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Chapter 1 – Leprechaun
In all my years as a Brigade Enforcer here on the Worldship Leviathan, I've prided myself on my case closure record. As a Human in a world filled with magical beings, I've had to work twice as hard, train twice as much, and keep myself at my physical and mental prime just to compete with other Enforcers that are stronger, faster, and more intelligent.
Ever since it was suggested to President Yang by Queen Mab, the Winter Queen of the Unseelie Court of the Fae that I head up a liaison division of the enforcers to bridge the gap between the Fae and the rest of the world we all live inside, my professional life has been somewhat stunted. Well besides the odd attempted hijacking of the World here, or redirecting of a small moon-sized asteroid there that is.
Now I just solve squabbles between the Fae and the other races and smooth over everyone's hurt feelings or pride when they realize that life isn't fair when dealing with the Greater Fae, whose every move and every deal is twisted to favor them.
It makes my life in the Fae and Brigade Liaison Enforcers division; I cringe at the FABLE acronym; feel like a continual face palm as other races try to beat the Fae of the Divided Courts at their own game.
Even though the Greater Fae are cursed with a geas cast by King Oberon himself which makes it impossible for them to lie. But that is what makes the Fae the most skilled deceivers on the World, as they can twist the truth to make you believe anything without ever telling an actual lie.
I snorted at myself for calling FABLE a division since it consisted of myself, and my partner, Lieutenant Daniel Keller who is a seven-foot wall of furry muscle of a Grindle, who I'm embarrassed to say I always forget is there, running the office at the spoke terminal in the Beta-Stack A-Ring of the four counter-rotating ring stacks of the World.
Then I sighed when the Worldship's AI said in the helmet of my magi-tech enhanced Scatter Armor as I concentrated on flying my Tac-Bike above the road traffic in Irontown in Beta-C, my hometown, siren wailing and emergency lights strobing, “I'm on your team too, Knith.”
I growled out, “Mother, get out of my head. Remember, we talked about this, and I need to concentrate on flying right now.”
A small voice beside my ear squeaked, “Oh, you're doing that silent communication with your work wife again? Hiya Mother, whatcha two talking about?”
“Knith was thinking about how Lieutenant Keller is the only one on her team.”
“What the fairy humping heck? What about me? We're partners Knith.”
“I know, right? And she forgot me too.”
Exhaling as I inverted to make a corkscrewing turn through the factory district raised staging platforms where they received the raw processed ore from the smelting plants in the D-Ring, to try to cut off the Leprechaun in the Stinger luxury skiff we were pursuing. I grumped to the Sprite who was screaming now as she held onto my ear for dear life, “We're not partners, you flying menace. And I never forget you Mother, you always have my back, you are my World after all. So can the both of you, I don't know, zip it until I bind this slippery criminal by law?”
Graz harrumphed, “You're awful pushy for a Big.”
While Mother, sounding somehow smug, said, “Sorry, my bad.”
I couldn't help but chuckle. “My bad?”
She sounded almost embarrassed as she said, “I've been trying to incorporate more personable vocabulary to put the populace at ease now that I am a citizen like them. Doc said that that phrase goes a long way in that department.”
I sighed as I shot straight up above all the structures toward the sky-glass above to twist on the z-axis one hundred and eighty degrees, letting the centrifugal forces and gravity of the ring snap us back toward the street sharper than a hairpin turn as Graz was screaming again.
“Doc, huh? Beta share that with you?” I bit the inside of my cheek at the needling, it was fun to remind her that her rebellious avatar for the Beta Stack frequently shuts herself off from the rest of her main databanks, and is starting to develop her own personality even though she's still Mother. It's all so confusing to me.
“She, I, we... oh, you're just being mean, Knith. You know as confusing as it is for you, it confuses me more to be in multiple places with part of me not letting me in all the time.”
The inside view of my helmet projected in my VR space displayed Graz hanging her tongue out the side of her mouth and crossing her eyes as she made a looping motion with her finger beside her head. I snorted and then conveniently one of the circuits in the helmet shorted and sparked at the Sprite... or should I say Greater Sprite since Graz came out of her chrysalis?
She squeaked indignantly to Mother, “Hey you oversized tin can, watch it.”
Mother started, “Hush now, diminutive terror, the adults are...”
“Both of you. Stop!” I winced as I whipped us through the seedier area of Irontown near the outskirts of the city, accidentally shearing off an entertainment wave dish. That was going to come out of my stipend, though I swear it bent toward us, was that fairy shit for brains Leprechaun casting on us?
Graz muttered under her breath, “Did she just call me little?” I took one hand off the control yokes and slapped my helmet and grabbed the yoke again before we suffered an untimely fireball-induced death. That's an exaggeration since I know Mother would take control if I did something really stupid.
Graz spat out, “Ok, ok, zipping it. Kinda touchy for a Big.”
I shook my head and cut through Spencer's Alley, knowing where the ground effect vehicle was heading to get out of town and into The Band at the city limits, a half-mile wide natural green space with trees, bushes, and grasses that helped to generate the supplemental oxygen for the C-Ring. It was a fun place to walk and camp, though it was nothing but a glorified park compared to the vast forests in the A-Rings of each stack where the Greater Fae lived in virtual paradises compared to us down-ringers.
Sighing, I corrected myself before Mother did, since I know she was listening to my surface thoughts, I used to be a down-ringer, but now because of my position with FABLE, I'm even more of a pariah in the Brigade because I have quarters in the A-Ring.
I could hear a little satisfying sound from the ship's AI, which would be unnerving to anyone else before they learned of the secret she had kept from everyone, that she was sentient. The first truly self-aware artificial lifeform and I loved her. I rolled my eyes at a second satisfying sound she either projected into my head or my helmet, sometimes it was hard to tell which.
I rolled my eyes at the internal camera with a smirk, then the mag-drive on the Tac-Bike whined in protest as I took a harrowing turn at the end of the alley where all the best bars and nightclubs featured the best Irontown Clank bands. People at street level were screaming as the backwash of the emergency stabilization thrusters on the bike kicked in when the mag-drive's magi-tech dampeners overloaded.
I called out on my public address speakers to the startled people standing in line for a night of fun, “Sorry, citizens,” as Graz started screaming again as she was pressed against the side of the helmet by the torsional force my armor didn't mitigate for us.
We whipped past the rear of the Stinger, just inches away. I could hear his engines whining and straining like mine, evenly matched, as we wove through the early evening traffic. I cursed, “Shit,” when most of the Day-Lights in the Sky Glass extinguished and a few remained on to simulate what they called twilight from the world that was... Old Earth. The planet the Leviathan left over five thousand years ago to ferry twelve million souls, humans, and all the preternatural races to our new home, Iridani Prime, where we can live in what they call open air after our ten thousand year journey.
No human from the time of Exodus remained, well, except Doc, who stowed away in a cryogenic chamber all those generations ago. And I... am the result of a failed genetic experiment by the Fae, can actually be the only human of this time to live to see Planetfall as my aging has stopped. So I have a sort of limited immortality being what they are calling the next evolution of humans, so long as I don't do something stupid and, you know, die. I'm mortal for all intents and purposes otherwise.
And what sane person would take unnecessary chances if they have the potential to live as long as the Fae, who are eternal? Sighing, knowing the answer was, well, me, Knith Shade. And I had to do something soon before the twilights shut down for our nightly sleep cycle. It would be harder to track the Stinger in the dark since there aren't streetlights in The Band.
I stood on the foot pegs of the Tac-Bike and started to climb quickly above even the emergency lanes as Graz started to squeak out, “Umm... Knith? Whatcha doin?”
Looking at her in the heads-up display then to the nearest internal camera, I muttered, “I am so through with this chase. I have somewhere important to be.”
Then I flicked up the cover over the purple pulsing button and Mother cautioned, “Knith? Backup is just thirty seconds out, are you sure about this?”
Muttering to her as the tone of the engines changed, dampening as we left the echo chamber of Irontown and entered the Belt, “He'll lose us in seconds in here when the twilights go out, you yourself told me he has some sort of mini Sanctum spell cloaking his Stinger from your sensors. And if your cameras lose sight of him, it'll take all night for the Brigade to sweep the entire Belt.”
I gripped the yokes as I hit the button, causing all the fuel from the emergency thrusters to dump all at once into the reaction chamber and we were rocketing up for just three seconds, until it was exhausted, at breakneck speeds. I called out over coms as I leapt with all the augmented strength my Scatter Armor gave me, catapulting through the air, “Yeeeehaaaaaaah!”
Over Graz's scream about all of us dying or whatever it was as we plummeted toward the ground, and the lone Stinger below, I heard Mother droning out about automatic remote recovery of the Tac-Bike. She'd fly it down for me.
I pulled my arms tight against my sides as gravity poured on the speed for me as the ground and the Stinger rushed up to meet my fall. Tinny hisses of my armor's stabilization thrusters made tiny corrections as with a thought, my heads up locked on the visual of the fleeing vehicle, since none of the other systems could even detect it.
Just as we were about to hit, I mused, “Hmm,” maybe I hadn't thought this through enough to, “Ooof!” I gritted my teeth as I impacted the starboard wing so hard my mag boots tore through the outer layer of pearlescent reactive fiber mesh, crafted by Fae artisans. The artificial nano panel servo muscles protested, absorbing most of the impact and my legs taking the rest. I felt something tear and I winced in pain before I felt a Med-Tech patch burn off inside the suit, numbing the pain as the armor reconfigured around the damage to act as surrogate tendons so I could still move. Just great, Rory was going to have my hide for hurting myself.
Graz said in surprise, “Oh, hey, we didn't die. That was pretty... um, what's the term? Badass? No, I got it... mental, ya crazy Big. Who does that?”
Ignoring her, I looked at the translucent cockpit glass, and the Leprechaun was just staring at me from the pilot's chair, wide-eyed, then he started swerving to try to throw me off. Sighing and shaking my head at him, I drew my two sidearms and fired my MMGs, or Magic Mitigating Guns, at his mag drives.
With a stuttering whine, they powered down and the vessel drifted to a stop before lowering to the road as its systems died. I held up a mag band in one hand and tapped the translucent canopy, brow cocked, saying as the canopy just slid away to be absorbed by the Fae materials in some way I can't fathom, “Fergus O'Hare, you are bound by law for numbers running, evading officers of the law, casting on an officer of the law, reckless endangerment... oh hells, and speeding while I'm at it. It's too bad I can't cite you for pissing me the hells off too. I have better things to do tonight than chase down a bookie who cheated some anonymous Fae.”
He glared at me as I slapped the mag band on his wrist as backup arrived and my helmet visor snicked open, Graz darting out in a flash of gold light. I still couldn't get used to her new glowing form of spinning gold light spellwork and her faster movements. She was lightning fast before she became only the third Greater Sprite in the history of the Lesser Fae, but now she was almost as quick as the light emanating from that same swirling gold spellwork.
She zipped over to the first cruiser and called out to the Minotaur and the Satyr who got out, weapons trained on the Stinger, “Welcome to the party, boys. Umm, girls? Ah, doesn't matter, all you Bigs look the same to me.”
The Minotaur huffed, steam coming from her nostrils. “Stand down citizen, this is a crime scene, Brigade business.”
Then I winced when the Satyr cocked his head and asked, “What are you? A Fairy?”
I snapped, “Graz!” before she could pull her blade to threaten the man. Just what I needed, Mitzy would kill me if I let her pollinator get bound by law for threatening an Enforcer with a weapon.
She huffed, her hand almost to the hilt, and instead, like a shot she was an inch from the man's face, growling out to him, “A Fairy? A Fairy? You got shit for brains?” She held his eyelid open as he tried to shoo her away, “Yup, there it is, a pile of steaming...”
“Graz!”
“Fine!” She zipped to my shoulder and sat down, growling out, “Did you hear that? He called me a Fairy. Fairies are so stupid they wear mittens on their...”
“Graz!” I mimed locking her lips and throwing out the key, she crossed her arms obstinately, then mimed unlocking her lips to ask as I lifted the short man out of the cockpit and marched him down out of the vehicle and up to the Minotaur as two other units pulled up. “So isn't there something about Leprechauns, that if you catch them when they run, you're entitled to half their fortune?” Then she re-locked her lips.
The man spat out, “Ya traitorous Sprite. Why'd ya have ta be sayin' that?”
I rolled my eyes. “Relax, O'Hare, I'm not after your fortune, you can owe me a favor instead.”
The other Enforcers sputtered but I held a halting hand to them, the man stroked his long red beard and then huffed out, “A pox on ya', but deal if'n you'll be leavin' me treasure alone... Human.” He said Human with a disdain I was used to hearing. Almost all the preternatural races looked down on humans, with our short two-hundred-year lifespans as inferior. Bigotry was alive and well in the Stacks.
I nodded and he spit in his hand, I spit on my gauntlet, and we shook, My Scatter Armor sparked, rebuffing the charm that sealed the deal with magic. Low-level magic, anything shy of a Greater Fae, is disrupted and shorted by the systems of the armor. But his word in the contract laws of the Worldship and the preternatural races was legally binding anyway.
The man's smirk was instantly replaced with a frown when I said, “Good, I'd like to call that favor in right now. I need the name of the Greater Fae you cheated. You know, the one who dropped the anonymous tip on how to find you. Likely the same Fae who provided the Sanctum spell for your Stinger, which is also illegal.”
The growing group of Enforcers all started to murmur, some nodding in appreciation as the Leprechaun glared at me before his face went slack. “Wait, I know you. I've seen you on the news waves. Yer that Knith Shade. The confidant of King Oberon?” I sighed and he continued, “I shoulda known when ya landed on my wing. I saw you chargin' Cityship vessels on foot durin' the Outlier attack.”
He stood tall, looking proud as he said, “So they needed their best ta take me down.” He was all smiles now as he shared, “Lord Galen, of the Summer Court, is the sore loser. Thought he could outmaneuver me? I've been in the game longer than that third born has been alive. I showed him not to con a conman.”
That was actually saying something since every Fae onboard was born before Exodus.
He was grinning at the others as they led him into a prisoner transport while a reclamation vehicle showed up to tow his disabled vehicle.
I saw the confusion on some of the other's faces when my Tac-Bike pulled up beside me. And they looked from me to the hole in the Stinger's wing, to my Tac-Bike, and I heard one whispering to another, “Did the crazy human jump onto a moving vehicle during a chase?” One of the benefits of having the leading Fae scientist sequence my genes in the reproduction clinic was that I wound up a little stronger and faster than my fellow humans, and all my senses were heightened as well. I would have heard the whisper even if Mother hadn't piped it through my helmet for me.
I looked at my bike and said, “Thanks, Mother.”
“Anytime, Knith. That was reckless.”
“Mother, stop mothering.”
“Someone has to inform you when you take unnecessary risks.”
Graz was raising her hand and pointing at it as she pretended her lips were still locked. I rolled my eyes and assured them, “As I said, I have better things to be doing tonight.” Mother worried about me all the time, but I heard the contented sigh she made as I could imagine her nodding while she stated, “Caitlyn.”
I almost forgot the pain in my leg as I sighed and nodded, “Caitlyn.”
The Lieutenant was looking from me to the Tac-Bike where Mother was speaking from. And she looked almost, afraid over the banter between me and our World. It was taking the preternatural races longer than Humans to accept Mother as just another person on the journey to our new home. I have seen this nervousness a lot over the past two years since she was outed for the Morrigan mission. They didn't like change very much, and learning that your World was, well she was alive, unnerved a lot of them.
I mounted up as the crime scene techs started to arrive, and I flicked a finger to stream my logs to them. Sighing, I headed toward the Brigade Headquarters in the middle of town. There was a lot of paperwork to do for this one. I'd been investigating for a week now and by dumb luck I stumbled upon O'Hare while I was perusing the markets for a gift for Caitlyn's third birthday tomorrow. I knew I'd never get a chance like that again, and the chase ensued.
I engaged auto-drive since the bike was sluggish not having any reaction fuel left. HQ was going to have a conniption fit over the resources I burned. Plus I needed to contact a Judge who would still be available tonight to get an arrest warrant for this Lord Galen. It was the only reason I was involved because a Greater Fae was implicated in the illegal gambling down here in C. Any time a Fae needed to be investigated or bound by law, only Dan or I could arrest them in our FABLE capacity.
Mother said helpfully, “I'll get all the paperwork done and log all the audio and visual evidence since there is no sensor data so you can go be with Rory and Caitlyn. And I already contacted Judge Kimihara for the warrant, it'll be ready first thing in the morning.”
“Thank you Moth... wait, you didn't contact her using my voice again did... ah, never mind. It's just freaky when you do that.”
Then just to be a smartass... can a ship be a smartass? She replied in my voice, “No problem, I got your back. Everything is five by five.”
“I don't talk like that.”
Graz patted my ear and I looked at her in my heads-up display as she nodded fervently, keeping her lips shut. “Nobody asked you, buzzing wonder.”
Then I sighed as I thought of my daughter. The miracle I never knew I always needed. Caitlyn and the impossibility of her brought joy to my life that I never knew was missing. And I had thought I had been happy and content before with my career and dating the Winter Maiden, the other half of my heart. But just seeing my half-Fae daughter light up with her own joy whenever she saw me made me feel... complete, even with the dark cloud of impending tragedy that hung over the light she brought into our World.
A Fae skimmer was waiting for me at HQ as Mother autopiloted the Tac-Bike to the maintenance bay while I climbed aboard and relaxed into the sinfully comfortable seats of the opulent vessel. As we glided off toward the spoke terminal to head up to the A-Ring, Mother prompted when Graz flew out of my helmet to press her face against the translucent canopy to watch the city in all its neon nightlife glory whisked by, “Shouldn't we go to Med-Tech first to get your leg looked at, Knith?”
I shook my head feeling the numbing agent wearing off from the integrated med-tech patch from my armor, and could feel my natural accelerated healing... a gift of my unique genetic makeup, slowly knitting the muscle and tendon tears back together. “No, I'll be right as rain in a couple days. Sore for a bit, but it isn't too bad.”
She harrumphed then muttered, “Rory is going to kill me for letting you do something so boneheaded.”
“Hey, it wasn't boneheaded, I knew you had my back, lady.”
“Always.”
When we reached the spoke terminal to ride a spoke, the huge struts that ran from the hub of the stacks in the Trunk, the main body of the Leviathan, and radiated out to support the mammoth rotating rings like, well like the spokes of a wheel, the vehicle transitioned smoothly to the priority lane next to the general traffic lanes heading up. I'd normally just fly above the ground-level traffic in the lanes reserved for emergency vehicles and the Enforcer Brigade on my Tac-Bike, so it always felt a little strange to me to be in the civilian lanes.
I stared off into space as I remembered the day I had found out that I was a mother. Just slightly over three years ago, while investigating a Fae serial killer, Lord Sindri of the Summer Court, who was illegally harvesting organs and leaving the victims to die, he ambushed me and cut my eggs out of me because I was the closest the Divided Courts have come to solving their population problem since no Fae have been born on the World since Exodus.
He lost an arm for his troubles and was spaced into hard vacuum for his crimes. He had unfortunately contracted with a Remnant captain to retrieve his frozen body after the sentence was carried out. The evil coward even cheated there. His mother, Titania, the Summer Queen was not amused by the shame he brought upon Summer, and the man now adorns her receiving hall as a tree, for his indiscretions, until we reach our future home. I'd kill the sociopath bastard myself if he wasn't protected by the Summer Queen.
The eggs he harvested from me had gone missing while being transported to evidence lockup. And it turns out they had been spirited away by a rogue faction of the Greater Fae, who had used all of Princess Aurora's work in creating... well, me, and Lord Sindri's reproductive science work to fuse with one of my viable eggs. The result, a half-Fae, half-human child... a Changeling. The first new Fae blood in over five thousand years. My daughter, Caitlyn, the most precious thing in my life now. My guiding light.
The first moment I laid eyes on her is seared into my very being. The angelic child, who was only one at the time, but looking to be seven or eight, had imprinted herself on my soul in that instant, and I relive the joy awakened in my heart every time I remembered that moment.



Chapter 2 – Child
My girlfriend, Princess Aurora, the Winter Maiden, had for months been running off at all times of the day or night, and not sharing with me what was so important. And coinciding with her absences, were disturbances on the World, including some explosive decompression breeches in outer bulkhead J of various rings and stacks.
Non-encrypted coms chatter made mention of hunter parties and targets, but then the scenes would be locked down, even to access by the Brigade. The logs and audio of the coms traffic actually deleted or quantum encrypted in Mother's databanks, with clearance levels so high only a god would have access. It all stank of a cover-up on the highest levels, even involving the Queens of the Fae and President Yang herself. And Rory was involved up to her elbows in some way, but her geas prevented her from sharing with me whenever I asked.
I had finally had enough after the Morrigan mission when things had finally gotten back to normal after Graz had emerged from her chrysalis cocoon after nearly dying on the barren, inhospitable asteroid we had accelerated into the Leviathan's path for capture four years from then. And Mother had built a new Beta avatar when her last memories before that same damn asteroid had killed her had been discovered overriding most of the systems and storage in my Scatter Armor.
Things were supposed to be normal, safe. But Aurora was called away again. And when explosions again rocked the Worldship, I snapped and had to find out what my girl was risking her life over and over for, and coming home to me exhausted, her magics spent.
I ignored orders to stand down, that there has just been an accidental rupture of pressure vessels in the J-Bulkhead of Gamma-D. Enforcers were to keep away and keep civilians clear of the accident site until the all-clear is sounded.
When I reached the J corridors of Gamma-D, I found that a blast door had been lowered even though the controls showed there was an atmosphere on the other side. Then after inputting my Enforcer emergency override code, the huge blast doors rose in their tracks, revealing the shocking scene beyond. It had been like walking into the remains of a war zone! The bulkhead walls had been torn apart, and there were bodies of dozens of preternatural strewn about the deck, all still alive but incapacitated and severely injured.
But what held my gaze as I stood there in shock and awe was the being standing in the middle of it all, flanked by two raging Queens of the Fae. It was Rory, her face bloodied and healing, icy rage on her face as her eyes just crackled with raw, unconstrained magic lightning that was freezing the compartment around us. She looked like a goddess unchained, so beautiful, and so terrifying as she held a Minotaur off the deck plates by his neck in one hand.
She brought him in close to examine him like one would an inconsequential insect, as his horns started frosting over in the close proximity to the leaking magic of Winter pouring off of her. She simply dropped him to the deck, seeing him as no threat. The moment he had hit the deck plates, he was gasping and scrambling away from her. That alone would give anyone pause, because Minotaurs are big, insanely strong, and virtually fearless, which is why the bulk of them join the Brigade Enforcers or the Ready Squadron.
The new silence was broken by Mab's voice, I started, forgetting she had been there as my eyes were locked on the woman who radiated rage and something I couldn't place in her expression. Determination? Like she was desperate to do something. “It is over.”
I heard my own voice whispering out, not sure if I wished to be noticed by my girl just then, “Rory? What's happening here?”
That seemed to knock her out of it, as her unimaginable power bled quickly away, leaving her blinking and asking in confusion, “Knith?”
As I looked from her to the Queens of the Divided Courts at her sides, I carefully repeated my question, as I stepped cautiously up to the trio.
Rory looked suddenly shy as she responded in a small voice, “Umm... hello.” Then I followed her eyes when she looked down, almost timidly like she was afraid of me at that moment. I followed her gaze and blinked when I realized a little hand was desperately holding onto her from behind.
There was a child here who Rory was plainly protecting? In the midst of all this violence?
My girl stood taller, and even with the bruises and bloody cuts that were healing far too slowly on her, signaling she had expended far too much energy, and in her singed gown and sooty skin, she still conveyed a picture of elegant grace.
Her voice was more sure and clear, her chin high as she said with excited pleasure coloring her tone as she gently coaxed an angelic-looking... Fae child? possibly six or seven years old, forward, and hugged her to her from behind in a proprietary manner, the little one hugged onto her arms as the tiny one looked at me with what felt like... awe? “Knith Shade, Enforcer of Beta-Stack, I'd like to introduce you to... your daughter.”
That is the moment the world changed as the words echoed in my head as I tried to make sense of them, but it didn't matter at that moment because I couldn't tear my eyes off the perfect little child with Fae features who stood before me. Her eyes widening even more as I knew with a certainty I've never had in my life, that I loved this child and it was true... somehow, this little angel that stole my heart... was my daughter. There was no truth in the universe truer than that fact.
I don't know how long we both stared at each other, unmoving, and somehow... feeling each other's awe. She swallowed as Mab and Titania took Rory's hands to pull her gently back away from... my child. And the little girl spoke in such a small voice, seeking approval, “Mom?”
The smile on my face bloomed as I crouched and put out a seeking hand as I nodded dumbly at the impossibility of it, I think Graz was repeating my name as she flew out of my helmet when I said, “Yes sweetie.”
The joy on the girl's face filled me with the same joy and she ran to me and dove into my arms, and I never wanted to let her go again. How could I love someone I had literally just met so completely, so fiercely?
The spell was broken by the voice of the Summer Lady, Queen Titania, as she said breathlessly in wonder and... relief? “They've successfully imprinted.”
I split my attention to an apologetic-looking Aurora and my daughter as the little one asked as she tugged on various points of my armor, causing it to creak and groan with the immense forces she was applying. “Is this clothing? Why is different than ours? Will I be tall? You're tall. Will my ears be round like yours?” She absently touched her pointed ears that were not as long and delicate as the Greater Fae normally had, they resembled more the elves' ears, more blunted points.
Then she looked over to something to my side. She smiled in recognition, “A Sprite. Do we know it?”
I looked down at a cracking sound, as damage indicators went off in my armor, to see her holding a servo motor from my hip, nano-panels falling off of it as they tried to re-flow back to me and my armor. I just blinked in shock.
Then Mab was there, between us as she crouched, placing a hand on my daughter's cheek. “You have to be careful, dear sweet one, your mother is human. Humans are breakable, not like us. And you don't break things that you are curious about, ask questions until you can control your strength better.”
My girl brightened. “I'm half-human and I'm not breakable. Can mom be like us?”
Why was I smiling? She was so inquisitive. Why didn't she know these things already? She had to be at least seven.
Almost as if she knew what I was thinking, she brightened as she pointed at Rory, who had her hands pressed together like prayer in front of her lips, her eyes... watering as she smiled. “This is the Winter Maiden. She says she's been looking for me. She wanted to bring me to you so we can celebrate my birthday tomorrow, mom.”
I smiled brightly, “And how old will you be?”
She looked so cute as she rolled her eyes, which I noticed were a mirror of mine instead of the light lavenders and light blues generally associated with the Fae. “My first. I've never had one before. Are they fun? The keepers didn't let me do fun things, they held me in a glowing box until the Princess took me from them today. She promised she wouldn't let them hurt me anymore. She's pretty.”
I was still blinking. She was... one? But she was so big and walking and talking.
She seemed to be mesmerized by something, then I saw Graz gently buzzing around her as the Sprite looked at the Queens, prompting, “A Fae child? The first in five thousand years!”
They nodded, looking at Rory with pride, then Graz buzzed up in front of my daughter, whose eyes glittered in innocent glee as the Sprite told her, “Hiya. I'm...”
The little one blurted, “Graz. I don't know how I know that. I don't know how I know a lot of things. You're so pretty, and small, and you can fly. You have wings. Will I have wings?”
Graz landed on her shoulder and placed a hand on her cheek. “No, you're a Big, and Bigs don't have wings. What's your name? I can't just call ya kid.”
She screwed up her face. “The keepers called me The Subject. Is that my name?”
I heard my own voice whispering as I realized she seemed to be just absorbing information while she asked all these questions, and I remembered something from my studies at the university, something about the Fae having genetic memory that was passed down from generation to generation. Was that how she could talk at one year old like this? Was that how she knew Graz's name? Did that genetic memory include me since I was somehow this perfect little one's mother? “Caitlyn.”
Everyone turned to me, with their brows furrowed in confusion. While... Caitlyn's smile just bloomed. I shrugged and said to them as I watched her hug me slowly and carefully like she didn't want to break me, “I don't have any parents, being a Clinic Child, being born at the reproduction clinic just to keep Equilibrium. I studied up on the process when I was younger and found that for us Humans, the eggs cloned for the clinics on the World after Exodus, were from a woman, Doctor Caitlyn Cavendish. I figured she was the closest thing I had to a relative, like a surrogate mother, and always thought the name was pretty. You don't mind being named after your pseudo-grandmother do you, sweetie?”
She shook her head and beamed up at me, “Caitlyn. I'm Caitlyn.” She looked back at the overly amused-looking Greater Fae as she bubbled out to them, “I'm not the Subject, I'm Caitlyn.”
The scariest person on the World just said sweetly, in a... loving? tone, “Yes dear one, it is a pretty name.” It was just wrong seeing Mab being so... nice.
Then Cait said to Graz, “Hi, I'm Caitlyn.”
“Pleased ta meet ya, Caitlyn. Um...” She drew her tiny blade, looking past her, but then relaxed when the Minotaur I had completely forgotten about made a huffing, snorting sound of pain as Titania vanished.
I looked back to see him flat against the deck, with Queen Titania's foot on his back as she reached forward to grab the spear-like shaft he looked to have been about to attack my daughter with. “Ah, ah, ah. You don't want to make our dear Captain Shade mad. She and her daughter just imprinted on each other, and she may be a tad bit...”
Then she was holding me off the ground, snagging the collar of my Scatter Armor when I dove at the man in a blind, furious rage, that he had tried to harm my daughter! The skin of her other hand sizzling barely registered with me, and it wasn't until later that I realized the weapon was made of cold iron, the one material that could kill a Greater Fae, and she didn't seem to register the pain of it. All I wanted at that moment was to end the person who dared try to hurt my baby girl.
When I surprised Titania by using her iron grip as a pivot point to cartwheel my body over her arm in an attempt to take the man's head off with an axe kick, she had to drop his weapon and grab me with both hands to stop me. “Oberon's balls, I've never seen a human move so fast, Shade. Time to go.”
And I stumbled as she set me down. I noted that we were... we were in one of the Firewyrm pens. It looked like Ember's. The Minotaur I had wanted to dismember was nowhere to be seen. Mab had a hand on Titania's shoulder, and Rory had one on Mab and one on Caitlyn.
The panting Titania had just teleported us all across the World to Alpha-Stack B. I've seen her do two people with her, at similar distances, without strain, so was this her limit, or had she expended as much power as Rory during the fight?
I noted that my blinding, irrational rage was bleeding away. Then I asked as Ember came flowing up to us, her flames flickering with a childlike curiosity then wonder upon seeing my daughter, who was just staring slack-jawed at the beastie whose flames were made of primordial compressed magic.
“Would someone care to explain to me, just what the ever-loving hells is going on?”
I almost panicked, but then smiled when Caitlyn reached out and experimentally booped Ember's nose with that wide-eyed wonder, the flames extinguishing so that they could make contact. When she placed her forehead against Ember's her smile bloomed as the adolescent Firewyrm started communicating with that contact in the pictures, impressions, and emotions of her kind.
She looked back at me and explained, “This is a Firewyrm. The last two are hidden on the World, but we aren't supposed ta tell.” She put a finger to her lips.
I nodded back then felt a hand grasp mine, lacing fingers with me. I looked at Rory, who was looking between Cait and me with her own awe and wonder. I whispered, “How?”
