed over the eons.



Wait... teleported, “Titania?”



All eyes were on me, likely because I didn't preface it with Queen, but she was there beside me, and I was proud I didn't flinch when she just popped into existence, “What is it, Shade? Something to share?”



“I'm using one of the questions you owe me.” My upper lip flared hotter, the unnatural Summer fire of the curse mark she put on me, making my lower lip of Winter's ice sizzle against it in a warning. “Why are you and Mab really here? Cait and Rory are no longer in immediate danger, and I've noticed you haven't once stepped foot outside the quarantine tents where all the news cameras are hovering.”



I could see the excitement of me asking one of the final two of three answers she owed me. It drove her mad knowing she owed three boons in the form of questions answered without guile, to a mere Human, even though we were technically family now. She looked to Mab who strode over to her side, both of them scrutinizing me before exchanging a look. The Summer Lady looked around then shrugged and said, “Why, we're saving all the lesser races on the World. Of course. For some reason we cannot fathom, we've become quite fond of the Human race the past few eons.”



“That isn't an answer.”



She chuckled and tsked. “Such a shame. You truly would have made such a fine Fae.” The taller woman looked down at Mab. “Mable?”



Mab just inclined her head and Titania flicked her hand and I could feel the thrum of magic ripple through the space to settle around the tent, and all the background noise just... ceased. It was that cone of silence thing they did when they didn't wish anyone to hear outside of the group she included. “As I said, we are saving all the lesser races.”



To clarify, she added, “When it was found that the Greater Fae were immune to the contagion, the majority of the Greater Fae of both courts wished to simply seal off the A-Rings and vent the rest of the Worldship's population into space. Then the Fae would survive to colonize the new world.”



Mab continued for her, “And since they require us to call a vote, but alas they cannot do that if they cannot find us. All the Greater Fae volunteers assigned to the search teams here are our most trusted children of the Divided Courts and would not disclose our location to the others.”



I blinked as the Commander whispered out in incomprehension, “They would have done that to the rest of us?”



Titania shrugged. “So we felt it best if we weren't found, and had the added benefit of being able to watch over our grandchild until such time as the crisis was averted.”



As the rest of the people in the space started murmuring among themselves, the veil of silence was lifted. Then I prompted distractedly, as my mind tried to comprehend the cold-hearted, calculating ruthlessness of their kind, “Titania, can you just pop yourself and a strike group behind the energy barrier? Then the Re'ness could be neutralized in short order.”



Both of the Queens of the Divided Courts looked at me as if waiting on something as Titania shared, “No, child. I already tried when the barriers were first raised. The energy is in quantum flux and packed too densely for even my matter translocation to pass through.”



Mab sighed. “It appears the only ones who can pass are of the infected, but their minds are all compromised.” Again they were looking at me expectantly.



Then my eyes widened as I spun toward the command center, “I need armor, now. And Queen Titania, can you run an errand for me please?”



She cocked a brow and I leaned in to whisper in her ear. She smiled broadly and was simply gone. Then I explained before a million questions were thrown my way. “Only the infected can pass through.” I jabbed a thumb at my chest, “I'm infected, if barely now. But if I can get in there, I can try to stop the Re'ness.”



I was met by silence, “I need armor, now!”



And Morris started snapping out orders as Titania appeared by my side. I prompted, “I assume they let you in this time? I'd wager a guess Chip has been keeping them apprised of the situation.”



“Indeed, Knith Shade of Beta-Stack.” She handed me a small box that looked to be completely constructed of coherent spellwork. “Now it is up to you to do your part and ensure the Re'ness have an extraordinarily bad day... Uniter.”



No sooner had I donned what smelled like a Dwarf's Mark 7 armor and it reconfigured to fit me and the dizziness of the helmet interfacing with my surface thoughts, then I was bouncing over some men in Zero-G in obsidian armor in the Trunk, who were firing weapons that rivaled the ones on the Megolith suits even though they were multiple times smaller toward a shimmering energy barrier in front of the Eurag'glith.



I turned but Titania had already teleported back the way she had come. I don't think I'll ever get used to that.





Chapter 13 – I'm Nobody



As I engaged my mag-boots on the deck so I didn't drift away, I had to shield my eyes for a moment before the helmet's visor darkened to filter out the blinding display of power from the black ops weapons which were slamming into the energy barrier with no effect other than the shockwaves rebounding and almost throwing me off my feet again. If I hadn't been anchored, I would have been blasted away and into the voluminous expanse of the cavernous Trunk.



A small group of people of various races, showing varying degrees of infection, with slimy scales evident on their skin, were walking calmly behind the barrier and into the waiting vessel beyond. They typed in a code at what we were calling the main airlock door, and it opened and they stepped in, closing it behind them.



I exhaled in resignation as five Enforcers in the towering Megolith suits landed by the group and immediately started adding their firepower to the ongoing cacophony of magic-boosted energy blasts. I noted a group of Greater Fae Firstborns standing back in their gravity fields, shaking their heads.



Smirking at the two who stood in the front of the group I pushed through the relentless shockwaves to them and was relieved when the pressure waves seemed to part around them and I stumbled momentarily in the standard gravity in front of the familiar Winter and Summer Fae.



“Horace, Isabella.” I inclined my head slightly.



The two smirked right back at me.



Just as Horace is 'the' Firstborn of the Firstborns of Queen Mab, Isabella isn't just one of the thirteen Firstborns of Queen Titania, but 'the' Firstborn. She is soon to be the Summer Maiden, the reciprocal of my wife, the Winter Maiden, and first in line of succession to rule the Summer Court when her mother steps down.



Horace said as his eyes scanned the useless display of aggression beyond me, “You seem none the worse for wear for being among the infected, Shade.”



I rolled my eyes at the man. He was growing on me and I could see why Mab entrusted him with her location. I turned to the Fae Lady, “What are you doing here, Isabella?”



She said in her usual aristocratic tone laced with a touch of that offhanded insanity all the most powerful of the Greater Fae except my Rory displayed at times, “Yes, it is good to see you too, Knith Shade, I'm well, it is good of you to inquire.”



