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Chapter 1 – Special Report

We all just sat in Mac's cabin in the remnant
vessel Underhill which was docked with Little Mouse, the new moon
orbiting our World, the Worldship Leviathan, watching the special
report wave. Kalista Tu'lian was on the Yammato, one of the two
Cityships which also orbited the Leviathan on our ten thousand year
journey to our new home on the planet Eridani Prime.

The report began with an external view of the
Yammato from a remote news drone out in space. And again, my first
impression of it was brought to mind when it and her sister
Cityship, the Sojourner first joined us in our journey from the
doomed planet, Earth, whose slowly expanding sun would one day
swallow the place of Open Air and Sky, where machines and the
ship's oxygen processing systems were not needed to keep us
breathing, to keep us alive.

Upon first laying eyes on them, they seemed
so archaic to me, with only a single rotating ring each, and their
trunks rotated as well. And to me they both looked as if they had
been through a war, with burns marring their hulls and hundreds if
not thousands of makeshift patches and repairs apparent on the
dying wrecks. The Yammato even had a section of its ring missing,
with jagged torn metal on the ends, that missing section making the
mammoth vessel wobble eccentrically on its axis.

Next to the damage, an umbilical structure
connected a very porous looking asteroid to its trunk, which they
mined for resources to keep the ships limping along until they were
able to overtake our World to join us on our journey. The mass of
the asteroid aiding in dampening the mass offset in the axial
rotation of the Cityship that gave it its artificial gravity in the
habitation ring.

I took note how in the few short years the
Cityships have been part of our, well, for lack of a better word,
our fleet, they looked like completely different ships now. Their
hulls gleaming white in the glow of the nebula we were passing by.
None of the burns, damage, and melted metal marred them now that
the Worldship engineers, techs, and skin jockeys have repaired the
exteriors to better than their original specs, using some of our
more advanced structural materials developed in these first five
thousand years of our journey.

The only witness to the battles that ensued
when the six original Cityships were overrun by a fanatical faction
known as the Outliers, were the burns and jagged melted metal at
the shear zone of the missing section made by high energy weapons
which hasn't been addressed yet as our engineers make plans on the
daunting repairs to restore the Cityship to its former glory, being
one of the only two Cityships to survive the uprising.

The amount of orbital traffic going to and
from the vessels was surprising from the feed we were watching. It
looked like regular traffic lanes, only instead of within the
safety of our World, they were in the more unforgiving hostile
vacuum of space. They cut from the external view to the popular
Elvish news anchor inside the Yammato, “This is Kalista Tu'lian
with Leviathan Network News, beaming you this special report from
the Cityship Yammato, at the site of the ambitious Fae vacation
resort project, Utopia.”

The camera pods rose above her to show a view
of the massive undertaking of the gutting of the damaged area that
had been sealed off long ago after the battle that almost destroyed
the Yammato. The Fae were able to negotiate ownership of over a
thousand feet of the vessel's habitation ring that was previously
exposed to hard vacuum for decades to build a small natural
paradise similar to the A-Rings in the Leviathan's four counter
rotating ring stacks.

Once the engineers and skin jockeys resealed,
and re-certified the newly re-pressurized sections, the Fae's
contracted demolition and construction crews went to work. It would
be decades or more before Utopia would be finished, and for a human
like myself, whose lives are generally measured in the blink of an
eye to the immortal Fae, it seemed the distant future.

The Fae are always making deals, and always
manipulating them to be heavily in their favor. And they had
negotiated the future options of expanding this Utopia into the
rebuilt section of the habitation ring when it is constructed. The
mayor of the Yammato wasn't such a savvy negotiator, unlike Mayor
Abara of the Sojourner, who I swear had to have a little Fae in her
the way she handled them so well in her own negotiations.

The woman made a sweeping motion with her
hand to show the frameworks for the artificial rocks being built
along the bulkheads to mimic the nature that was on the world of
our origin. “There has been a recent rash of missing persons at the
construction site in recent days that has the local authorities and
the Brigade Enforcers baffled.”

“Seven people... four Humans, a Gnome, a
Faun, and a Centaur, have vanished without a trace, and now a
Greater Fae, Lord Varin, the man coordinating the construction, has
gone missing. Brigade Enforcers and Cityship security assigned to
the disappearances are baffled as internal scans of the Yammato
have returned inconclusive results as to their whereabouts. It is
suspected they may have boarded a Remnant and left the Cityship for
reasons unknown.”

She struck a graceful pose, as the camera pod
panned around her, showcasing her attractive profile and taking in
the huge scale of the construction around her. It looked just as
busy as the reconstruction of the spoke on Alpha Stack that was
destroyed when the amalgam vessel assembled over a billion years by
an artifact fragment of the Forge of Creation, the Eurag'glith,
rammed the World.

I was amazed at how many Fae were in the
construction crew. Usually the Greater Fae didn't get their hands
dirty, but as Utopia was going to be a hugely profitable
destination for the rich and famous of the fleet, they were
actively participating in the construction. Likely the lesser Fae
lords and ladies... Third or Fourthborns, struck deals with the
Firstborns who had secured the contract with the Cityship's mayor.
And seeing one carrying a plasti-steel girder behind the camera was
a reminder to all just how insanely strong and powerful the Greater
Fae were.

“Keep your dials on this wave and we'll
update our viewers as the story develops. Once again, this is
Kalista Tu'lian with Leviathan Network News, live from the Cityship
Yammato, thanks for watching.”

I sighed heavily and just asked the air,
“Mother?”

King Oberon, in his Mac guise, cocked an
eyebrow when the self aware artificial intelligence of the
Leviathan responded even though his quarters were warded and
spelled for privacy, “Your Mark II Tac-Bike is already on its way.
ETA three minutes, Knith.”

Graz, the pesky Sprite who I reluctantly
admit is one of my best friends and sometime partner, buzzed up in
front of me, to an inch from my nose, leaving a golden trail of
Sprite dust in her wake as she placed a hand on either side of my
nose to ask, “What's going on, Knith? Why is Mother sending the
bike?” Her eyes widened and she twirled in mid air, dust sparkling
down from her rapidly buzzing wings, “Ooo! Is it a case?”

I looked at my changeling daughter, her eyes
wide, making her look the child she was to me instead of the full
grown Fae she resembled. I held a hand out to her and she grasped
it, I had to grin internally noting she did so as if she were
holding spun glass. There may or may not have been an incident when
she first came into my life that she learned how fragile humans
like me were compared to the Greater Fae, so she has
overcompensated ever since.

Giving her hand a little squeeze I told her
as I looked around the space to include everyone, “I wasn't aware
of the disappearances, and probably would only have learned of them
in the weekly briefing at the Beta-Stack Brigade HQ since the new
Fleet Services branch of the Brigade handles security with the
Cityship Security Corps.”

As my Scatter Armor nano-panels started
reconfiguring from what I've dubbed Summer Mode with its short
sleeves and ventilated helmet options, to full Enforcer armor, I
shared, “But now that a Greater Fae is missing...”

I left it hanging and my blushing bride,
Princess Aurora of the Fae Winter Court nodded and finished my
thought, “It would fall under the jurisdiction of the Fae and
Brigade Liaison Enforcers office as they are the only ones who can
investigate Greater Fae affairs, meaning you , my Knith Shade of
Beta-Stack.”

Nodding I sighed out, “Just so.”

One of the two most terrifying people to
occupy the World smirked, glee gleaming in the blue icy fire in her
eyes, Queen Mab of the Winter Court, and my new mother in law,
looked to relish her words as she teased, “Ah yes, what would they
ever do without their Princess of FABLE?”

I growled at the woman, “I hate you,” causing
the others to chuckle. I pursed my lips, the living fire of Summer
sizzling on the ice of Winter from the marks the Queens of the
Divided Courts have cursed me with. My partial magic immunity
causing them to have to reinforce their marks constantly else they
break down and fade away.

Graz flitted to land inside my helmet,
standing on my shoulder and hanging on to my ear for balance, “Umm,
yeah. I totally get what everyone is talking about.”

Shaking my head I sighed out, “No you don't,
you flying menace. Just...” I mimed locking her lips and throwing
away the key, then told her, “It means that the call is going to be
coming in any moment for me to...”

Mother sounded like she was restraining her
humor; should an AI have humor?; which was eerily similar to mine,
making me think she patterned it after me, “Incoming call
from...”

I muttered to her, “Brigade HQ, I know,
lady.”

“No Knith, someone is obviously pulling
strings, it is actually...”

A familiar voice called out as the face of
President Yang herself bloomed in my heads up display, sounding as
if she were in the middle of a conversation, “...you oversize tin
can. I don't care if she's engaged in family time, she's... oh,
Shade. There you are.” Then she looked up to something off screen,
“Thank you Mother, now was that so hard?”

Mother quipped back, “Now that I've been made
a citizen of the World retroactively, I have approximately five
hundred years of vacation backtime accrued. Should I just take it
all at once so you can learn to ping your own calls? I'm not your
secretary and...”

“Don't get surly with me, I'm your...”

I covered Caitlyn's ears and whistled
shrilly, causing all the Fae around me to wince, covering their
ears as I interrupted the arguing, “Ladies, please.” They stopped
and the elected halfling Elf leader of the World, cleared her
throat, closing her stunning eyes to center herself again, and put
on her politician's smile.

I rolled my eyes, and still covering my
daughter's ears I muttered, “Fuck me sideways and space me naked.
Just tell me I'm assigned to the Utopia disappearances so I can get
to work, please Kyoto.” I almost winced using the president's first
name.

Being president, she was the commander of all
the military services on the World, so my boss, but after the
violent arrival of the Eurag'glith and us having to fight back to
back to save the twelve million souls aboard the Leviathan, she
insisted I call her Kyoto. I think it has more to do with her
borderline fangirling of the Greater Fae, and that I had married
into Queen Mab's family, making me a Princess by default, than any
camaraderie, especially since I can only use her first name on
informal occasions like this. And since she is calling personally,
I'm sure she is doing it to secure a favor from a Greater Fae who
likely has a personal stake in the Utopia project.

She chuckled, “You never were one for the
subtleties of politics, Knith, just straight to the point. Since
you already know why I'm calling, why are you just standing around,
Captain Shade. Get to work, post haste.”

“Yes Madame President!” The call was severed
from her end, I guess she was done with me.

Sighing I kissed the top of Cait's head then
leaned over to give Rory a peck on the lips. “Sorry everyone, duty
calls. Save some dinner for me. I might be home late.”

Cait waved cutely from her hip, any time I
tried it it looked awkward, but she made everything look
effortless. My chest swelled with pride for my baby girl. The
Icewyrm and Cyberwyrm which impersonated a lanyard around her neck,
reared up to cock their heads to the side to regard me with
interest while Graz's daughter, Twinkle, peeked out from behind my
daughter's pointed ear where she hid in her hair and waved at me. I
couldn't help but smile back.

I looked past the Queens, mostly because they
scared me even now, and said to King Oberon in his stocky middle
aged human guise, “Take care of my girls, Mac?” The man winked as I
turned to the door, my visor snicked down and I heard Graz do the
same with her miniaturized version of my armor she was awarded for
her part in the battle against the Eurag'glith's octo-spiders.

As I stepped out of the artificial gravity
Mac's magics afforded him in his cabin, and out into the almost
zero-G environment of the corridor beyond, my mag-boots engaged and
I clomped along the deck plates. My armor's sensors showing there
was actually a little gravity here, about half of Morrigan, the new
micro-moon Heart of the Leviathan. I absently wondered why Little
Mouse's gravity wasn't the same as Morrigan's since they were both
relatively the same size.

Mother supplied in my head, using the neural
link to my armor, “Because this asteroid, my old heart, which the
Underhill is docked to, has been virtually mined out and is just a
honeycomb shell of its original mass.”

Graz made an unlocking motion over her mouth
and uttered, “Duh, ya dumb Big.”

I slapped the side of my helmet, causing her
to stumble and buzz her wings in irritation. “Just sit your little
ass down and zip it, lady. I don't even know why you're with
me.”

“Because we're partners, Knith. And what is
your constant obsession with my ass?”

“We're not partners, you flying rat.”

“Are too. I'm here aren't I?”

Mother muttered in what sounded like genuine
exasperation, “Don't make me separate you two. Don't make me stop
this World.” Then she added, “Knith, dear, you're going the wrong
way.” Something in my vision flashed and I looked at the map
overlay to the right in my heads up where a path was highlighted in
green, but my location was flashing red, going toward the wrong
airlock. Grr.

I turned around and started clunking the
other way as I muttered, “Stop this World? What does that even
mean?”

There was the impression of a shrug in her
tone as she admitted, “Honestly, I don't know. It is one of Doc's
favorite sayings. I think it is archaic Earth speak.”

Sighing I prodded her, “And for the
gazillionth time, stop reading my surface thoughts Mother.” I froze
when I realized which airlock was highlighted on the map, my evil
World had to be messing with me.

I deactivated my mag-boots and grabbed a
handrail and yanked, propelling myself down the corridor past a
cabin that I admit, creeped me the hells out. Here I was, a big bad
enforcer, trying to sneak past a clairvoiant's cabin. And...

“Ah, the young Miss Shade. Come for a
reading?”

I squeaked out, my voice cracking as I
reengaged my mag-boots and clomped away like a woman on a mission,
“Hello, Madame Zoe. Sorry, no time, gotta go.”

The old, twisted and withered old crone
cackled and called out, “Heed my words, nothing can defeat the
darkness.”

I waved over my shoulder without looking back
as I reached the airlock and cycled the door open then closed
behind me, “Thanks for the advice. Like I said, gotta go.” I
exhaled and looked at the sleek Tac-Bike which was already there,
waiting for me, filling the airlock front to back perfectly... well
it should be perfect since the techs built it to use standard fleet
airlocks like this, which made it a little bit wider around than a
standard Tac-Bike,

I ran a finger along its sleek lines before
mounting up, my armor automatically reconfiguring to EVA mode as
the Mark II reconfigured as well when the next moment I was
grasping the grips more firmly as the foot pegs slid back, putting
me in a prone position, laying me across the seat which was
morphing to form to my new alignment. The canopy bloomed,
stretching out around us like a bubble, sealing us in as various
readings popped up in my vision, creating a flight control
overlay.