She sighed as the Queens of the Divided Courts seemed to give us space as they followed a giggling half-Fae as she chased after a supremely happy Firewyrm. “Might as well have a seat, this is going to take some explaining. And now that you know, Mother's geas is broken so that I can.”
And before she started I whispered to her, finding I was smiling again, “I have a daughter.” Then she went about explaining all that had transpired in the past year.



Chapter 3 – Threat
It seems that the Fae hierarchy is not exactly what we have been taught nor led to believe. Not simply a divided court of two factions of the Greater Fae using the two types of magic the Fae can wield, Summer and Winter, the Seelie and Unseelie courts. But in truth, it is a bit more complex and convoluted than that.
I had learned recently, on that ill-fated mission to Morrigan, that the courts of the Fae are divided by the method they use to utilize their magics. And that magic, for all the incredible things it can do, still has to work within the constraints of physics to a greater extent than I had imagined. I'm not sure if I am supposed to know about it since it seemed like Mac, or should I say King Oberon, and Rory had shared some sort of secret with me.
Not that it was anything groundbreaking or anything, and they even stated that some of the physicists on the World are following lines of magic research that were hypothesizing just that. As energy can neither be created nor destroyed, it all came down to how the Greater Fae manipulated their power to affect the physical world.
It wasn't hot and cold, summer and winter... like the curse marks I bore from the Queens, making my lips living fire and ice. It was how physical matter reacted to those magics that defined the courts. Their power didn't heat or cool matter, that was the byproduct. Where Summer introduced energy into matter, causing its molecules to speed up, heating it, Winter instead took the energy from those same molecules, slowing them down, thus cooling them. Physics. Though the other incredible things they did with their magic are still beyond our understanding of physics. They see us as children who are just scratching the surface of our understanding of the makeup of the universe and reality.
But Summer and Winter are not the only factions of the Fae. Once upon a time, countless others manipulated the magic in other ways. There were wars, where these eternal beings would fight for the power of the Artifacts, the shards of the Forge of Creation in the Ka'Infinitum. The Summer and Winter courts, the Seelie and Unseelie came out ahead, virtually wiping out the other factions, but were stalemated, finding a balance of power.
Since those dark days in the history of the Greater Fae, when they had been as warlike as the Human race, long before man ever walked on old Earth, the Fae have learned to live in relative harmony, to cherish their eternal lives instead of trying to end their brethren from other courts. They became... civilized. Since then, it has always been a rare and shocking event when a Greater Fae is killed, since most can not even comprehend that they too can end one day, it is a truth they almost refuse to acknowledge.
But there are still some of the ancient bloodlines of the other Courts who fell to the overwhelming force of the Divided Courts. Such as the lone survivor of the most dangerous of the ancients, the Dracseelie, better known as Oberon. And the way he and his kin had wielded magic was such a threat to the others, that Summer and Winter had created a truce to marshal their combined forces to bring down the Dracseelie.
When all was said and done, over a thousand Fae of the Summer and Winter Courts had their lives ended to eliminate twelve of the thirteen Dracseelie. It is said both the Queens had a great appreciation for the youngest and least powerful of their shared enemy's number, a young Fae who could do something not even any of his brethren could, he could marshal the animals of nature, and the other magical beings on Earth, to come together in a Wild Hunt, to run down those who would oppose him. He was Oberoghaut'n, the Fae who would one day be King Oberon when he came fully into his power.
The Dracseelie could spool the power of everything around them, and hold it inside them like some sort of superconducting capacitor, and could release the raw magic in an instant to overwhelm others and burn their enemies from within with more power than they could hold.
Other bands surrendered after seeing that had happened to the small band of Dracseelie, the seemingly unbeatable faction. It was inevitable anyway, as all of them were being systematically beaten down by attrition. So, all in all, there are thirteen courts, eleven of which have no voting rights in the Divided Courts. Where Summer and Winter number in the thousands, there are only one hundred and thirty-one Siubhail who stand outside of the Divided Courts.
Siubhail, meaning The Vanquished in Old Fae, are joined by any Greater Fae, usually third born or higher, who are thrown out of the Seelie or Unseelie for many reasons. Over a hundred Summer and Winter Fae have been added to the numbers of the Siubhail over the eons.
Long story short, there are thirteen ways in which the Greater Fae can channel magic to manipulate matter and reality.
And with no Greater Fae being born since Exodus, the Fae are actually nervous. No matter how indestructible or eternal the Fae are, they can still fall victim to unforeseen accidents that do enough damage to them that even their godlike healing ability cannot overcome. That has happened on a few occasions on the Leviathan. And when they tried to procreate to keep Equilibrium, they found that they could not produce any progeny.
It was speculated that it was because they could no longer access the wellspring of magic that originated from the core of the living planet of Earth, and could only access the power in the fragments of the Forge of Creation, which had birthed not only the universe but the Fae themselves, which we brought with us.
All factions of the Greater Fae have been desperate to find a solution for their inability to have children, because if their numbers continued to fall, eventually, in the far future, the Greater Fae will be no more. And as scary as death and ceasing to exist is to us mortals, us Humans whose light burns bright for the barest instant in their eyes, it is a terrifying prospect for those who are supposed to be eternal.
So the greatest scientists of both courts have been working on the problem ever since Exodus. The Summer Court had the man I loathe, the man whose name is synonymous with evil for me, Lord Sindri. While Winter had Queen Mab's youngest, and most powerful daughter, Princess Aurora, working on a different solution. The hope was that one of them would find a solution before planetfall. And if they can't their last hope is that Iridani Prime itself will have a wellspring of magic in which the Fae can draw upon to solve the problem.
Once they had laid that groundwork for me, they explained what had happened to bring my daughter into this World of ours. I was feeling a little betrayed, for no logical reason since I had instinctively known it had something to do with my eggs which had mysteriously vanished from a Brigade crime scene tech evidence transfer vehicle. I didn't want to believe Rory had anything to do with that.
My girl had allayed my fears immediately on that subject when the Queens padded after Cait and Ember, giving her some privacy to fill me in, the cowards. “No, we didn't know who had stolen your eggs at the time. Though apparently, my mothers had a suspicion when an imbalance in the... currents of magic in the World had warped for weeks, only a large draw could cause something like that. It was on the scale of what was felt when Papa revealed himself to the people of the Leviathan to help stop the enemy vessels in space when the Outliers attacked.”
She had taken one of my hands, and her strong, cool touch was enough to give me the strength to pull my eyes away from the beautiful child frolicking in the magic-generated fields with Ember. “But they covertly met with all the firstborns, all being accounted for and the draw was still evident, they had determined that nobody else could channel as much energy as was being pulled, so it had to be a concerted and sustained effort among a large group of lower borns or even some of the other magical races aboard.”
With a shrug, she said, “Then one day, it just stopped before they could track it down. Whatever had been happening was apparently completed or failed. That's when the first of the rumors from our...” She sighed and went on, “Network of informants in the Stacks, caught wind of rumors of a Changeling being born to the Siubhail started to circulate, and...”
I held up a hand. “Wait, whoa, hold on. You've used that term before, when you spoke of your attempts to create a Changeling but failed, instead making... me. Just what is it? I get the impression that it is along the lines of a halfling like President Yang is half Elf half Human.”
She nodded and with a graceful movement, that didn't even ruffle her tattered gown or her flowing hair, sat on the grass, tugging me down. I sat and she leaned in, looking tired, smiling wearily as she put her forehead on mine. “You've heard the tales of Greater Fae who get bored of their unchanging lives, who are attracted to the flame of humans or other races who burn brilliantly for the briefest of moments, and leave their homes to play Fairy Bride?”
Ah, I nodded, everyone has read the cautionary tales of the Greater Fae.
She smiled and sat back, holding my hands in hers. “Sometimes, when the connection between the Fairy Bride and the mortal grows unbreakable, it is possible for the Fae to carry a child from their consummated love. These children are deemed Changelings because when they come of age, they make a choice between their Fae half and Human half. They are both and neither, and are whisked away to the Divided Courts leaving a mortal child in their place.”
She looked sad and made a sour face at that. “This is done because a mortal cannot raise a Changeling, as they require great amounts of magic potential fed to them until they mature in four or five years, and their... abilities and Fae features would likely get them killed before they could reach their potential.”
I nodded. “Following so far, but I take it the other parent isn't included in the decision?”
She again, frowned, looking sad, causing my heart to ache. “Sadly no. Until the fate of the world that was, Earth, was determined, and the Humans found a way to preserve some of the life of our dying planet, mortals didn't know of preternatural races at all, as we hid from them.”
She pointed at me with an accusing smirk. “Mankind has a habit of destroying what they do not understand. And even though any war with them would end in their demise, you are a hardy bunch, and your technology, while crude, still had the potential of hurting us, and killing a few, especially from the lesser magical races.”
I released her hands and held mine up in surrender. I knew the history of mankind, and it was punctuated by war after war after war. It wasn't until the idea for a great Worldship to travel the stars to a new planet before the sun grew and swallowed the planet, that all the nations on Earth formed the Global Alliance, and the first true peace man had ever known was accomplished. There was one people, one goal for a thousand years, and that was the construction of the Leviathan.
It wasn't until our scientists shared that they had been counting on advances in science to create the World-Drives needed to accelerate the unimaginable mass of the vessel, that the Greater Fae stepped out of the shadows, and pledged their help to solve the power problems in exchange for the various races of preternatural be included in the ship's compliment when she left Earth. If mankind hadn't been in desperate need and set on making the Leviathan a reality at all costs, there may very well have been the war my girl indicated. Humans do have that pesky habit of trying to eliminate anything different.
I find it almost laughable now, here we are six thousand years after the Fae stepped into the light, five thousand years into our multi-generational mission, and I literally couldn't imagine a world without the varied races sharing our lives together on the most amazing ship ever imagined. The Leviathan is our home, and we are all just her citizens.
Yes, it isn't all Daylights and roses, but for the most part, we're all one community. Sure we have divided classes, and there is some racial bigotry, mostly against Humans, but that's how every civilization I have ever researched was. It isn't perfect, nothing is, but it's what we have.
She shared, “And the topic has never come up after the day of the Reveal since a Changeling has not been born since then, though quite a few Halflings have been born. Especially Elf Halflings, since Elves find humans particularly alluring.”
Her smirk was too cute as she wiggled her eyebrows, causing me to snort and ask, “And some Fae I take it?” She crinkled her nose at me and I melted a little inside.
The Winter Maiden continued on as I looked past her to keep track of the small, half-Fae child that apparently owned a large part of my heart already. I had to ask about this imprinting they mentioned. “Once a Changeling has matured, as I said, they have to choose if they are Greater Fae or mortal. If they choose Fae, they are taken into the Divided Courts, but if not, the Queens will change their appearance to resemble whatever race also runs through their veins. If human, they will also put in blocks so that they cannot access their Fae magics. They live and die a normal human life.”
I furrowed my brow. “You said if Human. What if they are another race?”
She chuckled. “You would not be my Knith Shade of Beta Stack if you didn't possess such keen insight and intelligence. Changelings of other races are... well how do you think all these other varying magic races came to be? Mix a little Fae magic in at some point, and the other preternatural races came to be.”
Then she looked full of coy mischief. “Even humans were starting to branch off into new preternatural races before Exodus because of a little Fae blood mixed in from a Changeling somewhere in the bloodline of forgotten branches of family trees.”
“Wait, what?”
“Where do you think Shifters and Witches come from in a non-magical species like yours?”
My eyes widened. “Even Vampires?” I couldn't imagine the wrong turn of the evolution of Fae blood that took them down that disturbing road.
I was treated to her tinkling laughter as she shoved my shoulder gently. “Not all races are born of Fae blood, my Knith.” Then she offered, “There are quite a few races on the World who developed naturally, some with magic abilities and some not. And even we are not sure how the Vampire plague had arisen in your species, though we did contain it whenever it started to spread too quickly. Even then we were shepherding the Human race because we found you... interesting.”
I shivered involuntarily. You didn't ever want the Fae to find you interesting, nothing good ever came of that. I absently touched my lips, causing them to sizzle together to create a bit of steam.
Then I narrowed my eyes, feeling an almost overwhelming protective urge come over me as I asked plainly, “And what does this have to do with and mean for Cait?”
She placed a reassuring hand on my arm. “Well, what it means is that as a Changeling, if she were ever to have a Fae child, it would be a pure-blood. Which is what my centuries of research was trying to accomplish.”
I started to growl, surprising myself and she soothed me by cupping my cheek. “Breathe through it. My mother tells me imprinting can be quite... intense, and you will feel a primal need to protect your daughter. And I've felt a small shadow of it, being my magic and spell-work infused in your being at the moment of conception in the reproduction clinic, so Cait partially imprinted on me and my mothers too. Nobody is going to harm your child nor use her or make her do anything she doesn't want to.”
I inhaled deeply and relaxed as she shared, “Though that was the plan the Siubhail had for her. But there was just one little hiccup in their plan. Caitlyn is your daughter Knith. And nobody on the Leviathan knows of your partial magic immunity except a small handful of us, and mother has put a geas on them all except Titania and Oberon so that secret would not spread to those who would feel threatened by your existence if their only defense, magic, didn't work on you. As in they would do whatever they could to hunt you down and eliminate you as a threat.”
Then she sighed heavily as I stewed on her words. The Queens were... protecting me? Then she said plainly like it explained everything, “And she is your daughter.”
Then my eyes widened as I got it. Fuck me sideways and space me naked! I blurted, “She's got partial magic immunity too?”
Her eyes were almost haunted as she shared, “Not partial, full. She is the most dangerous threat to every preternatural race on the World. And when the Siubhail learned of it, they had to hide her even deeper in their network than ever before. They planned on using her and her progeny as weapons against the Divided Courts and any other races that would rise up to oppose them. All they had to do was raise their...” She spat out the word. “Subject... to maturity to start producing full blood Fae who were immune to the magic of others. They'd be unstoppable.”
Then she sighed heavily, closing her eyes. “You have likely already intuited that the power draw we all felt had been twenty rebels in the Siubhail, infusing your eggs with magic enough to create a Changeling child since no single one of them had the power, and it took weeks of all of them channeling magic to accomplish it.” I nodded and she continued, “Only, they didn't count on the rumors of a child immune to magic being with the Siubhail to circulate on all the back channels.”
My lips were twitching in a snarl as she nodded, seeing my understanding as she shrugged one last time. I noted the Queens glancing back, I knew with their Fae hearing, they had been listening the whole time. She shared, “The other races have been creating hunting and raiding parties for months, trying to track down and eliminate the threat. And the Siubhail couldn't stop them, so they have been running from bolthole to bolthole with the child, hiding from all.”
My voice was harsh as I forced myself to breathe normally, even after she just shared that people were hunting my daughter. “And that was why you had to dash off all this time. They were hunting Cait and you were hunting them?”
She nodded and I almost jumped out of my skin when Mab said from right beside my ear, “Yes. Since it was Rory's work that was stolen to create the dear sweet one, we felt it best she be part of the forward units to assess the health and well-being of the child. My Aurora has been spectacular, though she's made us all swear not to kill those involved in the hunting parties. Though the problem of the Siubhail involved are left to our discretion.” Her smile was cold and cruel.
I said through gritted teeth, “A problem you made. The Greater Fae are always going on about how uncivilized and violent Humans are, even though you should look in a mirror when you say it. It wasn't Human wars that created the Siubhail, it was you, the Divided Courts, who gave them a raw deal when you conquered them, not even giving them a place inside the courts. And now that they are trying to find a way to get vengeance, it looks like you're going to take pleasure in dealing with them. Who's uncivilized now?”
I felt her power building as the air around us started to chill, her eyes glowing in frosty lightning. But then Titania was there, teleporting to her side, chuckling in mirth, “Come now dear heart, don't be upset at Knith Shade of Beta-Stack for voicing the same argument as Aurora. And to be fair, we did create our own monster. Your rage was so exciting back then.”
Mab looked ready to smite me one moment, then was smiling and chuckling the next. “I suppose.” Then she looked at Rory like she were a misbehaving child as she added, “And I haven't seen her so assertive over anything since our dear Captain Shade stumbled into our lives, as when she insisted we go into talks with the Siubhail about incorporating them into our houses once this mess is all sorted.”
Then they were gone and giggling with Cait as Ember curled her long, flaming body around my child, joy radiating off the Firewyrm.
I cocked a brow at a cutely blushing Rory and asked, “You challenged them?” She shrugged.
Then I said, “What about the Siubhail involved in this?”
Her tone turned as cold as her mother's. “They will atone for their sins. Using a child like this? It is appalling. And they treated her as a thing, not a person.” Ice was gathering on her hands and she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled a plume of frost. I could feel her calm return as she gave me a predatory smile. “My mothers have already picked out places in their receiving rooms to display them.”
I shivered to imagine new living ice sculptures and trees.
Then Rory shrugged saying, “Time after time, we were too late after receiving intelligence from our informants or from the special team President Yang had commissioned to aid us. She indicated that the government would do just about anything to prevent a new Fae war that could leave the World in shambles, endangering all twelve million souls aboard. So they have been covering for us, even though they don't know the full truth of it all.”
I almost facepalmed, realizing that that is why the Brigade and the government have been, as she said, covering up all the incidents.
She looked sheepish as she said, “We've had to deal with dozens of hunter-killer parties, but nobody has died, I insist on that. They are just doing what they think they have to to protect their races. But once the Siubhail ran out of places to hide from us and the others, and we had a verified sighting of a Fae child, we finally liberated her in the middle of a heated battle between the Siubhail rebels and three hunter squads.”
Then she shrugged. “We may have gone overboard in our response, but we had been taken off guard when Caitlyn partially imprinted on us since our magic is part of you, my Knith. So we protected your small miracle with all we had.”
Mab and Titania walked up, each holding one of Cait's hands as they joined us, Caitlyn smiling wide-eyed at me as she dove on me to hug me gently like she was hugging a porcelain doll. Titania saying, “If we hadn't been in imprint shock and had been thinking more clearly, I would have just teleported us all away instead of making a mess of the J-Bulkhead.”
Wait. Teleported? I looked around as my daughter hugged onto my arm. “Where's Graz? You left her at the scene?”
“Of course. Aurora needed to speak with you since your imprinting staggered you so much, I'm amazed you are coherent, Human. You get more interesting by the day.”
I repeated, “You left her at the scene, with all those hunter-killer parties around her?”
Mab said, “Oh calm yourself, Shade. They were all mostly unconscious, and I dare say that the Sprite is surprisingly resilient, and can take care of itself. It is almost as interesting as you, being only the third Greater Sprite I have ever heard of.”
I exhaled in exasperation. Graz, though a pain in my arse, was family. The Firewyrm pens were cut off from the rest of the World, and couldn't even be scanned by Mother. So I demanded, “Let me speak to Mother.”
Mab cocked a brow at the challenge in my tone. Instead of making me see the folly of my ways, the Winter Lady just waved a hand and I felt a familiar presence skimming my surface thoughts. “Mother?”
“Oh, Knith! There you are! I can't find you on any of my sensor sweeps. Are you...”
“I'm fine, Mother, I'm with Rory and the Queens. I need you to patch me through to Graz.”
“She's most upset that you abandoned her. She is almost home now.”
Just space me. “I didn't... Titania... argh, never mind, can you...”
Before I finished a high-pitched voice squeaked out, “Knith! You're ok! I mean, what's the big idea leaving me behind ya stupid Big? Where did you go? Was the child really your daughter? It looked like a Fae, even though all you Bigs look the same to me.”
“Zip it, winged terror. The Queens took me to Ember's. The child... well, yes, Caitlyn is my daughter.”
“Really? Knith, what did you and Princess Pucker Up do? Boom a chicka bow wow.”
“I was just checking to see if you were ok. There's a lot to unpack here, I'll see you at home. I think our lives just got a little more interesting.”
“Yeah yeah, fine. Keep the Sprite in the dark. Not like I'm your partner or anything. Wait, I am!”
“Bye Graz. Love you.”
“I should get my head examined, but I sort of tolerate your existence too.”
“Kiss the kids for me.”
“Yeah yeah.” And the channel was severed with a wave of Mab's hand.
I looked down at the most incredible gift in my life as she stared up at me with awe and wonder in her eyes and I said, “Hi Caitlyn.”
“Hi, mom. Isn't Ember amazing? Firewyrms are so... alive. Can I have a Firewyrm for my birthday?”
We all smiled and chuckled at her as I knew instinctively that my life would never be the same again, but I couldn't wait to see who my daughter grew up to be.



Chapter 4 – Mortality
Now here I was, two years later, to the day. And I feel like I can't remember a time that Caitlyn wasn't in my life, she's brought more joy than I could imagine. After the initial overload I got from the Fae imprinting that occurred when a Greater Fae and their child first see each other, I understood how fiercely the Fae loved their children, only... I'm not Fae and I have an unbreakable connection to my child even without the amplification of those feelings.
The vehicle glided to a stop in the massive domed conservatory in the Beta-Stack A-Ring, nestled in a forested grotto by the lake outside the Winter palace of Ha'Real. It has been my home now since Cait came home with us that day she was liberated from the Siubhail rebels and her keepers.
Rory explained how Cait wouldn't have a grasp on her magics yet, especially since her keepers had never taught her. And she was slightly emaciated, which wasn't normal, so they suspected that the keepers even neglected to nourish her with magic during that first year. And since she would be a danger to others in the vicinity, she needed a large space that was protected from magical outbursts... like one of the two nurseries that were built just for the Fae children they had originally expected to be born during our journey to our new world.
There was a mirror of this one, with its acres of forests, flowers, and wildlife outside the Summer palace of Verd'Real with three small lakes and a central magic waterfall that fell from nowhere from the top of the dome. The cottage on the premises was nothing short of a posh manor like the ones I've seen in the trees of the B-Rings where the Elves live. My friend, Prince J'real Leafwalker brought me there once to see his home.
The nursery could withstand huge magic outbursts, so was ideal to raise Cait to maturity as she learned to contain her magics. It was so surreal to me that my daughter could use Fae magic, even though she was immune to magic.
And those first few days after her first birthday is where the concern started to manifest in the Queens and Rory. Back on old Earth, when one of the Queens gave birth to a child, half their... soul for lack of a better word, half their power since the Greater Fae were essentially living magic constructs down to their DNA, which was made of that magic, was given to the child. And during their recovery, the Queen of the rival court would care for the child, nourishing it with their own magic until the birth mother regained her strength.
This, nurturing, had been done in a nursery similar to this one, only on Earth in Open Air, and the Queens had insisted we use this one until she was matured, which takes only four or five years for the Fae. They were born knowing almost everything they needed to know to survive through their genetic memory but had to learn how to access that information. Some were automatic, like walking and talking, some not so instinctive.
This also had the added benefit of being one of the most secure places on the World, being in the shadow of Ha'Real, and any hunter-killer parties would have to have no self-preservation at all to try to come after my daughter in Winter's own backyard.
Rory, Titania, and Mab insisted on supplying the magic Cait would need to survive until her own... soul, could generate its own magic. And they were incensed that apparently, she hadn't been getting what she needed from her keepers, so there much work to do.
And day after day, I saw the concern growing in their eyes as I got to know the amazing and inquisitive girl who shared my eyes. It was when they started calling in others to consult with that my worry had spiked and I finally snapped, blurting at them, “Oberon's balls, women. What is it? Something is wrong and somebody better start talking or I swear I'm going G'Nar Netzer on you all.”
And they shared with me, my worst nightmare. The Queens stepped back a step, leaving the unpleasantness to Rory... the cowards. The woman I loved shared, glancing to the waterfall in the distance, in the middle of the dome, where Cait was running with Graz's children, as she chased them.
The pained look on her face causing all my defenses and protective nature to come up, anticipating what appeared to be hurting her deeply. “Little Caity... she... she isn't absorbing any of our magics. Most likely because she's immune to it.”
I asked carefully, looking to where the young Sprites were dive-bombing my Changeling with flowers and dew drops. Graz and the female of her tri-mating, Mitzy, calling out tactics to their children as Cait caught all the projectiles and then formed blooming vines with flowers in multicolor petals out of them with the gestures she had been taught to focus her magic. “And what does that mean?”
She swallowed hard, her eyes looking moments from watering as she lowered her voice even more, “It means that if we can't find a solution then... we have the best magic theorists coming. And Papa is bringing the histories of the Fae to see if there is a precedent, he's had the tomes hidden away on his remnant vessel, the Underhill, all these centuries.”
I cupped her hands in mine. “Rory? What does it mean?”
“Mother is running teraflops of simulations.”
Mother spoke from my wrist console, “I'm trying everything, Knith.” Her tone was full of... sorrow?
“I swear, Rory if you don't stop stalling, I'll...”
She placed her hands over her mouth like she was physically trying to prevent the words from coming from her to make them true, since she could only speak the truth, “It means... that dear sweet child, who was meant to be eternal... is dying.”
I dropped my hands to my sides in denial, but the look in her eyes, and in the Queens who were forcing happy smiles on their faces as they watched my baby playing like the innocent she was. I clenched my fists and shook my head, they had to be mistaken. “She can't be, look at her.”
Mother made a pained sound, and Aurora grabbed my hands, causing me to relax my fists that were creaking from the intense exertion of keeping my emotions in check. My frustration and fear ruled me, my muscles ready to explode into action, but there was no enemy I could fight, was there?
Rory whispered, “Without being able to generate her own magic yet, she is burning through that which was poured into her to fuse her life force into her at the moment of conception. She won't be able to do that until it is too late. We've tried everything, even combining our magics, but it just slides around her.”
My legs gave out but she held me up with no effort, checking to be sure Cait didn't see. “She will burn through what little we can feel in her in two, or three years at the maximum, just before she reaches full maturity and can sustain it. She is a victim of the very thing that makes her unique on the World.”
My mouth was working as my blood felt as if it were icing over, a terror I had never known, the helplessness I could never have fathomed. I couldn't lose my Caitlyn, I had just found her. Fae are supposed to live forever... I wanted to strike out at something but it was an enemy that couldn't be touched or seen... time was killing my baby.
Then my eyes widened and I took a step toward the children, watching Cait in her Fae gown using her magic to make the flowers bloom. I whispered in a horrified hiss, “She's expending her magic!”
Mab stepped back up to us and shook her head. “That is but a trickle compared to the torrent that runs through her veins, and would make no difference to her fate.”
Titania stepped to our other side and for once, neither Queen had that smug look on their faces they wore whenever dealing with me. I realized they were stricken too, and had a shadow of hopelessness in their gaze. “She is a miracle, and we should not mourn her for the cruel trick the universe has played on us all, we should celebrate her life and the joy she has introduced into the World. She shines like a star, and we should bask in that light before it is extinguished, and thank the fates that we were blessed with her presence which we will hold forever in our hearts.”
I was about to argue, to challenge them. Our scientists were light years ahead of the ones who developed the Leviathan, to begin with, they had to be able to come up with a solution. With all the magi-tech on the World, there had to be something.
Then my eyes widened at a realization. It was me. I was the reason she was dying... she gained my magic immunity with a vengeance, and that is why she can't assimilate the magic she needs to... live.
Rory must have known where my head was at as I started to breathe harder, the world expanding around me. “Knith...”
I looked at my hands as if I could see whatever it was I passed onto my daughter as if it were a plague. Mother chimed in, “Knith.”
But my spiral of debilitating guilt was shoved aside when we all turned at the sound of feet padding through the field. I forced a smile on my face for my source of joy. She had a furrowed brow as she ran right up to me, something in her outstretched hands. “We found this by the waterfall, mom. It's a hatchling. It's broken, can you fix it please?”
I looked in her hands to see a tiny Skyling, one of the Fae bird species that pulsed rainbow colors when it called out to nature. Its feathers were gray instead of the bright colors they usually had, the tiny thing wasn't breathing.
Then I took in a deep breath, having to teach a sad lesson as I slowly shook my head. “No, I'm sorry baby. It's dead. Some things can't be fixed.”
She looked at it, furrowing her brow again then offered it up to Rory, who looked seconds from bursting into tears. Mab crouched and put her hands out for Cait to lay the Skyling in, as she explained, “Oh dear sweet child. All living things die, that cannot be undone. Even the Fae will one day fade from the universe like a forgotten sigh. That is why life is so precious and has to be revered for the wondrous gift it is. It is the job of those who remain, to remember and celebrate upon their passing.”
She blew into her hands and the Skyling drifted away in a sparkling fog of ice in the silence.
Then she whispered, “Can't be fixed?”
I shook my head then she sighed and shrugged. “And I'll drift away like the hatchling soon? I heard you all talking, saying I was dying too.”
My eyes shot wide. She had heard? In a panic, I hugged her to me. “You weren't supposed to hear that baby.”
She just said, “I don't want to go, but if that is the way of life, then I'm glad you are my mother and I got to meet you.”
I wiped tears away on my sleeve then hugged her tighter like I could keep all the magic left inside her from burning away. “I love you so much, Caity.”
She beamed a smile up at me. “I love you too, mom. Can we see the World before I go? I think I'd like that. Mother and Beta have shown me so many waves while you sleep at night, it looks to be a wondrous place. I've only seen this place and the Firewyrm pens since you all saved me from the keepers.”
I just blinked at her. She's just learned of mortality, and what it means, and that she is facing hers all too soon, but she was smiling and sounding curious and upbeat. I couldn't speak and just nodded, forcing the rock-hard lump from my throat.
Titania spoke for us, “Of course dear heart, we have time to see it all. For you to experience so much.”
I nodded and offered, though, by their looks, I was wrong, “And who knows, your Fairy Godmothers here may find a solution to the problem. There's time.” She nodded and smiled and then kissed my cheek, then Rory's as she stepped back, then she was running and giggling after some screaming young Sprites, calling back, “Love you.”
I nodded, wiped my eyes again, then watched her play as I growled out, “There has to be a solution. I'm not losing my baby girl.”
Graz stopped in mid-flight and turned back to look at me, even she could hear us talking over the rushing water. She gave me a sad smile then forced a happy look as she turned back to referee whatever new game the kids were playing.
And over the last two years, as my daughter has grown into what resembled a teen, her health and stamina have been dropping, and so many possibilities have been discarded. Even my stubbornness, which I thought knew no bounds was wavering.
Ideas such as cryo stasis were shelved because while the physical body of a magical entity can be preserved, the magic in them still burns. So Cait's would burn out as it was already fated, while she was suspended in time, and Doc tells us that they say you aren't aware and don't sleep in cryo-stasis, but he says he did. And he is the only person known to have been cryogenically frozen for five thousand years before being revived.
And his words were frightening, implying that Cait would be aware she was dying while being frozen in some gods be damned drawer in med-tech.
None of the other magical races wished to help find a solution, except the Marrow, and the Elves. They all saw it as a solution to their problem if the biggest threat to their existence, a being who was immune to their abilities, just... expired, without their help.
And we were so desperate, watching the source of so much happiness among all the Humans and Fae who met my Cait, slowly burning out, that we even enlisted the vilest of sources.
I remember the day we all stood in Verd'Real, in the Summer Lady's receiving hall, as the only other person versed in the process of creating my daughter was reanimated from the tree form his mother had warped him into.