“Smartass.” I looked back, “Here for the fireworks?” I looked back from the Megaliths to that group that seemed to have even better tech than the Ready Squadron, whose magi-tech equipment was years ahead of the Brigade. They had to be something new since they weren't mobilized for the Battle of the Trunk, nor the New Guards' attack on the Capitol in recent years. But to keep a secret fighting force from the public... that sent up many red flags. Mother almost whispered in my head since she was hearing my surface thoughts through the older helmet neural scanner, “Already drilling down into it, Knith. This is against dozens of compacts and the World's Constitution.”



Isabelle shared, “I don't know what they possibly think they can accomplish. If eight of the elite forces of the Divided Court's magic couldn't breech the alien shield technology, I don't know what these military types believe they can accomplish here. That barrier is impassable.”



I held a finger up. “Hold that thought. You need to get those idiots out of here and see to it this section is cleared and get the blast doors down to seal it off. There's a good chance that the Worldship is going to get torn up if that vessel retreats into space if I fuck this all up.”



Horace prompted, “What are you talking about, Shade? You...” Then he went silent as I strode forward, holding my breath as I hesitated at the energy barrier, then swiped my hand through it. I looked back with a grin to the shocked Greater Fae. It had gotten the attention of the two fighting forces who had been wasting their firepower on the supposedly unbreakable shield as their constant fire barrage dwindled to nothing.



I exhaled and called back to them, “Wish me luck,” and I took a long stride forward, feeling a warbling tingle across my skin as I passed through the barrier to the other side.



The Commander was on coms, “Ok, Captain, the next step is...”



“Comm... you... ing up. ...an you re... t?” I mentally switched his channel to muted as Mother chuckled. I didn't need to have anyone backseat driving this. As a matter of fact... Mother started up a bass thumping edgy song from the archaeological music archives called, Wild Boys by a band named twice, Duran Duran. With a mental thought, she amped up the volume and broadcast it over coms as I bobbed my head to the catchy beat.



I got to the door and cleared one channel and lowered the music volume for me, “Doc, tell me you have some of your particular brand of magic here for me.”



“Ok, now lass, if the Re'ness hasn't locked us out of our systems, the entry code is a simple rotating numeric sequence of the square root of the prime of the next prime up from the most recent displayed number on the pad.”



I looked at it, and on the display was 54.507 so I did the mental math, which wasn't my strong suit. Then started to type in the square of the next prime 54.763 when Doc started, “Ok the next prime is 2999, and the sq...”



“Come on man, do you think I'm as dimwitted as the Fae do? Sure I can't calculate intercept trajectories on three axis down to the hundredth decimal in an instant like you brainy types and the Fae can do, but I did pass basic math.” Barely, I mean, who needs to use Quantum Enridiax Geometry in real life? I've never needed it once in my almost sixty years.



“Sorry... force of habit with some of those who claim ta be engineers in this new time I was thawed out in.”



I entered the code and nothing happened. I shared, “We're locked out.”



“Hold tight and we'll...”



I stopped him. “No need, I've got a master key here. Mother will relay my feeds to Control in a moment.”



“You're clear, Knith,” Mother shared. Then I pulled out the little box, thrumming with power and I prompted, “Need some help here with the lock, Loki... and no, that is not me accepting your power inside me.”



The panicked-looking Fae behind me must have recognized the dense spellwork that made up the box or maybe the power signature as with a whisper of his boundless power, the pad turned green and the door cycled. “Thanks, buddy.” I could sense the Artifact's amusement with me, and also its curiosity it always had about me to never accept its power to create and destroy.



I stuffed him back into a belt pouch beside the harmonica that was anything but, then slipped inside, drawing an MMG, and snicked out the incredibly sharp and deadly sword in the other, the Elven runes etched on it glowing brightly in this close proximity to Loki.



I was surprised there was gravity in the ship where there hadn't been before, This was new.



“Ok, Mother, which way?” Coms crackled but there was no response.



My heads-up display showed my connection was severed, but a moment later I heard her again stating, “Can you hear me now, Knith? We had to switch to Quantum FTL coms. A scatter field was just raised that started jamming all frequencies inside the vessel somehow.”



“I've got you five by five, welcome back. So they know I'm here then. That's going to complicate things a bit. Can you display their last known locations you scanned before they started jamming?”



A new screen bloomed in my peripheral that had a three-dimensional scan of the amalgam vessel with a few dead spots where the materials of the alien vessels prevented a scan. There were a few in various locations on the massive ship, but most seemed congregated in one section. “That is the Re'ness vessel, Knith. According to the energy output, they seem to be recharging the systems on board.”



My eyes widened... “Mother, display the Eurag'glith and the Re'ness vessel relative to the Trunk's hull.” The image bloomed on the other side of my vision. I felt a cold sweat dripping down my face. Their vessel was outside the breech, and if they were siphoning power to make their ship operational... they meant to detach from the main body of the Eurag'glith and make a run for it.



I cranked the music again and started running through the twisting maze of corridors as my feet pounded on the deck plates in time with the beat, twisting and turning as I avoided the locations of the various infected who were at power relay points between various vessels as I ran. I thought to Mother, “I wish you were able to scan for the silicon signatures inside the ship, I almost ran into two of them back there.”



Truth be told, my pulse has been racing and I've been on the verge of panic since I stepped inside. If I couldn't pull this off, I was beyond screwed.



“If I knew what you are planning, maybe I can lend assistance. We all assumed you'd be confronting the aliens.”



“All in good time, I've got to make sure they can't tear you apart in their escape, Mother.”



“Your feeds show that you're heading for the chamber the Forge Artifact was discovered in, Knith.”



I nodded to myself. That was where Chip had run the conglomeration of vessels, so was connected to every ship and every system there. When I asked Titania to get Loki for me, this was my intent. I informed her as I checked to be sure the last corridor to my destination was clear. I hate to admit it, but I missed Graz's presence in situations like this. She could go unseen and undetected to verify the way is clear when I didn't have access to detailed scans and visual feeds from Mother.