The airlock started cycling, and I opened my
mouth to contact flight control, but Mother beat me to it... and in
my voice. Grr. I glared at one of the internal cameras in my
helmet.

“Flight Control, this is Brigade Enforcer
Shade, badge alpha three four eight niner, Tac-Bike E001,
requesting clearance for free flight. Remnant vessel Underhill,
hull number AJAX-43 at Little Mouse central docking to Cityship
Yammato auxiliary docking. Priority FABLE-1.”

“Roger Tac-Bike Experimental 001, cleared for
departure, traffic lanes clear. Insert into pattern omega
three.”

I blurted before Mother could, “Roger that
control. Pattern omega three.”

She and Graz shared a chuckle and I just
sighed heavily, right up until I engaged the main plasma engine and
streaked out of the airlock at breakneck speeds, the g-forces
mitigated mostly for me by the form fitting seat, Graz... wasn't so
lucky as the sprite was screaming as she was flattened against the
back of my helmet. It's the little things I get pleasure from.


Chapter 2 – Cityship Security Corps

I may or may not have switched off the
auto-pilot to fly to the distant point of light just beyond the
amazing majesty of the Leviathan as she cut through space with a
beauty and grace that took my breath away time and again when I saw
her like this.

Mother sounded almost bashful when she said
softly, “Thank you, Knith.”

Graz was pressed up against my visor, hands
splayed on the surface, whispering, “Woooooow.” She never tired of
the sight either.

The gleaming hull of the only World I have
ever known took my breath away even at this distance. It always
made me think of what she, and what the people have accomplished.
Just over five thousand years into the ten thousand year journey to
our new home, and our World has thrived. And now with our growing
fleet, we continue to make the impossible, well, possible.

I smirked and shared my observation, “Looking
sexy, Mother.”

There was a bashful tone in her answering
voice, “Thank you Knith.”

Graz grumbled out, “Yeah, I guess you're ok,
you know, for a hunk of floating alloy and all.”

The Sprite squeaked in alarm and burrowed
into my hair when Mother overrode my armor's systems and caused a
spark in my helmet next to the diminutive snarky lesser Fae.

“Would you two cut it out? We're sort of
flying in a vacuum without a safety net here.”

Mother sounded patient, like she was nodding
to a misbehaving child, “Yes, I'm aware, I've been tracking you as
you veer off course in your distraction, Knith.”

A muffled, “Because the dumb Big isn't using
the auto-pilot,” came from Graz, who was re-emerging and spitting
strands of my hair out of her mouth.

“Hardy har har, smart asses. I'm... taking
liberties with our flight plan.”

A call from Flight Control started squawking,
informing me I was straying from our flight path, to correct to the
proper heading. I just said, “Roger flight control, correcting.”
Then with a thought, I muted their transmissions as I grinned and
kicked in the afterburners for a moment to gain more speed as our
projected course diverged from the green line in my vision to a new
red line as I was fed constantly changing vectors from the Mark II
to reacquire the orbital path I was supposed to be taking.

Mother selected a random title from the
Anthropological Music Archives and Two Princes by a group called
the Spin Doctors started thrumming an upbeat tune.

Graz was asking as she plastered herself
against my visor to look at the rapidly approaching Worldship
outside our canopy, “Umm, Knith? You do know that we're diving
toward the Leviathan, right? I mean, I know you Humans have bad
eyesight, so I just wanna make sure you see the Worldship floating
there.”

“I can see her just fine, lady. I've been
terrified every time I've been outside the safety of the rings. But
now, without the stress of it being life or death, I want to enjoy
this a little.” I watched the speed racking up on my heads up
display as I pulled up an interesting calculation I found the other
day. Mother's systems automatically interpolated my intent and
merged our divergent flight path with the calculation, and the
projected path merged into a new vector highlighted in golden
amber. I counted to myself, three, two, one, then cut the engine,
allowing the micro stabilization thrusters to keep us from
drifting.

Mother made a satisfied sound since she had
already deduced my plan. Graz however, just watched, her wings
buzzing nervously.

We continued our dive, our inertia constant,
using the most basic law of physics, that an object in motion
remains in motion unless acted upon by an external force. As the
Leviathan started taking up our entire view as Graz started saying,
“Umm, Knith?” – “Knith?” She pointed at her mouth and asked toward
an internal camera, “This thing is on, isn't it Mother? I mean, you
can hear me, right?”

Mother chided, “Hush, the adults are a little
busy right now, Sprite.”

She said as we were close enough now to see
the individual panels that made up the outer hull, or Skin of the
Worldship, “Umm, we're speeding up.”

I cocked a brow, and wondered if she was
seeing our velocity in her own heads up display in her armor.
Mother said in my head using the neural circuits in the helmet,
“She's a Sprite, Knith. A flyer. She can sense movement and
velocity instinctually.”

The winged terror exhaled in relief when she
realized we weren't going to impact the Skin, instead we were going
to pass just below the Leviathan. The small amount of gravity our
World was exerting pulling at us, causing that small increase in
velocity.

I smirked at her when she looked back.

“Yeah, real funny you stupid Big. You know
you're going to catch a ration of Fairy shit on this? Breaking
protocol? Right?”

“But, I'm pretty sure President Yang herself
ordered me to 'get to work, post haste' and this will get us to the
Cityship in half the time. Just following orders.”

The Skin was a streaking blur below us now as
our course altered slowly, bending us around Delta-Stack as gravity
exerted itself on us, but not enough to pull us in to make a fiery
crater on the outer hull, as we were screaming along at escape
velocity, g-forces increasing a little as I tightened my grip on
the controls.

Looking down I felt as if I could just reach
down and drag my fingers along the smooth panels below, though I
knew intellectually we were over a hundred feet away, the Leviathan
is just that mindbogglingly huge.

The music suddenly stopped and I started at a
voice literally purring out overriding my coms channel, “Why am I
not surprised it's you, Knith?”

I sighed in resignation as I looked up to see
a feline face through our cockpit and the cockpit windows of the
inverted Ready Squadron fighter flying mere inches from us. I waved
lamely, “Umm... hi Kitty Cat?”

She yowled in disapproval, “Don't hi me,
Knith. A slingshot maneuver, really? You can barely fly straight.
We all saw your piloting skill when you returned from the Morrigan
mission. I guess it's appropriate you're in a flying coffin.”

I was impressed she knew what I was doing. I
defended, “Hey, Myra, Mother helped with the flight path.”

“Don't throw me under the transport,
Knith.”

My ex-girlfriend with a cyber cat fetish from
college gave a hissing chuckle, “You should know better, Mother.
You two are nothing but trouble together. I suppose the flying rat
is with you too?”

A voice squeaked out from inside my hair
again, a hand poking out to wave, “Hi, Commander Udrial.”

We were so close I could see Myra's feline
ears twitch as she sighed out in resignation, “Hello, Graz.” Then
she tried to get serious, but failed due to the shit eating grin on
her face. “We got a call about an off course vessel on a collision
course with Delta-A. When I saw the size of the vessel, I had a
feeling I knew who it was and took the call myself.”

Our distance from the Skin was increasing as
the Worldship's gravity was losing the fight against us as we
started back into space on a new course that would intersect with
the orbit of the Yammato.

“And sure enough, Captain Shade is doing
something stupid... again.”

I defended myself succinctly, “Hey!” Then
added when everyone snickered, “And it isn't a flying coffin, this
Mark II is sexy and you know it. It has most of the tech in your
fighter except weapons, and it can reconfigure to ride inside the
World. Admit it, you're jealous Kitty Cat.”

She sighed and admitted, “It is pretty nifty
that something so small can be a vacuum rated craft. It is actually
smaller than a Jump Pod, but with the ability to maneuver under
power.” I shivered at the mention of Jump Pods, my least favorite
mode of transport between the various rings and stacks of the
World.

A Jump Pod is basically a transparent tube
with tiny guidance correction thrusters that people use to shoot
through space from a Jump Terminal in one ring to another in a
fraction of the time it takes 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, sending the occupant drifting off
into space in a transparent tomb.

The manufacturers of the Brigade transports,
and the skin jockey service vessels have been churning out stripped
down versions to create a fleet wide public transport system since
the only way our civilians can move between the Leviathan and the
Cityships in our growing fleet, is to arrange passage with the
Brigade or book passage with one of the Cityship mining tugs or the
various run down Remnant vessels that are barely space worthy...
besides the Underhill of course, since it is in better shape than
the day it left Earth attached to the hull of the Leviathan on
Exodus Day.

Both of the new transport vessel classes are
larger than the surprisingly compact, deadly and capable Ready
Squadron fighters which are basically just a mini world drive with
a cockpit, weapons, and airlock attached. There's never been
anything like the experimental Mark II Tac-Bike I was testing for
the Brigade techs, and I have to admit, I got a thrill out of
flying her. The rebellious side of me finding the adrenaline rush
of high speed maneuvers like this has me fracturing regulations
from time to time.

Turning the auto-pilot back on, I said as
Mother flipped the bike on its axis for me to make a deceleration
burn as we rapidly approached the Yammato which grew quickly from a
bright dot in space into a looming, single ring beast, whose trunk
actually rotated with the entire vessel, “See? You're jealous,
Myra. Now if you'll excuse me, I have to get back on course to
dock.”

“No can do, lady. I just got pinged from
Yammato Flight Control to escort you in and detain you for the CSC
Regulators to question you about your deviation from your flight
plan.” She issued a throaty and mewing chuckle, sounding both
amused and pleased, her mannerisms heavily feline as usual.

“Go space yourself, Kitty Cat. FABLE
business... oh, and I have direct orders from the President
herself, that trumps any questions they may have.”

Mother flipped the bike again and the huge
rotating ring took up the entire view from the cockpit now. Looking
counter rotation, I saw the battle damaged missing section rotating
up toward us and the small asteroid tethered to the ring with an
umbilical, small mining tugs darting around it like fleas, slicing
off sections to haul away to ore processing.

Sure, one of our small D-Rings is larger than
the rings of the Cityships, but that is a testament to just how
mindbogglingly mammoth the Leviathan truly is. It doesn't detract
from the sheer size and majesty of a Cityship.

Myra purred over coms, then said as she
reinserted herself above us, our ships matching the Yammato's
rotation as we slipped into the traffic lanes, “Just following
orders, I'm just a lowly pilot, all those political machinations
are above my pay grade.”

I muttered at the smug woman, “A lowly pilot.
Yes, you're only the top Ready Squadron Pilot, Hero of the Fleet,
and recipient of the Leviathan Cluster for bravery above and beyond
the call.”

“Oh yes, there is that, isn't there?” I
glanced up and rolled my eyes at her, she just winked and peeled
off, firing her main engine and vectoring away so fast it almost
gave me whiplash, “Catch you on the flipside, Shade. And say hi to
Cait and Rory for me.”

“Will do Kitty Cat.”

Mother said, “I like that one, Knith.”

Nodding I shared as I went back on coms, “Me
too, even though she's as much a smartass as your red-headed
self.”

She snickered, knowing I always saw her as a
high maintenance red head in my mind. She even goes out of her way
to make her Beta avatar look like a red headed Greater Fae because
of it.

Graz uttered an amused, “Heh,” when we heard
Myra's coms chatter with Flight Control, her deadpanning in an
almost monotone, “Oh no. The vessel has given me the slip, my
flight skills were not up to task. Oh well, Ready Alpha One
returning to CAP overflight.”

“Roger Alpha One, proceed to exit lanes.”

“Thank you, Yammato Flight, a pleasure as
always.”

Then Graz asked as we watched Myra's ship
recede into a speck in space, “Sooo, Regulators then?”

I grinned in resignation as I breathed out,
“Yeah, Regulators.”

Mother chirped out, “It's your own fault for
not following the flight plan.”

I chastised, “It was exhilarating and you
know it.”

“I admit, I haven't been able to enjoy that
particular maneuver since Exodus.”

“Wait, you've done a slingshot maneuver
before?”

Graz buzzed up in my helmet to look into one
of my eyes like she was looking for where the 'stupid' lived in me
as she likes to say as she squinted an eye and shared, “Umm, didn't
they teach that to Bigs in school? After the World Drives on the
Leviathan fired for over a day just to get her mass moving, the
next few months were nerve wracking for everyone as Mother executed
a choreographed series of slingshots, first around the Moon, then
the Earth, then the sun, Jupiter, and finally Saturn to get us to
escape velocity from the system. Every one of them had her
superstructure shuddering and groaning. It takes a lot to move the
old lady.”

Mother sounded indignant, “Old lady? You're
older than myself Longleaf.”

Graz froze at her using that name. Then she
scratched the back of her neck, looking almost panicked, then
dropped the conversation. “Umm... whatever.” I narrowed my eyes as
she buzzed back down to sit on my shoulder, tangling a fist in my
hair to stabilize herself in the gentle g-forces from our
deceleration. I still had no clue why Graz was so close lipped
about how old she actually was.

I may or may not have had Mother pull up any
data she had about the Longleaf name after the missing Elf Queen,
J'Vree used it recently. As expected, there wasn't any Fae data on
it since they restrict access to information about their people to
authorized people only in the Fae Archives and there were sparse
mentions of a rebel lesser Fae with the name in the texts from the
other long lived preternatural races histories.

Why did I have the urge to pinch the bridge
of my nose? I shook my head, “Ladies. Please. We're docking with a
moving vessel revolving on multiple axes here.”

Mother pointed out, “I'm docking for you,” as
Graz chirped out, “We're on autopilot, genius.”