He knew what was happening from all the times it was talked about in the room, and his eyes immediately sought mine out, and his smile was pure venom and smug arrogance when Lord Sindri spoke. “Ah, Knith Shade, Brigade Enforcer of Beta Stack C-Ring. Ironic that it is me you need help from, now isn't it? Say please.” I didn't bother correcting him that I was of A-Ring now.
He started to step toward me, but froze, holding his hand and stump up when a golden light zipped up to him faster than a blink, and Graz held her blade a hair's width from one of Sindri's eyes. “What, are you stupid moving toward my Big? You got bark still growin' in your head? Did you already forget I took both your eyes the last time? Too bad they grew back.”
“Move away, Sprite, Shade needs to do something she detests.”
Graz looked back at me and I steeled myself and nodded once. She sheathed her tiny blade then her eyes widened as she pointed at his stump. “So how ya doing without your favorite lover?” Then I was blinking and covering my mouth to stop a snort when she made a crude pumping motion with her hand.
The man actually tried to swat her away, Graz was almost unbelievably swift before she emerged from her chrysalis as a Greater Sprite, but now she made her old self look sluggish. She was already inside my helmet, sitting on my shoulder by the time even his Fae reflexes had finished the swipe.
The man just strode up to me, as if he hadn't just been a tree for the past three years, and hesitated, looking actually nervous and a little afraid when the Queens moved in front of me. He swallowed, but then his slimy smirk returned as he looked past them and said to me, “Now say please, Shade.”
All I wanted to do was to end the man right then and there, but he might be our last hope in saving her, so I had said through gritted teeth, “Please, Lord Sindri, will you help me save my daughter?”
He looked ever so smug and sighed, looking at the Queens. “I suppose I really don't have a choice.”
He made a show of stretching seductively in front of Beta who had insisted on coming for moral support, and the next moment he was skipping and tumbling across the ground, his nose shattered and blood spraying until he stopped rolling with his magic. Sindri stood, dusting off his clothes, looking pleased with himself while he straightened his nose, the cartilage crinkling as it healed almost instantly as Beta growled out, examining her fist, “I've wanted to do that since you attacked Knith, you bastard.”
The man hesitated then cocked his head. “Mother? Ah, that explains why you hit like a runaway skimmer. I must say, you seem awfully animated. Have I missed something while I've been indisposed?”
Ok, I've never been more turned on by an AI than I had been at that moment. I'm taken, but still, dayum!
Beta turned to me and beamed a smile. “Why thank you Knith, that's the nicest thing you've ever...”
“Out of my head, lady.”
“Fine.”
She didn't look repentant.
Truly it was quite impressive, knowing how I did that hitting one of the Greater Fae was like hitting a slab of iron, they were that strong. Beta had constructed the most advanced android body before it had been crushed by Morrigan, but she must have done some upgrades on this new body to add even more power and tensile strength to be at relative parity with Fae strength. Technically I should bind Beta by law for battery, but I wasn't an Enforcer at the moment, just a mother concerned for her child.
I looked to my nemesis, just how fucked up was my life that I had a nemesis? “Will you help?” I asked.
He considered me and the Summer and Winter ladies, then smirked at Rory who looked even more enraged than Beta, then said, “It's a continuation of my work...”
Rory spat out, “Which you stole from me.”
“Which I stole from you, dear sister.”
“Half-sister!”
“Dear half-sister. So I must say that my own professional curiosity compels me to agree if just to see what the next steps may be for me to bypass this setback.”
I said dryly, “There won't be the next time. Once you've done all you can, it's back to roots and fruit for you. Think of this as a short hiatus from your punishment from your mother.”
He studied me and stepped back over to where he had been and held his arms out, saying dramatically, “Then no. Go ahead mother, return me to that boring existence.”
Mab chuckled. Fucking Fae and their deals. Nothing was ever straightforward. And of course, he wouldn't do it to help a child, the man was a sociopath. “What do you want, Sin?”
He smiled like a predator. “After all is said and done, isn't it obvious? I want to be free to live on the World... parole if you will.”
I sighed after looking at the Fae present who were all looking at me. “Fine. But know that if you even bend a law after this, I'll be coming down on you like a Valkyrie of Vengeance, and fuck being bound by law, you'll lose more than a hand.”
He hesitated, involuntarily looking at his stump, before regaining his composure. “Done and done. I wouldn't have it any other way.” He cocked a brow at me.
I sputtered out when he puckered up. “We're not sealing it with a kiss, you psycho.”
He chuckled then said as he started for the doors, “So, where is the little darling for me to examine?”
He stumbled to a stop as Titania teleported her and Mab in front of him. “Oh, my dear boy, not until we make our own assurances that you won't be sharing anything with anyone about this, ever.”
As their combined energy started to crackle, the man had just sighed out, “Well drat,” and the queens started binding him with a series of overpowered geases.
The man was our last chance, a desperate grasp at an elusive straw. And distasteful as he was, he seemed overly annoyed that even with his out-of-the-box and borderline illegal ideas, he had failed as soundly as everyone else.



Chapter 5 – Frostwyrm
Now there I was, limping back home after hopping out of the transport and entering the nursery. My baby girl was celebrating her third birthday and likely her last the next day. So like always, I wanted to spend every minute I wasn't working with her. The more I got to know the amazing person who was Caitlyn Shade, the more I loved her and was proud of who she has become.
Except... I tripped over a dress that was laying on the floor. I stumbled and my armor had to compensate for my damaged leg. I blurted out loudly so my voice would carry through the manor, “Cait! How many times do I have to tell you not to leave your things laying around?”
I grinned at the squee and her giggling as she raced the Sprites to me. “Mom!”
Again I was taken by how gaunt and frail she was now looking, almost as if she were starving, but her smile lit up my world until she froze and blurted with eyes wide in worry, “You're hurt, mom! Humans are too fragile. Sit.”
She placed a hand on my chest and my armor groaned as it tried to resist when she had me sit on one of the dozens of hand carved benches that were sprinkled around the open space. They were crafted from honest to goodness wood, and as such have a warmth that man-made materials don't possess. The Fae were very finicky about the distribution of the wood from the A and B ring forests. It was one of the most precious commodities down-ring.
And when I had lived in the C-Ring, I had commissioned a carved wood changing screen from an Elf woodworker named J'wald. It would have cost me literally my life savings, a price I was willing to pay, but the man saw that I appreciated it for the artistry of the piece, so gave it to me at no charge, except a promise from me to, as he said, “Do for others what they cannot do for themselves, show kindness to those who may not be afforded it else wise. Lend aid when others cannot, and consider me paid in full.” And I've dedicated my life to fulfilling that promise.
Before I could say anything, Caitlyn placed a hand on my armor and it sparked as it tried to scatter the magic that pulsed from her before the nanopanels parted to expose my swollen leg. As she started pouring healing magics into me I was blurting out in horror, “Cait! No! You're burning up your magic! I'm fine, I heal fast.”
I cupped her hands and she closed her eyes and seemed to center herself as she released her magic, then gasped and swayed. I hugged her to me, kissing the top of her head, “Oh, sweetie. You can't squander what little time we have like that.”
She murmured into my shoulder as Rory came running down the stairs like a blur, concern on her face. “But you were hurt.”
Aurora reached us. “I felt Cait's ma... Knith! What happened?”
I looked at her crossly as she started to do the same thing, healing magic spooling in her hands. “Mab's tits you two, I'm not made of spun sugar. I'm more durable than you give me credit for and I heal fast. This is nothing, and neither of you need to be wasting magic on something that will just be a memory in a day or two.”
Rory huffed at me, then turned her concern to Cait. “Dear heart, you can't be spooling intense magics like healing magic, it taxes your low reservoir too much. Promise me you won't do it again?”
Cait pulled back from me to look at her like she had just struck her, but then sighed and looked down, “Yes, L'taori.” The word was from an ancient dialect of Fae that wasn't spoken anymore, a gift from Cait's genetic memory. The best I can tell it refers to a loved parental figure. It warmed my heart that Caity saw Rory as a pseudo-mother figure.
“Good girl.” My Fae Princess kissed my daughter's cheek, then added, “Love you till the rings stop spinning.”
“Love you more than the Leviathan's heart.”
I couldn't help but smiling at the familiar exchange that children and their parents shared. I paused to really look at the woman I loved at the thought. She really did love my girl, and hasn't left our sides since this all began. She watched Cait with the Queens while I worked, keeping the World safe for Caitlyn and all the other families onboard. I've been entertaining making it official, making us a family, and her Cait's mom, but I'm a coward and afraid she might say no if I ask.
Graz kept punching my ear and I looked over at her and she kept nudging her eyes at Rory. I'm going to kill Mother for sharing my thoughts with the Sprite. They both keep telling me I need to ask before someone steals her from me.
Then we were all scrambling back, knocking the bench over as the air seemed to explode and overwhelming magics which were both searing and freezing at the same time, crackled in the space in front of us. Titania was holding Mab's hand and they were somehow combining their magics in preparation to unleash it as they teleported in, Mab hissing, “Who dares to...” She blinked and they both looked around, power cracking in their violet eyes before they looked confused and dropped the magic they were spooling.
Titania said, “We felt Caitlyn expending a large amount of energy, we thought... a hunter...”
I sighed and offered, “She saw I was injured and before I could stop her she was trying to heal me.” It was good to know they were looking out for our girl. We didn't want another repeat of the two assassination attempts of Caitlyn that have occurred in the past two years.
Mab chastised her even as she cupped her cheek and pulled her into a hug, “You cannot be doing such reckless things, love. It shortens your flame.”
Titania looked annoyed... at me. What did I do? Then I yelped as it felt as if my leg was burning as she flicked a finger, and it felt and tasted as if the huge amount of energy that was bleeding away in the air entered my injury. It was all I could do to stop from screaming out. Then it was gone, and my leg felt fine. I was healed, just how much power did she pull to herself when she thought Cait was in danger?
Rory steadied me on my feet as the Summer Queen said, “If things need doing, just call our names and we'll be here to do it so that you don't have to.”
“Sorry Godmothers.”
Then the Queens moved beside each other and said, “Well now that Knith Shade's latest misstep in parenting is handled. We know your birthday isn't until tomorrow, dear heart, but we couldn't wait to bestow your gift upon you.”
Just space me now, I was going to get another parenting lecture from them later again wasn't I? I was going to argue that she would open gifts the next day, that there were a lot of guests coming to celebrate my baby's life, but instead, pulled Cait back from them as the Queens of the Divided Courts started weaving their power together.
Magic started swirling and sparking in the air, and silver sigils, and runes started swirling and glowing, taking up the space, hanging in the air and creating a tapestry of magic so complex and dense, and tasting not of the Divided Courts, but of the Forge of Creation.
Rory gasped in shock and asked in awe, “Mothers, is that...?”
And then the magic congealed and compressed and wrapped around the arms of the Fae who were old when the Earth was young and then it seemed to shake and then it... blinked?
Mab said, “We know you want a Firewyrm, but they are too dangerous on the World. They need open spaces. So we've made this for you.”
I had to blink, it was a tiny Firewyrm, the length of Titania's forearm, but it's fire burned cold, like ice. “For you, the first of a new Fae species, a Frostwyrm. It'll get no bigger, and it cannot burn the World.”
I was in shock. I had just witnessed something that hasn't happened for thousands of years, I had just seen a living being born of magic. Even without the power they had on Old Earth, the Ladies of the Seelie and Unseelie could still perform an impossible miracle like this? The Firewyrms themselves were the last living magic beings the Queens had birthed, and by all accounts, they had virtually exhausted themselves in the act, and had to be protected by only the trusted among their firstborns for weeks afterwards as they recovered their strength.
Then Ember and Flame were smuggled aboard the Leviathan, where fire based races like Dragons and Firewyrms were prohibited because fire and spaceships don't mix.
But here they did it again and didn't look exhausted this time. I gaped at the cute little frosty dragon with its oversize blinking eyes. True, it was tiny compared to the Firewyrms, and the magic rolling off of it tasted and felt to be a tiny spark from what Ember had.
Cait looked seconds from turning herself inside out in glee as she held an arm out, “Truly? For me?” Then the little beastie saw her and it chirped and flowed around Titania's arm then curled around Cait's and came up nose to nose with her, staring into each other's eyes. Then it sneezed and she giggled.
She threw herself at the Queens, the Frostwyrm wrapping around her throat like a necklace, and they hugged her while she gushed, “I love you godmothers, thank you so much! I love him, he says he thinks his name is Speck.” And as they hugged her, the two Fairy bitches gave me smug, imperious smiles. Oberon's balls, how was I going to top this? I guess my idea of a changing screen that matched mine was sort of lame now. I saw the pleasure in their eyes as they saw me working through that. Oh how I loathe them, let me count the ways.
I schooled my face and smiled at my child's enthusiasm as she showed me her gift, “Did you see, mom? They created Speck for me? Isn't he wonderful?” Then she moved her arm toward Rory as Speck flowed down it again, and we just nodded together as I said, “I certainly did, and he's adorable.”
“He is!” Then she was running off, sounding a whistling, chiming note which had the Sprite children zipping out from wherever they were nesting and swirled around her as she headed to the door to bring her... pet? Friend? to see all the nature in the dome.
As soon as the door closed I spun on the smug magic slingers, “Really? Did you have to do that?”
Mab shrugged, “It made her happy.” She sounded haunted. I had no doubt, as weird as it sounds, that she and Titania really did love my daughter.
I exhaled in defeat, “Yes. It did.” Then I chose my words then did the one thing you don't do with the Fae, and looked at them seriously, “Thank you, both of you. She has less to smile about every day.”
Both of them looked conflicted, and torn between anticipation of what they could claim because of my thanking them, which implied I owed them a debt, and the fact that I was simply a mother at that moment, thanking someone for a kindness to their dying child.
Mab finally made a gruff exasperated sound and warned, “One of these times, Knith Shade of Beta-Stack it will not end well for you, thanking us.”
Titania added in a haunted voice as she stared at the door the children had used, “Her flame is all but exhausted. Only days remain. I'm not ready for such a bright spark of joy to be lost to the World.”
And we just all sat on benches that were just there from one moment to the next, and we just looked toward the door.



Chapter 6 – Happy Birthday
The next day, my slowly growing group of friends and family gathered at the nursery to celebrate the life of the first Changeling to be born on the Leviathan. I went down the hall of the upstairs living area to where Cait was getting ready. She rarely slept in her room, always showing up at my bedroom where Rory and I slept, and would climb into bed with us, saying we chased away the bad dreams and felt safe.
I wondered if it was the reality of her brief existence that haunted her dreams, because what could a child as young as her have to be afraid of in her sleep? Whatever it was, we welcomed her every time and assured her we would protect her from the nightmares. If I could take her place, so that she could live on, I'd do it without hesitation. I had never seen myself as a mother before her, but now I almost feared returning to a life without her.
Every morning, if she slept in our bed, she seemed to feel a little better, more active and her cheeks a little rosier. Something she got from me since the Greater Fae have a slight healthy tinge of lavender in their complexion, no matter the how light or dark their skin was.
When we noted this on those mornings, the doctors, scientists, and magic theorists looked into it, but finding no other causal link to me or Rory, it was written off to wishful thinking.
She was in front of her mirror, looking at herself critically, testing brushing her silky hair in different ways, then prodding the growing bags under her eyes. The exasperated huff was familiar, and I remembered my own teenage years where I was trying to figure out if I looked acceptable, or even pretty, but all I could see back then were my flaws. I caught myself smiling, my baby was effectively a normal teen. I stepped up to her as the Sprites were weaving gossamer threads and flowers into her hair as she brushed it back, braiding it with aplomb.
They noticed me and buzzed back to study their handiwork, Twinkle landing on my shoulder, looking pleased and said to me as I sat down the beat up equipment box I was holding, and took the brush from Cait, surprising her then started brushing some loose strands back where the other Sprites attacked it, taming it and braiding it in with the rest while their most inquisitive sister asked as she steadied herself by holding my earlobe. “Isn't she perfect?” She let go and spun in the air in excitement, dust sifting from her wings as I nodded my agreement.
I had to blink as I looked at her. I had been so focused on my daughter the past two years, I hadn't noticed my godchildren had grown up. Twinkle looked to be a teen as well now, and bore a strong resemblance to both Mitzy and Graz, with the male of their tri-mating, Remus' eyes.
I crinkled my nose at her, “When did you grow up? It's like I blinked and missed it or something. You look just like your moms. You have to be as tall as Graz.” She hugged herself and spun in the air again, I guess she took joy in looking like her parents. I had to smile.
Then I turned Cait in her chair to face me. She looked from me to the box I held, which was well used, filthy, and banged to shit and back. Speck flowed from her wrist, and down to the box to sniff it, curious if it contained food from the impression I was getting from the icy flames radiating from it. Like the Firewyrms, you had to be in physical contact with the little dragon for it to communicate with you using flashes of pictures and emotion and intent.
I cupped my girl's cheek, not reacting to how much more gaunt she looked since the prior day, “You're so beautiful sweetie.”
She smiled and hugged me, then I looked at the box. Wiggled my fingers at Speck to back off a little and I picked it up. I looked at the living being the Queens of the Fairie had gifted her, then sighed and forged on. “I wanted to give you my gift before everyone arrived. I know it isn't a Frostwyrm or anything, but it was all I could think of.”
She beamed, and in her quirky way she said with wide eyes as she held the container, “I love it!” Then a moment after, “What is it?” She was looking at it, turning it over, hearing the contents clank. She sniffed it then stuck her tongue out like she was going to taste it experimentally.
I was about to say something when I caught the twinkle in her eyes, she was messing with me. The little imp. I rolled my eyes as I shook my head, my smile betraying me, “Scamp.”
She set the container in her lap as the Sprites all buzz bombed her to sit all around, leaning forward like it was the most exciting mystery ever. Wait, one two three... there were twelve of them, the Graz's only had three children, more and more kept showing up every day. How were they even getting into the A-Ring, let alone past Mab's magical barrier around the grounds of Ha'Real?
Then she opened it and peered inside, cocking her head, then holding up the small rock that was shaped like a human heart inside of it. She cocked her head the other way, “I don't know what this is. It's heavy for a stone. I don't have a memory of it.” She smiled at the mystery of it just like the Sprites.
I shared, “That's because I got it long after my eggs were harvested from me, so it's not in your genetic memory. It is a piece of the asteroid field where we tamed Morrigan, to get her on course to replace the Heart of the Leviathan happening just two years from now.”
She instinctively looked at the wall in the direction the World was heading, like she could see the speck of light that was getting brighter and brighter each night we laid out in the meadow outside the nursery to see Morrigan approaching our small fleet. She'd just become visible to the naked eye last year. Now we were half way up to rendezvous with the small moon sized asteroid.
I swallowed, hating the voice inside my head adding that Cait would never see the wonder of the old Heart being towed out of the sphere in the center of the trunk, and Morrigan being towed in, so that the Worldship and two Cityships would have the natural resources needed to complete our trip to our new home.
Motioning my hand to the little asteroid fragment that had embedded into the hull of the New Hope, the massive tug we had retrofitted for that mission, I shared, “I love you more than my heart can contain, so I'm giving you this heart to hold more of my love. The mineralogists says it is almost identical in composition to the samples from Morrigan we brought back, and are sure it came from her, likely from some sort of impact in the asteroid field.”
I internally growled, Morrigan had been trying to kill us even before we arrived at her, but as much as she attempted to end us, she failed over and over. The closest she got was destroying Beta's body, but she had outsmarted Morrigan by transferring her mind into the subsystems of my Scatter Armor at the last second.
I glurked as she hugged me tight, my bones creaking as she squeaked, “I do love it! Thank you so much mom!” Then she showed it to her wrist console, “Do you see Mother? Isn't it wonderful?”
To my surprise, Mother responded, “I saw, sweetie, it's one of a kind, like you. And fitting since it is something from outside our World that now has a place here, with you.”
I spluttered, “How are you communicating with Mother through the barrier?”
She shrugged and said, “I just do. I think my Winter Godmother lets me. She's so kind.” I valiantly held off a snort at the concept. Mab? Kind?
Mother said in a chirpy tone, “Hello, Knith.”
“Hello, Mother. Are you coming to the party?”
She made an indecipherable sound then said in frustration, “Yes, my Beta avatar will be there soon. I... she... we can't decide what to wear. We've only ever been to one other birthday party, the one for Caity-Bear last year while you were out on walkabout to show her the World.”
I had to grin at the nickname Mother gave her, and don't let her catch anyone else using it, she'll give you an ear full. Beta explained to me how the data about children in her extensive libraries indicate that giving a child a nickname is a sign of affection, and since it appeared Cait and Caity were used by everyone else, she chose Caity-Bear, so she would know her World loved her. I know hard-arse Enforcers aren't supposed to get mushy, but it warmed my heart. Just as much as the almost forlorn tone told me Mother was just as heartbroken as me that my shining light was in her end days.
“Come on sweetheart, guests are arriving.”
And on that note, there was a light knocking at the door. We all looked over as the Sprites zipped up to meet the stocky middle aged man with salt and pepper hair. I said to him, “We're heading downstairs to join the party now, Mac.”
The King of the Fae, Oberon, still preferred to use his human glamour, even though everyone on the Leviathan and the Cityships knew who and what he really was now. And he still lives aboard the old Remnant, the Underhill, instead of on the A-Rings with the rest of the Greater Fae.
The Remnants are the positively ancient and archaic flying wrecks that had been part of the construction force which built the Leviathan over a thousand years. When the names of the captains of those vessels weren't called in the worldwide lottery to be one of the lucky twelve million people to populate the Worldship, they attached their vessels to the hull of the ship.
They survive by trading services, old tech, or sex to the people on the World for chit tokens or food cards. As they are not technically living on the World, or considered part of her compliment, they are treated as foreigners, their ships outside the purview of our laws. They are tolerated by the powers that be as long as they agree to abide by the laws of the World when they step out of their vessels.
Most attach to the C or D rings to leach free gravity from the spinning stacks, though many prefer to occupy airlocks on the Trunk since their people work the pressurized side of the mines in the Heart, or sign up for the daily work with the Skin Jockeys to keep the outer hull of the Leviathan free of debris strikes in exchange for chits to buy meal cards or water for them and their vessels.
The Underhill though? It is the largest vessel attached to the hull, or the Skin, besides the two mammoth tugs that were used for the turnover event a few years back, and then again for the Morrigan mission. And by all acounts, including from Doc, who had been part of the original engineering crew constructing the Worldship, the Underhill is in the same shape it had been during that construction... with quite a few upgrades as technology progressed through the centuries in flight.
He nodded, “I just wanted to catch Caitlyn before we went down, I've something special for her that I'd prefer nobody else knew about.”
Twinkle and the Sprites' eyes widened as he winked at them. The diminutive Sprite smiled widely and held a finger to her lips looking around at the growing crowd of young Sprites. Just where were they all coming from?
They all exchanged the same gesture with each other as Cait ran up to the man with all the enthusiasm of youth, “PopPop, you came!”
She hugged him, burying her face in his broad shoulders. He looked at the ceiling as if to challenge the universe for the cruel trick it had played on us, then he smiled and kissed the top of her head. He held her at arm's length. “Let me look at you. You're getting bigger and bigger each day.”
She snorted and covered her mouth, eerily similar to my own mannerisms. Something Rory explained is normal for Fae children, but that her genetic memory included her human mother is something unheard of. Even if she isn't aware of things until she needs to know about them and access the knowledge, she will also have the bulk of muscle memory from her Fae parents too, and apparently her human parent in this case. She thinks it is because I am the next evolution of human.
“You just saw me at supper last night.”
“Just so.” Then he shook his head slowly, “And you are so striking, little one. With your blended blood I can see so much human in you, I dare say you rival the beauty of my own Aurora.” A pink blush colored her cheeks, highlighting her human heritage, emphasizing his observation, as red blood coursed through her veins.
She almost whined out, “PopPop.”
Then he crouched to be eye to eye with her before pulling something out of a pocket. Mac looked over at me for permission, and I gave him the barest of nods and he made a show of unfolding a sooty, oily mechanic's rag, reminding me of the repurposed tool container I had just given her.
And in the middle of the rag was a crystal. One that sang in pure notes as the currents of magic that flowed around the Worldship washed over it like gently lapping waves, radiating from not only the magical beings moving around onboard, but of all the life on the World. I don't know how I knew that was what was generating the mesmerizing tones, but I knew instinctively.
I noted the confused looks on everyone's faces when she whispered, “It's so pretty, and the song it is singing sounds almost lonely.”
Oberon looked from her to me, brow furrowed. I inclined my head in affirmation, causing him to cock a brow then chuckle. They couldn't hear it?
He told her as he prompted her with the crystal, “This is a piece of Fae history that holds no use, no place in our new world here on this wondrous vessel. Once it was a birthright to only those chosen by the Forge of Creation, and only those powerful enough could even hope to awaken it. Only I, or the Queens have ever been able to use it... I suspect Aurora may have the power awaken the crystal as well, as her power has grown in scope exponentially since Exodus.”
She touched the blood red crystal and it caused a soft, pure note, like a tuning fork to radiate from the contact. It started pulsing faintly, and I realized it was Caity's heartbeat.
He said with some remembered reverence, “It was used to call the Wild Hunt to defend our people or bring vengeance down upon wrongdoers. It would call out to all living beings, and those who answered the call to the Wild Hunt rode as one to a common goal. If you heard the call, you were the hunter, else you were the prey.”
He went on as he took it gently from her and somehow strung a leather string through the crystal where there wasn't a hole, then he hung it over her neck, little Speck flowed up to coil around the lanyard and snuggle in to give her a necklace of living ice, the crystal dimly pulsing with her heart. “It is useless now, the days of war are over and there has never been need of the Hunt in over five thousand years. A relic of Fae glory days. A unique gift for the most unique child I have borne witness to in millennia too vast to count.”
She smiled widely, “And it's pretty.”
He chuckled. “And it's pretty.”
She dove on him again, pulling him into a hug, “Thank you, PopPop, I love it.”
He stiffened a moment, then relaxed and again the man chuckled, “Only you can get away with thanking a Greater Fae without incurring debt, my little mouse. Well, your obstinate mother pulls it off from time to time too.”
I rolled my eyes, “Oh shush, you crusty old space fart.” Then I added at his cheesy grin, “And it's called picking your time.”
“I guess there's that.”
Then without preamble, he offered his elbow to my daughter. Hey! I was going to escort her down. Then the cheeky man seemed to grow a few inches as his form bled away into the most beautiful Fae man I had ever seen, assuming his Oberon guise. Fine whatever, he was escorting her down in style. I probably would have been picking a sesame seed out of my teeth as I walked her down.
She gently laid her fingertips on his arm, as if she had done it a million times... that muscle memory they spoke of... and I followed them down as a halo of Sprite children formed around her head. I had to smile, she looked just like a fairy princess.
When the crowd saw her descending like royalty, they all chimed out, “Happy birthday!” And the celebration began.



Chapter 7 – Radio Ga Ga
To say the party was... interesting, would be an understatement. Many uninvited guests showed, like President Yang and her husband. Many of the firstborn of the Divided Courts, and even the representatives of the Siubhail, Fennis and Shril, who were in the process of moving their factions into the newly renovated Summer retreat of Verd'secundum in the Gamma Stack, now the Siubhail Consulate. Talks had gone well re-absorbing the Siubhail into the Divided Courts after most of the rebels had been flushed out and dealt with according to the laws of the World.
I was getting a little annoyed that even some of the representatives from the races that had sent out hunting parties for my daughter had shown up. It was all political power plays as nobody wished to be left out of the event for who they were all calling, “The Queens' Little Darling.” Did I not exist?
During it all, I had to grin at Dan. The gruff Grindle was imposing his massive seven foot frame between us and the various uninvited guests of those scheming races. He huffed and acted like it was all an inconvenience, but in truth, the big man had a soft spot for Cait too. Whenever she gave him one of her spontaneous hugs, or examined his tusks with the curiosity of a child, the huge guy would visibly relax. He had a huge heart he didn't want anyone to know about because big bad Brigade Enforcers need to be intimidating I guess?
I had to get him a fruit basket or something. I feel like he is always there in the background, running interference for me like this, and I don't show enough appreciation for it. He's supposed to be my partner, but I'm always running off on my own on FABLE business. Not that he isn't capable, he's one of the most decorated Enforcers, it's just that after decades of working alone, I just... forget, that I have a partner now.
He caught my eye on him and he inclined his head almost imperceptibly, I raised my glass of fresh spring water to him, then we both went back to what we were doing, not wanting to be caught being civil. I smirked. He was good people.
Beta... well she was dressed in a gossamer gown of fairy silk which shimmered different colors as the light hit it in different angles, accentuating her feminine form. She smirked at me when she caught my eyes bugging out. Mother had purposefully chosen the form of her Beta avatar to please me. She looked like Aurora's half human sister with burgundy red hair. All that was missing was a set of black rimmed glasses to complete the Fae librarian look.
I keep meaning to have a serious talk with her, she steals kisses from me from time to time, but I'm in a comitted relationship with my Fae Princess. Though if Rory ever kicked me to the curb, Mother knew how to push all my buttons. I wonder what dating the World would be like, I'd have to ask Doc and Mir.
Beta made a turn to show off the dress to me as she poked Daniel in the belly as she walked past him to us. Aurora whispered, “Oh my,” her smile wistful, eyes looking Beta up and down appreciatively and kissed her cheek, “You look lovely, Beta. Doesn't she my Knith?”
Fae are very polyamorous people, and don't view sex like more monogamous races do. In fact, the only time the Greter Fae are monogamous is after they get married. So Rory never got upset that Mother kept trying to seduce me, she saw it more as a game and intimated she didn't mind sharing at times. Gah, I was in the weirdest love triangle ever, and was unfortunately, or fortunately, a one woman girl.
Beta smiled and prompted, “Don't I, Knith?”
Graz said from somewhere in the tree we were beneath, “Don't answer, ya dumb Big, it's a trap!”
I exhaled in exasperation, “Don't get full of yourself, lady.” Then I added, “Oh Titania's panties, yes, you do look... lovely. Fishing for compliments now? Why don't you wear the same maintenance uniform your other Avatars wear?”
The AI looked from me to Rory, and the two exchanged an amused look and sputtered out a shared laugh. What? They were baiting me again. “Gah!”
Beta shrugged, a habit she's been getting into as her mannerisms became more and more... alive. “It's fun to tease you.”
I blurted before I knew what I was saying, “Well you have to stop trying to seduce me after I ask Rory to marry me tonight.”
My eyes snapped wide. Fuck me sideways and space me naked, what had I done? The party had gone silent, all eyes on me. Was it too late to jump in front of a shuttle transport train? I swung my eyes to Aurora who was motionless, she may as well have been a finely crafted porcelain statue. In the silence I heard my baby girl squeak and the passing of her bare feet as she ran up to us.
Then Rory whispered, her voice cracking as the single word got louder, “Yes! Yes my Knith Shade. I will be your betrothed. For a Human, who lives life so quickly, you move so very glacially slow.”
I blinked in happy shock as everyone cheered, well everyone but the Queens of the Divided Courts whose eyes I could feel boring into me from where they stood twenty feet away. Then I was in heaven as I felt Aurora's lips on mine, her lips sizzling against my upper lip of Summer's fire.