This entire section was clear, as it didn't resemble anything vital to the ship's operation as the adjacent rooms, to the best of our guesses, were sleeping cabins for whatever alien beings who built this particular vessel in the jigsaw of ships.



I stepped up to the door and looked around, licking my lips in nervous anticipation, holstering my MMG, and took one last look around before reaching up to place my hand on the large three-fingered pad at the door, and slipped in the instant it opened, my blade in front of me as I swept the room with my eyes to clear it.



I glanced back up and touched the palm pad, sealing the door. The aliens here must have been close to eight feet tall or more, and I wondered aloud, “The palm pad resembles the Re'ness' hands, only bigger. I wonder if our uninvited guests are a smaller sub-species to the aliens who built this vessel?



“Unlikely, Knith. It is a statistical probability that various life forms can develop similar physical traits in a virtually endless number of star systems. The Re'ness have more than a few similarities to the various races on the World. Bipedal, roughly hominid, hands with dexterous fingers, the list goes on.”



Nodding, seeing her point, she added with a sly tone, “Not to mention according to Chip, this race died out a billion years before the Re'ness came to be.”



“You could have led with that.”



“Where would the fun be in that?”



“Hush woman, and put Doc on if you would be so kind.”



A moment later, Pete was saying as I pulled Loki's containment box out of my pouch, “I'm here, Knith. Everyone is standin' around by Gamma listening in on you two banter like a couple of birds with a worm.”



Mother Fairy humper, my cheeks heated, not realizing everyone could hear after I had Mother mute them all. I pushed my embarrassment aside and prompted, “Can you access any of the controls yet? Since I'm in here with my FTL coms on?”



He exhaled in frustration, “No, it doesn't work like that. With that energy barrier surrounding the ship, we're dead in the water.”



“Ok, I'm going to shut them down momentarily, but do not... I repeat, do not let those doom troopers or the Brigade storm the vessel. We need the doors sealed for what I have in mind. Has the Trunk been evacuated just in case? If I fail, send everything we have to stop them.”



I could hear Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth in a faraway tone as if he were speaking loudly to be heard over Doc's coms, “What do you mean, you're going to shut them down, Captain Knith Shade of the Brigade? If the Sappers, engineers, and Peter McClain, Integrated Systems Engineer's Mate first class, can't determine a course of action, how can you possibly believe you can?”



It was easy to tell the Gnome was stressing, he had slipped back into his habit of calling everyone their full name and titles again. It was an odd idiosyncrasy of Gnomes, which is why he insisted everyone call him Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth, or Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth for short.



I didn't ascribe to that and had broken him of the habit for the most part, by being annoying to him and showing my stubborn and rebellious streak, “Hello Korny. Well, it isn't going to be me, exactly. I brought a friend, and we're about to ensure the Re'ness has a bad day. I'm exhausted and just want to go home and get some sleep. Once the barriers are down, I'm likely going to be doing my least favorite thing. So I'd appreciate it if Ready Squadron was on standby by the Trunk just in case?”



The man of short stature grumped out, “That's Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth.”



Doc hushed him, “Yes yes, man. We're all impressed with your lineage, but it's quite the mouthful, dont'cha think, Korny my man?” Then before the familiar argument could resurface he prompted, “The call is being sent now, What do you need from me, Knith?”



It would likely take months in contact with me for my partial magic immunity to dissolve the dense, complex spellcraft Titania had woven around the Artifact with but a thought... one of the reasons both she and Mab scare me senseless, being able to do something no other Fae except possibly Oberon, Caity, and Rory could, in an instant was a terrifying example of why you would not wish to get on the bad side of the Queens.



As soon as I stated, “I need you to regain control of the airlocks. Ping me when you do.”



“Mom, you're not going to...” My daughter started, just to be cut off by Aurora.



“Cait, let your mother work. It is what she does. It is what makes her the hero of my heart.” Then in a complete reversal, she was speaking to me in a cold tone, “Why must you tilt at windmills, my Knith? What if the Ready Squadron isn't able to...”



I said plainly, “I love you too, Rory. I plan on being home soon and sleeping at least a full day and night with you. This is just a worst-case scenario in case I can't stop the Re'ness before it becomes necessary.”



For reasons I'm not entirely sure why my instincts were telling me to touch what looked like a ring of Celtic knots in the middle of all the spellwork on the box. I pressed a thumb to it and the spell-work went into motion, spinning and lighting, and pulsing as an iris opened in the circle and the light of creation came streaming out.



I held it away from me, so the light spilled anywhere but onto me, mesmerizing me and showing me all of life, creation, entropy, destruction, and the yawning void both came from. I know from experience, maybe too many times, that it is both beautiful and terrible and can undo a mortal being who stares into its depths for too long. “Hey, cut it out, you jerk!” The light muted to a gentle glow and I swear I could feel amusement emanating from it. “Yeah, yeah, you're amusing. Now let's focus on the task at hand, shall we? Or my light may be extinguished and I won't be able to share my existence with you nor be the Uniter you need to find the other shards of you.”



Doc was asking, “Who are you speakin' to, Knith?



I looked around the virtually destroyed room that had been Chip's resting place for countless eons in its search for other fragments of the Forge while I replied distractedly, “As I said, I brought a friend.” I turned the box upside down and shook Loki into my gauntleted hand. He pulsed his indignity. I heard various gasps around him when everyone at the mobile command center gasped.



I looked up through the ceiling that was blown through, scattering debris around the deck. Chip had drifted for longer than I can comprehend, before against unimaginable odds, it impacted a derelict vessel from a long-dead race, tearing a path through its superstructure before its momentum was spent and it came to rest in this cabin.



Now here in what almost looked like a nest of cables, conduits, and streaming energy couplers, Chip commanded the vessel and all the others it attached to the hull, using various alien technologies to speed up its search for it's kin. And I wasn't about to bring Caity into harm's way for Chip to reassert control, thus... Loki.