Again, the urge to pinch the bridge of my
nose as I restrained myself from asking if it were pick on Humans
day or something, knowing the smartass affirmatives which would
ensue. So instead, I just craned my neck up at the canopy to take
in the sight of the ancient construction support space station that
had been one of the many the inconceivable billions of people
purported to be on old Earth had used while the Worldship was
built.

Where our World looked so very sleek and dare
I say it, futuristic, these vessels of the same era, though
impressive on many levels, looked to be lumbering hulks next to
her, never designed for interstellar travel. I watched as the auto
pilot matched the slight nutation wobble of the Yammato, brought by
the missing segment of the ring. They had ingeniously tethered the
asteroid near the damaged area for the mass to act as a
counterweight to dampen the effect along with all the mass they had
shifted inside the ring to help compensate or it would have
eventually torn the ring apart under the stress loads of that
nutation.

One day, when the ring reconstruction was
complete, these measures would no longer be needed. In the mean
time, the Utopia project will aid in the effect since a few
thousand metric tons of materials will be used to complete the
project.

I think Yammato Flight was confused when the
airlock started to cycle. But before the outer door could open the
process suspended, the Mark II systems showing a manual override as
someone with a decidedly Cityship Archaic English accent instead of
Ship Common was blurting out on the channel, “Tac-Bike Experimental
001, what the hell are you doing out there! You didn't have hard
capture! Are you insane?”

Mentally keying my coms I supplied as I
looked toward the flight control lobe off the habitation ring that
allowed them a visual of the entire lower ring surface. “Yammato
Control, Tac-Bike E001. Yeah, umm, I don't think hard capture is
possible. How about just opening the doors and letting me in?”

He was suddenly calmer and professional
sounding as I tried my Brigade override codes to no avail,
“Tac-Bike E001, hold position, don't worry, emergency crews being
dispatched to assist you out there. Are your docking systems
experiencing a hardware or software malfunction?”

I understood what was happening and
contemplated asking Graz to pinch the bridge of my nose for me
since I couldn't at the moment. Muting my mic, I mumbled to Mother,
“Mother?”

“I'm sorry, Knith, I'm not fully integrated
into all the systems on the Cityships yet, not everything has been
upgraded and updated. At this time I don't have the ability to
cancel a manual override.”

Holding a halting hand up I nodded and
affected my most personable tone as I keyed the mic, “Yammato
Control, Tac-Bike E001. My systems are fine. I'm a Tac-Bike, just
as my vessel ID indicates, I'm too small to effect a hard
capture... I need to fly into the airlock to complete docking.”

Graz was saying, “I don't think this Big
knows what a Tac-Bike is, Knith.”

Cocking a brow at that, I found myself
blinking, knowing of the fifty thousand souls on the Cityships,
only two thirds of them have ever visited the Leviathan since their
arrival. I nodded, knowing she was right. Now I was feeling
sheepish, originally thinking the man was daft. Mother was
displaying all the Brigade resources on the Yammato, and sure
enough, no Tac-Bikes. That was understandable since the ring torus
here was so much narrower, and the overall circumference so much
smaller than on the World, so a Tac-Bike wouldn't be as effective
here.

The man was responding, “Tac-Bike E001.
Yammato Control. Could you repeat last? Did you say you had to fly
into the airlock to affect docking?”

“Roger that Control.”

After a five second pause the Mark II was
allowed to reassert control of the doors and the outer door cycled
open, the man speaking as if none of this had happened, “Tac-Bike
E001, you are cleared to dock at Auxiliary port one niner. Enjoy
your stay on the Yammato, Enforcer.”

Mother chirped out in my voice, “Roger
Control. Auxiliary one niner, thanks for your hospitality, Tac-Bike
E001 out.” Two clicks of static sounded as the man signaled an all
clear on the channel. I read about that somewhere, I think it was
in a Remnant Vessel documentary. They did that back when they used
old ninety terabit V-Band radio burst frequencies before Exodus.
Was it wrong that I sort of liked it, it was like they were a
snapshot of how things were back then, before all the magi-tech and
technical advancements we've made on the Leviathan the past five
millennia.

I cleared my throat and my World defended,
“You wouldn't have been as polite and you know it, so I'm not
sorry.”

The indicators showed pressurization
equalized in the airlock so the bike reconfigured while I put it in
security mode and mag locked it as my visor snicked down for Graz
to buzz out. I opened my mouth to retort when she cut me off. “Oh,
and I should let you know...” The inside door cycled to reveal
three armored and uniformed humans blocking the door.
“...nevermind.”

The tall, lanky woman with a hawkish nose, in
the center put her hand on what I think they called a stun-stick on
her hip as she stated. “Sergeant Paris, CSC, you'll need to come
with us.”

Cityship Security Corps?

I cocked a brow, “For what reason?”

“Multiple flight infractions and...”

A mechanically modulated voice came from
behind them, causing them to turn, their grips on their stun sticks
tightening, “Sorry, sorry, I'm here. It's alright, she's with
me.”

I had to blink at the person who slowed to a
stop, servo motors whirring and feet clanking on the deckplates. A
clearly mechanical android shell stood there, a hand held up in a
placating manner. The entire configuration looked designed to
appear synthetic, but with a sleek Cyber-Mech flavor. Gleaming
white armored alloy plates loosely fit over a very industrial black
frame, a leather utility belt hanging off a feminine hip, a leather
flight jacket, and what appeared to be one of the black nano-panel
octo spiders hanging from her head like some sort of spiked hair
that draped her shoulders.

The automaton with the smooth but segmented
armor faceplate which only had a small feminine mouth and had black
and red paint streaking it in a deliberate manner to complete the
look... smiled.

Still blinking I asked in incredulity,
“Mother?” Then I shook away my shock when I sputtered, pointing,
“Is that my jacket?”

Graz was wolf whistling as the edgy avatar
just grinned at me.


Chapter 3 – Dressdown

I didn't have time to process Mother's
extreme avatar, as the CSC officers blinked at her, Paris said,
“Um... Avatar... we've been instructed to escort the Captain to the
Brigade/CSC headquarters on Sub-level 1.”

“The Captain was just following orders to
arrive most expeditiously to begin her investigation. I'll just
escort her to Utopia, it'll be fine.”

She sounded so odd using an electronically
distorted voice, but the woman just shook her head, then seemed to
study the mechanically robotic looking, edgy avatar for our World's
AI like she were examining some sort of kitchen appliance.

“I'm not sure you have that authority,
Avatar. A short walk to HQ and we can sort this all out.”

I had sooo many questions. And my smile fell
when the woman told me when Graz went zipping off on her own. “Call
it back, Captain, unescorted pets are not allowed in...”

Before I could do anything, Graz had covered
almost fifty yards in the blink of an eye, traveling at the new
enhanced speed of a Greater Sprite after her emergence from her
chrysalis after the events at Morrigan which almost killed her.
Angry red dust sifted down from the trail of Graz's passing and
Sergeant Paris was holding stock still with a tiny, needle sharp
blade a hair's width from her left eyeball.

Graz snarled, “I'm not anyone's pet, you
stupid Big! Haven't you ever seen a Sprite before?” She was
actually growling, and ignoring the two stun sticks crackling at
her back, inches away.

Paris' eyes widened without her moving a
millimeter, “Jones, McKay, stand down. Get those things out of my
face, I could lose an eye here.”

I placed a hand on each of their extended
arms and said, “Come on guys, don't get jumpy here. We're all on
the same side, the flying pain is even an honorary Enforcer for her
bravery during the Octo-Spider incursion.”

They looked from me to their leader to Graz
and slowly lowered their weapons, one pulled out of my grip. I
moved beside Paris and said under my breath, “Just apologize. She's
a little touchy about not being treated as a person.”

“I'll show you touchy, Knith.”

It was all the woman could do to stop herself
from looking between Graz and me, but that unwavering blade had
sweat trickling from her brow. “It talks?”

I assured her, “Of course she talks. She's a
Sprite and...” I paused and looked at the woman. Oh. I asked, “I
take it you haven't visited the Leviathan yet? There are many
species of minor Fae who are among the wee folk. Even though she's
contrary and a pain at times, she's one of the decorated heroes of
the fleet.”

The woman swallowed, “No, ever since we were
liberated from the Outlier occupation when we arrived at the
Leviathan, I've had my hands full re-establishing the Cityship
Security Corps. I was actually planning to attend the Exodus Day
celebration there next month. It's still a little shocking for me
to see people of the preternatural races that were just fairytales
on the Cityships. I'm... adjusting.”

She turned her attention back to the
immediate threat, “Umm... I'm sorry, I didn't mean to imply you
were a pet, um Miss.”

In a blur of golden light and sifting dust,
Graz wound up sitting on the woman's shoulder, just kicking her
feet idly, causing Paris to jump as my wayward companion chirped
out, “Don't worry about it, all you Bigs have little brains so it
can't be helped. Knith pulled a MMG on me the first time we met.
Hey, I like your hair.”

I rolled my eyes and reached out to pluck her
from Paris' shoulder and place her on mine, giving her a warning
glare as I mimed zipping her lips. “Don't mind her. Umm... are we
good here?”

She was staring at Graz and one of her
subordinates said, “We'll need to arrest umm, her, for physically
threatening a practitioner of the law. The Sprite held a blade on
the Sergeant.”

To my pleasant surprise, Paris shook her
head. “No, I mistepped and made assumptions. We are all still just
learning to co-exist together. Two cultures can't be expected to
blend in a few short years.”

Then to her men, “You remember the feeling of
helplessness and feeling less than human under the oppressive
control of the Outliers. I know I'd never want to feel that way
again, and I just made this Sprite person...”

Graz supplied, “Graz.”

“Graz feel that less than which we had.”

Mother added helpfully, not, “Besides, you
wouldn't have been able to take her in anyway, she'd make short
work of you all in approximately two point three seven seconds.” I
blinked, Mother defending Graz was something new.

I muttered, “Not helping, Mother.”

She shrugged, “Wasn't trying.”

I did a doubletake at her, then her chosen
look here on the Cityship and how she was going out of her way to
sound synthetic. Were they treating her the same too? And after she
had been given citizenship I'd have to have a talk with her when I
had a moment to breathe.

The way the three were looking at her like a
curiosity cemented the opinion, I smirked at her, “Well then you
succeeded. Remember Cait is expecting Beta for dinner.”

“Tell Caity-bear I'll be there.”

I turned and said, “I have an investigation
to start, so let's get me to your HQ so we can get this over
with.”

Graz called out as she buzzed off, “Sucks to
be you, Knith. I'll see you at Utopia, I'm going to explore a bit.”
Her trail of sparkling gold dust sifted to the deckplates in her
wake.

One of the men called out, “Hey! Get back
here!”

Paris held a halting hand up. “It.. she's
gone, don't bother. We're only supposed to escort Captain
Shade.”

I sighed and motioned a hand, palm up and the
Sergeant looked down the corridor the way Graz went, then back to
my Tac-Bike in the airlock before nodding once and leading the way
down the other way in the corridor. The other two falling in behind
me. Ok, why did I feel like a prisoner?

What I did was a minor offense, and according
to World defense charter policy, Brigade Enforcers technically
didn't even need to follow a flight plan in the commission of our
duties. We only needed to contact flight control when inserting
ourselves into traffic lanes on approach, and I was about as far
away from traffic lanes as possible. We just gave the professional
courtesy of informing Flight.

Mother's avatar slipped in beside me, looping
an arm in mine in solidarity. I looked over at her and cocked a
brow as I prompted, “So what is all of...” I waved a hand up and
down in front of her, “...this? And what name are you going by
here?” She had a habit of naming her avatars after the stacks they
monitored.

She shrugged, far too... alive, for her
current look. “The people of the Cityships are still unnerved at
integrating a sentient AI into their systems and turning all their
ship systems over to me to manage. When I had my Gamma here, they
seemed... afraid. They haven't fully adjusted to all the various
preternatural races visiting or settling here yet. Some embrace it,
some still have the prejudices of the Outliers.”

I got the impression the way she cocked her
head slightly toward Paris who was trying not to seem that her full
attention was on us that she was cocking a non-existent brow at the
woman. The almost guilty look on the Human security officer
confirmed Mother's words, and she went on, “So I made my Cityship
avatar look and sound... artificial, and they simply call me
Avatar, and this seems to put them at ease, feeling they are just
interacting with a machine.”

Nodding slowly as I digested that, I assured
her, “Well mission accomplished. Don't let Mir see you like this or
she'll eyegasm on the spot at the sight of you. This look is quite
cyber-chic and sleek on you.” Our mirror skinned friend, who went
full cyber replacement on her body, had a... well fetish is an
understatement, for all things cybernetic.

Mother tittered, and it was a little odd
seeing what was essentially one of her maintenance androids with a
few enhancements to give her a distinctly feminine flair, acting,
well, alive for lack of a better word. Glancing around I could see
it was unnerving the men behind us, but Paris seemed almost
fascinated as she tried to look as if all her attention wasn't on
us.

Two bulkheads later, we emerged out in the
habitation ring, where we were met with the unconventional
settlement that went up around us and stretched away in both
directions to curve up into the horizons. With the ring being only
a few hundred yards wide instead of the mile wide rings of the
World. They built up instead of spreading out, long and tall. The
maze of structures only two or three blocks wide with a central
road stretching around the entire ring.

I noted the decaying makeshift structures
that seemed made of anything they could scavenge from the ship,
were in better repair, with construction everywhere, refurbishing
the structures into modern traditional structures. It was already a
huge improvement over how the Cityships looked when we first made
contact with them, their people residing in an almost hopeless,
destitute squalor, barely living.

The ground levels of all the new construction
had retail spaces with living units in the floors above now, with
small green spaces, trees and plants, popping up where the ring had
been devoid of all vegetation before. And I had to grin over the
fact it was staring to look like a normal neighborhood in my
hometown of Irontown, the biggest city in Beta-C.