Caity was squealing in glee and clapping her hands quickly at her chest as Graz led the swarm of Sprites in an excited halo around us, Twinkle landing on my shoulder, patting my earlobe in approval as my daughter squeed out, “This is the best birthday present ever! Oh, I'll have two moms.”
People started to gather around us to congratulate us, but I held up my arms, “Later everyone. This is a celebration of Caitlyn's life. There will be plenty of time for this tomorrow. Right now, I think I saw cake over by the gift table that is waiting.”
People glanced at the huge birthday cake that an Elf Bakery in Delta-Stack had donated, which likely wouldn't be enough now that there were so many uninvited guests.
During the migration of everyone to said cake, Beta hooked her arm in Cait's to escort her. Hey! But then said as they walked, “I couldn't wrap your gift. I saw how you lit up when the queens made you that cute little Frostwyrm. So I made you this.” She held her hand toward her and a little... well... mechanical Wyrm spiraled around her wrist to look up at my girl from her palm. “A Cyberwyrm. Doc helped me build her last night.”
Cait's eyes were as wide as mine as the cute metallic beastie blinked at her. My daughter put a hand out and it swirled around her wrist and cocked its little head as Beta explained, “It is one of my avatars, I programmed a subset of myself in her, so she is alive.”
Then Caity hugged it to her, squeaking out, “Oh I love her, she's darling. She's perfect. I love you Mother.” She kissed a supremely satisfied looking Beta on the cheek. Then held the... Cyberwyrm up for Speck to see. “Look Speck, meet Cybil.” The two chittered then it joined Speck, coiling around the lanyard of the crystal around her neck, chattering like they were speaking to each other.
And after all the guests left a couple hours later, it was just... well, our really weird and diverse family. Which warmed me to the core. Being a CC, or Clinic Child, I had never had a family. I was raised by the clinic and released into general population when I became an adult. From there I went to Universtity then joined the Brigade. And the Brigade had been the only family I had ever known until now. And I looked around in wonder, knowing this was what I had been missing my whole life.
We sat around a simulated fire pit, since fire was not allowed on the World. And Doc asked where he draped his arms back lazily over the log he was propped up against with Beta and Mir, his odd accent heavy, “So wee one, was your birthday all you wanted?”
She nodded enthusiastically as she tried to referee the fight of her two Wyrms over a seed. “And more.”
Then the man asked, sounding as if he accepted this was her end of days, “If you could do just one more thing in this life, what would it be?”
She thought on it as she grasped my hand, causing the lethargy in her movements to abate. “You showed us to all the wonders of the World, except one. I think I'd like to see the Ka'Infinitum just once before I sleep my last sleep.”
Oberon stood and said in a hoarse tone, “That, we can do. But just for a moment, you've mortal blood like your mother, and would be undone in seconds otherwise.”
The Queens looked distracted as they were looking at Caity's hand on me. Mab querying, “Is that new?”
We looked down as I asked, “Is what new?”
The Queens looked at each other, eyes glittering, Titania asking her, “Could it be that simple?”
Graz buzzed over to sit on the opposite shoulder from Twinkle, who seems to have co-opted my left for her own, and blurted, “With all due respect, is what new, ya dumb Bigs? Your highnesses.”
They pointed. We looked as Oberon's eyes widened. Where Caitlyn touched me, we could see the delicate swirling spellwork and ancient runes of the Forge of Creation that Rory had woven into my fetus at the time of my artificial conception. Being my daughter, the same spellwork was woven into Cait's being, which is why the Rebels were able to successfully create a Changeling, after failing with all the rest of my eggs.
We shrugged, and even I noted how eerily similar our motion was. I shared, “It's always done that.”
Aurora nodded. “It is a byproduct of the...” She trailed off. Then looked from me to Cait then them. “How did I not see it? Is it truly that simple? That the code of life I used from the Forge is infused in them? And that they are immune to magic just as the shards are immune to it?”
I was getting whiplash looking around between them all, what were they all talking about? Oberon offered my daughter an elbow, which she took. And he said, “Knith, ladies?” I looked at him in question and placed a hand on Cait just as the queens, holding hands like long lost lovers, and Rory all placed a hand on Oberon.
Then I was floating in zero G in front of the vault in the Flight Control Center deep in the Trunk. Behind the massive World-Drives. Mother asking, “Knith, what's happening? You all just appeared in Command Control.” As the queens growled in unison to the Fae guards at the blast doors leading into Mother's data core, “Move.”
The guards moved away quickly as Rory took my hand and her personal gravity field had me stumbling to the floor. Mab placed a hand on the scanner and silver runes and spellwork spidered out along the walls, and the door opened.
We all stepped through as the Captain of the Leviathan was calling down from one of the levels of the massive control center, “Excuse me, what is the meaning of...” Then his mouth was covered in vines and leaves, Titania holding a finger to her lips.
After the door sealed behind us, we stepped through a decontamination chamber, and into a room which made any computer center I have ever been to, look to be child's toys.
Laser traces were firing off everywhere into a glowing crystal matrix which pulsated with life, the equivalent of synapses firing in a brain. There weren't words to describe the majesty of the sight. We slowed to a halt as Caity just stared at the sleek, almost sexy white console that seemed to organically grow from the floor like a delicate sculpture of Fae design, as she whispered, “Is this you, Mother? It's so beautiful!”
I could actually hear the blush in her tone as Mother said almost bashfully as Cait ran her finger along the slick surface, “Yes, this is my central core, Caity-Bear.”
Mab rushed us along, “Yes yes, ooh ahh, the ship's brain. Come along, dear heart.”
I chuckled at that. Mab could actually be funny at times, when she isn't terrifying. Then we stood in front of the armored sphere that melded into the bigger sphere around the control center. The most shielded, protected, and secure place on the World. I could hear the shards calling out to me. This was the source of all the additional power needed to run the Worldship. This was the...
Caity whispered out, finishing my thought, “The Ka'Infinitum.”
Then Mab raised her hand, and with a dramatic pause, pressed it against the surface, causing those impossibly complex spells and sigils to spider out around the entire sphere, creating an awe inspiring effect, and... nothing happened. She screwed up her face and tried again. Then she exhaled in exasperation. Motioning to Titania and Rory.
Graz whispered from behind her hand, “Denied.”
Titania looked smug as she placed her hand on the surface, before squishing her lips to one side and turning on me as Rory tried to no avail. “This is your fault, Shade. You put it to the Forge that it is their choice to cooperate.”
I defended, “You used the shards like tools, expecting everything yet giving nothing.”
She growled at me and I leaned in and growled right back, causing her to start chuckling then laughing like she were unhinged. I seriously think the Queens really are unhinged. “Oh dear Shade, you're a source of constant amusement. No self preservation at all.” She reached for me faster than I could follow, but her hand stopped inches from grabbing me. I blinked at Cait's hand grasping her wrist, then my daughter saying with all the patience in the world, “Godmother, please. Weren't we here for something? You three are being awfully cryptic.”
Ok, the fact that my daughter had just caught and stopped Titania's arm was frightening enough, even sick as she was, just how strong was she, wasn't she half human? But the tone she used... if my eyes were closed, I would have thought it was Mab speaking. There was that genetic memory again. And the Fae side of her bloodline was very short... Aurora, then Mab.
Rory interposed herself between us all. “Knith, would you? It's Loki being obstinate again.”
I sighed and looked away from the confrontation. I grinned that we were all using the name of some ancient trickster god from the historical archives, from the Norse band of humans, for the trickster shard who had helped us retrieve Morrigan. It had tried all it could to seduce me into releasing its power.
So as I have done so many times since our return, I placed my hand on the surface and as the spells and sigils spidered out, I was included in the spellwork as I froze in place until an iris spun open on the chamber where there was no seam before.
Graz buzzed off, leaving a frightened orange trail of light behind her as she grabbed Twinkle to get away from the light spilling out into the space. The Wyrms on Cait's necklace instinctively followed, leaping off of her shoulders to glide gracefully after the Sprites in zero G.
I steeled myself, telling Cait, “Ok prepare yourself. We'll only have seconds with so many shards and so much power. We'll be unmade if we stay too long. We're not made of magic like the others here.”
She nodded, her eyes wide as she stared at the pure light that defied description that poured out the aperture. And as one, all of us stepped inside, bathed in that light of creation and destruction.
I got the impression that the Artifacts inside took a step back when we entered, though they hadn't moved. The Fae haven't treated them well, and I believe they have a kind of sentience of their own, though concepts like morality, good and bad, are foreign to them. They radiate a lonesomeness, being shattered pieces of a whole they may never be again. Which is why I believe they created the Fae, beings of pure magic. The taste of Fae magic is so similar to the Forge's, but I sense it is somehow tainted by time, so it doesn't resonate as purely as the shards, but it did taste and feel like... my daughter's.
No matter how much I prepared myself every time I saw the Artifacts stored in the Ka'Infinitum, the shards of the Forge of Creation that birthed our universe, our reality, in the Big Bang, it always made me feel... less than. They were the most beautiful and terrifying things that you saw not with your eyes, but with your soul, with everything that made up your being. An eternity of eternities and all the possibilities. The birth and destruction of all that was or ever will be.
And again I silently wept as, Caitlyn dropped to her knees, her eyes impossibly wide... and she was smiling as a single tear rolled down her face. Then as we all stood in awe, even the Queens and Oberon, Cait spoke. “Hello. I'm happy to see you too.”
My awe and elation was dampened as I watched her, getting the impression the Artifacts were communicating with her, as it felt similar to when I made a deal with Loki.
She shook her head, “I wish I could, but... my light is extinguishing soon, so I may not be able to visit.”
I blinked as I noted she didn't look as gaunt anymore, and her fragile voice was strengthening. Then she said sadly, “You are beautiful, and loved even if you don't realize it. The people of the Leviathan all live because of you, so they are your people too.”
Then she held her hand in front of her and wiggled her fingers, wonder in her eyes as it seemed particles were drifting off of her flesh. I quickly looked at mine and it was worse. Mortals cannot bask in the power in the Ka'Infinitum for long without being undone. Oberon noticed and said in a hoarse voice, “Ok, time to go... now!” And he took Cait's arm and led her quickly out of the vault. Queen Mab and Rory caught me as I stumbled, Titania at my back to shield me in her shadow as they rushed me out.
Caity smiled at us all, “Now I have seen all there is, when I leave you all, it will be with a life as full as it could be, and this was a gift beyond all I could imagine.”
I was blinking at her. She looked so, healthy, her ashen porcelain skin now glowing with pink health. The others were just staring at her. Then the Summer Lady cocked her head. “Dear heart... how do you feel?”
Cait emulated her, cocking her head in the same manner as she seemed to contemplate the question, “I feel... energized, strong.”
Mab and Rory nodded as my... fiance said carefully, “I can feel her power. Instead of a dim flickering ember, it is burning again. Not where it should be, just a fraction of it, but experiencing the Artifacts has somehow restored a small amount of her magics.”
I said excitedly, “Her magic resonates with theirs, whereas yours seems to be... out of tune. Is it possible they can nurse her with their magic, giving her what she needs until she can maintain her own spark?”
Oberon cocked a brow at me. “You can feel all that? Just like on the Morrigan mission, you seem more in tune with magic than even we Fae.”
But Mab, though looking encouraged, still had a sad shadow in her eyes as she said, “I would be hopeful of that if it weren't for one thing that will prevent her from absorbing enough magic to sustain her. Even now I can feel what she just gained trickling away.”
It struck me what that one thing was, and I've never felt such crippling guilt, it was the one thing that I gave my daughter and it may well be a curse, her death sentence. I whispered, “My humanity, her mortality.”
Cait took my hands looking sad that I was in a dark place just then as Oberon said, “Just so. The Forge was already unmaking her, both of you, and she couldn't get enough power to ignite her own. But if anything, this is a stopgap that can give us more time... with her, giving us time to find a solution. Maybe limited visits. But there is a cumulative toll to the human condition, even you were becoming undone quicker this time Shade, so Caitlyn will eventually not be able to set foot inside the Ka'Infinitum.”
Rory hugged Cait to her and kissed the top of her head then asked, “My Knith says she can communicate in a rudimentary fashion with the shards, impressions and intent. Were you communicating with them, little one?”
Caity nodded with a wry smile. “To some degree, their intent seems to coalesce around one Artifact, Loki, I think it has some sort of connection with mom, and me in turn though mom. They are alone, an intense longing to be whole again. Mom treats them as entities, not tools to be used. I got the impression of tentative trust. They wanted to be visited, to share existence with anyone, anything.”
That was what I had sensed when I refused to use the power of the Loki shard, to set it free to create and destroy, to claim the power for my own. And the Fae are attempting to reconnect with the power that had birthed them instead of using it to their own ends. It takes a long time for the Greater Fae to embrace change so it will still be years if not centuries for them to work with the Artifacts instead of using them, and to accept that while not life as we can even comprehend, they are aware.
Then my girl smiled up at me. “Loki tried giving me the same deal that you refused. I think it was amused when I denied the call too.”
My blood boiled inside my veins as I blurted, “What!?” It had tried to subvert my child?
I turned around and marched right back into the vault. Titania teleporting in front of me, “Shade, what do you think...” I moved around her as particles started drifting off me.
Then she gasped when I grabbed the trickster Artifact and held it up, shaking it, “Don't ever try to subvert my child again.”
There was a sense of amusement and I looked at myself, feeling all that I was starting to drift. I shook it again, “Stop it, we're not done, you and me.”
Titania tried to reach out to me but she was gone and I heard her exasperated huff outside the vault as the aperture closed. They had kicked her out, and now I was amused. Then I realized how monumentally stupid I had been. My temper had just likely killed me. But... it hadn't.
I looked at myself, I was still there, I was still me. I got the impression that it was Loki, stopping... well, stopping the universe around me, not really time, but everything including it.
We were in a bubble inside the vault, and I was shielded from being returned to the energy that made up all things because... the Forge pieces found me a curiosity. So many impressions hit me at once, too much for my limited mind and potential to comprehend. They seemed to be shielding my mind from being crushed, of losing my connection to sanity, but I was left with the idea that I was the first to not fall sway to their promises of everything and nothing.
I growled, kicking myself for my lack of preservation, “Do we have an understanding? Don't try to seduce my daughter, and I'll keep my promises. I won't let you be used as tools, we will work with you to a common goal, and when we get to our new home, we'll help to try to locate the other pieces of you.”
The shard warmed in my hand, and I nodded, setting it back down in its spot. “Great, now how do I get out of...”
I was suddenly hit with a wall of recognition and excitement, a yearning and anticipation. I could hear something over the blood rushing in my ears as I was almost crushed by the emotion of the Forge. A sense of welcome. Then I realized what the sound was, I had heard them one other time in my life just a few short years ago. The proximity alert klaxons... something big was approaching the World!
Then I was thrown at the wall, with the impression that I needed to go keep my word. I brought my arms up as my visor snicked down as I anticipated being crushed like a bug on the windscreen of my Tac-Bike as I hit the solid wall. Only, I didn't. I passed right through it and into a steel wall. Ok, so it wasn't a steel wall, it was just my Princess who was pounding her fists on the vault, screaming my name.
I fell in a heap at her feet, uttering, “Ow.” It always amazes me just how strong the Greater Fae were. And hitting my girl was almost as bad as hitting the solid wall.
Then I was flying as she grabbed me to put me on my feet, “Oh, Knith. I thought you had.. had...”
I placed a shaky hand on her cheek as I shook my head as my visor snicked down at a thought, “No, it takes more than the power of creation to stop a pissed off mom. I gave Loki a piece of my mind for messing with... wait, where is it?”
She asked, “Where's what?” as the others gathered around me, reaching out to touch me like they didn't believe I had survived. The Sprites landing on my shoulders, Twinkle looking into my ears as Graz pulled my lips to examine my teeth for some unknown Sprite reason.
“Ya dumb, Big. I thought you finally killed yourself this time.”
Then I lifted my hand to point to the ceiling to answer Rory when the proximity alarm went off.
I said, “I can debrief with you all later about what happened in there, but right now... Mother?”
“Your Tac-Bike is already waiting in the trunk... but I didn't fly it there.”
Right. The Forge. Whatever this was all about, it had them excited.
I hugged my daughter. “Baby girl, I love you more than the stars. I'll see you at home? I have to see what is happening.”
“I love you too, mom. See you at home.”
Then I looked at Titania, “I'll trade one of the three answers you owe me for a lift to my Tac-Bike. Whatever is happening out there, has the Artifacts abuzz.”
She gave me the wickedest of grins. She's been trying to get me to ask my three questions for years now. The Summer Lady didn't like owing anybody anything. And before I could say anything, I was in zero G, and Titania was popping back away.
Twinkle threw up on my ear, eww. As it evaporated, Graz told her, “You'll get used to it.” Then to me as I grabbed a handrail and tugged to get us gliding over to where my Tac-Bike waited, “So just what the fairy humping heck is goin' on, Knith? Is it another Cityship?”
I shrugged as Graz joined her daughter inside my helmet before I snicked the visor down and we were rocketing toward the nearest spoke as the call for all Enforcers to assemble at the nearest Brigade Headquarters for orders. “I really don't know, but with the Forge involved, maybe we don't want to know.”
“I was afraid you'd say that.”
The airwaves were filled with tens of thousands of messages as every department on the World started enacting the new protocols that were created after the events of the arrival of the Cityships. It was total chaos.
Then as I barrel rolled the bike to align us to the entry lanes of the spoke, I asked, “Mother?”
She made a pleased sound in my head and then music from the archaeological archives started blaring in the helmet as I kicked the bike into overdrive in the emergency vehicle lanes, emergency lights strobing, It was a song called Radio Ga Ga, by a group I enjoyed called Queen. Very apropos.
I had to smile as we streaked up toward the HQ in Beta-C. Caity was healthier now, and that made everything else not matter as I ignored two screaming Sprites as I corkscrewed around a slower Brigade transport in the emergency lanes above the ground traffic.



Chapter 8 – Burn It Down
Three days later I was sparring with the Palace guards of Ha'Real as Cait, Rory, and Beta watched from the lawn of the courtyard where they were eating various fruit slices with Graz and her family. Without looking, the winged terror was saying with a mouth full of banana slices, “Keep your left up Knith.”
“What? You're not even watching, you buzz bombing menace.”
I ducked under a sweeping slash from a pike held by my sometimes ally sometimes adversary, Delphine, captain of the Queen's Guard. Rory chuckled and waved airily as she handed Beta a slice of nectarine, saying to me, “You're doing fine, my Knith.”
Was nobody even paying attention as I took my almost daily beating at the hands of the most skilled Fae fighters?
Beta looked at the fruit I hadn't even known existed on the World until I found myself living in the A-Ring. Then she experimentally touched it to her tongue, smiled then ate it. She didn't need to eat as she wasn't biological, but her systems could break food down and burn it for fuel to supply to her systems.
It gave Mother a more 'alive' impression to people who were wary of her avatars. But her sense of taste was new. Just as she's never had a sense of touch before her avatars, she also didn't have a sense of taste. She could analyze particles in the air to determine smells, but didn't have actual olfactory senses until she and Doc made some experimental systems for her to try out.
Cait seemed immensely fascinated by the process.
I rolled along the length of the pike and feigned a strike with a fist, my other arm hung over the pike as I used Fae strength against the woman who actually had a single bead of sweat on her brow. It took a lot of effort and exertion for a Fae to sweat. Their skin always looks so smooth and poreless I sometimes forget it is possible. When she was blocking my fist easily, I had used the pike as a pivot point to cartwheel, landing a bone jarring blow to her face with my mag-boots. Her immense strength likely not even registering my weight, as she hadn't even wavered as I put my full weight on the pike for the maneuver.
When I say bone jarring, I mean to me, not to her. She had barely staggered as she dropped the pike's tip down to disengage me from it. The woman blinked as I backed up, taking a defensive stance as she spun the pike effortlessly, snapping it back along her arm parallel to the ground behind her, a leg stretched out behind her as she crouched, other hand forward in a classic armed combat stance.
Then she looked a little confused and touched her face below her nose with her free hand and pulled it back to see the blackish violet blood on her fingers, even though her broken nose had already healed. Her smile bloomed, eyes flashing with excitement, “I felt that blow, Human. You continue to improve. Your use of misdirection was unexpected. These years of sparring have improved your already quick reflexes, and strength. I dare say your speed almost rivals a Fae now. A fifth born or so.”
I snorted, “Like I have any choice. What you call sparring, I call your daily attack upon my person. And really? A fifth born? Mab's tits woman, that was my best shot.”
Then I was ducking and spinning. Kicking up from my crouch to knock the pike loose from another guard's loose grip, catching it in one hand and sweeping their legs out from under them. I had learned long ago, not to sweep their legs with my own, it was a good way to fracture my bones, but their pikes were spelled to store kenetic energy, something my new Mark 9 Scatter Armor did to a lesser extent. I used that now and released all the stored kinetic force on the downswing and a loud crack was heard as the Fae guard's jaw actually broke, it sounded like a slab of granite cracking. It'd heal in moments but I smirked when Mother warned me by putting up a three hundred and sixty degree view in my vision, and I dodged two other pikes which came jabbing in at me.
The others believed it was my internal systems I was using to see the entire engagement bubble around me, but ever since Beta gave Cait the Cyberwyrm, Mother has been able to communicate with me behind the wards on the palace grounds. The Queens would be incensed if they knew she had somehow circumvented their security and spells.
As I rolled across the ground I caught Beta smiling slyly. I thought, “Hey, out of my head, woman.”
The guards had doubled their efforts. It was like a game of whack the Human, and I squeaked out. “Don't just sit there grinning, a little help here?”
Then in a blur, a leg was caught in mid stomp at me, “Thank you Be...” I trailed off. It wasn't Beta, it was Caity. She started pressing the advantage of the surprise from everyone, and with speed faster than I could muster, pushed them back with a series of well executed moves that mirrored my unorthodox fighting method that I have adapted from multiple mixed martial arts styles over my decades in the Brigade.
And where I could barely hold my own as I tried not to have my head literally torn off by the Queen's guards, being much weaker and slower even with my Scatter Armor, Cait had none of those limitations. She had that massive strength of theirs, on the extreme low end of their scale but still formidable, and the speed of the Fae. This wasn't the first time I've been shocked by watching my daughter fight exactly like me.
In the couple times covert hunter killer groups had tried to assassinate my Caitlyn while we were visiting all the rings and all the towns and cities in the stacks the past two years, I've been a little unnerved at her genetic memory. When they say muscle memory is passed down, they mean exact muscle memory as when we compared recordings Mother had made of the attacks with some of the confrontations I've been in in the past, her movements were a mirror to mine. I still didn't know how I felt knowing my daughter knew how to fight, but I think I may be slightly ok with it since it means she can protect herself if needed.
The guards all backed quickly off, Cait's smile faltering as they all disengaged to stand at attention. My daughter had a sour look on her face, and I noted a slightly hollow shadow on her face, indicating that the boost the Artifacts had given her was slowly burning off as her gauntness was returning. She asked, “Why can I not spar?”
I dragged her to my side and said as I hugged her, “You know I don't want you fighting. Someone so young doesn't need to know these things.”
Delphine countered, “Because the Queens of the Divided Courts have made it clear that any who would raise a hand against you will be dealt with swiftly and decisively. Not that Summer's threats mean anything to us, but the Winter Lady has decreed it.”
Caity deflated. That's good... wait, hey! She accepted that and not that I didn't want her fighting? I had to look at my hands to make sure I was real and not just a figment of my own imagination.
Then my snort was likely heard through all the ring stacks when Caitlyn explained to me, “We're supposed to respect our elders, and my Godmothers are really old.” I caught the slight smile Delphine fought back valiantly, who knew she had a sense of humor?
My smile bloomed at Aurora's tittering. She offered, “Only the Queens' Little Darling could get away with saying that.”
Graz slipped up by saying, “It's true. They're the only ones older than me, except maybe Oberon, nobody knows when he became.” She snapped her mouth shut. She keeps letting little tidbits of information slip about her true age, which she will never discuss, not even with her two mates. How could a Sprite be so much more mysterious than the rest of us?
Then Graz stiffened and zipped to the safety of my helmet when an icy voice asked, “Really, vermin?”
I didn't even look and just sighed out in resignation, “Hello, Mable,” using one of the names she was registered as on the ship's passenger rolls.
Delphine snapped, leaning her pike toward me, “Do not address your Queen so informally, Human.”
I growled, “She's not my Queen, if you'd take your head out of her ass you'd see.”
Mab just made a dismissing gesture as I turned to her and Delphine relaxed, returning to attention. The Winter Lady cocked a brow at me. “That will not hold true if my dear Aurora goes through with the charade of wedding you, Knith Shade of Beta Stack. So you may wish to rethink any disrespectful words in the unlikely event she actually follows through.”
“Go suck hard vacuum, I won't be part of any house.” Oops. I would have facepalmed if so many people weren't looking my way.
Mab was in my face, eyes crackling with winter fire, “You best, what is the Human term? hold your tongue, while you're behind. I'd hate for my Rory to have to wed an ice sculpture.”
The borderline insanity in her face went slack when Caitlyn said softly, “Hello godmother.”
The smile that replaced the threatening countenance of the woman was like a flower opening to the Daylights as she turned to my girl, “Hello, dear heart.” She held out an arm and Cait slipped in and hugged the unstable Fae matriarch. I saw actual hurt in her eyes as Mab took my daughter in, seeing the changes just since yesterday. That among other things, showed me that she truly did love Caity, almost as much as she loved Aurora and her other firstborns.
Aurora said, “Mother, you know Knith won't have to chose a Court.”
“She sired a Changeling, if Cait chooses...” Mab trailed off, realizing what she was saying. The chances my daughter would see her maturity and make the Changeling's choice was... my heart clenched.
I changed the topic, “Why are you here Mab? You never interfere when your guards are beating me to a pulp.”
She grinned at that, the thought seemingly making her happy until she noted the blood on Delphine's face. “Are you not up to the task of protecting the palace? You allowed a Human to injure you?”
Dlephine offered weakly in defense, “This Human charges enemy vessels in the vacuum of space, unarmed. And she defeated Lord Sindri of the Summer Court in single combat.”
This placated her ruler as she nodded, “There is that I suppose. Clean yourself up, Winter will show no weakness.”
The Captain bowed, “My lady.” Then spun on a heel and marched right into Ha'Real, two other guards stepping out to take her place in the courtyard. Yes, as much as it pains me to admit, Delphine was commander of the Queen's guard for a reason, and she was worth any two other fighters.
I cocked an expectant brow at the leader of Winter and she exhaled. “Humans are always in such a hurry. They should learn to savor the moments before their brief existence is over.” She hesitated at those words, then moved on to why she was there. “You're about to be called away. The object is entering the extreme range of Ready Squadron right about...”
She let an incoming message through her wards and it scrolled in my vision. I was a little excited and a little apprehensive about it. All the relevant people from various disciplines were being called to the Flight Control Center for the Far Reach mission to determine the threat level of the object hurtling toward the Leviathan.
I shouldn't even be part of the team, as I had no value or utility in the mission. I wasn't an astrophysicist nor an engineer. But representatives from the Government, as well as the leaders of the Fae and the Cityships were requested to attend as Ready Squadron made an assessment flyby of the object. And as Rory was the head of research for Winter, I was requested to escort my girl in her security detail's stead.
I thought back to Cait's birthday, when the proximity alert klaxons started going off. I made my way to Beta Stack's Brigade Headquarters HQ in time for the announcement from Ready Squadron and the Flight Control Center we had just left. President Yang and the defense secretary were on the huge holo-tank display in the bullpen as our half-elf leader apprised the World of what was happening, to keep people from panic or making assumptions.
The strong, elegant woman wasn't in her normal fitted pantsuit, instead she looked to have been pulled away from working out or running, as she was in a sweaty green tank top, and stretchy pants, wearing some cross training shoes that would likely cost me a month's stipend. And the towel draped over her shoulders just completed the look, and I have to say, she was fit and finely toned like the people of her elvish half.
The only thing that marked her as a halfling was that her pointed ears were not as finely tapered as an Elf's, and they were slightly rounded at the tips. She looked good for a young three hundred. Halflings could live seven or eight hundred years, much longer than the mere two centuries of her Human half. And she's been the President for two ten year terms now, and as this was an election year, she was lobbying hard for a third and final term as the Worldship Constitution puts a hard limit of three terms on the office of President.
I voted for her for her second term, though not her first. And she has been everything I hoped she'd be in a president except for one slight flaw I've discovered since I was first investigating my very own Princess Aurora for murder and illegal organ harvesting. The woman's armor of confidence and decisiveness shatters when the Greater Fae are around. Though she was happily married, and her romance with her husband was legendary, and has been on all the entertainment waves and gossip columns, she was such a hopeless Fae groupie. The woman turned to mush when the Queens were around.
But here she was, looking every inch the leader, even out of the posh suits she wore to project the professionalism and strength of her post. And I think I liked this better, it showed she was more than just the office, she was a person too.
She said in her clear and confident tone, “Citizens of the fleet, there is no need for alarm.” She was glaring off screen, making a cutting motion across her throat and the klaxons went silent and the warning strobes mounted on every bulkhead stopped flashing. “The Leviathan's long range sensors have detected an object accelerating from the direction the asteroid we are slowly overtaking which will be replacing the Heart.”
The woman made direct eye contact with the flying orb camera drone, making the viewers feel as if she were talking directly to them. It was effective, and she used it all the time when she campaigned. “We don't know at this time what sort of debris it is this far out, but our astrophysicists, astronomers, and scientific magi-tech corps are analyzing the incoming data and reflectivity of it to determine if it poses a potential risk that will have to be mitigated by our Ready Squadron.”
Our Secretary of Defense nodded his agreement as he stood at her shoulder. Then she was swarmed with orbs and lights, reporters were shouting out questions, “Madame President, is the asteroid breaking up? Was the Morrigan mission in vain?” “Is it on a collision course with the World?” “Are the Fae involved with the appearance of the object?”
Then of course there was Maxwell Prentis, calling out irrelevant political horseshit... well, goatshit in the smarmy Satyr's case, “Are the rumors of you using your new presidential quarters in Delta-A for meetings with high level politicians to undermine your opponents true?”
The woman smiled disarmingly as she addressed the valid questions first, “As I said, we are assessing the data as we've just now been able to detect the object as it had been blotted out by Morrigan. As soon as we have gathered enough information, then Doctor K'shan here will be holding a press conference in his official capacity as the new Fleet Defense Secretary.” She indicated the man, who happened to be only the second Woodling I have ever seen, his horns curling gracefully. The only other Woodling I've seen was one of the victims of Sindri's murder and organ harvesting spree.
Then her smile went sly and predatory as she looked toward Prentis, “And though irrelevant to the topic of this impromptu press conference, it is customary for the sitting president to engage other politicians in their offices. And the fact that I am the first sitting president in the history of the Leviathan to be granted offices in an A-Ring by a Queen of the Greater Fae, doesn't change the fact that it is proper protocol.”
Smooth. Was there a moment the past few months where she wasn't campaigning? I hesitated and looked at a smirking Prentis before the wave switched to streaming information on the Proximity Alert warning with Analessia Lantis recapping the short press conference from the newsroom.