I bent down in front of the nest and held Loki out, impressing upon him, “The Re'ness are diverting power from all the vessels to re-energize its ship. If they are successful, they could end all these entities on board the Worldship that you share existence with. We need to prevent them from getting the power they need, and lock out any access to the controls to override computer control.”



The Artifacts communicated differently than us, and Loki likely already knew everything I did, extracting it as well as every thought and memory I've ever had or will have, the words were for me to focus on to give him my intent. Cait can speak directly with them, being a pseudo Artifact herself, with one embedded in her very being, which is what kept her alive when she had been on the brink of death.



He pulsed understanding and I placed him in the nest, and all the connections seemed to reach for him and a moment later, a pulse of magic went out from him, rippling through the ship, causing my eyes and ears to start bleeding. This always happened whenever a magic shockwave passed through me. Magic burn unique to me.



And a moment later the entire Eurag'glith powered down. I started to drift without the artificial gravity field in complete darkness for a moment until emergency lighting and systems blinked back on, bathing everything in a sickly orange light. I engaged my mag-boots as somewhere deep in the bowels of the ship, I could hear a distant screaming hiss of rage.



I asked, “That's it?” He pulsed, giving the impression of an affirmative, so I quickly pulled him from the nest and slipped him back through the hole in the box and it sealed itself. “Doc?”



“You did it, Knith! The energy barriers have all dropped. Accessin' our interface now, gainin' control of each system. I'll ping when we have control of the airlocks.”



I grunted affirmative then looked at the little box as I slipped it back into my belt pouch and said to it, “We've got a pest problem, time to go on the hunt.” I looked at one of my helmet cams, “Mother?”



She selected a gritty song from the archives named Misery from a group named Imagine Dragons. I had to grin at that since I had two very close friends who were dragons, Firewyrms to be exact. I steeled myself and then slipped back out into the corridor, and started playing the music through my public address system, cranking the volume to maximum as I drew my MMG again.



Then I ran, mag boots clomping on the deck plates as I banged on the walls and doors, and any debris in the maze of halls, yelling at the top of my lungs as the music boomed, giving me the mental boost I needed as I drew all the Re'ness to me like some sort of space-age Pied Piper.



As I approached the Re'ness vessel according to Mother's display, I could hear shouts and some hissing howls. They were coming... showtime. I just hoped there weren't any more fully converted, final-stage infected in the group. I knew I'd have my hands full with just the one.



I prompted, “Mother, can you track their movement now that the energy barriers are down?”



“I normally wouldn't be able to except in proximity to any equipment from the World that our people have installed. But with the power to the Eurag'glith shut down, I can only track motion as I am not integrated into the ship's systems to do more. I cannot distinguish between carbon-based or silicon-based life forms unless they are near any of our tech with built-in scanners.”



Chuckling, I assured her, “Well I think it is safe to assume that anything in here that is moving beside me is likely infected.”



“Fair point, scanning. I detect twenty-three distinct sources of motion in the vessels, though I cannot determine which level they are on without lateral scanners. But then again, as you indicated, since they are all converging on your location, they are likely on your level now. Thirty seconds before the first ones arrive. There are three inside the Re'ness ship heading toward the airlock, twelve seconds until arrival.”



I was not liking these odds, but I needed them all in one spot. I just prayed to the gods of the cosmos that the airlocks throughout the Eurag'glith were on emergency power like they were on the Worldship. Just then, as if he heard my silent prayer, there was a ping on coms and airlock control was flashing in my heads-up display. I whispered to myself, “Thank you Doc, you beautiful man.”



Stepping back ten steps, I started a run as fast as my unnatural speed, enhanced by my armor, could carry me, leaping forward at the Re'ness airlock door at the odd organic-looking hull of its vessel as I deactivated my mag boots. I blinked at the airlock control in my heads-up display and the door sort of pulled back as if it were alive, solidifying my observation it looked somehow organic.



I was already firing my MMG as two Re'ness and someone close to chrysalis stage was frozen in a moment of surprise. That was what I had planned on as I corkscrewed past them all. Felling the infected, and royally pissing the other two the hells off. One looks as if the four hits from the MMG had dazed it, I'd have to up the power again to have any hope of taking them down... but I'd only get one, maybe two shots off in overload.



All I needed to do was keep them off me until I had them all together. The two full Re'ness gave pursuit, scrabbling along the walls, overheads, and deck with their long limbs and tails. That gave me a small measure of relief, they weren't used to maneuvering in Zero-G, and I've trained in it for coming on forty years now.



I turned to continue toward what I assumed was the engineering section according to the maps our scholars and engineers had loaded in the database I was combing through in a virtual space above my three-hundred-and-sixty-degree tactical view. It was likely that is where they were siphoning off power from the other vessels to recharge their power plants.



I twisted after boosting myself faster forward with my armor's small gas thrusters that weren't as robust as in my new Mark 9's, but beggars can't be choosers. My armor was currently sealed in a quarantine bag in a stasis chamber somewhere. These Mark 7's had to do. Then I swiped my blade through the air in the green-tinted corridor, deflecting the piece of equipment the more clear-headed alien had torn off the wall and hurled at me with enough force to have broken my spine even with my armor.



“Good arm, lizard boy, but not good enough. Catch me if you can.”



It looked surprised I had known it was coming, not knowing the beauty of my Armor's tactical capabilities. That had me wondering, not for the first time if any of the host's mind was left after full conversion, and if the aliens had access to the hosts' memories until then.



It called after me as it and his companion struggled and scrabbled to keep up, “It is useless, creature, you have trapped yourself “



That shocked me that it was almost flawless Common it was speaking. I shot back, “I've heard that before. Say, your Ship's Common is improving exponentially since our Sprite friend kicked your ass up one side and down the other just a few minutes ago,” I tested my theory, “are you learning it through your hosts, or...”



It hissed and growled, “The Re'ness doesn't need any creature's mind. The Re'ness is all, and once I bring more of myself, your great ship will fall to us.”