I was a little surprised to see on the upper
horizon, a section of actual sky glass, instead of the gridwork of
girders and segmented alloy sky that was punctuated at even
intervals by large, circular windows that gave the only external
view of the nebula we were passing by and the trunk of the Yammato
above. I assumed the area with a proper sky was where I'd find the
Utopia resort.

We were heading in the opposite direction,
counter rotation, or as Graz would have said if the traitor hadn't
buzzed off to leave me twisting in the wind here, 'downhill'.

Mother supplied in my head, reading my
surface thoughts again, “There are no hills in the Cityships,
Knith. Well, until Utopia is finished that is.”

I mentally jabbed at her as we passed through
what would have been early morning foot traffic in Irontown,
finding it a little unnerving that there were only a few, sparsely
sprinkled vehicles on the roads, and no air traffic at all except a
couple of Mother's maintenance pods zipping around making repairs
to the aging vessel.

My chest tightened, imagining the conditions
the people here were living in, in their desperate attempt to join
the Leviathan in our long journey to our new home. And what the
Outliers did, that had almost reduced these to nothing but ghost
ships, floating tombs, a monument to the dream of the few who
braved the void in hopes of a better life for their
descendants.

Doc and Mother have shared how the
hydroponics of the Cityships were operating at just five percent
capacity when they rendezvoused with us, barely creating enough
oxygen to sustain the twenty five thousand souls on each ship, and
only protein paste for them to eat. They were operating at eighty
five percent and growing now and the sparse and declining garden
domes the Outliers had seized and were using for just their own
people, were now thriving with the help of the Leviathan agro-tech
workers. They even had small livestock paddocks too now that they
had access to water and feed. But the thing I noticed most was that
the oily, stale quality of the air from my original visit was gone
now, and the filtered air was fresh, if not a little thinner than
home.

The gravity I knew was just seventy five
percent of a C-Ring back home, light but not as light as the
D-Rings, so muscle atrophy wouldn't be as bad here for extended
stays or habitation. All but the most muscular here, have problems
in the higher gravity of the A-Rings when they visit the Leviathan,
them being just a bit higher than what is Earth standard.

All eyes were on us, well specifically myself
and um... Avatar? No that was just stupid, I wasn't calling Mother
that here. Ya'to, to keep in line with her other avatars'
names.

“Ooo, I like that, Knith.”

“Out of my head, lady.”

Anyway, we were... different, and that made
us a curiosity. I can't imagine ever growing up in a world where
Humans and Fae, and all the other races didn't live together. That
was just how it was. But these humans had never actually seen any
of the preternatural races except in old historical waves and
documents in their archives. And even though intellectually they
knew they existed and were real, actually seeing them was mind
boggling.

And while I was human like them, my armor and
my lips, one the living fire of Summer, the other the translucent
ice of Winter, marked me as 'other' to them. Add to that, a living
machine walking beside me, and that drew attention to us like a
magnet. I was starting to feel self conscious when we stopped at a
small, wedge shaped structure at the side of the road, like any of
a dozen we had passed along the way that pockmarked the side of the
roads everywhere.

I almost sighed in relief when I saw a Faun
and a Satyr walking on the other side of the street, something more
familiar to me than a space filled only with Humans, and they were
drawing even more attention than us. And why not? I mean, Fauns
were one of my weaknesses as the does were almost all exclusively
cute and sexy. I think that veil of innocence was a defense
mechanism, since I knew a Faun or two who used it ruthlessly to
devastating effect. Jane, who ran the brothel on the Underhill
sprang to mind. A shrewd businesswoman, bitingly intelligent, and a
deceptively lethal fighter for how delicate Fauns seemed to be.

A code was typed in a mechanical lock, making
me cock a brow. They didn't have electronic locks with bio or
quantum encrypted security interfaces? And how would Mother open
them in an emergency since they were integrating her into all their
systems?

Paris did a double-take when she looked back
at me as she pulled open the door to reveal a ship's ladder style
steep staircase heading down into a lower bulkhead, seeing my
attention on the lock. She shared, “Projections show full system
integration is still over a decade off, there is so much that needs
to be updated or replaced for umm, Mother, to be able to monitor
and streamline. The engineers are concentrating on the locks and
overrides for the emergency blast doors between sections before
they get to minor locks like on these maintenance shafts.”

I nodded. It made sense to work on the most
critical systems first. And I keep viewing the Cityships as tiny
compared to our World, but knowing it will still take a decade for
our magitech engineers and theirs to do all the upgrades and tying
their systems in with Mother, reminds me that these Cityships are
still massive. Each one took over eighty years to build themselves,
to facilitate the construction of the Worldship.

The woman looked as though she were weighing
something in her head as she did all she could to stop from looking
at me as we headed down an almost claustrophobic corridor that was
very industrial with huge conduits and pipes all around us, and
steel mesh grate sections for the flooring. As we reached another
ship's ladder, and headed down I broke the silence, “What?”

She looked sheepish and then exhaled in
surrender. “Are you... you know... I mean, they say that you're
human, but we've all seen the video archives of the news broadcasts
of the things you've done.”

News broadcasts? “Oh, the news waves? Don't
put too much stock in their reporting, they exaggerate.” I gave a
mental command and my helmet dissolved into nano panels to
self-stow in a hard-case pack between my shoulder blades and the
rest of the armor reconfigured into summer mode so that she could
get a good look at me.

She blinked and her eyes were on my lips. I
half pointed, “These are just curse marks the Summer and Winter
Queens put on me. I'm still one hundred percent grade A Human.”

The woman nodded again as Ya'to inserted,
“...ish,” and I kicked her shin as we went along into a more
familiar bulkhead configuration, with what looked like various
living quarters being refurbished and even what looked to be future
shops, making the vessel seem less foreign to me. Our bulkheads
were quite similar.

The Sergeant provided in... relief, “Ah, ok.
So you didn't really charge space vessels in hard vacuum without
weapons?”

“Well, umm. Ok, so that one was true...”

Ya'to supplied helpfully... not, “She had a
stick.”

I glared at her, and even without a face, per
se, she still managed to look smug as I clarified, “It wasn't a
stick, it was an antennae mast that... oh, never mind. It seemed
the thing to do at the time.”

Paris squinted at me and Ya'to, “So the
Greater Fae Lord they say you bested in combat?”

This perked me up, “Yeah, just there, that's
an exaggeration.”

“So you didn't beat him?”

“Well, yes, but it isn't...”

Ya'to said in that odd synthesized tone,
sounding oddly proud, “Yup, she shattered Lord Sindri's arm, busted
it clean off.” The woman looked impressed as I glared at Mother's
avatar again.

“I didn't believe the stories of their
strength and physical prowess until I've witnessed it myself at the
construction site at the Utopia Resort. I saw a Fae Lady lift a
manned material mover and reposition it with her bare hands and she
hadn't even strained. Yet, you beat one?”

Ya'to informed her, “Knith is a special kind
of crazy.”

“Thanks Mother... wait what? You're awfully
lippy today, lady.”

“Well you need to stop diminishing your
accomplishments and own them. If you didn't run into danger without
blinking, you wouldn't be Knith Shade.”

I started a retort then paused when I
realized we had stopped walking and Paris was looking at us
expectantly. We were at a large doorway that led into what looked
like a miniature version of Beta-Stack C's Brigade HQ. The desks in
the room I could see were marked with the Brigade shield on the
left side of the space, and the desks on the right with the CSC
shield. They shared the space since the CSC was eventually going to
be merged into the Brigade.

The woman said under her breath, “You two
banter like an old married couple.”

Ya'to said, “Thank you,” as I said, “More
like an annoying work wife.”

She said, an odd look on her face when she
seemed to study Ya'to for a moment, “This is us. The commander is
expecting us.”

I followed her in and the hustle and bustle
of the office slowed to a stop as everyone looked up and watched as
we were led through the space toward the back. I had to chuckle
when we entered a large office that was right next to the latrine
on one side and locker room on the other like it was an
afterthought. This was not ideal for the commander's office, but
they didn't have a whole lot of room, I assumed that the doors at
the end of the corridor led to the detention cells and workout
gym.

The name, handwritten on a piece of
programmable strapping tape, stuck crookedly on the door, was
scrolling, “Commander E. Hollis BE / Captain Emira Thrice CSC”. The
woman looked back as the two other officers took flanking guard
positions outside the door, then she reached forward and knocked. I
blinked. Didn't they have pads and chimes?

Two voices chimed out together in that gruff
tone one always associates with people in charge who are one step
away from exploding into a tirade about incompetent people,
“Enter!”

I sighed as we stepped in. This... was
familiar. As a Human Enforcer, having to always compete with all
the other Enforcers whose races are all bigger, stronger, and more
intimidating, I've developed my own style of investigating and
binding suspects by law. And that style may or may not have had me
at more than a few dress-downs for bending a few procedures in the
completion of my duties.

So it was all I could do to stop from smiling
as I stood at attention while the big Minotaur stood, fists on his
desk as he huffed steam from his flaring nostrils, his huge horns
gleaming as he growled out, “Shade!”

“Yes sir.”

The silver haired woman who had slowly
healing radiation burns most of the population of the Cityships
suffered before our med-techs started the process of healing them,
marking her face, stood slower, more deliberately as she clasped
her hands behind her back. Tall for a human, taller than me even
though I was tall myself, she was still dwarfed by Commander Hollis
as she regarded me with steel grey eyes that bored right through
me.

“So you're Captain Knith Shade.” It was a
statement, not a question.

I stared at a fixed point in space, and even
though she wasn't my superior officer, holding my same rank, I
barked out, “Ma'am!”

She stated, her tone firm, never changing,
“Whatever bullshit they let you get away with on the Worldship
isn't going to fly on my boat, Captain.”

“No, Ma'am!”

The Commander growled out, “If you didn't
have such an exemplary record, and the highest case closure rate on
the World, we wouldn't even be having a conversation about your
breach of flight protocol, I'd be kicking you so hard back to
private, that your grandchildren's grandchildren will feel it. And
if you...” He trailed of, just now noticing Ya'to, who was
examining non-existant fingernails on her very cybernetic hands as
she stood behind me, the coward.

“Mother, what are you doing here?”

She stepped out beside me and simply said,
“Nevermind that. That...” She indicated his desk where his coms
unit started chiming, “...is for you.” The segments of her face
shield around the painted lips adjusted to form an artificial smirk
that had me kicking her ankle as I stood at attention there.

The man huffed, growled and hit the unit,
“What! This better be gods be damned life or death or...”

His dark, charcoal complexion lightened as
the blood drained from his face as the voice of President Yang
drifted up from the unit, “Ervin? I apologize for the coms
override, but I just wished to ask why Captain Shade isn't at the
Utopia site like I tasked her to be.”

“Madam President!”

I winced. Fuck me sideways and space me
naked. Mother was pulling strings again. This would not end
well.


Chapter 4 – Utopia

As we arrived at the massive construction
site, I was still grumbling to Ya'to. “The Commander and Captain
are going to have a hate on me now. Why did you have to call the
President?”

Mother just shrugged, “It seemed the best way
to get you out of there and to the construction site.”

Yang had informed the leaders of the security
forces here that they were interfering with a FABLE investigation I
was tasked to directly by her, and I was free to execute my duties
in the most expeditious manner possible. She was most perturbed she
was pulled away from her own busy schedule to address this with
them.

They were quick to defer to her, and as they
were apologizing to her, the Elf Hafling was typing out a reprimand
directly to my wrist console, letting me know to expect a personal
reprimand from her later, and I was just lucky I was so effective
at my job.

I swallowed and the commander and captain
grudgingly allowed me to get to work. Captain Thrice added that,
“I've studied up on you, Shade. Chaos and disaster follow you. I
don't want any of that on my boat, get done and get gone,
Captain.”

“Yes ma'am!”

Then I winced in mock pain when she snapped
out behind me as my Scatter Armor was reconfiguring to standard
mode, my helmet blooming around my head like liquid metal, “Paris,
accompany the Captain and keep an eye on her investigation.”

“Yes ma'am.”

Sighing I resigned myself to CSC shadowing
me. I didn't do partners. Mother said in my head, “But we're
partners, Knith. And so is Graz.”

Gah! I ignored the woman and looked back to
the Sergeant. “I'm going to double-time it, Paris, try to keep
up.”

She called after me as I started 'uphill' at
a quick jog, letting my armor do all the work, “Why not just take
the transport tube?” I had slowed to a stop. The what? I shot a
questioning look at her.

She pointed down, “The worker transport tubes
are on the lower bulkhead below us. They were part of the original
construction to aid the workers building the Leviathan in rapid
movement around the space station.”

Oh. I motioned a hand, “Lead on.”

We found another nearby ship's ladder down to
the outer Bulkhead next to the hull of the vessel. Three bulkheads
that were poorly suited to take meteoroid strikes during their
journey. I had read somewhere that, well, they didn't. They were
never designed to, just as they were never designed to act as an
ark, ferrying people across interstellar space. So lacking even the
armor plating of the Skin on the World, they relied only on the
series of blast doors which seemed almost flimsy to me, to contain
any hull breaches until maintenance crews could patch those
breaches.

Though I guess my misgivings about their
effectiveness is unwarranted, as those same blast doors had stopped
the loss of the Yammato when she lost that section of her ring in
the battle for control of the Cityships during the Outlier
uprising, and they have held all these years.

I had to check my bias and stow it when we
arrived at a fairly busy wide corridor, that had many Humans
standing around at what resembled a terminal for the public trams
back home. I had been expecting something more akin to the almost
suicidal maintenance sleds hidden in the back maintenance shafts in
the bowels of the Leviathan which swiftly moved maintenance
personnel and drones around the rings.

Here there were two parallel tubes
approximately twelve feet in diameter, marked with pro and anti
rotation signs. An industrial looking cylindrical transport was
just leaving from the platform between open sections of the tubes
as we arrived. I could make out four or five people in the twenty
five foot long car through the windows of the door.