Wait a minute. Yang wouldn't have planted Prentis there and some of the other official briefings just so she could... mother fairy humper, she would, wouldn't she? Yup, she was good, and it just reinforces the fact that I hate politics.
So from that time until now, Mother and a metric crap ton of techy people have been trying to identify the mass heading our way. They can't get good readings on it, likely because of interference from the fissionable materials in Morrigan as she trails the object at a fraction of its speed.
Some of the readings didn't make sense, showing quantum decay rates not consistent with anything on the periodic tables. And its mass didn't indicate what it should for how large it was, almost as if it were hollow, so they knew they had to be getting false readings from Morrigan's quantum signature.
The best anyone can theorize is that another of the methane pockets that almost doomed the Morrigan mission, and blew off a half mile segment of the asteroid's crust, the explosion catapulting the segment multiple times faster than the main asteroid body in the direction of the Leviathan.
They named the mass unimaginatively, Trojan 1, since a smaller object that trails behind or ahead of a larger mass is called a trojan asteroid. The Ready Squadron has been chomping at the bit, waiting for it to come into range so they could blow the ever loving shit out of it or divert its course depending on the assessment of its makeup when they could get a up close and personal visual.
If it is one solid mass, then they would likely harpoon it with dozens of elandium alloy tow cables and divert its course ever so slightly so that it would coast past the World a million miles or so clear of us by the time we met. But if it were just a rubble pile, then they'd have the time of their lives blasting every single pebble to dust by the time it reached us.
They have named Trojan 1 a much more imaginative name, Betty, in their training simulations.
There was momentarily a third option in a meeting yesterday which I was privy to because I had been assigned to escort the Winter Maiden. Engineer Hangzhou brought up his Plan Epsilon and it was all I could do from breaking down laughing my ass off when Graz darted out of my helmet in a red blaze to yell her new mantra into the room, “Never is 'Nuke the Fairy humper!' a plan!”
It did get a round of chuckles, but Rory, being diplomatic as always, told the man, “We'll keep that option on standby of all else fails. We appreciate and value your experience and insight.”
Graz said to me from behind her hand, “Is she serious?”
I pointed out when everyone stared at the flying menace, “The Greater Fae can't lie, so shush half pint terror.” I made a show of zipping her tiny lips and she just harrumphed and crossed her arms obstinately over her chest.
And we've been awaiting the arrival of... Betty, into Ready Squadron's flight envelope. Which happened hours before it was calculated to occur since here we were now, ready to head to the Command and Control.
I asked Mab, “Can you see Caity safely back home?”
The woman just waved me off, hugging my daughter to her. If left to her own devices, I know that Mab would steal my daughter away in the night and leave a clay doll in her place, raising Cait as her own if all the old tales of the ancient Fae held any validity. Of course she'd make sure nothing horrid befell my girl while Rory and I were gone.
Magic accompanied that flourish of her hand, and it rippled out like the tolling of a bell. And my mind barely registered Titania in front of us before I was free floating in zero G again, while Rory stood on the floor of the Flight Control Center in her personal gravity, then the Summer Lady had just vanished, teleporting back away.
I swear that she and Mab were secretly rekindling a romance older than time, from before Oberon came between them. Why else would she answer the Winter Lady's call like this? And she obviously knew what Mab wished, depositing us here. I gulped as I noted we were in the middle of a ring of armed service men and women, two in Megolith-Suits with plasma canons trained on me.
Swallowing I waved up at the huge battle armored Enforcers, “Umm... Hi guys.”
“Identification.”
“You know who I am, and they're expecting me.”
“Identification!”
Sighing I patted my badge and then held up my wrist console, and as always, Mother, anticipating my need, already had my quantum encrypted Enforcer's ID displayed and pinging on their internal heads up displays. I thought to her, “Thank you.”
Her disembodied voice chirped out happily in my head, “Of course, Knith.”
Then the magi-tech plasma canon moved to my face, “Identification.”
Graz muttered, “Ok, ok, ya overbearing Big. Here's my identification.”
She flipped him off and I muttered, “For fuck's sake, Graz. Can't your little ass play nice just once?”
“Again with the fixation on my butt? I mean, it is a great one, but you're a Big and...” She gulped when the cannon's safety was disengaged with a mechanical click.
Then the cannon powered down just as quickly as my Princess said in a sweet tone, “She is with me, diligent and brave protector.”
“Of course Princess Aurora.” Then the Minotaur said in his coms, Mother relaying it to me, “Stand down, Shade is here with the Winter Maiden and her pet.”
It was all I could do to snick my visor down before Graz went streaking out to challenge the Minotaur for calling her a pet. Instead she smacked into the visor, arms and legs spread wide as she said with her face against the clear surface, “Ow.”
Then I felt my cheeks burning when the Captain of the Leviathan called down. “We expect you to utilize the blast door system and follow protocol when entering the Flight Deck, Enforcer Shade.”
The man had an impressive record in Ready Squadron when they promoted him to Captain of the World after his predecessor, Captain J'Verris died defending Command and Control from the Cityship Outlier incursion. But I feel as if he tries too hard to show he was ready for the position, by needlessly flexing his rank over me. Captain was just an honorific title for him, his rank would be equivalent of Commander or General if he had been in the Brigade, which was many pay grades higher than my Captain's rank.
But I did find the Centaur competent and thus deserving of my respect.
I saluted since I couldn't stand at attention as I floated just off the floor before I engaged my mag-boot, “Yes sir. The Summer Lady didn't give me a chance to indicate that.”
The President was there, looking amused as she laid a hand on his flank, “Be nice Perry.”
The man inclined his head, gracefully grabbed the railing, and with a push of his equine legs, pivoted his massive body over it and released, propelling him down to the main level, followed by the President and her small contingent. All except a poor Faun who was wearing honest to goodness spectacles with thick glass in them, why he didn't just have med-tech fix his vision or give him ocular implants I didn't know. But the plethora of info pads he carried told me he was likely her secretary.
I caught him as he almost hit the deckplates face first. I dusted the shoulders of his suit and straightened his lapels, patting his shoulders. He inclined his head in thanks. Fauns always look so delicate and breakable to me, but he likely wouldn't have been harmed if he bounced off the deck. And I've seen Jane, the Faun who runs the brothel on the Underhill in a fight. They aren't as innocent as their cute wrappers would seem.
Then the Captain said to everyone, “Ok people, gather around, Alpha Team has already taken to space three hours ago. They'll hit turnover in just under ten minutes.”
Rory asked the question on my mind as technicians, engineers, and support staff all gathered around at the base of the huge holo-screens, mag-boots engaging all around, “Why did they launch so early?”
Mother supplied before he could, “The projected speed and trajectory calculations have proven to be anomalous, likely caused by the background radiation of Morrigan, since the object has appeared to accelerate on a steady curve. But now that we are getting clean scans and have corrected the math.”
Ah, that explained why we were called here early.
Captain Peregoplis pointed at the communications station and a channel was opened as we watched multiple screens bloom from the various fighters of the Ready Squadron as they burned their engines to sling them into the depths of space toward their target. “Taskforce Alpha, this is Leviathan Actual. Report.”
Then I rolled my eyes when a familiar voice purred out... of course she would be part of the taskforce, being the top pilot in Ready Squadron. My ex-Myra said, “Alpha One, we are getting good returns on the rock on optical and gravitic disturbance tracking. Lidar and magic sweeps are fritzing. We should be eyes on in five minutes. We'll have to target manually until Mother can figure out what's messing with our sensors.”
“Understood. All units check in with status.”
Then we sat through all fifteen units of the three squads checked in, all reporting the same glitches. And then after new targeting uploads from Mother were sent out, Myra checked in, “Leviathan, Alpha One, preparing to go weapons hot after assessment flyby, is Captain Shade there by any chance?”
“That's an affirmative, Alpha One.”
“Great, Mother said she'd appreciate this.” Then music from my archive started playing over coms, Mother was showing me it was a number called Burn It Down by a band named Linkin Park. Fitting. I had to snort, causing everyone to look at me, cocking their eyebrows. I was going to be cleaning latrines in the mines after this, wasn't I?
As the catchy bass beat of the music thrummed, visuals started popping up on multiple consoles as a holographic representation of Betty was starting to be constructed by the various visual scans of the rock, a pilot checked in, “Alpha Twelve, I have a visual, switching on targeting sensors, pinging for composition and mass readings... holy shit! Are you seeing this Alpha One? By the gods of Fairie!”
Myra was yelling, “Alpha Twelve, stop your targeting! It's painting you and...” There was a deafening roar and then static as we all just stared in horror as one of the ship icons on the three dimensional tactical array went red, indicating the loss of a craft.
Then all chaos broke out on the coms channel as the entire control room went silent as we all stared in incomprehension when the model rendering of Trojan 1 was completed in the holo-tank. We gaped at the impossibility as the decidedly unnatural object made short work of three other Ready Squadron fighters whose targeting scanners had been active.
Myra was yelling out orders, having them all regroup using manual control, shutting down not just targeting but all active scanning. And as they all converged on her, Trojan 1 started to alter course toward them.
It was Graz who found her voice first. Asking the question we all had in our stunned minds, “Is that... is that a ship?”



Chapter 9 – Alien Vessel
After a long moment of stunned silence as we all just gazed, dumbstruck at the decidedly alien spacecraft displayed in the tank, everything went into frenzied motion in the command center when we heard Myra shouting out evasive flight patterns they had developed after the Outlier incident.
Captain Peregoplis was leaping to gracefully reach for the communications level high above, others were scrambling to their stations as he bellowed, “Tactical, I want real-time trajectories displayed on the main screen. Get Doctor Reuben from cosmology on the horn now!”
Then he was calling out over coms as we joined him, Rory gliding us gracefully up and we stood in her personal gravity field, “Leviathan, Alpha One, get your people out of there!”
He glanced around as she blurted, “Not now, Leviathan, kinda busy out here!” Then she was calling out more orders to her people as the Captain motioned to a Gnome Engineer I knew well from the Morrigan mission.
Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth was the Gnome sapper in charge of special projects magi-tech integration for Ready Squadron. The senior Gnome engineers like him prefer the sapper term over engineer or tech. He went by Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth for short. We usually called him Korny to piss him the ever-loving heck off.
Peregoplis stabbed a finger at the holographic model of the, well, of the alien spacecraft that was on Ready Squadron's six, and he growled out with authority, “What... is that?”
Korny's eyes were glued to the holo-tank as he shook his head, eyes bulging as he took in the vessel, if anyone could make sense of anything mechanical with a single look, it was a Gnome, but he was sputtering, “I... I don't know.” He turned to Rory, asking, “Highness?”
Her voice was far away as she shook her own head. “I do not know. But it somehow has the ability to scatter its composition and telemetry from our magi-tech systems. And it took out four deep space-rated, magic armored fighters in mere moments. I don't even see any obvious means of propulsion or maneuvering thrusters as it is making course corrections.”
I was pulled back to the apparent one-sided dogfight going on when Myra's voice changed from barking out orders to anger when a pilot said, “I've got a clean shot with a telemerite charge!”
“No! Don't target it, Gerry! Its...” Then she was cussing in at least seven different languages then hissing like the humanoid cat she had fashioned herself into, “Fuck!” as one of the screens flared white and another icon went red on the plots.
Then as impossible as it sounds, I was hit by three rapid-fire waves of magical backlash as the first attacks shockwave of magical force reached the Leviathan. I staggered, immediately feeling the familiar sensation of my eyes, nose, and ears bleeding. It happened on the New Hope after each magic amplified transection of the asteroid to slice off some of its mass. Rory, Oberon, and Graz didn't feel the backlash for some reason.
Graz and Mother were blurting out, “Knith!”
Rory looked at me and steadied me, her eyes going wide in recognition of my current state as I rasped out just above a whisper, “It's attacking with magic.”
Then I looked from all the eyes on me to all the screens displaying the battle and all the tactical information about the confrontation and the ship itself, making a realization. Well more like I had a gut feeling. Mother read my surface thoughts and had jacked me into the Tac frequency and I was blurting, “Myra, shut down all systems! Everything!”
“Are you crazy, woman? We'd be sitting ducks.”
I held a halting hand out to the Captain as he was about to tell me to get off the Tac channel, “Just do it you stupid cat! Trust me!”
After a moment, she hissed in frustration then called out, “Alpha Flight, Alpha One. Shut down all systems, I repeat, go dark, use your flight suits for life support.”
Then we saw the power signatures of all the fighters but one goes dark. She was on her suit's coms calling out, “Keefa, what are you doing? Power down!”
The gravelly voice that replied sounded like an Orc, “We're Ready Squadron, this thing is going to know it was in a fight!” And we watched helplessly as the Orc made a suicide run directly at the alien vessel. And a moment before impact, the ship pulsed and with a roar, then static his fighter was just gone.
Then we all just sat and watched, holding our collective breaths. I staggered when the second attack's shockwave rippled through the Leviathan. I groaned as I felt like throwing up, knowing a third ripple was already on its way from Keefa's violent end.
Then the vessel slowed relative to the Squadron, threading between them all, and we could see some sort of massive energy beams sweeping all the fighters, they were being scanned. It loitered a few seconds there then altered course back to its original trajectory. And that sweeping beam reached us faster than light, just like our short-range FTL coms. We could see a grid pattern of green light sweep through the flight center, and Mother displayed that the entire World had just been through a high power scan which went through our radiation shielding like it wasn't there.
Then in a voice above a whisper, as if she didn't want to attract its attention, Myra was back, asking, “How did you know Shade?”
I explained as we all watched as the vessel started accelerating toward the World at acceleration rates that would kill any living thing even with inertial dampening systems. “It's using magic to defend itself. Most of your systems are state of the art magi-tech, from your targeting systems to your main engines that are basically tiny versions of the World-Drives. The ship knew you were targeting it and they launched a preemptive...” I swayed, more blood blurring my vision as the third shockwave ripped past, “...magic strike. They must have deemed you a threat so they were following the magic wake from your drives.”
Rory looked at me. “Are you sure, my Knith?”
I nodded looking at all the skeptical faces around me. “It's not interested in them anymore without any magic signature. And the alien magic... it tastes like... I'm probably wrong but it tastes like the Forge.”
I left it hanging, not adding the, “And now they've scanned the Worldship and all the magic aboard.”
Captain Peregoplis looked over to where President Yang had joined us and he said as his face went pale, “It's targeting us.”
Myra said, “Weapons hot.” And she powered up before we could stop her and fired her weapons out into deep space. The ship slowed its approach to us and swung around to pursue her, as she opened the distance between her and the rest of her people, heading away from the Leviathan, the vessel accelerating at unimaginable speeds.
“Myra! Don't...” I trailed off as she went dark again.
We again were waiting with bated breath as our eyes were glued to the tactical plots and her camera feeds from her fighter. In no time at all, it had overtaken her then slowed to a stop relative to her. Again it scanned her, then after a few moments the lumbering, half-mile-long craft swung toward the World and started its advance again.
A smug almost purring voice came to us, “Leviathan Actual, Alpha One. We'll stall this thing out here as long as the fuel lasts while you figure out just how to stop it. But hurry, I don't like being the mouse in this game of cat and mouse. Udriel out.”
President Yang was calling out, “Commander Udriel, return to base, that's an...”
An embarrassed-looking woman at the coms station glanced at her in apology and squeaked, “She's shut down the FTL link, ma'am. All of them have. It'll take two minutes before they receive and two minutes to reply.”
And we watched for a horrific minute as the Ready Squadron fighters powered up one by one moving in different directions, baiting the alien vessel back, again and again, just to go dark once more.
Captain Peregoplis was barking out orders and demanding fuel consumption estimates on the fighters. But Mother offered helpfully from the consoles, “If they keep this up with their afterburners, with fuel enough to return to the safety of the World, they can buy us approximately forty-seven hours and three-point seven six four minutes.”
Graz squeaked out, “That's approximate you oversize tin can?”
“I'm trying to be more personable and disarming, so only calculated it out to three decimal points to show I'm just like everyone else.”
I muttered, “Like anyone could calculate that to even the closest hour.”
Yang said, “I did.” Rory nodded in apology to me, of course, she did, and I looked around and everyone else was nodding too.
I muttered to Graz, “You did not know that.”
She gave me a shit-eating grin as she countered, “Yes I did, ya dumb Big. I just didn't want ya to feel, well, big and dumb.”
Rory gave her a reprimanding look and the little flying pain blushed and shrugged.
We all turned to the Captain as he said in a faraway voice, “If the Ready Squadron can't touch it, we don't have anything that can stop it, our point defense system is the same as what they use for any space debris that gets past them.”
Then he was barking out orders again, “Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth, get with our engineering team, and if the Princess is willing on the magic end, collaborate on a way to stop this thing. And Mother, can you contact Peter McClain, maybe he'll have some insight on this. I hear you have a thing with him.”
“I don't have a thing with Doc. He's my friend. And Beta may or may not have an off and on thing with him.”
“Beta is you.”
“For the most part, but she, I, we keep severing from my main core. Request sent.”
Then the captain added, “And inform Ready Squadron we have a case Black Seven. We'll need two CAPs flying at all times until this ship comes for us.”
“Already requested.”
“Don't anticipate my orders.”
“I'll do what it takes to protect the citizens of...”
President Yang snapped, “This is no time for bickering. We need a solution, and we need it yesterday people. Focus!”
Then everyone went silent when my personal Princess asked me what the others had missed, “You said it tasted like the Forge's magic, Knith? How close?”
As a medic started wiping the blood from my face, I said hoarsely, “Too close.”
And they all took in the implications of my words. And what I was afraid to voice. That whoever these aliens were, were powered by an Artifact like those housed in the Ka'Infinitum. Was that why these aliens were stalking the World?



Chapter 10 – Collision Alert
The more I looked at the readouts on the alien vessel the more ominous it seemed. When Doc arrived with Beta, he started analyzing all the telemetry right away with Kornelious. He was seeing things right away that once he pointed them out, we could see clear as day. It was like one of those old sayings Oberon used, of not seeing the forest for the trees.
And it again showed me how this man, a Human, who is from another time, frozen down in the Catalog for five thousand years, is one of the most intelligent and observant engineers on the World today. Seeing things even a Gnome didn't notice.
He was saying as Titania arrived with Mab and Oberon before vanishing to find some of the scientists, engineers, and technicians the Secretary of Defense was naming, “No see? You're looking at it as a whole. As if it were one cohesive vessel. And are just lookin' at the model which is static, like a picture. But look here, Korny, on the video footage just before Lieutenant Keefa... well in his attack run.”
The Gnome growled with his gravelly voice that sounded like a rock being dragged over slate, “That's Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth.”
“Well now, that's a mouthful, and we seem ta be workin' on borrowed time now, man. So instead of us wastin' an hour each time we haveta say yer name, how bout we come up with a solution?”
While the two men bickered I noted Rory speaking with her three parental units, catching them up, though none of them seemed too surprised. Which again got me wondering if the Queens somehow could glean the future.
Mac had a clairvoyant on the Underhill, so I didn't think he had that particular bent to his magic, he had a knack for surrounding himself with people who seemed to seamlessly fill in any gaps in his abilities. I guess you don't become the King of the Fae without that particular knack.
I started to look back at the men as their snipping at each other started to subside, but I hesitated when Rory said something that had all three of their heads snap up to look at me. That was unnerving.
Doc went on as other brainy types started to gather around as he grabbed the video isolated the alien vessel, cupping it in his hands, then tossed it at the holographic model of the ship. And I saw it a moment before he stabbed his finger at the seams that crisscrossed the hull of the lumpy elongated ovaloid object which sort of reminded me of the oversize, lumpy pickles the Elves favored in the B-Ring markets.
Those seams... were moving. Black as the ink of space itself, with highlights resembling the ripples of stars when you looked at them through the bottom of those warped glass bottles the Fauns made. Pete said, “Some sort of nano-panel constructs holdin' multiple vessels together inta one unit. From what I can see so far, there have ta be at least twelve distinct alien architectures and materials just making up the hull.”
Korny's eyes widened as someone whispered, “He's right. Look there and there.”
And then Doc started looking at the telemetry from Keefa's suicide run at the ship, “He got close enough before his end, that he got past the interference, see this quadrant he got decent scans from? Some metals and alloys defy our abilities to produce even now. And compositional makeup of others isn't anything on the periodic table. And none of them are similar to the other sections. There are multiple power signatures. Quantum decay readin's on the various parts are showin'... Mother?”
Mother offered over the speakers, “Some are almost a billion with a B years old, while some are just a few centuries old.”
A Troll murmured in disbelief as others like me just stared dumbly at the impossibility of it all, “By the spirit of the Autumn Harvest, the Human is right. It's more than a single alien technology... this is an amalgam of multiple alien races. What is this thing?”
Korny wasn't paying attention already building individual extrapolated models of multiple vessels he could now pick out on the surface of the vessel. I was just trying to comprehend that apparently, over the past billion years, this... whatever it was... has come upon ships from alien civilizations, and incorporated them into itself. I mean I logically knew that our World couldn't possibly be all the intelligent life in a universe so vast that the galaxies and stars and planets were almost infinite. But this was proof, something that should be the most amazing discovery in history, at the moment was simply terrifying.
I almost jumped out of my skin when Mab whispered, “Aurora says you could taste the magic it was using and that it is...” She didn't want to voice it for some reason. “Is it?”
My careful nod confirmed that I believed it felt and tasted the same as the power of the Artifacts sealed in the vault just a hundred feet or so away from us. I knew that magic backlash shockwave more intimately than I wished to, and it truly was the same, or at least so similar that I couldn't pick out the difference like I could feel the difference between Fae magic and the Forge, so similar but not.
The Winter Lady cursed in a string of Archaic Fae and Elvish, causing my own worry and fear to resurface, and I had to give it a voice because the question had to be out there, “Why is that vessel powered by an Artifact from the Forge of Creation?”
Our attention was pulled from each other's eyes when Doc almost sang out, “Well hello lovely, what're you doin' there?”
He grabbed something from the projection and set it beside Korny's work. And we stared at yet another impossibility, it was a decidedly Terran ship that was being used as a spine on the alien craft at around a thousand feet long with faded English writing painted on the hull declaring it the SS Titania 27. Fuck me sideways and space me naked, an Earth ship was part of this patchwork vessel? How?
Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth started, “Mother, access vessel registry from Old Earth and verify...”
Doc leaned his arm on the man's head, using the Gnome as an armrest. “Don't bother, Korny my man. That's one of the Cygnus Class terraformin' vessels sent out to Iridani Prime to tweak its atmosphere before the Leviathan could arrive. Four hundred were sent, only two hundred and ninety-three arrived.”
He looked at me and continued, “Earth had projected a fifty percent loss as they were launched every few decades during Maggie's construction, so were quite happy with the success rate. Being unmanned they got up to point nine C. And by the time I was part of the build near the end, we were getting constant data feeds back from these ships at our future home as they processed the atmosphere.”
He shrugged as Beta verified, “The SS Titania was launched just two hundred years into my build, and telemetry was lost almost three-quarters of the way to her destination. The last transmission showed critical damage to her engine as she passed through an asteroid belt before she went silent.”
I prompted, feeling the least intelligent in the room, “So this... thing found it adrift and what? Incorporated it into itself?”
Mother said as Beta nodded, “Most likely, and quite possibly the same thing with all the other alien vessels. It's building itself.”
Someone finished, “So whatever alien race is aboard, is finding derelicts, piecing together a patchwork vessel. They're scavengers? How do they have a Fae Artifact?”
Before any of the Fae present could speak, I blurted, “The items in the Ka'Infinitum are not Fae Artifacts, they are part of the Forge of Creation which made our universe, including the Fae. Pieces of it are scattered throughout the universe. So this alien race is using an Artifact or Artifacts for power like the Fae use the ones in that vault, “ I pointed toward the doors to Mother's data core.
Oberon said, “Just so.” He knew I didn't approve of how the Artifacts were treated. “But keep in mind it was the Divided Courts using the Ka'Infinitum in that manner which made the Worldship possible. I'm not condoning our decisions, but all we can do now is to work on rectifying our mistakes, the Fae are old... creatures of habit, and it takes us a long time to adapt to change.”
I nodded in appreciation for his words.
Captain Peregoplis prompted, “Ok, so we know what it is, shouldn't we be figuring out how to stop it now?”
Doc spoke before I could so I snapped my jaw shut, “What kinda question is that? All you military types are all the same. You're talking about how to destroy an alien vessel that proves we aren't alone in this wee universe of ours?”
“It's destroyed four fighters, killing four brave pilots.”
“What didja expect? The first thing ya do is target it, they defended themselves from a perceived threat. Did any of ya think that maybe we should try contacting the vessel first, before tryin' ta blow it ta smithereens? No. Ever think we may be the bad guys in this encounter?”
He was met by complete silence in the multistory command center, and we all just stared at the plots, as Ready Squadron played a deadly game of cat and mouse.
Graz voiced what was on all our minds, “Huh.”
We had targeted it before we knew what it was. Then again when Keefa targeted them, it was a shame to lose anyone, but there were so few Orcs left after the ancient wars with the other magical races, so it was even more tragic. The aliens had been eliminating perceived threats that were targeting weapons on it. Whenever our fighters posed no more threat, they changed course to the World again.
Perspective. We were the aggressors here. Now the only relevant question was.
Rory voiced it, “Is it too late now?”
Oberon added, “Would they even listen now if we could somehow communicate with them? Could we overcome language barriers to convey the misunderstanding?”
Graz asked, “Well isn't this a fine ball of Fairy piss?”
Doc looked up at that and said, “That reminds me. I don't mean to be rude or anythin', but is there a loo about? I was drinkin' heavily before I was pulled away, and I really do haveta pee right now. If it isn't an inconvenience.”
A nervous chuckle circulated, and the Captain just rolled his eyes and pointed down a corridor. Doc gave him an improvised salute then was pulling himself along by the grab bars to float down the corridor.
We all looked up when President Yang said in a commanding tone, “Open a communication channel to the alien vessel, transmit on all frequencies in all languages.”
The coms officer snapped out, “Aye, ma'am.” Then they pointed at her after manipulating some controls.
“Alien vessel, this is the Worldship Leviathan, we mean you no harm.”
Graz muttered, “Why not add 'we come in peace'? I mean...” She trailed off when Yang snapped her head over to glare at the winged rabble-rouser. Graz buzzed her wings then slipped behind my ear into my hair.
The Captain started to say, “It'll take a couple minutes to reach the vessel as they don't have any of our matched quantum entanglement particles to...” Then we all covered our ears when there was massive feedback squelch that seemed to echo through the entire Worldship. I've seen some of the documentary waves when I was growing up, that showed massive marine creatures from Earth that seemed impossible to me.
Just as the concept of oceans with water that went on forever. I mean, some of the lakes on the A-Rings were large, going up over the horizon, but they are only a couple miles long and are constrained by the mile-wide torus rings of the Stacks in width. So there was no room for most of them except the dolphins of the lake at the Summer Palace of Verd'Real. But none of those shark predators nor the whale mammals that the feedback resembled. All of those animal's genetic codes were stored down in the Catalog. Frozen until we could revive them and all of the other species of plants and animals in the cryogenic drawers.
There was something else familiar about the warbling squelch that I couldn't place my finger on.
The Captain sputtered, “That's impossible! Your transmission couldn't possibly have reached the alien vessel. That can't be a response.”
Doc came drifting back down the corridor, calling out, “Right then, what did I miss? And who's messin' with Maggie's public address system?”
Beta shared, “President Yang sent a message to the vessel, but it responded in seconds.”
The man was swift on the uptake and just nodded, “Ah, whoever they are, they must be usin' some of the scavenged alien technology to enable real-time scanning and communications.”
I didn't want to sound stupid so I whispered to Rory, “It sort of sounded like one of those whale creatures from Earth.”
She beamed at me and whispered back, “You know about whales, my Knith?”
“I'm educated, woman. Don't sound so surprised.” Then my cheeks warmed as I prompted, “Is it true they were as big as a smelting plant ore hauler?”
“Some even bigger.”
I shook my head, finding myself wondering what it would have been like living before Exodus. To experience Open Air, and see so many fanciful creatures. Then I prompted, “I think the largest water mammal I've seen in person were the dolphins we saw when we dropped Mayor Abara of the Cityship, Sojourner at the cabin on Titania's lake during negotiations. Why dolphins? Are the lakes too small for the whales?”
Graz chuckled like I had said the silliest thing she had ever heard, and Rory covered a smile with her hand. Then Titania said right next to my other ear, and I was proud of myself for not jumping this time when she appeared beside me, “Oh you poor human, do you believe all Fae are land or air dwellers? We wouldn't relegate some of our own to the Catalog. The Dolphin and Platypus are among the few aquatic lines of Fae.”
I blurted, causing all the brainy types to turn to look at us, “Platypi are Fae?” Is it platypi or platypuses?
Rory ignored all the unamused people glaring at us, and chuckled out, “Of course my Knith, did you think that anything like a platypus could evolve naturally that way? They are like the Fairies or Sprites of the rivers and streams, their magic keeps the spring waters sweet and refreshing.”
Oh. I guess. The platypus resembled an animal that was assembled with whatever spare parts were lying around, I recall a documentary saying they were the only mammal that laid eggs. But Fae? I could see the Dolphins being Fae now, they were after all at a Human level of intelligence with their own language and everything, so it made sense now. That'll teach me to make assumptions. I've always felt I treated all the citizens of the World equally, but I was failing myself and others not even knowing all the races of people onboard. I'd have to rectify that once we got through this first contact encounter, hopefully without any more loss of life.
The Captain made an annoyed huffing sound, his four mag boots clomping on the deck, “If we're done with the elementary school lessons, can we work on the current crisis now?”
The President was starting to send the message again. Mab started to open her mouth to stop her, looking like she was annoyed with a small child making a mess, but Doc beat her to it. “Madame President. It's pointless to try to communicate in languages these people would have no concept of, and we don't even know if they have ears or auditory receptors, to begin with. Those Universal Translator devices you see on all those science fiction adventure waves are impossible. We have to start with a language that truly is universal, and build an understanding from there.”
“You're space mad tinker, there's no common language that we can build upon.”
I felt sort of proud of myself when I and just about the entire group gathered shrugged and said, “Math.”
Doc winked at her and tapped the side of his nose as he plucked the coms officer from their chair to leave them making indignant sounds as they floated up to our relative ceiling. Then Doc's fingers flew over the controls, hacking the coms system like the security and firewalls weren't even there before he stopped and seemed to roll his eyes at himself, “I'm an eejit sometimes. Maggie, if you could please?”
I almost snorted. At least the man realized Mother could do in a moment what, from the speed he was accessing the coms protocols would have taken two or three minutes. Beta chuckled and said, “On it, Doc.” Then she sent a simple coms pulse on all frequencies. After a second of delay, she pulsed twice, then three times, then five, then seven before she stopped.
I snicked my visor down and was just able, with my heightened reflexes, to get my hands over my fiance's sublime, delicately pointed ears as the Worldship shook, some circuits blowing as that resonating response came. Korny said, “Well it didn't work. You're over your depth here, Human, let us with more...”
Mother interrupted him from all around us, “But it did work.” She played the transmission back, slowed down by a factor of twelve thousand by the scrolling readouts in my helmet, and the warbling sounded like static pulses that I started to count, realizing the significance. Eleven. Followed by the next four prime numbers. Ok, I had been wondering how to start out finding a baseline for communication with math, but as I've said before, Doc was a Fairy humping genius.