I taunted with a hand as we burst into a huge space that had what I could only assume was some sort of reactor core in it that resembled an elongated sphere, roughly egg-shaped, with countless large pieces of equipment and machinery that all looked organic to me as well.



A moment later I was struck from the side in a sneak attack from a third full Re'ness who had been waiting for this ambush and I cursed my lack of sleep for slowing my reflexes and mind. I knew they didn't just share a hivemind but were of one mind. Of course, this one knew I was approaching and the others just herded me into it like a group of predators funneling some prey into a kill box.



It was all I could do to get the blade up against me when the alien wrapped all of its arms and tail around me and started to crush, the warning alarms and damage alerts sounding as I found it hard to breathe in the vise-like grip. I didn't panic for some odd reason. I had gone calm, the fear that was consuming me since I entered the vessel was pushed back to a low buzz as the music cut out.



With all my strength I yanked down and out on the hand-wrought Elven blade and listened to it shriek and hiss in pain as I severed the arm that was crushing the blade against me. Slimy, bluish-grey ichor and scales drifted away in a messy arc with the arm as I twisted and kicked with both feet into the Re'ness' chest to push us apart.



It was faster though and caught my leg with its good arm and yanked me back toward it. It opened its lizard-like mouth, showing all its jagged fangs as it pulled me to it. I blinked in realization that it meant to bite my head off.



Well, fuck that! I jammed my MMG into its mouth to the back of its throat and fired on full maximum overload, discharging the entire magitech power pack into it. There was a buzz and a muffled pop as part of its spine blew out from the force of the energy discharge, sending the dead alien drifting away from me as the others came to a stop in apparent shock, seeing one of its virtually decapitated bodies spiraling off to bounce off a big piece of equipment as I dropped the now useless MMG.



After a few heartbeats where I was trying to rein in the adrenaline flowing through my veins, I didn't need to act on the impulses it fueled. I needed to keep a clear head. Then I realized they weren't waiting in shock, they were waiting for the reinforcements who started flowing into the engine room, all making their way around me to box me in from all sides, even above me.



They acted like pack hunters, and that seemed almost absurd to me that the Re'ness was a pack of one. I thought as I warily looked around, “Mother?”



“Not yet, Knith... almost. Twenty seconds before the last of them arrive.”



Mother Fairy humper, they were moments from attacking. If they swarmed me, it would all be over. I folded the sword away into its little cube and placed it back in my belt pouches and pulled out a small marble of lumpy, polished plasti-ceramic Graz' kids made for me out of scraps they found around the World. To them, it was a ball, and they wanted me to have it so I could have fun and play when I was feeling sad. I carry it with me everywhere, just like the harmonica. I wasn't about to throw it out, the kids made it for me.



I looked at the two full Re'ness and said, “I wouldn't get any closer, I've just activated this Grazzer anti-personnel, suicide grenade Mark III. If I release it, it will go off like a three-megaton nuclear fission blast.”



They all stopped inching toward me, a part of me was immensely relieved that they didn't have the knowledge from those they converted to know how much Fairy shit I was shoveling their way.



One of the lizard aliens flicked out not one, but two forked tongues. “You lie, creature. I taste no fissionable materials on the air, and see no power eliminating from the device.” It blinked all of its eyes one at a time in a disconcerting manner.



“Do you want to bet the lives of your newly acquired bodies here on that assumption? This is one of the most deadly magitech devices our elite warrior caste, the Twinkleians have ever devised, using the magic of the most powerful Fae aboard the Leviathan.”



Mother whispered in my head, “Five seconds.”



The alien cocked its head as it stopped its drifting with a clawed hand on a piece of equipment. “The power the strong creatures were using? I could detect no energy sources on their persons, and it defied logic. You will tell me about that technology. How does it work?”



The others arrived and the others adjusted to let them into their spherical formation around me. I said to it, “You will never know. And with the entire Worldship immune to your bio-weapon contagion in the next few hours, you have no reason to ever face us again. Because if you do, you'll find out just how much the Fae were holding back with their magic, not wishing to harm the hosts.”



“Who are you to lay down ultimatums, creature?”



“Who me? I'm Nobody.”



They all bristled and two of them spoke as one in a hissing, grating tone, “The Re'ness...”



“Yeah, yeah. The Re'ness is all. If you're so all-encompassing, can you tell me what popping the cork means?”



They all cocked their heads in freaky unison, and I apologized to the kids in my head and sent the command as I released the marble and activated my mag-boots just as every airlock facing the vacuum of space cycled open as I said, “Pop.”



The servos in my armor, as well as the muscles and tendons in my legs, were all stressing beyond their design limits as I leaned into the raging torrent of air and debris being sucked out into space in the violent explosive decompression. And I heard the desperate hissing screams of the infected as they were sucked out along with everything else until there wasn't enough atmosphere to carry the sound.



The full Re'ness, who hadn't fully recovered from multiple MMG blasts went tumbling out as well, slamming into the airlock frame and its back snapping as it was bent backward at an unnatural angle as it spun off to drift forever in cold, hard vacuum.



That left the last Re'ness, who had snagged a metallic-looking crate that was strapped to the deck, with one of its clawed hands, it's tail wrapping around the box.



I muttered to Mother, “Mab's tits, I didn't want to have to do this for once. Ready Squadron better be... ummm... ready.”



She actually tittered. Are AIs supposed to titter? And she shared, “You must be tired if that was the best snark you could muster, Knith.”



I exhaled and closed my eyes a second then reopened them as I centered myself, “See you on the other side, Mother. Alleyoop!” And I deactivated my mag-boots as the armor reconfigured into its tougher EVA mode I and went rocketing toward the last Re'ness, firing all my armor's gas maneuvering thrusters. I hit him like a missile, tearing his grip off the box as I oofed from the impact, knowing I was going to be bruised heavily from the impact. And we tumbled out of the vessel and into space.