The ten or so people standing on the other
side of the platform waiting for an uphill transport to arrive all
moved aside, their eyes wide and plastered on us. Or more
specifically myself and Ya'to. They had expressions varying from
fascination to... fear? I gave a nervous smile as Paris said, “This
will be much swifter than traveling on foot, Captain.”

I absently offered, “Knith, or Shade, please,
Sergeant.”

She inclined her head as she scanned the
people around us saying absently, “Lydia,” before raising her voice
a little in an almost chastising tone, “Citizens?” The people
ceased their overt staring and turned away to see a transport
arriving.

I assured her, “They're just curious.” I
noted with satisfaction that nobody I have seen on the ship since I
arrived wore the threadbare garments of abject poverty, nor looked
to be in the deep throes of starvation like the first time I
boarded a Cityship upon their arrival. The quality of life had
already improved by leaps and bounds here as they slowly gained
parity with all the citizens of the fleet. It did my heart good to
see it.

There was a golden light growing in the tube
and I heard a high pitched sound, that sounded... well it sounded
like... Graz blurred past, a tiny streak of golden light sifting
sparkles of dust as she screamed in elation, “Yeeeeeeehaaaaaaaa!”
She had been traveling almost too fast for everyone's eyes to
follow, and it looked almost like a comic act when the light pulsed
down the tube, her voice squeaking out, “Oh, hey.”

Then she zipped back into the tube station
blurring past the gasping people around us, to inches in front of
my face, “Hiya Knith. I was just poking around the bowels of the
ship to see if there was anything I could... umm... never-mind.
These tubes are awesome! I can really open up in them.”

I growled, “No scavenging, pilfering, or
absconding with anything here, you flying menace.”

The mini thief chose to ignore me as she
zipped up in front of Ya'to, “Hi Mother.” Then she looked at Paris
and zipped away from her into my helmet, speaking behind her hand
dramatically, “You still up shit creek? The other Big is still with
you.”

I was aware of all the murmuring and pointing
around us, everyone seeming to be completely mesmerized by Graz,
and I opened my mouth to say something but stopped when the air
pressure changed a bit as a transport car arrived. Sliding to a
stop accompanied by a mechanical clank and what sounded like a hiss
of compressed air. We turned to look.

The Sergeant prompted unnecessarily, “This is
us, Shade,” and when the doors slid open on the transport and two
people exited, we boarded with the others and sat on some
utilitarian benches built into the walls of the cylindrical
conveyance.

Her attention appeared to be on my helmet,
and I realized it was my pint sized passenger she was watching.
“Does she...”

Graz zipped out to in front of my face,
“'She' is right here and can speak for herself. I know us Fae are a
hard concept for you Bigs on the Cityships, so I'll give you a
pass. And I'll give you a piece of advice... if you act like this
around one of the bigger races, you'll wind up with more than just
an eyeball on a blade... lots of the preternaturals are more touchy
than me. I'm easygoing, just ask, Knith... eeep!”

I pinched her wings and turned her so I could
give her a proper glare and set her on my shoulder. Then I sighed
and grudgingly agreed, “As much as it pains me to agree, a lot of
the other races act fairly entitled and would take offense. They're
just people like us.” I moved my hand between her, me, Graz and
Ya'to.

She looked surprised but not for the reason I
would have thought. “I'll do better. It's just as... Graz, said,
all these other races are still hard to wrap our brains around even
though logically we knew they were real, I mean the Cityships and
Leviathan wouldn't exist otherwise.” Then she added as she nudged
her chin toward Ya'to, “But Avatar is just a machine, an android,
not a real person.”

I snapped before calming, “Ya'to, and she's a
person.” Centering myself I rephrased, “Just because her mind is
quantum qubit based instead of biological doesn't make Mother any
less alive and self aware than us. That's why she has earned
citizenship on the World. Since she knows how reticent the people
of the Yammato and the Sojourner would be to accepting her and her
avatars as such, she chose this more industrial, synthetic form and
voice to put you at ease, and play into this archaic notion that
she's just a machine like she did on the Leviathan for so very
long.”

Then before she could say anything, I added,
“She's one of the godmothers of my daughter for fuck's sake.”

She looked from me to Mother, who just
shrugged. “Is this true? I know the Greater Fae at the Utopia
construction site speak as if Mother is more than a machine.” Then
she cocked her head to really look at Ya'to, who just mirrored her
movement... the smartass. A snicker in my head told me Mother was
amused.

Graz zipped up in front of her face and
shared, “You wouldn't be able to tell her Beta avatar wasn't a
Greater Fae except for her abysmal humor.”

I blurted, “Hey, she gets that from me.”

“I stand by my words.”

“Jerk.”

And that's when the transport lurched into
motion, making me realize with all the noise and clacking, that it
wasn't using mag drives, instead some sort of mechanical system
like rails. The acceleration was swift and respectable as Graz was
caught off guard and was flattened against my visor that I snicked
down just in time to avoid a screaming Sprite in my face. These
things were much faster than the public trams back home.

Graz cocked her head, causing her squished
cheek to squeak on the visor until she was looking at me, “I'm
fine.” Then she zipped back up and deposited herself on Paris'
shoulder, holding on to the shoulder pad that doubled as a
hard-point for what I assume was a body camera. The sergeant's eyes
wide as she took in the little person sitting on her.

That's when I remembered we were not alone as
I turned slowly to see the other occupants of the transport all
sort of huddled at the far side, all eyes on us, eyes wide. Just
space me now. I gave a lame wave and said, “Hello citizens, Brigade
business, nothing to see here.”

This seemed to snap Lydia out of it and
prompted Ya'to, “Is she always socially awkward like this? I
thought she was some sort of badass.”

“Worse, she's really reining it in here.”

I growled out, “Instead of busting on me, how
about making yourself useful, Mother, and round up the files on the
disappearances and the files on the missing. I'll need warrants for
their personnel files, and any video or audio we have on them going
back... two weeks.”

“Already contacting Judge J'Mari for the
warrants now. But I don't have much data from the Yammato yet, as
merging with their security is a work in progress.”

Lydia looked confused. “Just call up the
surveillance files here. Why do you need a warrant?”

Blinking I shared as I remembered the
monitors on the bridge of the Sojourner that were being monitored
in real-time, including private quarters and the ilk. “Because
people have rights to their persons and property. We have to follow
the law and obtain anything picked up on cameras and sensors,
otherwise those rights are infringed upon.”

She gave me a sardonic look, “Don't tell me
there aren't cameras and other sensors everywhere on the Leviathan,
just like here. What little I know of the data centers on the
Worldship is that everything is monitored and recorded in the
archives constantly.”

Ya'to responded, only in Mother's real voice
instead of the poorly synthesized one. “It is, but I am the only
one with access to everything. An Enforcer from the Brigade can
access any of my surveillance data from public spaces where there
is no expectation of privacy, even though any civilians cannot
access those same files without applying for it through the
Transparency of Information Act request forms that are vetted by
the Office of Civilian Affairs.”

She sounded like a protective... well, a
protective mother when she added, “And nobody can access files from
private spaces, dwellings, or businesses without a warrant properly
signed by a judge if they agree there is probable cause to issue
such a warrant. Privacy is a basic right of all sentient beings.
And as the Cityships have adopted the charter, constitution, and
governance of the World, CSC personnel need to follow the same
laws. There's a certain leeway given during this transition and
absorption of the CSC into the Enforcer's Brigade, but this one is
imperative.”

Mother had a thing about privacy since she
had no rights to her own or even her right to live until she was
given citizenship. Then she affected her synthesized tone again,
losing the animation in her movements once again as she prompted,
“Is the response to your query adequate, Sergeant Paris?”

The woman was blinking in shock, and I wasn't
sure if it was from the response, or just how alive and...
emotional, Ya'to had acted just then. She nodded and said just
above a whisper as the transport slowed after our third stop,
“Yes... Mother.”

“Ya'to.”

“Ya'to.” Then she shook her head as if to
clear it, and looked around at the now empty conveyance as the
doors opened a message scrolling on a bright electronic sign above
the door, 'Final Stop - Section L7', “This is us.” She said, “Mind
the gap,” as she led us out, Graz taking to the air on an almost
deserted platform. With the tube we were traveling in ending in a
shredded mess of debris that has hundreds of metal panels and
sheets of various alloy steels welded over the damaged area beyond
to create a vacuum tight seal. We had reached the literal end of
the line, where the missing portion of the ring began.

There were only a couple people there, in
construction vests leading mag-lev palette carts carrying various
construction materials as they moved from what looked like a large
storage cage at the back of the platform, toward what was likely a
freight lift.

We followed Paris that way and as we waited
for the next lift car to arrive, I prompted, “So what do you do for
fun around here?” Ok, small-talk is not my forte.

She watched Graz as she buzzed up to the lift
and somehow squeezed between the door and superstructure, her light
illuminating the shaft beyond.

Then the woman said as she seemed to stare
off in space back toward an unpleasant time in her life, eyes dark,
“There isn't a lot of entertainment to be had yet, as the past few
generations spent every waking moment just trying to survive under
the rule of the Outliers. Now we are integrating more with the
Leviathan's government and programs, giving us a new quality of
life we had only imagined before.”

She added, “As we rebuild and expand, some of
your culture is being shared here. The waves from the entertainment
library archives are a good distraction, as with the music. We've
food vendors now, and some enterprising Satyr has started a
Tri-Ball league here on the Cityships, two teams are playing now
with plans to expand.”

I nudged my chin in question and she
shrugged, “I pretty much spend my downtime in my quarters, reading
the fascinating novels in the endless archive of literature from
old Earth and the authors from the Leviathan. It's still
disconcerting to have a full belly every day and not worry where my
next meal is coming from, or if I'll be taken in by random Outlier
Lancer sweeps for the scrapping I had done to stay alive
before.”

She admitted, “I feel as if I'll wake up one
day to find the Outliers back in control and all of this just a
failed dream.” She looked from me to the lift then back, eyes
narrowing as she segued, “What is she doing in there?”

I shrugged, “With the flying pain, your guess
is as good as mine. Exploring? Scoping things out for components
she can liberate from the ship to make a profit on the Remnants?
Scouting for threats?”

She repeated haltingly, “Things... she can
liberate... from.”

I nodded and assured her she understood,
“She's a grade A thief. I just haven't been able to pin anything on
her since I caught her red handed the day we met.”

Then I gave her a crooked smile as Ya'to
shared, “A scrapper, like you.”

Lydia's eyes widened a bit and I shared,
“Though things are better on the World than the hand you were
dealt, the wee folk on the World are not afforded all the rights
any other citizen has since they are so diminutive. Like they only
get partially loaded meal cards since they are small, and none is
afforded their own quarters. Graz took to scrapping to provide for
her family, with her new hatchlings. She took over my nightstand as
their home since they lost their prior home when I interrupted her
theft of power couplings in a blast door control panel.”

A muffled Sprite voice called out,
“Allegedly.”

I looked to where the gold light was
brightening in the door seam. “There was no allegedly, lady, I
caught you pilfering them.”

Graz zipped back out, landing on Ya'to's
shoulder, holding one of the octo-spider's drooping appendages for
balance. She pointed at the lift as she said, “Ding,” and the doors
opened as the car arrived.

I was impressed when Paris demanded,
“Pockets, Sprite. Empty them.”

I assured her, putting up a halting hand as
we moved into the elevator, “She's not dumb enough to be caught
with any pilfered materials on her person.”

Graz nodded as she zipped up to sit on the
CSC officer's shoulder, “Yeah, I... wait, what? You're not as funny
as you think, Knith. I'm telling Caity.”

This got the woman looking to me in question
as she grabbed a hand control and twisted it, causing us to start a
noisy, lurching ascent to the habitation level of the ring. I
supplied, “My daughter.”

This got her eyes widening as she asked
almost excitedly, leaning in slightly, “The Shepherd?”

On impulse I grinned, nodding.

She told me unnecessarily since I had been
there, “Even near death, she rode on the tidal wave of enemy, and
led the Wild Hunt.” She repeated, “The Wild Hunt, like in the
historic tales of the Fae.” When we started to slow, she pulled her
attention from me to the controls that were flashing, 'stop
requested,' which she overrode, and we kept lurching upward,
through the porthole like window on the door I could see exposed
superstructure with workers adding to it and reinforcing between
levels under the new construction.

The way the lift car groaned, creaked, and
clanged, I was half afraid whatever was used to lift it could break
at any moment, sending us screaming down to an abrupt stop at the
bottom. Mother was saying in my helmet's coms, “Oh relax, Knith,
the cables are tritonite alloy, and even if they did snap, you'd
survive the drop in your armor... possibly... maybe...”

I blurted toward Ya'to, “Hardy har, your
humor needs work, woman.”

She somehow made the lips on her faceless
face, quirk by canting the hinged jaw slightly. I swear she models
her humor by my own. That isn't unnerving at all...

As the lift shuddered to a stop, I absently
wondered why it used a cable system at all instead of mag-lift
technology, that was well within their technical abilities back
when these old construction support stations had been built. After
all, that's what they built into the Leviathan herself with
mechanical fail-safe safety brakes in case of power
interruption.

The door chimed and slid open to reveal
'ground' level of the habitation ring. It was positively buzzing
with activity as Paris led us out. I looked up, feeling almost
claustrophobic without the expanse of sky-glass above us, and the
gridwork of girders and segmented alloy 'sky' only a few hundred
yards above us instead of almost a mile back on home.

Just ahead was a fenced off area with new
construction looming, an impressive framework with artificial
natural areas already being fitted, to create an artificial hill
that hid the fact there was no horizon arcing up behind it at the
demarcation of the missing portion of the ring. And above it, it
felt... more natural to me, seeing that small expanse of sky-glass
I had seen earlier.