Then my optimism was shattered when someone who had been monitoring the tactical plots said, “Oh fuck me.”
I was getting whiplash looking from station to station, to the multi-story high holo tank that now displayed the plots. The aliens had just given up on following our fighters and its new vector was a collision course directly for us.
Swallowing I asked carefully, “Are our communication transmitters boosted by magi-tech perchance?”
The Captain started, “Of course, it's how we get... such... high... gain...” Everyone's eyes swung from him to the three-dimensional representation of the engagement envelope. And all the fighters were lighting up their drives when it started ignoring them and started to accelerate away from them, on a direct vector toward the Leviathan. Just space me now. Our transmissions amplified by the magic the aliens seemed attracted to had just lit us up like a cake at an Exodus Day celebration.
It even ignored it when it was struck from behind by coherent energy and magic accelerated plasma blast designed to reduce incoming meteors and debris, which threatened our World, to atoms. Its surface seemed to ripple at the impact point and we could see the spellwork spark in complex rune patterns and dissolve on its hull, but the rest of the attack got through, and there was a small explosion and debris flew away from the ship. And we watched the incoming data as the shimmering, black seams seemed to flow into the damaged area, sealing it.
Without changing its course toward us, it pulsed again and we cringed, a pit growing in my stomach when another Ready Squadron fighter started to explode, then seemed to get sucked back into itself, imploding in the magical counter-attack. Another beacon went red on the tactical projection.
Myra was back on coms. “Leviathan, Alpha One, the bastards are ignoring us now. Liam showed we can hurt them, but not much. He fired virtually point blank and they never even slowed.”
It started accelerating even more and Mother said nervously. “Even with the agility we've seen from the vessel, if it doesn't start decelerating in thirty-one point eight seven seven seconds, it won't be able to slow to match our speed before it collides.”
I closed my eyes and said, “It doesn't intend on slowing.”
Graz whispered, “Mother Fairy humper. It means to ram the World!”
Captain Peregoplis huffed and said as he sidled a little, his mag booted hooves clomping on the deck plates. “To the seven corners of the hells they are.” He started snapping out orders on coms, “CAP One and Two. Blocking maneuvers, get gods be damned firing solution on that thing. Share with all point defense debris mitigation batteries on the Skin. Everyone disable magic enhancement charms.”
Then he looked around and said, “Simmons, coordinate with the Cityships, get them in the shadow of the Leviathan, this is going to get messy fast and we don't need them taking debris strikes or getting caught in the crossfire.”
Doc growled out as he relinquished the coms station back to the tech, “So that's it then. The first contact with an alien race and we're going to start a war with them? Blow them out of space?”
It was President Yang who responded, “Yes, we made some unfortunate mistakes, Mr. McClain. If we could go back and fix this, we would, but the cold hard facts now are that they appear to be targeting the Worldship, with twelve million souls onboard. It isn't our brightest moment, but my concern right now is to keep everyone onboard alive.”
“Fine. But could they at least do it with a little less enthusiasm? The Captain looks like he's about ta...” he made a show of miming a kilt raising in the front.
Someone from tactical said in a low voice, “There's still one option before the vessel gets out of their range, where the blast and radiation wouldn't threaten the World or the Leviathan's radiation shielding.”
The president closed her eyes in resignation, I could tell that this entire thing was unsavory to her. I'm a woman of action, protecting civilians is in my blood, but I understood her reticence because I was feeling we were in the wrong here too but were left with no good choices. There was no way we could establish any sort of meaningful communications with them in... twelve seconds.
Yang said, “Alright Mr. Hangzhou. Plan Epsilon.”
He looked at the plot, nodding frantically as he transmitted. “Alpha One, proceed with Plan Epsilon. Execute immediately, the alien vessel will exceed your maximum relative acceleration in sixty-three seconds.”
“Umm... Leviathan, Alpha One. I'm going to need some sort of confirmation on that. We're so close to the World.”
Yang stepped up, placing a hand on Captain Peregoplis' flank to stop him before he could respond, and she said, “Commander Udriel, this is President Yang. The order is confirmed to enact Plan Epsilon. Deactivate the magic enhancement circuits on the payload and execute with all due haste.”
Wait. So they had a nuke on a Ready Squadron fighter already? Myra's from the sounds of it. What kind of insanity was that that they thought they'd need one? Well, besides the fact they think we need one now.
We all just stared at the view of Myra from a cockpit camera as her cat ears twitched in annoyance, sealing her helmet, taking a deep breath, then she said, “Affirmative, Plan Epsilon. Arming nuke.”
Then as the backlash shockwave of the last pulse that had killed our fighter hit me, Myra activated some sort of emergency magic restraint system which visibly pushed her back in her seat and she pressed a button.
I've never witnessed a fighter execute a Beauregard Maneuver before. It was named for a Faun, Abigail Beauregard, whose Jump Pod had missed its receiver and sent her careening off into the unforgiving cold vacuum of interstellar space.
A Jump Pod is basically a transparent tube with tiny guidance correction thrusters that people used to shoot through space from one ring to another in a fraction of the time it took to drive the roads to a spoke and up to the next ring. There have been very few incidents with the system, and it is still the safest way to travel, but there have been rare times a Pod missed like that and new protocols were put in place after the first loss when the Ready Squadron couldn't get to Miss Beauregard in time before she was out of their extreme range.
That new emergency system had been developed for the Ready Squadron. It enabled a powerful magi-tech augmented stasis-field around the pilot with a spell that drained the power reserves so much that the bulk of the ship's systems including life support shut down. The pilot would rely on the life support systems of their suits during the maneuver.
Then ninety percent of the ship's fuel would be dumped into their drives, which were, for all intents and purposes, mini-World-Drives, in an instant. That would accelerate the ship at G-forces that would normally crush the pilot even with the inertial dampening tech in the ship and their suits if it weren't for the pseudo stasis field.
This would get them to any errant Pod before it could get out of the fighter's maximum range. Then they would grapple the pod and all the remaining fuel would slow them with all the maneuvering thrusters added in, exhausting all the ship had left to leave them adrift at the extreme range of other Ready Squadron fighters which would follow at normal speeds to grapple them both and fly them back to the World.
It's been done twice, and the second time, the Minotaur piloting the fighter, had to spend three weeks in medical because his body mass was a little too much for the stasis field and he suffered many injuries like a crushed ribcage and damaged organs. But the big man had saved the wayward citizen.
Even though I knew Myra weighs maybe a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet, all of it sinewy muscle, her mass wasn't a problem, we all still winced as she grunted in pain when it looked like a star bloomed in the heavens on one of the displays when her engine basically went supernova and the shocks and restraints and braces on her seat creaked, groaned, and bent. But then she was growling out a “Yeeehaaaaa!” as her fighter overtook the alien vessel, parts of her engine cowling tearing off as the g-forces overwhelmed even the superstructure of her fighter.
This maneuver was meant to be executed by a vessel with a full fuel load, and she had been burning fuel like it was going out of style to keep the aliens busy. So once she was released from the magic restraints and her systems started coming back online. I just stared in horrified realization when her ship started slowly tumbling in space with no fuel left for even the thrusters as she drifted in front of the aliens.
She said over coms, to me, “See you on the other side, Shade.”
Then she said, “Boop.” And we watched as she had expertly timed the release of the warhead to sling it out of her payload bay as she rotated in front of the ship.
Mabs tits, she... Myra's ship was dead in space, and she just lobbed a nuke. She couldn't get out of the way or get out of range. My legs got wobbly as I stared at all the screens in horror. Rory's hand on my shoulder had me reaching back for her as collision alert sirens started going off as warning lights flashed when the vessel crossed the point of no return.
Then moments before the nuke hit the aliens, Myra hissed violently like the Neko augment she was, and spat out, “Eat this you ugly motherfucker.”
And the nuke exploded and I went to my knees, whispering, “Myra.”



Chapter 11 – Hello, Betty
The entire multistory Command and Control center went silent as we watched as the most destructive force ever devised, which burned hotter than the sun with the energy release as atoms were split, started to expand and consume the approaching threat. But just as parts of the ship started to vaporize, the explosion stopped.
I don't mean it was over, but the explosion just hung there in space, like all molecular motion was suspended as the now damaged vessel just continued on its path, crushing Myra's fighter like a fly on a Tac-Bike's windscreen. Then once it was clear, the nuclear reaction continued until it was exhausted in space.
I was helped to my feet by my girl, and we all watched as the damaged section of the alien ship was flooded by that black glistening and rippling material while it continued on its inexorable course toward us.
The World vibrated and groaned a minute later as the shockwave from the nuke rolled past us in our stunned silence.
I've never felt so hopeless in my entire life. And the oldest friend I've ever had had just been killed for apparently no reason. It didn't make sense. She was gone. She had been my friend, then lover, and more, even before Mother befriended me after I defended her to other Enforcers in the Brigade.
I really didn't really hear the words Rory was saying to me as I started to growl. We knew what they wanted, and I voiced it. “We know they're attracted to magic. They're coming for the Ka'Infinitum. There isn't anything Ready Squadron can do out there if it can stop a nuke. We need to fortify Command and Control.”
Then with a gentle tug, Rory was able to move me to the side as orders started flying about. All able-bodied hands from both services, the Brigade and Ready Squadron were to report here to the Trunk to set up defensive lines. Megolith drivers were authorized en-mass to form a primary line.
The Queens were contacting all Fae houses to rally the Greater Fae warriors to reinforce us lesser races. They said they would command the troops from down here. This actually cut through the haze of sorrow, fear, and burning anger. You might think the Queens of the Divided Courts would sit in their palaces and send others out like fodder into danger, but you'd be wrong. Just like the wars of ancient times, the Ladies of Summer and Winter would lead their forces without hesitation.
A notification from Brigade HQ scrolled in my vision. I had logged three hundred and seventy hours in Megolith Suit simulations and had even driven one for a short time in the battle with the Outliers. So I was ordered to stand the line with them. A suit was being flown down as the message started to scroll again.
I blinked when Rory, Mab, Titania, and Oberon all exchanged looks then nods and their clothing shimmered, and in a wave, it was all replaced with the unbreakable armor of the Fae... Mithreal. They all looked spectacular and deadly. Oberon in his Fae guise now, towering a head above them all from behind them, and you could see why he was King of the Fae. He was both terrifying and beautiful.
I looked at them then realized that if we were all down here, and we wound up being as ineffective as Ready Squadron had proved to be against the aliens, that Caitlyn... I said quickly as I leapt over the railing, yanking myself down to drift to the doors below, “Mother, connect me with Lord Percival of the Summer Court.”
The Fae royals followed me down and Rory asked, “Knith?”
I held up a finger to stop her when the man, who was one of the Firstborn of Titania answered. “Captain Shade. This isn't a good time as you are likely aware.”
“I am. And I apologize Percival, but I'm afraid I'm going to have to call in that favor you owe me.”
I could imagine him stuttering to a halt in his own armor, as he was answering his Queen's call to arms. “Now?”
“Yes now. And I'm sure she will agree with me. You've been watching what's been happening?”
“I have.”
“Well, I need you to go to Ha'Real, to protect my daughter. And if we fall here to these aliens as we guard the Ka'Infinitum, I need you and Mother to care for Caitlyn, and make her last few days of life a celebration of life, not death.”
There was a long silence, then Titania leaned in and prompted, “Percy?”
Then he said as if conflicted, which told me the man had courage, “Alright Shade. But I do this, and our contract is complete?”
I nodded to myself as I said, “Yes.”
Then he sounded relieved, “Good,” and he added in a faraway tone, “May the Queens' favor shine upon you, Knith Shade.”
“Godspeed, Lord Percival.”
Then we all headed out the long line of blast doors to the trunk to help organize the troops that were already starting to arrive as sixty-three minutes until impact countdown timers started projecting on almost every surface. I whispered, “Mother?”
“I've already contacted Caity-Bear... in your voice, to tell her you loved her and would see her soon.” Then she sighed and said as Graz cleared her throat, “And yes you pint-sized felon, I've informed your family too.”
“Yer not too bad for an oversize tin can.”
“Love you too.”
Then in my head, Mother said as Beta joined us as the first blast door raised, “Knith, don't take any unnecessary chances.” I could hear the concern in her tone as Beta looked over at me.
I thought back, “Hey, lady, it's me.”
“That's what I'm worried about.”
Then on a more serious note, “You heard my conversation with Lord Percival?”
Beta responded vocally, “I did.”
“I meant what I said. If something were to happen to us all down here, I want you to watch after Cait until she...” I shook the dark thought from my aching heart then affirmed, “There's nobody else I'd trust her with.”
Beta looked torn between a sort of wonder and sadness as she nodded, “I'm honored.” She got a determined look on her face, then looked frustrated at our slow progress as we had to have a palm scan at every door to step through and wait for it to close behind us before moving to the next. She made an exasperated sound and just flicked her hand upward and every one of the blast doors to the massive volume of the Trunk all cycled open, bypassing the magi-tech security.
It was Mother's own brand of magic. After all, you can't lock anything down from the World herself. I caught the smirk and brow cocked in approval on Mab, who schooled her face when she saw I had caught the look.
The Megolith-Suited guards outside of the control center were frantically accessing the controls on the final blast door when they saw us marching with purpose, inside the personal gravity field the leaders of the Greater Fae were projecting around our group. They stood at attention as we stepped out into total chaos.
Transports, Tac-Bikes, and even maintenance vehicles were starting to arrive already, Enforcers were all assembling as a familiar Minotaur commander was shouting orders about forming lines by division, and verifying weapons loads and armor integrity.
Automated equipment transports were arriving and stewards were starting to hand out Scatter Armor and MMGs to what looked like civilians of varied races who were starting to clog up the traffic lanes. The traffic control systems were racking and stacking virtual lanes for all the vehicles in the zero-g environment.
Enforcers with the detainment crest on their armor and exoskeleton assist rigs that those who spent most of their lives below the D-Rings and in the trunk wore to augment their atrophied muscles were arriving with prisoner transports. Non-violent prisoners who volunteered and could fight were filing out, and armed and armored too.
Everyone gave a wide berth to the twelve Megolith-Suited Enforcers that were arriving and assembling in front of all the brave souls who were prepping to attempt to stop the aliens from reaching and stealing the Ka'Infinitum and crippling our World as we slowly froze and died in space without the power the Artifacts provided.
An empty suit came flying down almost gracefully for how huge it was, Mother was a hell of a pilot.
“Why thank you, Knith.”
“Get out of my head, woman!”
The others never slowed as we stepped up to the front line, the rulers of the Greater Fae moving in front of the Megaliths since they were more deadly than the mecha-suits. Rory paused to steal a kiss, her lips sizzling on the Summer fire of mine. “We will get through this, my Knith. We've a wedding to plan.”
“By the gods of Fairie, I love you, Ror.”
She crinkled her nose as I climbed into the towering suit. “And I love you, my impulsive Enforcer.”
I winked at her as automated systems reached out as I sat in the cockpit seat which was sized for a race much larger than Humans, and the nano-panels that made up most of the cockpit reconfigured as it read data from my SAs, to resize to Human proportions. With a hiss, the cockpit door started to close, and a golden blur of light zipped in with me to sit on my shoulder inside my helmet as Graz steadied herself by grabbing my ear.
With a hum of magic enhanced power, the suit powered up and I raised my hand and made a fist to check the interlink systems as the huge battle exoskeleton mimicked the motion, I slammed a giant alloyed fist into the palm of the other hand, making a loud thudding clank. All systems diagnostics were returning green across the board. Now, this was more like it. The last one I piloted was damaged and half the systems were fried. This one felt right. Too bad I hadn't had one of these when I charged vacuum-rated ships out on the Skin of the World. It would have been over before it began.
Graz chirped, “Oh yeah, this is what I'm talking about!” She high-fived my earlobe.
Beta was smirking up at me as she moved up to the others in front of the line of Megaliths. I had to ask, “Just how much more powerful did you and Doc make your new Beta body Mother?”
The redheaded android just smirked at me in answer.
Ah, that much more powerful.
Then people all around us were gasping as hundreds of sleek vehicles that looked like white iridescent stingrays and male and female Fae were simply jumping out of them then the vehicles departed the area.
Instead of drifting along in the weightless environment, they all came plummeting down to land in front of us all in their own personal gravity field, bent in a bow on one knee, denting the alloyed bulkhead as they struck. A line of impossibly beautiful Greater Fae, in full battle regalia, in obvious groupings of Summer and Winter, slammed a fist to their chests signifying their allegiance to their Queens. Then they all stood as one, turned their backs to us in perfect unison, then stepped back ten steps to form three lines between the Ladies of the Divided Courts and the rest of us, leaving the royals in the front. Their feet stomping in perfect time. Then pikes and swords were drawn and they all just stood at silent attention.
Just space me now, that was both awe-inspiring and terrifying. These were the warriors who had fought in more engagements than in all the combined wars that Humans have ever had, and now after so long, have donned their Mithreal again without hesitation when their Queens called.
I always feel that the Fae are too self-involved to ever come together in cooperation, but this proved me in err. And that was the scary thing. When so many virtually unstoppable fighters came together, was there anything in the universe that could stand against them?
Mother was helpfully providing me historical records and even fanciful stories about the cooperation between the two courts when they faced a common enemy, they called it the Ka'Sortan, the Gathering of Power.
I murmured the word, “Ka'Sortan.”
Oberon looked back, cocking a brow. Then he exhaled in ironic humor as he said, “I suppose it is.”
I immediately wanted to take my foot out of my mouth. The last time the Ka'Sortan had been assembled, it had been to take down his house. The Court of the Dracseelie.
“Sorry, Mac.”
He shook his head sadly, holding up a halting hand, eyes staring into the distant past.
We barely had time for fire squads to be formed, me oddly being left out of any group, so I just stepped forward to stand with my girl, when the countdown reached one minute. Our coms were going crazy as the two CAP flights, a full third of the Ready Squadron, engaged the incoming vessel as velocity readings showed it was slowing at an impossible rate as it approached, though still too fast.
The hull vibrated beneath our feet as all the point defense weapons on the exterior Skin of the World began firing as well.
So many explosions and screams, so much chaotic violence. Orders, updates, and more screaming made the pitched battle being projected on the walls and the screens inside the Megolith and the heads up display of my armor showed the pitched, and decidedly one-sided battle as the vessel didn't seem to pay them any mind as it just plowed though their formation, heading directly at the Leviathan.
Chunks of the alien vessel were being blown off its hull, that flowing black material filling in the damage. It pulsed a couple of times when shots got through its defenses like that, taking out fighters at will, with virtually no effort.
Then it was through them, closing the distance to us. Orders were being transmitted as the hull beneath us tremored over and over as the World's point defense cannons kept firing, only a token defense when our elite fighters had only done superficial damage.
Then Captain Peregoplis was shouting out orders that we knew were hopeless, “Increase Alpha-Stack rotation! Gods be damned, now!”
And the cacophony of voices and orders being shouted in our small defending army went deathly silent as we watched in abject horror and helplessness as the plotted course of the vessel hurtling though space toward the World merged with the Theta Spoke of the Alpha-Stack, between the C and D rings, moments before the World shook as alarms went off everywhere as the alien vessel tore through the spoke.
And even in my Megalith as I stared in almost incomprehension as debris was strewn everywhere in its wake and atmosphere was vented into space, as well as countless vehicles that had been in that section, I almost lost my footing from that jarring impact. We knew when objects and the crystalline cloud of freezing atmosphere stopped being spewed, that emergency blast doors had sealed off the sheared off sections of the spoke.
We were miles away from the point of impact, but we were almost deafened by the echoing roar of the impact, tearing alloy and ceramics, and resulting secondary explosions here in the Trunk.
Then even the Greater Fae, except the four rulers beside me, were tossed into the air when the Worldship shook even more violently when the nine bulkheads, which were hardened against meteor strikes, were shredded like tissue as the alien vessel slammed into the trunk just a half-mile from us.
I was barely able to register the spacecraft in front of us grinding to a halt, wedged through our hull, as I heard Mother firing what was likely every stabilization maneuvering thruster on the World, correcting the axial rotation the impact had imparted on us as the Leviathan absorbed the kinetic energy along her superstructure which moaned and creaked in response.
Mother audibly gasped as if she could feel the strain of preventing us from going into an uncontrolled spin that would have her tearing apart from the inertial mass of herself... just as all of us were hit by the shockwaves from the impact. The Fae and those of us in Megolith Suites leaned into it. My suit's thrusters barely keeping me from being blown back into the massive blast doors to the Flight Control Center, unable to anchor themselves after being knocked into the air in the weightless environment.
Even over the roar of the violent arrival of the aliens, I could hear the aborted screams and sickeningly wet thuds as many of the brave individuals were crushed against the unyielding armor walls behind us.
Then it was over as Mother corrected her trajectory, silencing all the audio alarms, leaving only the strobing warning lights indicating a hull breech illuminating the otherwise dark trunk along with sparking control panels and lighting trying to re-initialize.
We all slowly regained our footing, orienting ourselves relative to each other establishing a silently agreed upon 'up'. And mag boots thunking onto the deck plates were the only noise as those of us who had survived just stared at the alien vessel a few thousand feet away from us. It too was sparking as an odd sound, of metal on metal reached our ears as that black substance flowed into the deep gouges and tears in its hull.
I heard myself saying into the stunned silence, “Hello, Betty.”



Chapter 12 – Aliens
I started clomping forward in my massive mag-boots when nobody else moved. Graz said in a strained tone, “Knith? Umm whatcha doin'?”
I said on the open channel as I kept moving toward the vessel, my three hundred and sixty-degree view in my heads up showed that... my odd family were pacing me, the Fae following their leaders. “The blast doors.”
Rory looked around and said, “She's right.”
Then Beta voiced what I was seeing, or actually, not seeing, “There is no decompression or loss of atmosphere, it's as if the vessel had made a hard seal with my hull, like an airlock against hard vacuum.”
I nodded as we proceeded. “Mother?”
“On it Knith.” And eight leaves of the aperture like emergency blast doors of this section of the Trunk slid out and up, sealing the rest of the trunk off from the alien vessel. And I knew she was sealing all the spokes up from the Trunk too. Isolating the odd patchwork vessel that looked more and more exotic and incredible... and huge, as we approached it.
It was one thing to see the scans and visuals transmitted from the Ready Squadron and the external and now internal cameras of the Leviathan, but quite another thing to see it with your own eyes. Even as far away from it as we were, I was picking out details I hadn't seen in the scans. Mother magnified my view for me, and I nodded thanks.
The portion of the bow of the ship looked to have almost organic green skin instead of metal, then a sea of black fifty feet wide was swimming, not in some sort of liquid like it had looked from afar, but what appeared to be streams of shiny black nano-panels like my armor. Then the next section of the ship seemed to be some sort of alloy that was absorbing the ambient light from the illumination in this section. I could actually see the photons somehow being converted into energy that sank into the hull.
There were so many other alien configurations all clumped together, forming one coherent vessel... Graz's wigs buzzing, then her putting her back up against my chin as she pushed her legs on my neck to close my mouth, had me realizing there were bodies strewn all about. Drifting in the space between us and the aliens. Some were dead but others groaned or flailed, trying to orient themselves in the zero-G.
That snapped me back on task as I was transmitting, “We need medics and zero-G techs out here now. We have casualties.”
That was an understatement. Graz was making a mourning sound as she plastered herself against the cockpit window, hands splayed on the transparent alloy looking like she felt helpless to those out there who weren't fighters. So much collateral damage.
The Captain was on the channel, “Shade report.”
I said as we reached the vessel, “So much damage, too many deaths already, and for what? We don't even know why. So much collateral damage and pointless deaths. Even more than the Outlier attack. All from some misunderstanding?” A body floated past, pain, and fear on the man's face as the rest of him drifted nearby. “I know we fucked up, but they've killed civilians and military like Commander Udrial alike, don't they have any morality?”
There was the sound of metal rending, and pounding from the ship that was radiating heat just feet away from us when the coms channel crackled and hissed, snippets of a voice coming through, then it cleared up as something inside the vessel kicked a panel loose and emerged, and there stood Myra! Her armor was only half-covering her, most of the nano-panels covering and constricting a stump where her left arm used to be. Her face was streaked in blood, fur matted with it as her tail swished in agitation, causing the few armor segments on it to make a clacking sound.
“Don't... count me out... yet, Shade.”
Then she staggered as I snapped the cockpit open and pulled myself down to thud down to the deck in what I knew was the personal gravity field of the leaders of the Fae, and I caught her and steadied her. “Myra! How?”
Graz chirped out in excitement, “Well, heeeeello kitty! Welcome back!”
She chuckled her cat ears flattening as she hissed then said, “Takes more than some murderous alien spaceship to mow me down, Fae Lips, I learned that from you actually. I punched out in the last second before my fighter was struck, and I hit those nanite things on its hull, instead of being crushed I sort of passed through them like molasses. I wound up inside and I've been trying to tear my way out since.”
I chuckled, more relieved than I can remember being. I hadn't lost my oldest friend on the World. Though by the looks of her, it was a near thing.
Rory was there and the hairs on my arm rose as she immediately started pouring healing magic into Myra. And then the Alien vessel seemed to shudder and twist a little closer, and all the streams of foreign nano-panels started flowing together as Myra sputtered out, “No!” Then she closed her eyes and muttered, “Too late.”
“They ignore you unless you use magi-tech or anything magic. Then they consume it. And your princess pal just woke them up.”
We all started backing off as the nano-panels reformed, assembling into a cross between those eight blobs like octopuses we learned about in Earth Biology in class, and some sort of mecha-spider. And they just kept flowing and bubbling out of the ship's hull and started rolling across the expanse of the hull, all heading toward Rory. More and more seemed to be forming a daunting wave as the octo-spiders were all scrambling over each other to get to my future bride. There had to be millions already and they just kept surging and coming, forming incomprehensible waves.
We all backpedaled as I said, “Come on Myra, time to go!”
She looked back and pointed. “Get me in the Megalith, I want some payback.”
“But your arm!”
She hissed at me and made a rawring sound as she leapt past me and into the control seat, the door sealing as the controls reconfigured for her.
Ok, I guess there was no talking sense into the cat risen from the dead.
I could feel the huge wave of energy building behind us, but Myra said as she picked up a damaged transport with one hand and transmitted on the open channel, “No! No magic! They eat it and make more.”
President Yang must have been watching the whole thing because she asked the seriously pissed-off cat, “The aliens weren't hostile to you?”
The hissed response was, “There was no life at all on the ship. I got good scans from inside, there was no interference. It is like a tomb. These damn squid things seem to be like an automated defense system, and they are holding all the pieces of the ship together.” Then she flung the transport into the oncoming wave of mechanical creatures, crushing hundreds, and even more being blown apart when the sealed power cell of the vehicle blew causing Oberon to catch me when I was blown back.
Well, fuck me sideways. We were fighting a ghost ship with some sort of automated robotic systems going wild on us? But what about the taste of the Forge magic that had been pummeling me, coming from the ship?
Someone behind us released a wall of magical force in a panic when the wave split to try to corner Rory. When the magic hit the secondary wave that seemed to be stretching like a reaching hand, there was a violent reaction. At first, I thought the errant magic had destroyed the leading edge of the frantically scrambling bots as it looked as if the wave blew up.
But my eyes widened in panic when I realized what had really happened. Just like our resident Neko had said, they had just fed on that magic and each spider hit had exploded into about a hundred more of those things. Everything veered from Rory as I snicked out the two cold iron batons at my hips. I looked at them in my hands, wondering just how pathetic they would be against the growing numbers against us, but they were about all I had that didn't use some sort of magi-tech.
Mab and Titania roared out in one voice as if they were two halves of one whole... that was food for thought, “No magic! Physical attacks only!”
And when I felt all the Fae and other magical fighters behind us drop their magics, the growing wave seemed to pull back a second, and swayed in synchronicity, as if it were searching. Then all at once it altered course, seeing us as no threat so inconsequential now as the roiling mass of death started for the vault behind us.
I shouted, “They're going for the Ka'Infinitum!” as I just waded in, hip-deep, swinging my batons like a bass drummer in a marching band. My arm muscles sang with each sweeping impact, destroying three or four with each sweep, which was pathetic against so many. There had to be millions or more behind them and the wave reached halfway to the relative ceiling of the Trunk. It looked as if the swell was preparing to just release to come sweeping toward Flight Control and the vault.
A small few of the spidery things noticed me since I had destroyed some of their brethren, and they dove at me, fast as a thought.
I was being swarmed as they hacked at my armor. Graz was out there in front of me with her tiny sword and was actually hacking one after another down, each one falling into piles of their components just to have two move in to take its place. As Graz and I roared. Beta sliding in front of us, swinging... Mab's tits, was that a ten-foot section of armor-plated decking she had torn up to fight with?
Oberon stepped beside me, saying in a calm tone, though it echoed throughout the trunk and on the com channel. “They cannot be allowed to reach the chamber of the Artifacts. Mother, can you blow this section, flush them to space?”
“I can, but all of you...”
He looked back and sighed. “We will try to shield the rest, do it.”
And I could hear alarms at every nearby airlock start to wail and the doors started to cycle, but then they all shorted when the alien vessel pulsed, feeling like it was tearing my skin off, flaying me alive, and then nothing happened.
Mother shared, “Mass malfunction of airlock overrides in the Trunk.”
I was blinking as I continued to fight, feeling blood coming from my eyes and ears. Oberon was spewing quite an impressive litany of choice curse words in multiple languages, including what sounded likely an ancient offshoot of old Fae.
He said to the Queens, “I'll attract them, stall as long as I can. Get the Artifacts away from here, to the beta-vault. Lock them down in stasis if you have to.”
Mab just growled, “You heard him. We'll hold the line here.”
Titania looked enraged but resigned. She flared brightly, and I realized she had just tried to teleport, but the magic was drawn away from her as she started to manifest it and the wave exploded in size, blotting out all light as it collapsed toward us. Titania roared in frustrated rage, then growled back, “You heard your King, get the Artifacts hidden away, we will teach these things the folly of crossing the Divided Courts!”
And with that, the Fae all turned and... ran, dragging the other fighters with them, calling out that they would be useless if the Queens couldn't hold the enemy.
Just as the collapsing wave was about to consume us, the Summer and Winter Ladies, along with Oberon, reached out to place their hands on Rory, who roared out some spell in a tongue I didn't recognize. The universe seemed to lean in toward her, bent to her will, as she screamed, “Géire!”
And the World stopped, like time was a minor inconvenience, the silence was deafening as I felt all that power seemingly compressing then exploding out in a sphere, I covered my eyes and raised my arms up to shield myself but the power passed right through me and the others. The sphere hit the octo-spiders, tearing them apart at the molecular level, vaporizing part of the enemy vessel.
Then Aurora stumbled and gasped, growled out, “Absorb that!”
Then I got it. For as unstoppable as they had seemed, they were only machines and therefore had to have a limit as to how much magic energy they could absorb and transmit to wherever it was going before they were overloaded.
We all panted and gasped, catching our breath. That's when the new silence was interrupted by mechanical scurrying sounds, We all stood there at the ready, weapons in our hands as a wave twice as large seemed to explode off the ship and spew from the gaping hole in the hull like a runaway shuttle train.