Just what I needed, yet another unscheduled and unwanted EVA. I was never going to hear the end of it. I started to report in, “Command, Knith Shade, the Eurag'glith has been cleared of Re'ness, I could use a ride out here if it isn't too much of a... What the hells?” Something wrapped around my leg, and as I looked down I saw the Re'ness had latched on to me with its tail. It looked enraged as it pulled itself to me with its claws slashing.



Its thrashing attacks at me and my blocking, had us spinning and tumbling in the vacuum of space, taxing my armor's ability to stabilize us, again and again. I noted how the alien who was currently trying to pull my head into its open maw, was slowing and weakening as the harsh environment of space started sapping his energy and heat. I would have succumbed already to it, but it appeared silicon life was more resilient.



It was all I could do to keep his face at arm's length, the servos in the armor and my muscles straining close to their breaking point as he snapped repeatedly inches from my helmet. My heart was virtually beating out of my chest. This wasn't part of my plan. Well, calling it a plan is giving it too much credit I suppose, but still, I wasn't anybody's alien chow.



I timed it as it snapped at me again and I released one hand, the other firmly gripping its unnaturally long neck, and I shot my hand forward as it opened its fang-filled jaws, the gauntlet breaking a couple of fangs as I grabbed one of its forked tongues and yanked back with all my might as its fangs clamped down on my gauntleted wrist.



Through the throbbing pain of those fangs clamping down on the micro-meteoroid strike-rated armor, and dragging along the nano-panels, failing to penetrate, I winced and cut back a gasp in response to the crushing pain. Then I tore its tongue out, and half a dozen more fangs shattered at the motion. The Re'ness recoiled in shocked pain, grappling me tighter.



The nano-panels of my gauntlet were sealing some surface damage the attempted bite had done, then I started repeatedly punching its head, in the middle of all the eyes. “Get... off... of... me!”



In a short hiss of static, a voice came over my helmet's coms in an almost purring yowl, “Hello, Knith. I was told Ready Squadron needed to pick up some Brigade debris. What are you doing out here again, woman?”



I sighed in resignation as I tried punching the Re'ness' arms to make it release me. Of course, it had to be my neko-modded ex, Myra, “Not now, Kitty Cat, a little busy out here.”



She made her hissing chuckle. “I'll wait.”



Without warning I released the alien's neck, causing its head to jerk toward mine as I slammed my helmet forward with everything I had left. The visor cracked in three places and the helmet was screeching vacuum exposure alarms before it went about re-configuring the nano-panels to repair it.



It was stunned, fluids and scales were slung off into space, one of its eyes completely crushed, losing its grip on me and flailing backward. It held me only with its tightening tail as it recovered and started to pull itself to me again as we drifted past the A-Ring, the day-lights had just illuminated, signaling a new day on the World.



That's when the Re'ness' head just simply exploded with a burst of high powered magic enhanced energy, its body going limp as it drifted away from me, its tail releasing me. My thrusters spun me toward the Ready Squadron fighter hovering just a few yards away, “Mab's tits, Myra, you could have killed me.”



She chuckled again, “Not likely, lady, I shoot smaller targets out of space all the time before they can strike the Leviathan. Besides, I got tired of waiting while you played around.”



I sputtered, “Played around? I was fighting for my life you demented cat!”



“Your natural state, got it. Now if you're done feeling sorry for yourself, get aboard and we'll get you to the safety of the World.”



I hesitated, “Wait. Have you had the inoculation yet? I'm completely covered in the pathogen slime.”



“No, I have not, I'll just keep you sealed in the airlock until we dock, then the brainy types can decontaminate the airlock before I depart.” I was about to argue, I was not about to risk the Ready Squadron's best pilot... and a friend, but she had other plans as her docking airlock cycled open her vessel smoothly twisted and swooped, scooping me up inside of it.



As I slammed into the back wall, I muttered, “Ow.” Which just elicited another chuckle from her.



“Buckle up.”



“Wait!” I hit the back wall again as she took off like a bat out of hells and in a twisting turn rocketed us back toward the Worldship, toward... home. I was so very tired.



Aaaand that's when Mother decided to unmute the commander and about thirty other people who were trying to get me to report on what happened. Fuck me sideways and space me naked.





Epilogue



A week from what all the news networks were reporting on their waves as, “The Day of the Re'ness”, things were going back to normal on the World. Every citizen had been given the vaccine, and President Yang declared today as Exodus Day for this year only. She still hasn't answered the questions the Brigade and Congress are asking about the secret forces that had magitech and firepower better than the Brigade had. Maybe we don't want the answers, but the Genie can't be put back in the bottle.



My family opted to not attend the celebration at the Capitol this time, instead opting for a much smaller gathering of family than we had the first time. I stood by the wall, sulking as everyone was watching the news waves in the seating area of the large open space of the Nursery, House Shade, by the central waterfall which quiets by magic when the huge entertainment console is active.



They've been playing the same thing for the past couple days once the government released select footage of the entire Re'ness incident. The one my traitorous family was playing over and over, rewinding to watch was the one from an external camera on the A-Ring that was tracking me as I fought the grappling alien while we drifted past. Then the unmistakable silhouette of a sleek Ready Squadron fighter gracefully swooping with precision flying to hover near us and...



“This reporter has never seen a more heroic and skilled pilot as Commander Myra Udriel of the Ready Squadron. Her pinpoint shot in the treacherous environment of space, saved the helpless Brigade Enforcer from the clutches of one of the alien beings who infected our people, ending the threat to the World. We are reaching out to sources for the name of the Enforcer to get their take on Commander Udriel's heroic rescue. Until then, this is Ivan Tracher with...”



I tuned out as my overly amused looking wife sidled up to me and wrapped her arms loosely around my waist, biting her lower lip to devastating effect on my solubility as I warmed on reflex. “What is it, my Knith?”



I pouted, “I wasn't helpless and didn't need any rescuing... I almost had it. The bastard was starting to succumb to the effects of hard vacuum. It is all the medical efforts to find a cure, that amazing footage of Graz' fight inside the bulkheads, and Myra blasting the Re'ness, not a single mention of my contribution.”