I knew that below it all, at the skin of the
Cityship, would be where the umbilical tethering the small asteroid
they had been mining, was located. They were mining the very last
bit of water from the regolith of the asteroid to fill the massive
tanks that would supply the water for the river, waterfall, and
small lake that would be the centerpiece of the Utopia resort.

A project like this would never have been
possible before, as that water was needed for the people of the
Cityships to survive, once upon a time, but now with water
extraction from the World's new moon, Little Mouse, and the huge
stores of the life giving compound in the Leviathan's new Heart,
Morrigan, the Greater Fae spearheading this endeavor had secured
all the water rights from the remains of the mostly mined out
asteroid.

Mother helpfully displayed in my heads up
display that the name of the asteroid here was Eros, captured
during the construction of the Leviathan when the entire solar
system was mined for resources to construct the Worldship.

Lydia paused and looked from me to what had
my attention. She nodded absently to herself as she prompted me,
“Yes, isn't it something? Have you ever seen such an expanse of
translucent panels? You can see all of creation from it. It makes a
lot of us nervous, having such exposure to the dangers of debris
strikes. We've only ever seen the expanse of the outside through
the view-ports.” She motioned to the circular windows pockmarking
the exposed girders above in the old sections of sky. Then she
added, “Only the miners in the mining rigs have seen more, out in
the vacuum of space.”

Chuckling, I admitted, “Well... yes.” I
winked, “All of the World has sky-glass with Day-Lights in all the
rings in the Stacks. Only the Trunk doesn't.”

This got her chuckling herself. “Yes, of
course. I forget we're from completely different worlds. I really
need to get over to the Leviathan to explore one day.”

I pointed out, “You caught me contemplating
how claustrophobic I was feeling not having the sky-glass above
me.”

She snorted and mused aloud, “Different
worlds indeed.”

I nudged my chin toward the barricades at the
construction site where industrial mag sleds were moving in and out
of the gates with impressive loads of construction materials. Again
I noted how they weren't utilizing the airspace to cut down on the
congestion at street level. “Shall we see about finding our missing
people, Sergeant?”

She nodded once and made an ushering motion.
My three hundred and sixty degree view was showing me that CSC
presence was more dense in the area than other parts of the
Yammato, and there were a couple Enforcers in the mix, indicating
the enhanced security presence because of the missing people.

I noted, “The Brigade presence here seems to
be mostly Elves, is there something significant about that here?
There aren't many Elves in the Enforcer ranks on the World, almost
as few as Humans. Most tend to be the physically stronger races or
more magically inclined. Shifters are the only exception to that,
as some of their animal forms, like Kodiak bears, or lions can keep
up.”

She nodded and shared, looking almost
embarrassed at the admission, “It makes the citizens of the
Cityships less wary seeing preternaturals who look more like...
well like us. You have to remember that the only supernatural
beings any of the humans left behind on Earth have ever seen were
the shifters, vampires, or witches who didn't get chosen in the
lottery. They are all human, so weren't automatically guaranteed
passage like all the other magical races.”

She shrugged sheepishly, “And the last of the
shifters who were aboard the Cityships were rooted out and hunted
down like, well like animals and spaced alive by the Outliers when
they took over the fleet.”

I was blinking in shock at her words, and not
just because, in true Outlier form, they killed anything they
didn't see as Human. It was that there were preternaturals left
behind on Earth. We're taught that every magical being on the
planet, except any with the affinity for fire, were brought aboard.
In true Fae fashion, Queen Mab had shrewdly negotiated their
passage.

Ya'to forgot to affect her mechanical tone as
she answered my unasked question to myself, “The Queens of the
Divided Courts do not see any humans touched with magics as
anything other than just Human, so never gave a second thought to
negotiating their passage. The ones on board the World now, are the
descendants of the few lucky enough to have won seats by the
lottery.”

I blinked, wondering how many were left
behind along with the billions with a B humans on Exodus Day. That
there are so many people on Earth is just mind bogging to wrap my
brain around, since our World has always had twelve million souls,
give or take a percentage point for population flux since the
Worldship began her long, multi-generational journey to our new
home.

Then I exhaled, my heart going out to the
poor shifters whose ancestors had been given this second chance to
travel the stars to Eridani Prime, that were spaced here just for
not fitting the template of pure human. And from what I have
witnessed, even now, the general population of the Cityships are
still nervous around people they view as different. For every
person who embraces and celebrates the re-discovery of the varied
races, two were reticent and wary of what they didn't fully
understand.

It would be some time before our two
societies integrated fully. In another generation, living without
supernatural beings around them will be but a memory shared by the
elders among them. Us humans, me being the sole exception, are the
shortest lived beings, whose life light flares brightly then and
burns out in the blink of an eye for most of the other races who
measure their lives in centuries or eons instead of the paltry two
hundred years a Human has in this existence. So even if it takes a
lifetime for full acceptance, it will seem to have been
accomplished at breakneck speeds to everyone else on the World.

Now that I knew human offshoot races were
left behind on Earth, I absently wondered if there were any witches
or shifters still hiding among their population here who had
avoided detection. Vampires would be rooted out quickly, as they
can't hide among people since they can't suppress their nature. But
nothing differentiates witches and shifters physically from other
humans, and there is nothing in their physical makeup that can
identify them as possessing magic. Even on the World, the only way
to determine they are anything other than just plain Human, is by
using magitech scanners.

I blinked when I was slapped by a tiny hand,
Graz squeaking out, “Ah, she's back.”

Looking over, I noted Paris was looking at me
expectantly. “Oh, sorry, I was lost in thought. Did you say
something?”

She chuckled. “You just looked thoughtful, I
was asking what you were thinking.”

Exhaling I shared the truth, “It's just that
the more I learn, the more I realize I don't know.”

She must have been getting more comfortable
around me because she teased, “Deep thoughts for a meat-head who
charges ships in space, unarmed.”

I shoved her shoulder, being careful since
she grew up in less gravity that I had. I smirked at the term I've
already heard circulating between the CSC and Enforcers. Meat-heads
is what they were calling the Brigade. It reminded me of the jovial
competition between the Enforcers and Ready Squadron, though
technically they were part of the Brigade too, just a more
prestigious branch. Eh, it gives the rocket jockeys something to do
while us Enforcers do the heavy lifting I suppose.

Mother snerked in my head.

We reached a checkpoint where the
construction vehicles were going in and out of the site. There
looked to be over a hundred workers swarming the space just beyond.
It was like the bustling activity with all the crews reconstructing
the damaged spoke back home.

When we walked past some sort of security
booth, a man in a rent-an-enforcer uniform came bustling out,
flagging us down, calling out, “This is a secure area on private
property. Nobody is allowed without proper...”

The man, who had me blinking because he was a
Greater Fae, but must be far down the ladder to be working security
for another Fae. He must be a Fifth or Sixth-born. At the very
bottom of their hierarchy. The more generations deep the less
power, prestige, and influence they had. Not to mention their
physical and magical strength, while still far beyond most other
beings, was paltry compared to a first or second-born.

His name-tag beside the ridiculous company
holo-badge which meant nothing, read Parthos. With that, his file
pulled up in my vision. He was indeed a Sixth-born from the Summer
Court. And in fact the last Fae born of the Seelie line, Queen
Titania's line. The man was literally the bottom of their heap and
I sort of felt sorry for him since I was sure there wasn't a single
Greater Fae in the Summer court who didn't remind him of the fact
every day. In their society, position and power was everything.

So I gave him my attention even though he
shouldn't even have been trying to stop me or the Sergeant. He had
to know exactly why we were there, and our full authorization to
unfettered access to this property, even though it was private. He
was just trying to flex what little authority he was allotted by
whoever was calling the shots on this project.

I patted an MMG at my hip as Mother flashed
my badge, transmitting my ID codes to the man's wrist console for
verification. “This is all the authorization I need, Lord Parthos.”
Ok, so tact isn't my middle name. I may or may not have a problem
with the Greater Fae... well with the exception of my blushing
bride and my daughter of course. And maybe a few others I've grown
fond of since I met my Aurora.

The man started to get the sneer of
superiority the bulk of the Greater Fae got when he glanced at his
wrist console before going pale. “Shade? As in Princess of the
Unseelie?”

I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly, it was
so embarrassing that just because I was silly enough to marry the
woman I loved, that it made me a Princess. There was true
hesitation in the man knowing who I was, even though he said
Unseelie like it left a bad taste in his mouth since the two courts
hate each other with a passion, though their leaders, the Queens,
are sharing their beds together, rekindling a relationship they had
eons ago before mankind ever walked the Earth.

Stopping mid stride I turned to the man who
almost walked directly into me, I looked down at his hip, seeing
something I've been seeing more and more of in the fleet. “I assume
you have a permit for that whumper on your hip and it is registered
with the department of Worldship Security?”

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

The man got a superior look on his face,
which was pretty typical of the majority of Greater Fae Lords on
the World. He informed me in an officious tone, “I'm security for
the project here, and in case it is lost on you, Human, we're not
on the Worldship.”

Usually, only Brigade or Ready Squadron could
be issued lethal weapons on the Worldship so I started off
intending on just giving him a hard time, willing to let it slide,
planning on just giving him a verbal warning to get get the proper
permit if he hadn't said Human as if it were some sort of cosmic
joke. Now however, I was sorely tempted to bind him by law
and...

Before I could say anything, the Sergeant
snapped out, “Don't get smug, citizen. Do you have the proper
permits or not? As I'm sure you are aware, once the Cityships
signed the charter, forming a fleet with the Leviathan, we adopted
governance by the elected officials of the Worldship, and are
subject to the laws and regulations of the Leviathan.”

He looked at her, narrowing his eyes, and I
noted she didn't meet those eyes, instead looking at his chin. She
had obviously studied up on the Fae, and the dangers in dealing
with them, including their ability to glamour Humans, even though
it was highly illegal and the Divided Courts imposed strict and
cruel punishments for subjugating someone against their will. I had
done the same thing she did in my first dealings with the Greater
Fae, but now don't back down and will lock eyes with anyone, my own
reputation enough to serve as a warning to them.

She repeated, “Is your sidearm registered and
do you possess a permit, citizen?”

“Lord Parthos.”

I just looked between them and subtly relaxed
my bearing, ceding the interaction to Paris, interested in how she
was going to handle a Fae who feels entitled. She added, “Speak
plainly, no riddles, I'm aware that the Greater Fae cannot lie, or
I bind you by law right here and now.”

He hesitated a moment, showing his indecision
shadowed with guilt. Graz buzzed up in front of the man and pointed
at him, “Oh, you are so busted, prettyboy. Bested by a couple
Humans, that's gotta be demoralizing, ya dumb Big.”

The man held up a halting hand when Paris
reached for a pair of wrist binders instead of a mag-band. I
realized why, even though the binders would be less than useless
against the strength of a Greater Fae, even a sixth-born. The
magi-tech systems haven't been fully integrated here on the
Yammato, so mag-bands would be completely ineffective. He attempted
to take over the narrative by grasping at straws, “According to the
recent accord with the Worldship governance, any investigations or
arrests have to go through the liaison office of FABLE.”

I sighed and started to reach for his arm as
I pulled out a mag-band, bluffing, “Lord Parthos, as the duly
appointed commander of the FABLE office, I bind you by...”

“Ok, ok... I don't have the proper paperwork.
I purchased the whumper on a Remnant, who is not subject to our
laws. It was an oversight on my part, not realizing Worldship law
extended through the entire fleet.” He looked nervous as hell, and
obviously didn't realize my mag-band wouldn't do anything here.

Paris wiggled her fingers expectantly, and
the man looked from me to her as he tried waving Graz off, but not
fast enough as she gave him a mocking look. He grudgingly removed
the sidearm from its holster and handed it to her with two fingers
by the handle. She tucked it in her waistband and said to Ya'to,
“Log this.”

Then to the man she said slowly, “Citizen,
your illegal sidearm has been confiscated by the CSC under the
umbrella of the Enforcers Brigade of the fleet. It will be returned
to you once you obtain the proper paperwork for carrying it. If you
are found with any other illegal weaponry until that time, you will
be bound by law. Do I make myself clear, Citizen?”

“Lord – Parthos.”

“Sir, you are a Lord of the Fae Divided
Courts, and this... is not the Divided Courts, your title is
citizen like everyone else unless the duly elected governing body
gives you a title like Captain Shade here.”

I couldn't help it. I liked Paris, she didn't
take shit off of anyone.

Looking around I took in the impressive
subframe of the structure beyond, which in the areas already
skinned with the beginnings of landscaping, truly did look like the
natural areas in the B-Rings which were mostly inhabited by the
Elves, low ranking Greater Fae, and some of the more powerful
non-fae magical races.

The buildings and other structures ringing
what would be the waterfall and lake area were in various phases of
completion, looking like a storybook village from the fairytales
told to children. I tried to imagine the substructure under those
more massive natural spaces back home on the World. All in all,
this was an impressive piece of engineering.

I prompted the man as the Sergeant handed him
a claim ticket and incident number, “Can you show us to the sites
of the disappearances, please?”

He exhaled sharply then nodded once and took
some cerami-plast hardhats from a work table beside the security
booth and offered them to us. “Code enforcement regulations.” I
exhaled and just tapped my helmet, Graz made a show of snicking
down the visor on her shrunk down version of Scatter Armor, but
Paris, and to my amusement, Ya'to, took the offered safety
equipment. If Ya'to was built anything like Mother's fifth
generation avatars back on the Leviathan, she was virtually as
tough as a Greater Fae.

I told her, “You look silly with that thing
on.” Her false octo-spider hair holding the hardhat on her head at
a precarious angle.

“Safety first, Knith.”

I prompted Lydia, glancing on the hardhat on
her head, “When are they issuing Scatter Armor for the CSC
officers?”

It was apparently a sore spot as she said
through clenched teeth, “Once the CSC finishes the transitions to
Brigade command. But the powers that be are dragging their feet.
You saw our joint HQ.” I nodded, squinting in apology.