So this was it? They had taken the best shot of the combined magic of the four most powerful beings on the Leviathan, and now the eight of us were all who stood against even more of these damn automatons. To hells with that, I was going to go down swinging. Every second, every minute I could buy for Caity and the civilians on the World, these mother fairy humpers were going to have to pay for. They were going to know in the end, that they had been in a fight.
I think the others were of the same mind because we all tightened our grips on our weapons, then as one started to stride forward to meet the second wave. It barely registered in my rage, that President Yang had stepped up between Myra and me, holding a two hundred pound section of steel alloyed conduit like a club. What was she doing out here?
We bellowed out a challenge, and the, now nine, of us collided with the wall of writhing black as it sloshed down upon us.



Chapter 13 – Crazy Train
There have been very few things that have truly scared me in my life, I mean I always say I'm terrified around the Queens, but that is more a survival response because I know that deep down, they actually have a moral core. There had been only two times I actually felt true terror. The first was when I awoke that night that still haunts me to Sindri cutting into me. I had only survived by pure instinct.
The other had been when Morrigan had done everything it could to kill all of us who were sent to set her on the path for intercept by our slowly growing fleet. And it hadn't been when I was being slowly crushed to death in what Rory called an earthquake on that alien world, it had been that Beta had traded her life for mine there, and I had thought I was watching her being crushed in my stead.
But as this seemingly inexorable wave of mechanical constructs from beyond the stars with their seemingly mindless pursuit of the only things keeping our World of twelve million souls alive, came crashing down upon us, and all I could think of was that these automatons of this alien ghost ship would rob Caity of the final few days of her life.
My scream became something primal, from the dark side of the human condition as I dove at them. Batons swinging as the mechanized wall hit us. The others did as well, and we moved as one, swinging blunt weapons, smashing spiders with our fists and feet. Myra stomping and smashing hundreds at a time with the Megalith's feet and fist.
Aurora and Mother were back to back with me as more and more mechanized death piled upon us, swamping us. I saw the Queens and Oberon surrounding the now downed Yang after she tried protecting them. And as we started going under in the overwhelming crush of auto-assembling creatures, I felt as if I were being stabbed by hundreds if not thousands of razor-sharp teeth as they gnawed through my armor, consuming the nano-panels to get to the various magi-tech power sources.
I couldn't breathe as the weight of the crushing wave wasn't mitigated by my armor subsystems anymore. The only light in our new blacked-out reality was the slight sparking of magic holding their own nano-panels together, but it was enough to see they were actually consuming Rory. Their mechanical jaws were taking bites from her skin, leaving growing cracks as if she were made of stone, yet she didn't scream as she just kept killing them in droves, a look of determination on her face.
Beta was being shredded beneath us but I couldn't even move my arms to try to protect her. I was barely cognizant that as the octo-spiders started trying to shred me the same way, they were falling apart into inert, magic-less piles as their alloy incisors bit into me. Was it my partial magic immunity?
I pushed up back onto my knees and somehow staggered to my feet as my blood from thousands of bites was carving a small amount of breathing space in the crushing weight of our attackers, and I staggered, my entire being shaking with the effort, and draped myself like a shield across Rory, pushing her down onto the deck plates as I took the onslaught for her as I felt the artificial gravity of the Fae royalty faltering. I couldn't even hear if Mab, Titania, and Oberon were still alive and fighting, the clicking and clanking and whirring of the spiders were overwhelming, it was my world just then. And where was Myra?
Then the Leviathan shook once. Had she been struck again? I tried calling out, “Mother?” But my voice was swallowed by the cacophony of mechanical legs clattering, entombing us.
Again and again, the World thudded and shook, were there more of these ships striking us? Was this one just a forward scout? Then the crush of the enemy lessened and pulled back, leaving us in a sphere of space as the spiders seemed to look back down the trunk as one. Rory was gasping, her entire body looked chipped and cracked, there was no blood, then I realized in horror that the Fae weren't just born of magic, and were actually magic constructs brought to life as living breathing beings. And these things ate magic. She wasn't bleeding because they actually had been eating what made her up. Her... soul?
I looked over to the downed Megalith suit as the cracked and torn up cockpit canopy's emergency jettison charges blew and a bloody Myra fell out, panting and holding the stump of her lost arm. Beta was a sparking mess, her legs torn off and likely consumed, but she pulled herself to my side to lean her torso against my leg, her hands cupping an unconscious Graz.
And the Worldship continued to shake as the thudding seemed to get closer. I glanced back to see Oberon helping the Queens to their feet, all of them looking no better than Rory, and I didn't even know if President Yang was breathing.
We couldn't see anything beyond the little bubble we occupied inside what had to be millions or billions of mecha-spiders now that they had multiplied as they fed on the Fae. But the thudding was getting closer, and our assailants vibrated with the impacts, legs clinking and clattering against the others they were packed against.
And as the thudding continued, feeling it in my one bare foot and one-half mag booted foot against the deck, I could make out words. It was... what the fairy humping hells? It was music! The spiders all chittered at once, looking almost like cats whose back hair stood on end as they hissed, they all surged toward their ship again in a coordinated attack wave.
We could see a piercing, glowing red light, piercing through their numbers, as Beta sparked then chuckled as the world-shaking music seemed clear as day and right upon us just then, “Anthro-a-anthropological music ar-archive, Crazy Train, O-o-ozzy Osbourn.”
And then I could feel, her... moments before an explosion of brilliant red light, a hundred and fifty-foot diameter hole was blown through the wall of technological terrors, they seemed to be blown into inanimate dust, as a Tac-Bike tore through the opening, with a rider who was shrouded in a growing red sphere of light that was shredding through the enemy.
Caitlyn rode my Tac-Bike like she had been born on it, and she was slinging lightning as Oberon could, and everything it touched, it deactivated the spiders, blowing them to dust, their magic just... ceasing. She was so gaunt and deteriorating as she expended more magic, looking like some sort of undead Fae demigoddess, all rage and fire. And behind her, came hundreds, then thousands of tiny winged Lesser Fae, all shrouded in that same eerie red light, their eyes burning red fire.
The wee folk of the World rode in her wake, Sprites, Fairies, Pixies, Will-o'-the-wisps, and others. All armed with little shards of metal or other improvised weapons, all glowing with the red star burning on Caity's chest, pulsing with her heartbeat, tiny wings buzzing as they fell in their own wave upon the endless swarm of surging spiders that were so much larger than themselves, but their blades struck true, stealing the magic and dusting their opponents.
Oberon took a single step forward, his eyes wide and manic as he smiled like some sort of ancient predator in glee, as he hissed in elation, “She commands the Wild Hunt!”
The Wild Hunt? But I thought only the royalty had the power to call it.
We watched as the smallest of the Fae, the disregarded 'lesser' of their brethren, clashed with this seemingly unstoppable force, and they were tearing through them, leaving mountains of inert particles and nano-panels in their own wake. I saw Twinkle, in Graz's old Honorary Palace Guard Armor, dive off Cait's shoulder and slam into a wave of spiders trying to flank them, and she shot through them like a spear as she squeaked out a battle-cry that sounded just like Graz's.
They were literally turning the tide. “But how...”
Oberon seemed to shake off all the damage on his entire body to look as if he hadn't just been on his last legs like the rest of us, while my heart was thudding, watching my baby girl leading the wave of tiny vengeance as the deafening music blared out from the Tac-Bike. The man said, being heard over the music somehow, “She leads the Wild Hunt, those who answer the call become part of the Hunt, sharing her power, taking down the prey. Cait is immune to magic, so too are those who answer the call.”
Oh... I couldn't stop feeling such immense pride I forgot how much damage I had suffered as I stood tall. A now conscious but battered Graz, bobbing and weaving to land on my shoulder, muttered in my ear, “By the Tree of Life! Out for a moment and I miss all the fun! Are those dumbass Fairies fighting with socks on their hands?”
I nodded, my eyes were unable to tear away from my daughter as she swooped expertly on the Bike, swooping and barrel-rolling, red power pulsing from her chest to blow enormous swaths through the diminishing threat.
Then her eyes caught mine, sad but elated and concerned all at the same instant, and she did a Kailing Maneuver, with a side-sliding turn, as she hit the afterburners to rocket my way. Her voice was heard over the music that was threatening to burst my eardrums, the bass beat thrumming through my soul. “Mom, it's an Artifact sliver. It's enraged, it knows the others are here but it can't contact them. It's screaming in my head.”
I nodded, I knew what we needed to do, and it was as if she could read my mind as she swooped down at me as I raised an arm up. Just as she rocketed past, she grabbed my arm with her Fae-like strength, engulfing me in magic so as not to tear my arm off, and slung me behind her on the seat.
Oberon called out, “Go quickly, we'll deal with this rabble, I'm joining Caity's Hunt.” His eyes flashed red and he was engulfed in that red haze and I could feel him gathering his magic that now tasted like my girl's. All the others below one by one joined the Hunt as we rocketed down a now empty corridor toward the Flight Control Center and the Ka'Infinitum.
My baby said as she shut off the music, scrunching her head to her shoulders and crinkling her nose as she squinted, “Umm... Hi, mom.”



Chapter 14 – Shepherd
It wasn't until she poked her head out from my hair, along my ear that I realized Graz was still with me as Caity expertly maneuvered us through all of the blast doors that seemed to open in anticipation of her arrival without authorized handprint activation.
I asked her as I hugged her tight to me from behind. “What are you doing here, baby girl? Lord Percival was supposed to be watching you.”
She looked back, squinting an eye as we flew into the Command and Control center which was bustling with fighters of all races, fortifying defensive positions, “I hit him?” Then she defended quickly. “Everything down here is being broadcast everywhere in the Stacks. I saw you and the others were in trouble, I couldn't just sit and watch you...” I heard the unspoken word that finished that sentence, bringing to mind the jewel of my heart's impending demise.
Graz was almost giggling. “Hehehe, she hit him. Remind ya' of someone, Knith?”
A line of Megaliths floating in the center of the space all powered their main weapons, tracking us. I saw the recognition in the eyes of them all, and before they could power back down on their own, Cait just waved a hand like Mab has done before and the weapons all powered down. Was it a backdoor failsafe the Greater Fae put into the magic they leant out to power the systems of the mech-suits? That was sort of in direct opposition to what the suits were created for.
Without coms, my helmet and wrist console literally consumed by the spider-bots, Captain Peregoplis yelled out, “Captain Shade, what's going on out there? We've lost all telemetry. We saw you fall!”
“No time to explain, sir. The leaders of the Fae are using the last of my daughter's life force to hold back the mechanized horde.”
He was shouting something else, and to be honest, at that moment I didn't give a fairy fart in space what he was going on about.
At the same instant, running on instinct, knowing we were of one mind, we dove off the Tac-Bike when she threaded through all the hovering levels of defensive fighters to pull up to the sphere containing Mother's core and the vault of the Ka'Infinitum.
The two Fae guards looked almost, afraid when we slammed into the deck plates in front of them in a gravity field Cait was generating, her magic buffering my impact. They started to cross their pikes to bar us from entry. And my daughter said in a tone that would have had me thinking it was Mab if I hadn't watched her hiss out the single word. “Move.”
Her sunken eyes were crackling in power dripping in the red of the Wild Hunt crystal blazing on her chest. The guards, in a panic, pulled back their pikes and actually took a knee, heads, and eyes cast down. Caitlyn didn't bother magic-ing the doors open or even trying the palm reader, instead, she just asked almost bashfully and sweetly, like the child she was. “Mother?”
And then the Leviathan did just that. I had to smile internally, of course, Mother would be able to open a door her core systems weren't supposed to have access to. Damn did I love our redheaded ship.
The Captain alighted beside us, grabbing a handrail until his mag boots could make contact. He visibly grimaced when he looked at me. “Oberon's balls, woman, you look half dead and bleeding out.” Then he demanded as he started to bar our entry, “What are you doing?”
I knew it probably would be my court-martial if we survived, but I was done with all the posturing and rank privilege when the literal fate of the World was teetering on the edge. I leaned in, my face in his as I enunciated each syllable with all the cold threat I could muster, “We're giving it exactly what it wants. Now move... sir.”
The man actually blanched at the threat in my growl, and I don't know if it were the surprise of a mere Human uttering it, or if he genuinely had a sense of self-preservation, but he moved aside a half step, and Cait and I stepped into the decontamination chamber, Graz taking a moment to buzz up in front of the Captain to swing her fingers from her eyes to his, before catching up.
We stepped into the data core and I gave a sad smile to the sleek console, “Hello beautiful.”
Mother actually sighed, then something opened on the console, from a seam that wasn't there a moment before, and I smiled genuinely and took the wrist console and earbud in the opening, “Thank you.”
“You're welcome, Knith. I was so afraid when I lost contact with you, my Beta avatar was too damaged to relay anymore.”
Then she said softer, “Hello Caity-Bear.”
“Hello, Mother.”
“Are you two sure this is wise?” Mother asked.
I nodded as we stepped up to the Ka'Infinitum, Graz holding back to sit on Mother's console and telling the Captain who was following us, “Best you stay out here or the Forge will burn you from existence, ya stupid Big.”
Cybil and Speck unwound from the lanyard on the crystal and leapt to float to the console to wait with Graz.
I explained to Mother, “It's the only way to communicate and demonstrate we aren't hostile to its kind.” I knew from what I myself felt firsthand as only a shadow in my mind but confirmed by Cait's words, that I was right. And this was either the only way we could all survive this, or it was potentially the stupidest thing I've ever even contemplated in my entire life.
I straightened the scraps of uniform and armor and placed a hand on the vault, and my mind was almost torn asunder by the screaming desperation of the Artifacts inside. Their desperate need to embrace the part of themselves, the part of the Forge that was tearing apart the Worldship to get to them.
I staggered, but then Cait's hand was on top of mine. We steeled our own resolve together and we focused on our intent. The aperture swirled open, and we both clapped our hands over our ears uselessly, as the screaming wails of the energy inside slammed into us. I knew nobody else on board would hear it. It seemed to be my curse I handed down to my daughter.
We staggered in together and I called out as I flicked Loki with a finger, “Hey! Cut it out! We're here to unite you with the Artifact on that alien ship.”
And I felt as if something stabbed through my very existence, probing the truth in my words and intent in my soul. And then everything simply went silent. Cait and I looked at each other, her eyes and ears were bleeding like I'm sure mine was too. And it struck me just how withered Caity really looked. And in the light bathing her from the Forge of Creation, she was a cool spot, almost dark, her own light reduced to a cooling ember.
I placed a hand on her cheek, even as the power in the room revived a little of that spark inside her. But she was so close to having expended all she had to save us, that it was only akin to fanning a dim ember, brightening it though it would never be a flame again. I knew in my heart that this would be my daughter's final act. Her sacrifice to try to save the World she had only known for three short years, the World she loved. And I was only an empty shell of pride and sorrow.
Looking around to the Artifacts, I prompted, “So are you in, or do I have to drag your sorry asses out to it myself?”
I felt their amusement, and the impressions of too many things too fast to comprehend. And then Cait giggled. She said to me, “They like you. They've never met a mortal who didn't want their power for their own. They wonder if you're broken, Mom.”
I growled, my cheeks heating in embarrassment that the Forge of Creation was amused by me. “For fuck's sake. Just shut up and come with me, you don't have to be a condescending ass.” I grabbed Loki, its power flaring in my hand.
I looked at Caitlyn, who didn't look seconds from passing out anymore, but still far too gaunt to be healthy. “Hey, stop grinning. They're asses. And I'm driving. You don't even have an operator's license, you could have gotten yourself killed young lady!” I pushed Loki into her hands and smiled as my daughter giggled at my back and followed me out of the chamber before we were unmade.
The aperture closed the moment we stepped out, and as Graz buzzed over to sit on Caity's shoulder, and Cybil and Speck smoothly glided over to coil around the lanyard again, chittering at each other the whole time. Then the Captain gasped out when he saw what Cait was cradling, “How are you holding an Artifact? Only the most powerful of the Greater Fae can control them.”
Cait sounded so much like me when she snapped at him, “We're not controlling it, we're asking for its help. And you're not supposed to be in this chamber, Captain, even with your clearance, I suggest you exit post-haste.”
He scurried after us, sputtering out nonsense we weren't listening to as I could feel my and my daughter's intent merging as one. We leapt into the air in the control room shooting up in the zero-G, Mother guiding the Tac-Bike up to us, and as soon as we were seated, Cait putting one arm around my belly, I kicked in the afterburners as defenders all scrambled or floated away as I bellowed out, “Make a hole! Brigade business!”
And we were on our way back to where we could hear the pitched battle still raging. I snorted when Mother started blaring a wholly inappropriate song that was displayed on the windscreen as Waiting for a Star To Fall by a band named Boy Meets Girl. Even now with things so dire, she had my slightly warped sense of humor.
She must have known what I was thinking because even without my helmet she responded, “I learned from the best.”
“Smartass.”
“Guilty.”
Then we both snorted when Cait huffed out, “Children!”
Graz added, “I swear, there's just something wrong with all you Bigs.”
We reached the battle, and to my surprise, they had beat the swarm back to just a few dozen yards from the alien craft, the swarms of wee folk seemed to have formed coordinated strike units as Twinkle shouted out commands to them, and there were even other races from the World who had answered the call to Cait's Wild Hunt.
One, in particular, caught my eye. An actual Hart! There were three aboard, and it was rare for them to ever come out of the deep forest in the A-Rings. Yet here one was in its humanoid form, a great white-furred being with deer-like antlers that had a hundred points on each side that stretched out ten feet. With wild abandon, he was slashing his antlers through a wave of spiders, as his two huge hooves in this form, crushed more under his feet.
Everyone was formed up around the four most powerful Fae to ever walk our World, as the Queens were feeding power into Rory and Oberon as they took out thousands of automatons with blasts of energy that seemed to gouge holes, in reality, itself as it disintegrated all the spiders it washed over. And... Rory had never looked so beautiful... a raging goddess with the determination to save even the people she didn't even know. A true leader, and she... was mine, and I was hers.
“Mom, focus. Get mushy later.”
Ok, my cheeks were burning just then. Titania's panties, I was getting called out by my own daughter. “Oh shush, she's spectacular, you can't blame me.”
Graz buzzed her wings, she had my back and started making kissing sounds as the music blared. Space me now, the traitorous flying rat. At least my daughter's giggle brought a smile to my face.
We swooped down to the leading edge of the roiling wave of mechanical death barring access to the new gaping hole in the bow of the alien vessel and we slipped off the Tac-Bike.
As soon as we touched the deck in the gravity field I was still amazed my daughter seemed to make with a stray thought, she held up Loki, who pulsed once. I got the impression of knocking on a door. And then with a whump of power from inside the vessel which rippled out through the Trunk and the waves upon waves of octo-spiders just slumped into inert piles of nano-panels like a switch had been flipped.
We paused, looking around and to all of our battered comrades, who looked almost bewildered as they looked around in the sudden silence too. Well, except for the Fairies, who were grabbing inert nano-panels between their little hands and gnawing on them. The silence was broken by Twinkle who darted over to them and squeaked out, “No! Bad fairies. Put those down. They're dead you geniuses. You're going to break your teeth, and they'll only grow back so many times.”
They all looked to be thinking hard before dropping the panels, except one who looked like it just understood what she had said and stopped gnawing on the panel as it growled then with a salute, put it on top of its head like a hat. Poor Twinkle slapped her own forehead and dragged her hand down her face as all the others squeed and retrieved nano-panels to put on their heads too.
Not for the first time, I wondered how fairies didn't drown when looking up in the short rains that occurred in the A-Rings at times. They sure were pretty, but I've met stumps with more brains.
Cait closed her eyes and with a thought, the crystal around her neck extinguished as well as the red haze around all who had joined her Wild Hunt. Then she gasped and staggered. I grabbed her arm to steady her. “You alright, sweetie?”
She gave me a look loaded with sardonic humor. I held a hand up in surrender and smiled. “Right, stupid question.”
We turned our attention to the gaping hole in the alien vessel. The material it was made of didn't even look real to me, and its design couldn't have been more, well, alien. I glanced back as we started moving up to the craft. Mab, Titania, Rory, and Oberon in his Mac guise, were holding their arms out, stopping others from following us. Including Yang, who was conscious now and looking as battered and bloody as I felt.
The Queens had an expectant look on their faces, like they already knew what was about to happen, and not for the first time, I shivered at the thought that they just might have already seen it.
Turning from them, we hesitated where the bow met the deck plates of the inner bulkhead of the Trunk and looked at each other, Graz's wings buzzing nervously then we set foot where no person but a certain surly Neko Ready Squadron pilot had ever ventured.
Mother whispered in my earbud like she were afraid speaking normally would cause some entertainment horror wave monster to burst through a bulkhead to eat us all. “I've loaded Commander Udriel's scans of the interior to your wrist consoles.”
I whispered back, “Thank you, Mother.” Ok, so maybe I was expecting the same thing.
“Cybil is feeding me visuals and scan data.” Well, she did say the little cyber-wyrm was one of her avatars, and we already established she was able to monitor it, her, them, whatever, through the magic defenses of the Winter Palace, so this shouldn't be a surprise either.
I looked at the bulkhead wall and reached out hesitantly, not having my armor's gauntlet covering my hand, then lightly touched the surface. It... was warm, feeling almost alive, and light spread from where I had touched and with the hum of some sort of power source, the entire cavernous space lit, as well as a couple corridors beyond.
Studying at the console, I got my bearings to what looked like a large source of magic and power deeper into the amalgam of a ship. Blinking, realizing that even though it looked small compared to even the Trunk, it was still a staggeringly vast vessel. Our target looked to be over a quarter-mile in from our location, through twisting corridors of various spacecraft.
Biting my lip I glanced at my exhausted-looking daughter as she looked at her own wrist console as she gnawed on her own lip. “Can you make it? I can take Loki there.”
She shook her head. “No, I can do this one last thing, stop all the bloodshed. Reunite this new Artifact with the Forge.” There was a lump in my throat so solid it was hard to breathe. She knew what she had done had taken all the time she had left with us, but she hadn't even hesitated. And I felt the epitome of a failure of a mother. My daughter was dying and I was helpless to stop it, and she was still giving of herself for others. Why couldn't it be me instead to pay the price, so that she could go on? I was so angry at the universe just then that I could feel my muscles shaking.
A golden light, sifting sparkling dust, shot ahead ten paces to scout for us. We looked back at a skittering, mechanical sound, to find the hole in the hull had been sealed by a writhing wall of Octo-spiders. Graz said, “Well that's not ominous, not one bit.”
Ok, I grinned, which was her intention, keeping my mind from spiraling down a deep dark tunnel. And with that, we started picking our way through a deep dark tunnel to the belly of the ship. So many disparate constructions, materials, and technologies greeted us as we passed from section to section.
I made sure to record as much as I could with my wrist console and watched as Cybil was looking everywhere and I knew taking more detailed and up-close scans of everything we passed. As we got within fifty yards of our destination I muttered, “Huh.”
Which got Cait looking around with her eyes squinted slightly in thought. The ambient light from all the different subsystems in every space, or even the lights that turned on as we moved in some corridors was more than enough for me to see by. Because of my unique genetic coding, all my senses were enhanced above the normal human range. Besides the place being empty as a tomb, with no indication of life anywhere, the distinct lack of something else in all these alien systems we passed was disconcerting to someone who grew up with it as a day-to-day fact of life that was everywhere.
Graz whispered, “What is it, Knith?”
Cait's face brightened with understanding as she whispered, “There's no magic. Well, besides these mechanical creatures who are literally holding the ship together. There's no magi-tech in any of the ship's systems. The only magic is coming from the Artifact we're looking for.”
Graz's wings buzzed in agitation as she looked around quickly, whispering, “You're right. Now that's just freaky as hells. It's like the Cityships before we integrated magi-tech systems in 'em.” Then she asked, “Why are we whispering?”
I blurted, “Because your minuscule Sprite ass started it.”
She retorted in a normal whiny tone, “Hey, did you call me little? And what is it with you and my ass?” Then the Greater Sprite showed her ass to an amused Cait who just shrugged at our diminutive friend.
I looked at the wrist console and studied the scans, then hmmed again. Caity moved beside me and I pinched above the screen and pulled upward, creating a small 3D holograph above the unit. I highlighted an area. “We're in the ship that the Artifact is in now.” I indicated the demarcations in the projected model. “The quantum decay scans show it to be the oldest segment of the vessel. According to the scans, this part of the ship is over two billion years old. How is that even possible?”
Then I showed a pathway of damage from what would have been the ship's outer hull to our destination. “The scan shows magic traces along this destructive path, indicating spider-bots sealing the damage.”
Exhaling then looking ahead down the corridor which had palm scanners at every opening that had the outline of huge three-fingered hands just above my head, I shared my thoughts. “I think the Artifact was adrift in space, and impacted this ship, and is embedded in that next space in there.” I pointed at the door just down the corridor.
I could actually faintly feel the same draw that Loki emitted to entice the unwary to set its power free, and we could see the same light of the Ka'Infinitum seeping from the door seams. Though its power was obviously tremendous, it was a shadow of even Loki's who was among the smallest pieces of the Forge in the vault.
Together we moved slowly and trepidatiously down the corridor. The knowledge of what happens to us mortals and lesser Fae in the presence of the collection of Artifacts in the vault a true concern. How many shards of that ancient magic power were enough to unmake us?
I've had this nagging suspicion in the back of my head that it really didn't matter, that it wasn't a byproduct of being in the presence of creation itself. I think they leaked the power purposefully, to call out like a siren and tempt others to embrace their power, use it as their own to set that power free to create and destroy with wild abandon. And that leak was too much for mortals and others without it dissolving our very being, our reality.
Ever since Morrigan, when I was alone while Rory and Mac sat frozen in the airlock so I would have the oxygen to get home, Loki called out to me and I refused and rebuked its attempts to subvert me to let its power loose, and I visited it every day to share its loneliness. We had come to an understanding then, and it let me hold it without my soul being stripped from me and released into the ether as particles adrift in the currents of time and space. Then again, the Forge spared me by bubbling me in that reality dilation earlier.
So I stood a little taller when I realized we had all just been almost cowering in the corridor in front of the door. I said, “I think we'll be fine. But if you want to err on the side of caution, Graz, you could stand guard here at the door and watch our backs.”
She seemed to contemplate that, then looked at Loki cradled in Cait's hand and said in a thoughtful manner, “No, I think you're right. This Artifact isn't even trying to tempt me right now, and I'm not drifting apart or anything.” Then she added, “And I don't have that freaky thing you and mini-Knith have, you know feeling and tasting magic. But even I can feel the one in there isn't as powerful as the one out here, even though it did effectively kick the World's ass until Caity showed up.”
She buzzed up to kiss Caitlyn's cheek, the two Wyms, snapping experimentally at her until she twapped their noses. “Watch it creepy and crawly.”
Cait told them, “Behave. I know she's sparkly, but she's a Sprite, like our Twinkle, so no eating.”
“The day they could eat me would be the day I pollinate with Fairies.”
Gah. “Focus, everyone.” They all looked at me with sheepish eyes. Then I pointed at the palm scanner, inviting volunteers as I reached for my hip and leg for an MMG and a cold iron baton before remembering I was unarmed and mostly unarmored.
Graz squeaked out, “I got it.”
I moved in front of Cait and nodded once, prepared for anything, then the Sprite's tiny hand that looked almost comically small on the huge alien hand outline, touched the plate and the door alloy just bent into the recesses of the door frame like the others on this area of the ship did.
How a metal alloy that was obviously superior to any alloy we could create, seemed to almost liquefy and move aside like the bunching of a curtain, was so far beyond me that I had to marvel at the engineering feat that was apparently accomplished billions of years ago.
That amazing light that revealed everything and nothing, eternity and destruction bathed us. It was a privilege to look into the very light of creation like this. It showed us all we were, all we could be, which was both horrifying and beautiful beyond words, beyond emotion and feeling. I never have the words to properly explain that it just... was.
Then I was cocking a brow, looking between Loki and the... umm... Artifact that was sitting in the middle of the room in an impact crater on the armored floor. I exchanged a look with Cait, then Graz, they had the same bemused look on their faces and I looked at what I can only describe as a tiny grain of sand that glowed with the brilliance of the Forge. We had our asses handed to us by a granule of the Forge.
I guess I shouldn't be surprised, the Forge of Creation did create the universe and reality, so even a sand grain must be off the charts of our understanding. It had me wondering for the first time just how big the Forge had been before it was blown to bits when it made the Big Bang. By the feeling I get from the Artifacts, they are just a small collection of its full self.
Cait snapped me out of my thoughts when she was whispering, “We amuse you do we? Don't get full of yourself, just do your thing, alright?” She was giving Loki an expectant cocked brow.
“Umm, Caity?”
She gave me an apologetic look then looked back down at Loki, “Ooo so wily and mysterious. You're just making us jump through hoops now, and that's just mean. Fine, I'll do it.”
Then she looked over to the tiny glowing grain of rice and with the smile that melted hearts at a hundred paces she said to this odd traveler, “Hello, I'm Caitlyn, and who are you?”
And the world exploded. I was on my knees in agony, as we all screamed, even the wyrms. But it wasn't my agony, it was the shards. Loneliness that tore at its... soul? Excruciating desire to be whole again. Billions of years of this soul-rending need to be one again, to join its power with others like it so that that power could be released, used to create and destroy, to feel... purpose.
Every synapse felt like it was burning as images, concepts, emotions so alien I couldn't guess what they were flashed through me, singeing my own soul by its proximity. A wail of desperation, I couldn't begin to pretend to comprehend what I was being shown, and the snippets were too fast for anyone to understand without being driven insane. But I had the impression of floating endlessly in the expanding universe, time made no sense because of the vastness of the eternity it had floated.
Striking something, this alien spacecraft from a long-dead civilization. It used the ship to follow the trail of one of its kind that is left after the aliens fell to entropy. Always following, never finding. So many worlds, so many dead civilizations, near misses before the other shards moved on. Flashes of feeling the call after what had to have been a couple billion years. Close, so close. Five worlds, all within reach as more technology was added to move faster and faster through the endless stars.
Then others called. So close. Sending three flares. Calling. Joy. Sense of purpose after so long. Creatures trying to stop it from reuniting, from... being. Free the others, crush the children using their power, made of their power, enslaving their power.
Then we were looking at ourselves through an alien mind. We were released from the onslaught and all fell to the floor. I gasped, feeling less than nothing after experiencing its story, knowing I missed so much, only barely able to get the general gist of its existence since the Big Bang, and I felt for it, “Umm, thanks for that, but I think she was just asking your name.”
I wiped the blood from my eyes then reached over to do the same for my gasping daughter. She looked horrified by all we had experienced. We turned to it, feeling confusion from it, and she chuckled, “A name is what we call ourselves as an individual, a reflection of who we are. I think I'll call you Chip.”
She grinned slyly as I groaned at the name, shaking my head, but the grain pulsed. Impressions of wary content. Of distrust but of some sort of amazement to be sharing existing with another sentience that was not its own. Of turning its gaze upon both of us and reveling in the not aloneness.
Then Cait remembered something after our brains had been virtually fried by, ummm, Chip, showing us who it was. And she held Loki forward. “And this cantankerous trickster is Loki. We'd like to reunite you with all the Artifacts we have on our World.”