She was all grins, causing me to grin back and roll my eyes at myself as she teased, “Yes, my brave and strong Enforcer. Don't pretend you do it for the recognition, it is your calling, as much as I would prefer my mate not risk her life on a daily basis so that the people of the Leviathan can be safe and secure. And besides, who cares about any of that? You've got me.” She stole a quick kiss, her icy lips sizzling on Summer's fire on my lip. Then the tease added, “Though Myra is growing on me...”



“Hey, woman!” I chuckled and kissed her lightly on each eyelid, then teased right back, “You'd be all happy right up until you found hairballs in bed.”



We exchanged a look and I swallowed in want at the look in her eyes that told me she shared the same heated thoughts I did.



Then she drifted back to the others who were laughing as Mir called out, “Again! It almost looked like Knith shit her pants on that one.”



Graz landed on my shoulder and I turned to see what had her attention in the corner. Her children, all adult Sprites now, being refereed by Twinkle in a game that had no apparent rules as they buzzed through the air in streaks of sifting dust tossing the tiny, marble sized balls that looked so big in their hands. Caity giggling along as she watched the display.



I bought the balls for them from an Elvish craftsman. He says they were made of an isoprene polymer he called rubber. They were bouncier than any balls I had ever had as a child, and the kids were now dive-bombing the deck, releasing the balls at terminal velocity to see who could bounce them higher. Sprite, Fairy, and even a few Pixie children whose numbers have been growing here in House Shade over the past couple of years, were all squealing and darting around in the air, trying to catch the bouncing balls.



I told the kids that I lost the ball they made for me, but that it had saved my life and countless others on the World. So I had these special balls commissioned for them. They seem to be a hit.



We just watched the people most important to us celebrating for a bit, then I looked at a supremely happy looking Graz, her Greater Sprite skin markings glowing a cheerful orgashish-gold. Then I asked quietly, “Longleaf of the T'hal Rangers?” I just wanted to understand.



“Not that person.”



Mother prompted just as quietly from my wrist console, “Really?”



Graz's color shifted a little yellowish red, as she seemed to think for a moment before being more serious than she has ever been with me. “Hypothetically, if you were a person who fought a war unending, everyone you love being systematically killed off, so you rise up against your oppressors... then you fight and kill and do the unspeakable so that those under your protection can survive. So much so that you lose track of all those killed at your hands over three centuries... would you want to be reminded of it?”



I nodded understanding, swallowing at the anguish in her eyes, “And the rebellion before Exodus?”



“Hypothetically, if you were this person, you'd owe a debt to the Elves who finally helped free all your people from starvation and being forever hunted, that you could never repay. So when they put out a call for help themselves, how could you ignore that call? Hypothetically, of course.”



I repeated, not knowing what more I could do, “Hypothetically.”



She changed the topic, “And aw man. You got your ass kicked without me. No fair, Knith.”



We chuckled together with Mother and wondered if there was ever an Exodus Day celebration in history that went so historically wrong.



Only on a Worldship called Leviathan.



The End
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Sample chapter of my urban fantasy, romantic comedy, Elfed In New York: Intern...



Chapter 1 – Day One



Running around my room, I grabbed my cell off the charger and my shoulder bag and slipped my LaunPad Tablet into it. Dad called up from downstairs in his deep baritone, “Kia, come on, we have to get going if I'm going to get a good spot.”



“Coming dad!” I darted out of my cluttered room, navigated the discarded clothing, from my earlier panic trying to decide what to wear for my first day, with practiced ease. I slid to a stop as I passed through the doorway and took a step back in to check myself again in the full-length mirror beside the door that was partially obscured by all the sticky notes and articles from my research.



Checking out the loose white blouse and jeans again, I started to second-guess the casual look. Should I be wearing a suit? The studio didn't tell me if there was a dress code when they called late last night to tell me they wanted me to fill the open intern slot if I could make it in the next day at six in the morning. Talk about short notice.



I babbled out thank you's and affirmations in an excited high pitched tone that may have reached supersonic, ending with a lame, “You won't regret this.” Though I'm pretty sure they had already hung up by then, leaving me admonishing myself. “Dweeb out much Kia?”



This was the first step to me getting my dream job as a New York Channel 3 investigative reporter. It's what I've been aspiring to the last six years to get my bachelor's degree as a broadcast journalism major at Havashire. Yes, I said six years, not four. Even though Havashire University is just a step above the community college I started in, we couldn't afford tuition at times so I had taken a year off a couple of times until my family was in better financial straits.



I looked back on the floor to the cheap navy blue pantsuit we picked up at Marsha's, the secondhand shop at the end of the block, but was startled by mom calling from their bedroom across the hall, “Killishia Abigail Renner, don't keep your father waiting.”



“Gah!” I took one last look, ran a hand through the red hair I hated. It was so... well so straight, bland, and flat to me, it wouldn't have killed the powers that be to have given me some body in it would it have? “Going, mom.”



I waved through the open door opposite mine where mom was tucked in looking toasty and sleepy. “Bye mom, love you!” She and the rest of the Jackson Heights here in Queens wouldn't be getting up for another few hours. Such was the curse of dad's job.



Between dad's truck and mom's work as a seamstress down in the tailoring co-op in the warehouse just a few blocks away, we barely made ends meet. I did all sorts of odd jobs and day work between classes to supplement our income and pay for my classes on a piecemeal basis. So this position, a paid internship, was a godsend in many ways, not just furthering my career.



She called after me as I slid down the banister and leapt over the sleeping mass of fur at the base of the stairs, “Love you too, see you tonight sweetie.”



Barney lifted his head, smacking his jowls and yawning over the commotion. Our big shaggy sheepdog, who I had found on the street five years ago, starving and with a broken leg was anything but active. I smiled as he put his head down to go back to sleep. If we had known how huge he was going to get, too huge for our tiny two-story shotgun house, we would have... ok, we still would have kept him. He's family now.