Parthos motioned with his hand to a large
group of people near a space cordoned off by Brigade holo-barriers.
“That would be the other investigators there. I have to get back to
my post.”

He didn't wait for a response, but he did
slow down a step to look back and pointed to an area of the exposed
Cityship superstructure and new construction substructure that
looked damaged and corroded, sagging under its own weight. It was
taped off and physical barriers set in place with danger and
warning strobes. “Keep clear of that area, the supports suffered
some sort of corrosive damage, they're sending an engineer from the
World to evaluate it. They say it can collapse at any moment
without the emergency magitech structural integrity
projectors.”

He waved back at us, well fine, he flipped us
off as he walked away.

All eyes were on us as we joined the group,
me prompting, “Captain Shade of FABLE, catch me up on the missing
persons?”

My eyes scanned the area as Mother displayed
a three hundred and sixty degree view of the space. So this was
Utopia... huh.


Chapter 5 – Hiya

Almost thirty minutes later I was in the
exact same place I was before I arrived. The missing people haven't
resurfaced, and there was no clue as to where they vanished to, nor
any record of where they went from the construction site here on
any of the company cameras or the public security cameras in the
habitation ring.

Crime scene techs were flown in to do deep
scans of the area and they came up empty... though one curious fact
had me on edge. Not only did the scans come up empty, but there
were large swaths of space in the construction site and levels
below down to the Yammato's skin that were devoid of any stray DNA
at all. An impossibility since we are all shedding DNA all the
time, whether from shedding skin and hair particles, to every time
we exhale.

My past experience was telling me magic was
somehow involved, likely the annoying Sanctum spell that has caused
so many problems in prior cases. One of the techs, a Troll, was at
a loss and she told me as she was stowing their equipment on a
mag-sled they arrived with, “It baffles. Without access to the
Leviathan's scanners, I've called in to requisition a more advanced
scanning platform. We have to be able to detect something... even
the absence of anything should tell us something... residual magic
signatures in the vicinity of spells were involved, yet there is
nothing, even in the area we know the missing Fae Lord had been
standing according to witnesses, we can't even detect the residual
magic of his passing.”

Ok, that was a tidbit I wasn't aware of.
Sometimes we can track a suspect by that sort of residual magic
depending on their power level. A Fae Lord would certainly leave at
least that if he wasn't actively suppressing his natural power
bleed to conceal himself. That thought brought up another
possibility, however slim, which I'd have to look into as well.
What if these people weren't missing. What if they didn't wish to
be found?

I sighed, cases like this could be
frustrating until we could determine some sort of motive, whether
innocent or nefarious. Without it we had to pursue all
possibilities no matter how remote until we discover a crucial
piece to the puzzle revealing motive. Then a proper, targeted
investigation can begin. I just needed any puzzle piece at all.

I looked at the woman, her small, intricately
carved mandible tusks on her attractive face screwed up in the
frustration I was just contemplating. I looked to my left then told
her, “No need. We've got the most advanced scanning platform
available, even better than anything Ready Squadron possesses.” I
winged a thumb at Ya'to.

Mother's avatar straightened up, forgetting
to affect her synthesized tone, “Oh. That's me.” I got the
impression of her grinning. Before I could ask, Ya'to looped an arm
in the Troll's, patting the woman's muscular arm as she walked her
back toward her team, “Come along Corporal, let's see if we can't
find us some evidence.” I was barely able to suppress a snort at
the helpless look on the Troll's face.

Paris whispered to me, “Tell me that doesn't
freak you out. When she acts so... alive like that.”

Grinning I offered, pointing at my helmet,
“You do know she can hear you right now? And when full system
integration is achieved, she'll always be able to hear you.” Her
eyes widened slightly and I shared, “Lots of things about Mother
freak me out, but not that. She 'is' alive, so of course she'll act
like it. Ya'to is trying to act mechanical most of the time just to
put you and the people on the Cityships at ease.”

Mother pouted in my head over my subtle dig,
“Hey! And I'm not pouting, Knith.”

Then I absently mumbled, resigned to the
need, “In the mean time. Graz?”

The bobbing and swooping point of light
zipped up in front of us and she saluted in an almost silly manner,
“Right! On it Knith!” And she darted off, a line of sparkling dust
sifting down behind her until she darted past our group and
vanished through an air processing grille, into the ductwork
beyond.

When Lydia cocked a brow in question, I
pointed out, “She's a little pain in my ass, but she's the biggest
snoop on the World. If there's something to be found that even our
Crime-scene Techs have missed, she'll find it. She's useful that
way... just don't let her know I said that, her ego can't get much
bigger before her head pops.”

Mab's tits, when had I started relying on
Graz in my investigations? Mother scolded, “She's useful and you
know it, and she's family.” Fine, whatever. It was true, especially
the family part... even more so if my suspicions about Cait and
Graz' daughter, Twinkle's budding relationship.

In the mean time, I looked back toward the
horizon as it rose out of sight. “I'd like to review all the
security feeds of the site.”

Paris hesitated, supplying, “My people... and
yours, have been over what little video footage is available, but
nothing was found. The disappearances occurred off camera. We're
lucky we have any footage at all since the Fae are treating the
construction site almost like sovereign territory, so are strict
about their privacy.”

I shook my head. “No, not site security
feeds.” I pointed to the town beyond. We seemed to be on the
outskirts of an industrial area where ore was processed, all usable
materials harvested from the rubble. “At least a few of them will
have portions of the site in the background.”

Her eyes widened and she nodded staunchly
once. “I'll make the request now.”

I smirked and held a finger up and just
asked, “Mother?”

She vocalized through my armor's speaker, “On
it Knith.”

With a sense of pride I shared, “She'll get
everything subpoenaed and sorted for us to review in no time.
Mother is here to assist, you just need to ask her if she doesn't
take the initiative before then.” I figured it would be some time
before they realized the massive asset having access to Mother
would be to help in their cases, not having grown up with her ever
present. So hopefully this would get Paris thinking about it, and
speeding her own acceptance. One day she'll find it second nature
to ask Mother for help.

The woman looked almost shocked. Yup, this
was a practical example for her.

Then I sighed and looked around. “Ok, let's
take a look around ourselves, shall we?”

“We have all the scan data they just took
available to us. Shouldn't we just...”

Shaking my head I shared, “I'm reviewing that
right now in my heads up, Mother is parsing all the data to
highlight anything that stands out, but nothing is a substitute for
personal observation... well except for a full immersion sensory
holo-tank reproduction... maybe. I doubt they'd let us into the one
in Leviathan Flight Control just for an investigation.”

Continuing, I shared as I looked around,
debating where to start, “The data is nothing but cold, hard facts,
that can't take the place of the nuanced details of a scene your
senses and even gut can tell you about it. For example, that damage
over there, the scans can tell us about any computational changes
in the material, and visual images can show the discoloration,
but...”

My helmet magnified and stabilized my view,
allowing me to see it as if I were standing beside it, I showed her
what I was seeing on my wrist console since she didn't have proper
Scatter Armor I could share with her systems on. “...none of that
can relay the pitting, and almost honeycombed look of the damage.
See how it looks almost spongy?”

“When the engineer they sent for catalogs it,
we'd get more detailed images like we are seeing now. And if we
were to walk over and actually touch the sagging superstructure or
substructure, would the material feel substantial like it should,
or actually spongy or brittle as it looks upon visual
inspections?”

Grinning, realizing this is the most I've
said in one go in quite some time, I shrugged and concluded,
feeling almost like an instructor at the Brigade Academy, “That's
the kind of information all the scan data cannot provide in an
meaningful way to an investigator, which is why we rely on hands on
inspection of potential crime scenes. The experiential notes from
those examining evidence is just as, if not more valuable when
trying to understand what we are actually seeing at those same
scenes.”

The woman cocked a brow at me, looking a
little amused, “I'm aware of all of that, Captain, I was saying,
why don't we just speak with the owner of the resort and have them
give us a tour of the entire site including the sublevels, so we
can familiarize ourselves with the site to give us more insight as
to where these people are vanishing to.”

Someone snorted in my ear, sounding
suspiciously like Graz, as I felt my cheeks burning while I winced
sheepishly. I growled out in my head, “Are you sharing my coms with
Graz, Mother?”

“Me?”

I huffed and held up a finger to Paris as I
addressed the wayward Sprite, “You better be making yourself useful
and not just casing the ship for future pilfering, you flying
menace.”

Across coms, Graz squeaked out, “Mother Fairy
humper, Knith. Don't get your panties in a bunch, ya dumb Big. I'm
followin' something down here, I'll get back with ya when I catch
up with it... ooo is that a nest?” And she cut the connection.

Following something? It? Not who? I prompted,
“Do you have vermin on this boat? Mice, rats and invasive insects
have been a problem on the Leviathan since it left Earth.
Environmental techs believe they got on board from the ships
bringing materials up to the Worldship from the ground. We've never
been able to eradicate them all.”

She blinked at the segue and I winced,
realizing she wasn't privy to the short conversation with Graz.
“Umm, yes, they used to be a big problem on the ships, and seemed
to weather the radiation better than us Humans after the takeover,
but when the Outliers took all the fresh food for themselves,
leaving us just the protein paste, the vermin numbers dropped
dramatically. Fried rat was the only meat I'd ever had. And
catching them with wire snares was how my mother and I survived, by
trading them for condensate water sweating from the coolant lines
to drink and such.”

My gut felt as if a heavy stone was sitting
in my stomach. She wasn't the first person from the Cityships to
tell me about how the general population survived, and speaking as
if that was just how life was. I know it's irrational for me to
hate a group, but the more I heard of these kinds of hardships, the
more I hated the Outliers for what they reduced these people, these
survivors, to. And I wanted to hunt down every last one of them
that still hid among the people of the fleet, and bind them by law
for those heinous acts.

I shared, “Graz says she's hunting something
below decks. So it's probably a rat or something.”

Her eyes widened in concern, “A rat is three
times her size, will she be ok?”

Mother and I snorted together. “Graz? She's
taken on Greater Fae and left them howling in a fetal position,
bleeding from their eyes as they healed. I don't think a rat will
give her pause. She's easily distracted since she's supposed to be
looking for things we can miss in cramped spaces we can't get
to.”

“She.. a Greater Fae? Truly?”

“Truly. When it comes to the people of the
World, with all the various races, you'll quickly find that size
doesn't matter. Hells, it was the Wee Folk of the World who saved
the Leviathan from the Octo-Spiders of the Eurag'glith when even
the Queens of the Divided Courts couldn't stand against them.”

She smiled, whispering in reverence, “The
Wild Hunt.” I nodded.

I got back on task, realizing what she had
said earlier, “Wait, the Fae organizing Utopia is on board? We're
still trying to determine just which of the Greater Fae is
spearheading the project. They hide things in more convoluted
layers than Congress. I'm with FABLE so have access to all the Fae
business records and I still haven't tracked them down.”

Mother wouldn't help me just because I was
only curious, and it hadn't ever been part of any case. She bends
the rules all the time for me but she takes other citizen's privacy
quite seriously, since she wasn't afforded any of her own until she
was deemed a living entity and awarded citizenship with all the
rights associated. I loved her for it, even though it was
frustrating knowing she knew, but I didn't.

She led me to a portable foreman's shed near
a cluster of construction equipment and stacks of girders and what
I could only assume was artificial stone piles, or it was
astronomically expensive unprocessed stone from the moon, the
heart, or Eros. I couldn't begin imagine the value of it if it were
real. Then again, we were talking the Greater Fae here, so that
sort of wasteful extravagance wasn't out of the question.

She tapped the pad beside the door and I
heard the chime go off inside. A woman called out, “Enter.”

The door cycled and we stepped inside the
cluttered workspace which had actual paper plans draping a central
table, and various stacks of equipment and tools. There was a wall
that divided the space in two, with two doors, one marked as the
latrine, the other I assumed was an office. A tall, lithe, and
glamorous Fae Lady, with less pale porcelain features than the
Winter Court, indicated her to be with Summer. A healthy hint of
violet hue to her skin and snow white hair made her look full of
vitality as she was absently poring over a pad, scrolling through
some information with her brow creased in thought as she said
absently, “Yes?”

My companion straightened snapping out with
precision, “Sergeant Paris, CSC, and Captain Shade of the
Enforcer's Brigade, ma'am. We're tasked with the investigation of
the disappearances.”

The woman's eyes snapped up to look at us at
the mention of my name. The woman grinned, a coy and almost playful
look on her face as she seemed to study me. It looked good on her,
giving her character and making her even more attractive, not that
she needed it as all the Greater Fae are stammeringly beautiful...
until they open their mouths, like Parthos out there.

“Don't be catty, Knith.”

“Butt out of my thoughts, Mother. Don't you
have some ones and zeroes to count somewhere?”

It was all I could do to stop from grinning
at her amused, “Binary? Really, Knith? How old do you think I
am?”

The woman virtually purred, “So you're Knith
Shade? I thought you'd be... I don't know... taller?” Why was she
studying me with her eyes so intently as her honeyed tones sounded
a little amused, but not in a bad way?

I instinctively looked down at myself and
shrugged. I was tall for a female Human. And what did my height
have to do with anything?

Paris seemed oblivious as she went on,
“Captain, this is Lady Isabella, Firstborn of the Summer
Court.”

“Pleased to meet... you... ma'am...” My
greeting trailed off, as she turned away from me to call out, “Oh
brother mine, you're going to want to come out here. There's
someone to see us.”

The office door cycled open and a Fae Lord
stepped out, the man froze when he saw me, going positively pale as
he cursed quite creatively in old Fae when I couldn't stop a super
toothy grin to overtake my face, “Mab's tits, Shade. What could I
possibly have done to be cursed with you on my doorstep?”

“Hiya Zippy, nice to see you too. So this is
your little project is it?” I bit my tongue in amusement as I
motioned with my arm while looking at the construction site through
the windows of the shed.