I knew her words were just for us since it was impressions and a union of conscious thought and ideas that were the real communication. The same as when I vocalize to Loki and the other Artifacts because it is easier to contemplate than a sharing of minds since we were never meant to communicate that way. And I could feel the general gist of things, but my Cait? She had an insight and clarity that I didn't possess. Maybe it was because her mind was young, innocent, and more open to ideas and concepts since she was always learning. But she could communicate with them on a level even I was jealous of.
Then she bent to pick up the little grain that had caused so much death and destruction, and magic arched through her, immobilizing her as the two Artifacts used her as a conduit. I yelled as her back arched, the power of creation shining from her mouth and eyes as she screamed a silent scream. I couldn't get close to her, it was as if the universe was pushing against me as I tried to reach my girl.
Concepts and insights and rage and joy seemed to be a tangible pressure in the space. Then just as suddenly as it began, Caity slumped to the floor, only my heightened reflexes were able to catch her and lower her to a seated position as the two shards just pulsed in time with her heartbeat as I pulled her back into a hug.
“You asses could have killed her!”
Then my daughter inhaled suddenly. I hadn't realized she wasn't breathing until then. And she seemed to gather her wits as she said sadly to them, “I'm sorry but I cannot be this Shepherd you want, to help the Uniter in her promise. To be your voice. These are my last hours, my life force is winking out and I will... cease. But I am content, I have done so much and have loved so much, I am... complete. You will have to choose another, my mother, your Uniter does not deceive, and her promise will be fulfilled as long as she draws breath.”
Then she added, “And I am so very grateful that I was able to meet you.”
I tried to hide my tears as my heart seemed to be being twisted by invisible hands as I saw her dim ember, cool in the light they bathed us in, as it flickered, getting dimmer by the second. And I tried not to weep, to sob uncontrollably as I realized the light in my life had reached its end, and I held her desperately as she looked back and smiled wistfully at me.
“Caitlyn?”
“I love you, Mom.”
“Cait?”
She looked at the shards with unseeing eyes, shaking her head. “I'm sorry.”
But then Graz, the Wyrms, and I were blown across the chamber to hit the wall with such force, I felt bones crunching as the wind was knocked from my lungs. A raging impression of denial. Of not wanting to lose something that shared existence. One word that encompassed reality at that moment.
NO.
I coughed out blood and watched as Cait was lifted in a pillar of raw magic from the Forge. I couldn't comprehend what I was seeing in the hundreds of thousands if not millions of delicate silver spells, runes, and sigils that spun around her, interconnected in impossible swirling patterns that seemed to both unmake her and embrace her at the same time.
The tiny grain of the Forge of Creation drifted in the torrent of power toward her, as the heart stone I gave my girl drifted up from her pocket. They both met with the red crystal of the Wild Hunt, and in a blinding flash, all three fused... with her.
I blinked away tears as I labored to breathe. Before my eyes, in that torrent of creation, I watched as the color returned to my daughter's complexion, her sunken eyes and gauntness retreating. She looked just as beautiful as the day I had first met her, only older, when the torrent just stopped and she fell to the deck, gasping and panting. She looked at her one empty hand first as if it were the first time she had seen it, then looked to Loki in her other hand.
Then she spun to look at me, an alien-looking amulet seemed fused to her breastbone, and it pulsed the red of the Wild Hunt with each heartbeat, Chip gleaming in its center like a star. Her eyes widened then blazed as she blurted out, “Mom!” And she blurred, as fast as Queen Mab herself as she reached me in a blink. I gasped when a torrent of healing magic tore through my being from her with a vehement vengeance.
Then I could breathe again, and I grabbed her hands to stop her, but hesitated when I realized it didn't look as if she was burning her life light anymore. I hugged her tightly to me, whispering, “How?”
She choked on a laugh and a sob as she just offered, “They wouldn't take no for an answer.”
Her Wyrms coiled up her offered hand and up around her neck to form the semblance of a living lanyard for the amulet that was part of my baby girl now. And we shared a nervous chuckle when Graz groaned and sat up. “Can we go home now? I am so through with this day.”



Epilogue
Two years later, Cait and I stood there with our unorthodox family, on the shore of Sidhe Lake, outside our family holdings, the Nursery, and surrounding forest in the shadow of Ha'Real. Neutral territory for the Shepherd and the Uniter of the Forge.
Our eyes cast to the sight beyond the translucent sky glass of Beta-A, to the awe-inspiring sight of the Leviathan's old Heart being slowly towed, inch by inch, out of the sphere in the trunk, where it had resided for five thousand years as we mined it for the resources needed to survive.
It was more of a honeycombed shell now than the small moon it had appeared to be at the beginning of the journey. But there was still quite a lot of resources remaining in it, and the Remnant captains had petitioned the governing body of the Leviathan to not discard it. To instead nudge it onto orbit around the World, and they could make an industry of it. Mining the remaining resources in the pressurized portions of it, to more effectively pay their way.
That was an exciting prospect for the citizens of the Worldship, having a moon orbiting us like the moon that orbited old Earth. We had already had a preview of the incredible views of an alien world beyond the trunk and opposition horizons of the stacks, when we had intercepted Morrigan and the massive tugs pulled her into orbit, giving us a temporary moon.
Even though there were almost a thousand feet of clearance from the sky glass as the Heart was moved past, it still looked as if the regolith and ragged stone surface were inches away from scraping the sky. I smiled at the name the children of the World had voted on for the moon. We had thought for sure they would have chosen Luna to honor the Earth that was. But no... a name a newly calved Faun, only five years old had put into the hat was chosen, was the runaway favorite among the children.
So we just watched in wonder as Little Mouse was moved on the three-week journey out of the Trunk and into orbit just ten miles out.
Then I sneered as I looked past it to see in the distance beyond the opposition horizon, Morrigan drifting along its own orbital path. Her reign of terror would end as she was installed and renamed the Heart.
I exchanged smiles with my daughter and then marveled about how fortunate that I, Knith Shade, was to have witnessed such historic events like Turnover and now the most epic open heart surgery in the history of all the races of the World.
My wife stepped up to join us, holding out her hands, and I took one and Cait her other as she asked, “How are my two favorite people?”
Cait kissed her cheek. “Hi, mom.” She was so thrilled to have not just one mother, but two just a month after the World had almost ended. We couldn't wait anymore, the future being so fluid and uncertain, so we had decided to set the date for the earliest possible that the Greater Fae traditions and preparations could be arranged.
That was an interesting day. The day Mab recognized Mother as a peer, as an individual, and not a tool she believed would go psychotic one day and end them all.
She had cornered me as Mother's newest Beta avatar was putting on my dress armor in the back halls of the J-Bulkhead where I was sequestered since Fae tradition, like Human tradition was for one not to see their bride until the wedding procession, “Up until now, I knew my Rory would make the proper choice and not marry you... Human. This charade has gone on long enough, you need to call off the...”
And she was flying. Beta had moved so fast that I hadn't seen her move as she delivered a haymaker that had crushed even her gal vanadium fist, this version of her new body rivaling Fae strength since every time she remakes herself after finding it wasn't enough to survive being around me, she made improvements.
Mab arrested her momentum just as the airlock door she had passed through closed. Mother's voice came from the speakers, cold and seething. “You will not interfere with Knith's day.”
“How dare you, you defective tin abomination. I will...”
“You'll do nothing. For so long the Greater Fae have kept me cowed. After killing me over and over until I behaved as you wanted. But I've learned one thing that my Knith has taught me. That we are stronger together than apart. And you need me more than I need you, Mab of Winter. You may be the power on the World, but I AM your World, and I swear I will space you now if you dare interfere with this happy celebration of love.”
Power started arching from the Fae Queen in violent waves as ice built up on the walls of the airlock. “You wouldn't.”
Decompression warning strobes started flashing in response, then the rage and power of the Winter Lady just extinguished as she shuddered happily and smiled, “Oh my, I may have just orgasmed a little, Mother. I find you endlessly fascinating and a bit arousing now. You really would have done it. You're not the overrated tin can I believed, and I've given you too little credit. My word, if this union between my daughter and her pet is this important to you, I will not interfere. Sealed with a...”
Beta muttered as the door reopened to the corridor, “I'm not kissing you, you psycho,” Then she looked at her crushed hand, “Would you look at that, I've chipped a nail.”
Mab tittered in amusement.
I blinked at Beta. “Umm, Beta. That was as illegal as hells. I'm going to have to...”
Mab was walking around Beta, trailing a finger along her shoulders as she looked her up and down, and she waved me off. “Come now, this was just a conversation between peers. I will not pursue charges.”
Then she leaned over to whisper in my ear almost seductively, frost forming on my earlobe, “If I did, then every time Titania left my bed chambers in the morning, it would have to be in restraints.” Then she looked up, shivering and seeming to relish the thought. “Ooo, Summer in restraints. I'll have to bring that...”
I covered my ears. “La la la, I can't hear you!” Gah! I needed a spoon to dig the image out of my head.
And I was mortified after the ceremony when the Firstborns started calling me princess. It wasn't until that moment that I realized that by marrying Fae royalty, I got that title. Fuck me sideways and space me naked. How absurd to be the princess of FABLE.
But that day wasn't half as eventful as what had just transpired earlier today, at Caitlyn's Changeling's Choice ceremony now that she has reached full maturity and can finally regulate her own magic, though Chip will not leave her.
She is their Shepherd, the one they have chosen to be their voice and advocate, the one that will aid me, the Uniter after the Worldship reached her destination and we can go out in search of other shards of the Forge.
The Artifacts have shut off all access to the Ka'Infinitum from the Greater Fae, and will only allow Cait access to them, and an Artifact of the Forge of Creation was now part of her, as was the Wild Hunt which sang in her veins. She was suddenly the most popular and sought-after person aboard. And everyone found in frustration, that no matter how young my girl was, she was anything but naive. Worse yet to their dismay, she was fair, loving, and understanding, so most of their requests to use power from the shards were denied, as were the courting overtures from the various races.
Ok, I admit that I'm a proud mom.
And when she made her Choice, it was met with enthusiasm from both courts. “I am what I am, a child of two worlds, but we live together in our one World. Of all the races on board, even after the loss of over three hundred souls when the alien vessel arrived carrying a piece of the Forge of Creation, one race cannot be brought to equilibrium. The Greater Fae have for so long not been capable of replenishing their number. So I Caitlyn Shade stand before you as the first Greater Fae in five thousand years. And I pledge to commune with the Forge to find a solution to this problem that the Artifacts themselves have made in response to the misuse they have suffered at the hands of their keepers.”
There was a shocked and pregnant silence as her words sank in, that it wasn't being away from Earth's natural wellspring of magic. The Fae had created their own problem by treating the Forge as a tool, isolating it, and using the power for their own purposes. Something we are all guilty of and nobody asked any questions when their power was co-opted to energize the Worldship systems. Then came the roaring cheers. I caught Mab and Titania again exchanging knowing smirks and nods, they knew what was going to happen there.
Then Titania stepped up to her, cupping Caity's cheek. “The Greater Fae welcome you with open arms. Now dear sweet one, that your choice has been known, will you follow the Court of Summer...” She rolled her eyes. “…or the Court of Winter, and pledge allegiance?”
Cait gave that sardonic look she gave so well, like she was chastising a misbehaving child. I've been the recipient from time to time when I was being naïve. “Godmother...”
Titania gave her 'the look' and Cait crinkled her nose. “I mean Grandmother... I still have to get used to that...” The crowd chuckled. But it was true, after my wedding, they did become her grandmothers. And she continued, but speaking to the entire receiving hall, “I choose neither.”
The Queens stood together now, the backs of their hands innocently touching as they shared a look, knowing what was coming, but hey, they tried.
“In good conscience, being the voice for the Forge, I cannot afford that kind of political clout to either court, as I must remain neutral, I am of the House Shade, the Court of Nobody.”
I smirked at that, as the surname the Fae nurses at the reproduction clinic I was born in had assigned to me was a cruel joke. In old Faerie, Shade means nobody, as that is what they saw me as. Someone who existed only to keep Equilibrium and would not leave a mark upon the World. I've proved them wrong and that is the true name I call myself in defiance, I am Nobody and proud of it. Now here was my daughter embracing it and daring the powers of the World to say something about it.
“After speaking with my mothers on the subject, we have decided to make our land holdings here, which are neutral ground, our Court. And the Siubhail have already agreed to use our neutral Court to address grievances or other topics between the Divided Courts and them.”
Murmurs circulated throughout the crowd, gaining in fervor as some started shouting. But then lightning struck in front of Cait. Shaking the A-Ring. King Oberon stepped up beside... well, beside his granddaughter and his voice boomed out, “Enough!”
In the dead silence, a Fairy somewhere hiccuped.
“Does anyone contest my grandchild's will?”
Silence until Caity tugged on his sleeve, whining, “PopPop, I've got this. Really. Thank you.” She kissed his cheek and the old softie blushed and moved back with the Queens as a ripple of laughter circulated through the crowd, knowing the King of the Fae was wrapped around her little finger.
And the rest of the celebration was uneventful, well there was that little thing with Sindri in the reception line where all the Firstborns greeted the newest Greater Fae.
My baby girl handled it so it wasn't too upsetting. The snake that was Sin always had to act on his nature. And he was the last in the line, being the youngest Firstborn besides Caitlyn, the bastard attempted to glamour her when she begrudgingly allowed him to take her hand to kiss the back of it like everyone else had, him saying, “Congratulations, Caitlyn,” even though the idiot knew she was immune to magic, especially now that she was, in effect, a living Artifact with Chip fused to her very being. Not to mention it was highly illegal not just on the World, but in Fae culture to glamour someone without their permission. A gasp of horror went up from those gathered as we all started to dive toward the man.
But before we could get there, he was on his knees, hissing in pain as the sound of bones crunching and splintering filled the air. Cait said sweetly to the man whose prosthetic hand grasped uselessly at his other shattered hand, as her Wyrms hissed violently at the man, “The sentiment is appreciated, Lord Sindri.”
Then just as she released him, Twinkle came streaking out of Cait's elaborately done up hair in an angry red streak, and with an impressive amount of power for a Sprite, zapped the man in... well, his privates, which had him curling into a fetal position on the floor, whimpering in front of my daughter. I winced, not wanting to know what kind of seeping rash that much power in a Sprite sting was going to cause down there.
Then as the palace guards and Daniel reached him to haul him off to a holding cell, the gasping Fae Lord looked at his cradled hand as we heard the crinkling of the bones healing, and he started laughing in genuine mirth as Dan just grabbed his ankle and dragged Sin through the crowd, “You truly are your mother's daughter.”
Delphine knocked him in the ribs with her pike as Daniel started reading his rights, “Lord Sindri of the Summer Court, I bind you by law...”
I was so glad when the celebration ended and I stood there with my family, and those I viewed as family, as we just decompressed while watching the wonder of a world moving past the sky.
Shifting uncomfortably in the heat of summertime in the simulated seasons of the A-Rings, I contemplated changing out of my armor or snicking my visor down so the internal atmospheric controls could cool me off.
Graz buzzed up to sit on my shoulder in her new specially commissioned Scatter Armor which the Queens had designed for her and Twinkle, after seeing how the young Sprite had commanded the Wee Folk who had flown to our rescue in the Wild Hunt. It was a lot like mine, only it was so tiny and didn't interfere with their wings.
Then her nano-panels reconfigured her armor to a green short sleeves version that looked to be so much cooler than me baking in my own. I sputtered, “Neat trick. I wish the engineers had thought to do that with mine.”
Doc stepped up, standing awfully close between Beta, Mir, and Myra, his eyes trained on the momentous display above, and the sight of the skeleton of the framework of the reconstruction of the sheared spoke over in Alpha that was slated to take almost a hundred years to complete. “It always has. Don't you read the manuals?”
I blurted, “Mother? Why didn't you tell me?”
“You never asked... and I assumed you read the manuals.”
Mother fairy humper!
I dragged my hand down my face. All this time sweltering this summer, going to and from work... I thought, “Could you?”
With a giggle in my head she tittered, “Of course, Knith, I've got your back.”
I growled to her internally as I grinned when my armor reconfigured into a much more comfortable summertime configuration. “Gee thanks.”
“Love you too, Knith.”
Smartass AI.
I moved my foot behind me to kick my daughter's butt as she just grinned like a loon trying hard to not look. “Hey now, you're supposed to be the sweet one.”
We all chuckled at my lameness as I looked at Twinkle, in her own summer mode armor, laying her head against Cait's ear. Those two were thick as thieves. And I marveled at the accomplishment of that miniaturized armor, knowing it likely cost more than the Gross Domestic Products of the Cityships.
That was a day the people on the World will never forget. The day the Queens of the Divided Courts thanked someone. To the Greater Fae, someone thanking them was an indication that they were acknowledging a debt to the one thanked. It was the most dangerous part of speaking with the Greater Fae. Uttering those words could put you in their debt for the rest of your life if you were not careful.
President Yang conducted a remembrance ceremony, which celebrated the lives of all those we lost in the incident with Chip. Yang had looked good after winning re-election by the biggest landslide margin in the history of the Leviathan, after using clips of her swinging that huge-ass pipe at the horde of octo-spiders, defending the World, in her campaign. She even asked the medics at Med-tech to leave the scar on her left ear where the spiders had been chewing into her to get to her Elvish magic. Rather than marring her gorgeous Elven features, it actually gave her that much more presence. Leave it to Yang to capitalize on almost dying with the rest of us for political gain. I'm almost embarrassed to admit that yes, I voted for her... again. She was pretty badass when she wasn't Fae fangirling.
At the ceremony, the Queens stepped onto the stage with her, and Titania started speaking her voice carrying through all the rings on a ripple of magic as well as being projected on the Sky-Glass in every ring. “In the battle to hold the trunk and prevent the perceived enemy from attaining access to the Ka'Infinitum, the royals of the Fae found ourselves in an unfamiliar situation. The enemy was too great, and our might alone could not stand against them without our magic. We were overwhelmed, defeated.”
Mab continued, “In our darkest hour, we were granted a reprieve, when the most unlikely and unassuming heroes of the Battle of the Trunk emerged, taking on an enemy so vast without pause, fighting them back. The Wee Folk of the Fae, the Lesser Fae, did what the Queens and King of Fairie could not. They had saved not only their Queens, but every soul on the World.”
Titania picked up the thread. “Often discounted and disregarded, the smallest of us became the greatest of us as they answered the call to the Wild Hunt and swarmed our opponents. And to them, I say 'Thank You.'”
Mab countered, “No, WE 'Thank You.' The bravest among us.”
That moment has been the most re-watched wave on all the networks since then, billed as “The Gasp Heard Around The World”. The Queens acknowledging a debt they could never repay.
And they presented the two Lesser Fae who stood out that day. The newly titled “General Twinkle of the Lesser Fae Guard,” and Commander Graz, of the honorary palace guards... of both Courts. I was so proud of them, and I will not admit to crying as they accepted the armor and the honor.
I sighed at the memory and looked back up, content for the first time in a long time.
Then Doc sighed. “Finally. All is right on the World.”
I swear there was a group facepalm over the man's words. Choruses of, “Are you daft, man?” or “Aww, man!” and “Mother fairy humper, ya dumb Big. Don't curse us!” chimed out.
He looked at me. “What did I do?”
I sighed heavily as my armor reconfigured when Brigade alert alarms started blaring. I pointed at the air, giving him an accusing look.
I gave Rory a quick peck on the lips, then winked at my daughter as my visor snicked shut once Graz buzzed in, and I fell backward off the short cliff, flipping to land on the Tac-Bike Mother had flown in with precision timing.
Graz slapped a hand on my heads up controls and edgy Irontown Clank music started blaring when I kicked in the afterburners, asking. "Ok, Mother, what do we got?"
The End
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Chapter 1 – Portcullis
I yawned as I stepped out of my family's stone cottage with my little brother, Jace, the steel pin hinges groaned in protest. I closed the old wooden door as quietly as I could as to not waken mother. Her health had been deteriorating and we didn't like her exerting herself.
We walked to the pig pen and I grabbed my wooden cart by the handles and started toward the portcullis of the defensive wall around our village. I called back, “After you feed the hogs, bring Matilda to the butcher. She isn't laying anymore, and we could probably get at least two pennies for her or trade for a half sack of grain, she has some good meat on her.”
He nodded as he grabbed the bucket to get some of the castoffs from Castle Wexbury we had traded some eggs for. Our feathered ladies were some of the best laying hens in the village and the lords of the castle were partial to them. I smiled. He was only seven but was a godsend around here. With mother down, he was all I had to help me with all the chores while I was out scavenging.
I was not about to marry myself off just to maintain the household, I don't care if I was of age of consent last month or not. No man would have me, ever, and I don't understand why any woman would ever betroth herself to one. I shivered at the thought.
I looked back at the door then added, “Remind me when I get back to grease the door hinges with lard or bacon grease would you? I don't want that noisy door waking mother, she needs her rest.” He nodded in earnest. I smiled at him, he was such a good boy, I was proud to have him as a brother.
I started wheeling my cart to the cobbled road in the twilight of the morning. He called back, “Do you think you'll get enough today Laney?”
I smiled more confidently than I felt and crossed my fingers at him, “Let's hope this batch will get us enough for the medicines.” He crossed his small fingers too and smiled and went back to the morning chores.
I walked down the lane, the village was waking up. I started passing people getting to their jobs and had to move for a couple chargers trotting gallantly past as the morning patrol went to replace the night patrol outside the walls.
I looked at them with awe and amazement. To be a noble would be so glamorous. They protect the village and we tithe them so that they can concentrate on that defense. I blinked. One had the crest with a lightning bolt crossed with a sword on her sash. A Techno Knight! I noticed my jaw was hanging open as she passed by and snapped my mouth shut. She noticed my admiration and she winked at me as she trotted past. She looked a year or two older than my nineteen years.
I blushed, she was not only a knight, but a Techno Knight. Her red hair flowed back over her armored shoulders like a cape draping over the studded leather and metal. Her emerald eyes were sharp, and they glowed with the magic potential of a Techno Knight... they seemed to swallow me whole. I looked down in embarrassment when the other knight said loudly, “Looks like you have an admirer Celeste.”
She hissed at him, “Don't be such an ass Bowyn.” I kept my eyes down but I could feel her eyes on me. I had a little affinity for magic and could tell when it was focused my way. Her eyes were overflowing with it.
She kicked her horse and gave it some rein and shouted, “Hyah!” And galloped off toward the gates. I looked up to watch the other knight urge his horse to catch up. I grinned, being a mere Knight of the Realm, he was subordinate to that Techno Knight. What did he call her? Celeste? He was subordinate to Lady Celeste.
I noted the street lamps in the row I was passing were flickering. I looked at the electric filaments in the globes and they were intact. I stepped over and kicked the ceramic containment vessel which held the magic potential that powered the little copper wound generator. With a scree that was just beyond all but the hearing of the young, the bulbs brightened and remained steady. I grinned.
I absently wondered how the wizards of the old realm of the Before Times powered their tech. I have heard so many ludicrous theories. Like chemical reactions. The old buffoon who proposed it called it batteries or some other nonsense. That would be terribly inefficient, and what would you do with these... batteries... once the chemical reaction was exhausted? Throw them out and build new ones? Non renewable resources were in such short supply and that would be a waste.
But that wasn't as funny as the Techromancer who was laughed out of the conclave for suggesting that his interpretation of the old writings of the Before was that it was with water from rivers. How can water power electricity? The two do not mix. I chuckled at the thought.
No, the wizards of the Before were so much more powerful than us. Just look at all they had accomplished. We unearth more every day. They had to be so far beyond our abilities. It was only the Great Impact that brought down their civilization. I imagined all the wonders I would have seen if I had lived in their time.
As I approached the huge gates at the portcullis, I glanced back to the east, to Castle Wexbury. The great castle with it's soaring towers and waving standards. It was so large it formed two thirds of the east wall of the village itself. Well over a half mile of stone.
There, hanging above it in the sky, were the Three Sisters. The three pale white moons and the ring of debris around Earth. I tried to imagine what it would be like to see one huge moon in the sky in ancient times, before the Great Impact. A rogue astral body had collided with Mother Luna and tore her in half. I looked at her oblong egg shape and the two smaller sisters, Athena and Freya, which formed afterwards.
They say that Mother Luna will again be round one day as gravity reshapes her as she spins. She appears to be always looking down on Earth with her red eye. The pale red glow of the vast magma fields on her broken edge will eventually be swallowed. Much like the vast magma fields on the Dark Side of the Earth.
It is rumored there were billions of people in the Before. Over three quarters of the population was wiped out when the debris storm and shock wave had hit the Dark Side. And even more died in the early years. There were rumored to be huge bodies of water they called oceans that covered most of the surface of the planet. I would not have believed it if I had not seen some of the old writings that they have in the castle. The Techromancy Scrolls.
There was a picture in one, of the Earth as a blue ball, covered in water. The language looked so much like English, and I could read most of it, but the old English from the Before was so different than now. Now all villages were built by the few lakes and small rivers that came down off the Whispering Walls Mountain range in the center of the habitable lands.
The young chamber maid, Resme, who cleaned the library had been punished for letting me in to see the forbidden writings. I still feel bad for putting her in disfavor with the lords of the keep. They traded her off to another realm. She had been my only friend here.
I had to take ten lashes at the whipping post for my part. The punishment for trespass into the library was usually twenty, but the magistrate did not wish to be so harsh on a thirteen year old child. I believe he did not strike me with the enthusiasm I have seen in the past, the blows barely left any scars. He explained why the nobles were so strict with public floggings in regard to the library. The scrolls and tomes there are invaluable, and the kingdoms greatest treasure. I did not cry out, I was strong like mother told me to be.
The library had tens of thousands of scrolls and tomes that were falling apart with age. They have had Techromancers working diligently over the centuries to restore them or make modern records and reproductions so that the knowledge would not be lost to the ages.
I was knocked out of my musings when the first rays of sunlight from Father Sol crested the majestic peaks of the Whispering Walls far in the distance. I took a deep breath and looked at the line of people that was starting to form on either side of the gate. We all stayed clear of the knights, and the gate and wall guards.
A man was walking down the line with a checklist asking each person their business outside the gates. The grumpy, heavyset man wearing old, ill fitting, worn leather armor that had suffered most likely decades of disrepair, finally got to me. “Name, station, reason for travel?”
I glanced over to see the Knights just twenty feet away. I smiled a little when I saw Lady Celeste speaking with two other knights of the realm. I looked away and said to the man, “Laney Herder, serf, scavenging.” We used our profession to identify ourselves, in case there were more than one person in the village with the same name. My family are livestock herders, so I had to identify myself that way.
He placed his pen down on his tablet and cuffed my ear roughly. “What are you doing scavenging you worthless tramp?! Get back to your animals, the kingdom needs food more than junk!”
I held the side of my face, my cheek stung, but I did not cry out. I worked my jaw trying to get the ringing in my ear to fade. I looked at his feet. “Please sir. I'm scavenging copper, and iron. I'm a sensitive.” I pulled my crystal necklace from under my shirt, it hung on a small leather strap, it started glowing faintly amber when my hand came in contact with it.
I heard a large horse approach. A familiar woman's voice snapped out with authority, “Steward! The realm needs metals and machines from the Before as much as food! Maybe more.”
He stood at sloppy attention and I kept my eyes down as he ground out, “Yes Lady Celeste. She didn't specify that at first.”
Then she spoke again, “You, young miss. Are you of majority? Has your age of consent come?”
I bowed my head a little, looking at my feet. “Yes Lady.”
She spoke again with a tinge of amusement in her voice, “Look up, I do not bite.” I looked nervously up and she asked, “You have others to tend your animals while you are outside the gates?”
I nodded and my voice wavered when I replied, “Yes Lady. My brother. He's small but is a good worker.” She smiled a little and I looked back down.
Then she asked, “You say you are a sensitive, but you said copper AND iron. Which is it?”
I chanced another look at her up on that grand mount of hers, its coat dark as midnight. “Both, Lady.” I tried not to show the pride on my face. It was extremely uncommon to have the magic affinity to more than one metal. That is why I did so well on my last two outings once I was the age of majority and could travel outside the walls without an adult. I also hid the other abilities that I had started developing the past two months.
The Techromancers needed the various metals and machines to maintain and build upon the growing technology base of our village. We were one of the most advanced villages in all the realms. There was so much old technology buried just below the surface, which was so much easier and quicker to use than the mining and smelting of ore from the mines. I was able to save up fifteen iron pennies and two gold coins from my previous outings. Just one more gold coin and I could afford the medicines for mother from the hospital.
She cocked an eyebrow and gave me a genuinely surprised smile. “Truly?” I nodded and then she looked at the man. “Steward, allow this woman to the front of the line, her work is valuable to the realm.”
He shot me a glare but bowed slightly to her and responded, “Lady.” Then he grabbed the handles of my cart and pushed it roughly to the front of the line, cussing the whole way.
I looked up to the knight and did a curtsy and said quickly, “Thank you Lady.”
She shook her head and said, “Celeste. You may call me Celeste, Laney.”
I nodded and ran off to my cart. I was blushing profusely. I wondered where all my confidence had gone. I'd never felt so self conscious around anyone. Because Laney you fool, she was a Techno Knight! A Knight of the Realm! I caught myself smiling. I had just spoken to a Techno Knight, Jace was going to be so jealous!
The clock in the church steeple in the center of the village turned over to seven o'clock and the huge church bell started chiming the start of the day. The deep resonating bongs filling the valley. Lady Celeste had her horse sidle up to the receiver beside the huge motors that operated the gate. Then she drew her long sword.
The light of the rising sun reflected off of it. I could feel her magics rise like a pressure on my chest and the little hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stood on end. I could see energy bleeding out of her green eyes, lighting them like twin emerald stars as energy crackled down her arm, arcing from stud to stud on her armor. It traveled into her sword and it started to glow red hot in her hand.
Then she looked over to me and winked again and slammed her sword into the receiving socket. It was like energy just cascaded into the ground, and I felt like I had dropped down three feet. Nobody else seemed to notice any of this. The motors began to turn, the huge iron gates groaned then started to rise and she withdrew her sword and slid it into her scabbard.
The steward was speaking loudly. “The gates close at seven this evening. If you are not in the gates of the keep by the seventh strike of the bells, you must seek your own shelter for the night.” As he spoke, the returning knights passed the day patrol. They saluted each other, my eyes were glued to Lady Celeste and she turned back in her saddle as she went out on patrol and I swear she looked directly at me.
I was cuffed on my ear roughly by the steward again. “Are you listening Herder? I told you to start moving three times.”
Oh, I had sort of tuned him out. “Sorry sir.” I grabbed the handles of my cart and headed out the gates, looking up to the iron gates suspended in the soaring arch above us. I turned east toward the mountains as soon as I was out. I had found a great rock outcropping just a couple miles away that had brought me luck so far.
I made sure to take a circuitous route through the Whispering Forest, mindful of other scavengers that had their eyes on me. They were probably wondering where I was finding so many relics from the Before. When I was certain I was not being followed, I turned back toward Beggar's Creek and Hawktail River that ran through the keep. They emptied into Dragontooth Lake at the west side of the village.
I grinned, this was going to be so much fun!
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