I slipped under dad's arm where he was holding the front door open. I pirouetted and weaved as I almost ran into Garcia and Teesha's bikes and toys they had left on our shared porch. Then teetered on a toe at the edge of the steps as I noted there was a carpet roll laying diagonally across them. The Lopez's had started the demolition of their living room when a safety inspector found rotted floorboards due to moisture they can't pinpoint the source of yet.



Spinning on my toe, and redirecting my momentum, I leapt over the carpet to land on the little concrete walk. I've always been swift and nimble my whole life, it was the only thing that saved me in gym class. You'd think a book nerd like me wouldn't have any physical prowess at all, but you'd be wrong.



Dad stepped out after me and cocked a brow, his piercing green eyes twinkling in amusement. I got his eyes, but I would have killed to have mom's crystal blue eyes. I mean, I loved Dad's eyes, they almost glowed, but how clich was the red hair and green eyes I was saddled with?



He rumbled with a slight smirk, “Hyper much, Kia?” Then he calmly stepped over the clutter on the porch and walked down the stairs by the railing to miss the carpet entirely. Then he leaned down to lift it with one hand to the standing position it was probably in before the wind or something knocked it down.



I slugged his arm at the teasing. Then I was rolling my eyes when I saw the curtains across the street move. Seriously? It's four-thirty in the morning, woman. I waved with an overly large smile on my face just to vex her and let her know we saw her snooping.



Mrs. Clemens, the excessively nosy widow across the street always watched everyone on the street at all hours of the day or night, usually in suspicion. I'm sure she suspected all her neighbors to be up to no good. Except dad. Like most of the women on the block, I'm pretty sure she had a thing for dad. Eww.



Don't get me wrong, objectively, dad was a really good-looking man. His dark hair coupled with his strong jaw and muscular build has set many a women's hearts atwitter. It was just so wrong though, I mean, he's my dad and it was just wrong to see the flirty smiles even girls my age, in their early twenties, gave him. Just eww.



He checked the EasyPass mounted on the windshield we'd need for the Queensboro. “Saddle up. Let's get this show on the road, shall we?” I shook my head at him, praying he didn't start up with the dad jokes he did just to embarrass me as we walked around the food truck to do a quick visual inspection. Dad licked his thumb and wiped some road dust off of the tabs on the license plate.



For how old the truck was, it was in great shape and the paint was well maintained. The better the truck looks, the more business. That's why he got a local graffiti artist to paint it last year for him. The Cyrus' Mediterranean Cuisine signage looked awesome as always.



He unlocked the back door and we headed inside. I had promised to help him do his prep work in exchange for a ride into the city. News 3 was just a few blocks from the strip he liked to try to get a parking spot in. The prime spaces were all filled by around six AM. As old Gertie rumbled to life, I held onto the galley rail in the back as I inventoried all the supplies and equipment, so we could be in and out when we reached the storage facility Dad kept the supplies at since we didn't have room in our tiny house or our tiny lot to store them.



I called things out and finished with, “And the secret spice shakers are all almost empty.”



He called back, “I keep meaning to refill them. Good catch, Itty Bit.”



“Daaaaad.”



He smirked as I slid into the passenger seat and buckled in as he turned toward Sam's Storage. “Oh forgive me, I forgot you wanted to sound grown-up. Miss Renner.”



“Daaaaad.”



Ok, he was just messing with me and we both knew it. It was just our normal... what the heck? As we pulled into the driveway of the run-down storage company, with its four rows of various sizes of storage lockers, we saw a huge banner was hanging on the sagging fence which was topped in rusted barbed wire.



It depicted a multistory building with “Coming Soon, the Havashire Business Center, reserve your space today.” Then it had a date a month from tomorrow as the groundbreaking.



I muttered, “Seriously? The Havashires? Don't the Elves own enough already? Now they're moving into our neighborhood?”



Dad shot me a look, eyes looking conflicted as he said, “I'm sure Sam has reasons for selling.”



I snorted and said, trying not to sound bitter, “I'm sure he did, like maybe the obscene amount of money they probably offered him for the land, or they found some dirt on him to leverage to convince him that selling was in his best interest. Wasn't he just railing a couple of months ago how he'd never sell out?”



He sighed at the old argument, then said patiently as only a father could, “They aren't that bad, your University is one of theirs.”



He knew the buttons to press to take the wind out of my sails. “Fine. I know they aren't all trying to buy up the world. It's just that the ones who do, don't care about the people or communities their businesses disrupt who ruffle my feathers.”



He closed his eyes for a second like he was centering himself. “Just... can you just promise me you'll keep an open mind about them? They're simply people and families trying to survive like everyone else, and they come in all shapes, sizes, and temperaments like the rest of us. They've always been here, working side by side with humans, hiding their nature because they feared what mankind would do if they realized that they weren't the only hominid race on Earth. There's bound to be an adjustment period as our two peoples assimilate with each other now that Elves are out.”



I sighed and nodded. “Ok. But so far, all I've seen is the entitled way they act. And how the two families seem hellbent on dividing the world between them.”



He sighed and said what I already knew, “There's more than two families. Being a budding journalist, shouldn't you know things like that?”



I smirked at his smirk. “Whatever. There are quite a few, though they won't confirm how many. But only two seem to matter as they appear to hold some sort of sway over the smaller families. They didn't have much information on their caste system in school.”



We got out at our unit and dad took a paper that was taped to the door, like on all the other doors as we drove past them. He chuckled. “Eviction notice.” I looked at it, and that's basically what it amounted to. We had until the end of the month to clear out our locker or the contents would be forfeit, so the new owners could level the lot to prepare for the groundbreaking of the new business center.



The only other affordable storage that had any open units was over in Brooklyn. We are always looking for more affordable spaces to save a few bucks. And that meant paying double for the month while we transfer the supplies to the other unit. We didn't have the funds for that. I wonder if I could get an advance on my pay to cover it. Not something you want to broach with a new employer on day one. At least I'm going to be making more than I was getting with temp work, so maybe we'll be ok.



With this hanging over us like a shadow, we didn't talk much until we crossed over the bridge into Manhattan. We'd be ok, right?
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