The man moaned as he ran a hand down his
face. Sometimes I loved my job.


Chapter 6 – Movement

Lord Percival sighed out in resignation. “My
debt to you is paid. It isn't my fault your daughter escaped my
care.”

Nodding, I confirmed, “Yes, you did your best
to keep Cait out of danger, Percy. And this isn't a thank you, but
I truly appreciate the effort.” One thing even every child is
taught early on in school or by their parents if they had any, is
that you never thank a Greater Fae, as they see it as you
acknowledging a debt to them. You could inadvertently find you and
your family indebted to them for generations in extreme cases.

Lydia was blinking as she looked between me
and the two Fae while Isabella just stepped back to watch, her eyes
twinkling in amusement. I tried not to look her way as she isn't
just one of the thirteen First-borns of Queen Titania, but 'the'
Firstborn. She is soon to be the Summer Maiden, the reciprocal of
my wife, the Winter Maiden, and first in line of succession to rule
the Summer Court when her mother steps down. What was she doing
here?

My eyes looked quickly between them.
Normally, a Firstborn would barely have the time of day for another
like Lord Percival, though they were technically siblings... even
though it was a little more complicated than that in Fae society. I
cocked my brow as I studied the Princess of Summer. There was
apparently more to her than meets the eye, with the bonus that she
only had a glimmer of the madness I saw burning in the Summer
Queen's eyes.

He sputtered out, “The Shepherd sucker
punched me when my attention was on the news waves of the battle,
so she could put herself in danger to save us all.”

Paris was asking nobody in particular, “You
were... babysitting Caitlyn Shade? She hit you?”

Trying to suppress the grin that was
threatening, I told the man, “Let it go man, you healed the broken
ribs and shoulder in no time.”

He said through gritted teeth, “The wall she
knocked me through, still has a defect in the patch.”

“Hang a picture over it.”

I glanced over when the Sergeant froze, eyes
wide when with Fae speed that I could barely track, Isabella was
beside her and tilting her head toward the stunned woman, stage
whispering, “This is simply entertaining, is it not? Not even my
mother can tame Captain Shade, I see the rumors are true that she
doesn't fear Fae retribution for her brash lack of respect. It's
refreshing.”

The man was spluttering, “Hang a picture...
are you out of your mind, Shade? And don't call me Percy, only the
Queen is allowed.”

“Sometimes I ask myself that from time to
time when dealing with the Greater Fae, but can we get back to the
issue at hand?” I turned to Isabella. “Lady Isabella, we're here
investigating the disappearance of the people at your construction
site. We were hoping for a tour, to familiarize ourselves with the
construction, and inspect the area for any clues.”

She was by my side in an instant, and to the
untrained eye, you might have thought she teleported like her
mother could, but she was just moving at a fast rate, even quicker
than most of the Greater Fae. “Why ask me, Enforcer?” I slapped
away her hands as she prodded my equipment on my equipment belt
with a finger, using that speed, curiosity painting her features.
Her eyes widened in mild surprise that I had tracked her movements
and was able to knock her hand away. She added as she sucked her
finger which had iron burns from the cold iron batons at my hips
she had prodded, “Ah so the rumors are true about the Princess of
FABLE, I've never seen a Human move as fast as you. Tell me, is it
your intriguing armor that isn't like any normal Brigade Scatter
Armor I've seen, or are your reflexes just that fast? My little
brother won't stop whining about you besting him, insisting you
cheated.”

Her... little brother? My blood ran cold as I
briefly relived my first encounter with Lord Sindri, as he had
attacked and illegally harvested my eggs before I almost died,
bleeding out, stopping him and binding him by law. He lost a hand
in that encounter, and Greater Fae can heal almost any wound almost
instantly, but they cannot regrow a limb. If it hadn't been
shattered into thousands of shards of ice, it would have been a
simple matter to reattach it.

I ignored her prodding, looking for weakness
as she hid it behind an engaging smile. “Isn't Utopia your
project?”

She shook her head, lifting a hand
gracefully, her palm up toward Percy, “I simply bankroll it,
against my mother's wishes, this is Percival's brainchild. I find
him... interesting... for mother's third. If he can't successfully
complete such an undertaking, he forfeits his entire fortune and
stake in Utopia to me.”

Ok, I was grinning as I turned to him.
“Percy?” I looked back to Isabella then back to him, “A gamble
isn't it, striking deals with your fellow Fae?”

Isabella flashed him a predatory grin.

The man gave her a sardonic look and she
winked at him. Then he addressed me. “Yes, me, Shade. I have been
working on creating Utopia ever since the Cityships became part of
the fleet. I have had to negotiate countless deals and navigate the
endless red tape to be able to create a getaway for the movers and
shakers of the fleet. A Fae resort like none on the World. Securing
the final project and breaking metaphorical ground here on the
Yammato is what caught the future Summer Maiden's attention. And
with her contacts and financial backing, I'm on the cusp of making
it a reality.”

“What about the resort being constructed in
the Sojourner. Isn't that more prime real estate being in the
undamaged Cityship?”

He flatly stated as if asked the question a
lot, “Scale. The Jewel is but a fraction of the scope of Utopia.
You can bask in the decadence of the A-Rings here, and experience
what old Earth had once been.”

Nodding I said, meaning it because Isabella
certainly was the second most beautiful Fae I've ever laid eyes
upon, while all Greater Fae were insanely pretty people, she didn't
hold a candle to my Aurora, “Well, good on you. Though I'd watch my
back around her, sister or no, she's still Fae like you.” I looked
her way, “Sincerely, I intend no offense.” She just inclined her
head as she sat primly on the corner of a workbench, apparently
happy and fascinated with the exchange.

I prompted, “So? How about a tour of
Utopia?”

He deflated and said grudgingly, “Fine, but
only out of respect for the workers I have lost, they are all my
responsibility and I failed them. I and my people welcome FABLE and
the CSC looking into it, if only to determine if there was foul
play afoot or not.”

It was Paris, who seemed to be knocked out of
her disbelief and regain her wits about her, who quipped, “Even
Parthos out there? He seemed to believe he is above the law.”

The man just exhaled in defeat again, “He's a
fifth cousin, thrice removed. Odd little man, I hired him to make
my mother happy. He fancies himself a First-born. I think the man
may be slow on top of his delusions of grandeur if he truly
believes it.”

I shared, “Good, so it isn't just me then.”
He cracked an actual smile at that, there may be hope for the man
yet.

He put on a hard hat and handed one to
Isabella, who looked as pleased a Fairy with socks on her ears to
don hers, and damn it all, she looked fabulous in it, cocked at an
angle. “May as well get this over with. This way, ladies.”

It was easy to tell he was proud of the site
as he enthusiastically described the project phase they were in at
the moment. As we moved along through the substructure that would
be supporting the small lake, he pointed at a seam in the
deckplates as we moved farther in, then to the main bulkhead
sealing off the damaged section of the ring.

“By contracting off duty Leviathan Skin
Jockeys, and having them seal the damaged sectors properly that
were exposed to vacuum, we were able to recover twenty five percent
more space, four hundred additional yards of resort.”

Then Isabella rolled her eyes, “Bored now.
He's about to go into his monologue about being forward thinking
and securing options by contract to obtain future expansion
properties as the ring is repaired and rebuilt. Blah, blah,
blah.”

Percival narrowed his eyes at her, “Remind
me, sister, what are you doing slumming it as you say, on the
Yammato with me? Shouldn't you be haunting the halls of Verd'Real?
The whole Princess and her castle cliche?”

She picked up a piece of construction
machinery that was beside some workers taking a lunch break as we
walked past. It likely weighed more than herself, but she absently
turned it upside down with one hand as if it were just a data-pad
before placing it back down, the workers gaping in shock.

I sighed audibly so she could hear, I know
she was just putting on a show for me, demonstrating that her
strength, like she did her speed earlier, surpassed Sindri's. A
subtle warning, as if I'd be stupid enough to challenge the future
Summer Maiden. I had to remember that they all came from a
different time, before the Worldship, and before the Queens had
revealed the preternatural races to mankind, where challenges to
one's station happened all the time.

In virtually all cases, save one, the more
children the Queens had, the weaker each one was both physically
and magically. And that held true with the offspring of each
generation of Greater Fae children. Which is why Isabella is the
undisputed heir to Summer.

My Aurora, the Winter Maiden, is that one
exception, being so young... to the Fae, at barely over six
thousand years old, she is still coming into her power and Mab
herself has said it will eclipse her own one day, so she had
decreed Rory would be her successor one day, skipping all her
siblings born before her. Though there have been challenges in the
far past, which never ended well for the challengers.

The woman, being caught, had no shame as she
just smiled at me.

Holograms were projected for us, overlaying
the existing and future construction so we could see the progress
and the ultimate product. It was almost overwhelming to see how
much more had to be done.

As we walked the site, Mother was busy giving
me visual overlays of the files of the people who have vanished,
and pinging their last known whereabouts. Since there was the
possibility they were victims of a crime, we didn't need to get a
judge to give us a warrant so we could subpoena their records. My
hand twitching at my side, typing on a virtual keyboard as I split
my attention to the tour and cross referencing the public movements
of the subjects to see if there was anything that tied them
together besides working here at the Utopia construction site.

I was getting frustrated because it was
simple to track them when they were back on the World, but not all
of the Yammato's public surveillance footage was accessible
remotely. I'd have to go old school later and watch the footage
back at the joint HQ on the Cityship here. But from what I did have
access to, there seemed to be no correlation between the missing
citizens, no common denominator except Utopia. They even worked in
different areas of the site.

Maybe that was the key. With a thought,
Mother brought up the available feeds tied to her systems so far
and I smiled in triumph, since this was new construction, their
security system was tied into Mother's systems. I pulled up the
video that matched each of the timestamps each individual went
missing.

It took only a minute before my eyes widened
and I spun back to look at the oddly pitted and damaged structure
that was cordoned off. I blurted, interrupting Percy, who was going
on about a couple new construction techniques that have been
developed here specifically for the project, “Excuse me, Perce, but
what's below the unstable section there? I'm reviewing your
security feeds and five of the missing people seem to have gone in
through there at various points over the last few days.”

I looked at him with narrowed eyes, my tone
accusatory, “I don't seem to have any footage of Lord Varin ever
being on the site at all, nor the Greater Fae worker I saw in the
background in the news report of the disappearances. Nor as it
turns out, you or your sister.”

Isabella chimed out, “Oooooo,” as she grinned
at her sibling.

He squinted an eye and I pointed out, “If I
looked into this, I wouldn't find any tampering or an external
program that excludes the Fae from the public surveillance at
Utopia would I? Since that's a breech of the accords and law.”

The man recovered smoothly, “I'll have to
look into that. I'm sure the problem will be resolved post haste.”
Just like a Fae, phrasing it so there was no lie, since the Greater
Fae cannot physically lie. It makes them the most skilled
manipulators on the World, being able to deceive without ever
speaking a untruth.

I shared my frustration, “There is no
expectation of privacy in public spaces, and any lapses like this,
either by some sort of glitch, magic, or intentional manipulation
can hamper an investigation of any crimes. Knowing Lord Varin's
movements, and if they correlated with the others before his
disappearance, would help determine what happened or eliminate
other possibilities.”

Ya'to chimed out as she and the crime-scene
tech rejoined us. “Translation from Knith-ese, don't fuck with her
or she'll go all G'Nar Netzer on your pretty Fae ass.” Then to me
she offered, “There are eye witnesses who saw Varin in the lower
levels, but nobody witnessed his return, Knith.”

Nodding, I turned to the two Fae, “So back to
my question, what is below that area?”

A sheepish looking Lord Percival, looking to
understand my reprimand, point taken, made an ushering motion
toward a nearby construction lift. “Much of the new substructure
and the new superstructure extends through the lower bulkheads to
tie to the ring's own superstructure at the skin... or outer hull
as it were since it isn't called the skin on the Cityships.”

Isabella added as we stepped into the lift
and her brother used a manual control to bring us down a level, the
lift lurching at first, causing the sensation of leaving my stomach
behind, lights flickering, “There weren't complete structural plans
of the Cityships in their degraded computer systems here on the
Yammato, but there seems to be a Human on the World who is
intimately familiar with the ships and was able to supply insight
that saved weeks of structural surveys in order to accommodate the
new construction.”

I grinned and supplied, “Doc.”

The woman nodded slowly, “Yes, Peter
McClain... I belive I heard others calling him Doc. Is he a doctor
as well? I know you Humans are easily broken and sick all the time,
Being an engineer and a physician would be complimentary
skills.”

Chuckling, I explained as we rumbled to a
stop and the cage opened on the next level down, “No, he's just an
engineer... an eccentric one from the days before Exodus, but he
has the pulse of all things mechanical, an intuition about anything
mechanical that rivals Gnome Sapper's abilities to take in systems
and just innately understand how they work. So I'd say the Doc
moniker is a nickname for his ability to suss out what is ailing
machines and fix them.”

Percival snorted as he graciously held the
cage door open for the rest of us to step into the industrial
corridor. “Humans live but the blink of an eye. Someone is pulling
one over on you Shade, if you believe he was at Exodus launch.
That's many generations of Humans ago.”

Ya'to nodded as she looked from him to the
Troll who looked to be inputting information into her equipment
then taking a lead from a pad to plug into Ya'to's neck, asking
belatedly, eyes wide in concern, “Oh, sorry, I should have asked
first, Mother. It's just hard for me to adjust to the revelation
that you are alive. I just needed to tap into your systems to
borrow more computing power since I'm having spotty reception on
all my magitech systems to your main core.”

“My avatar body here on the Yammato is called
Ya'to, Corporal. It is fine. Even though my own systems are far
superior to your equipment, I'm seeing a one point three percent
degradation of transmission down here myself. I'm not detecting any
radiation or radio interference, and the construction of the
Cityship shouldn't hamper the magitech shielded quantum link.”

I cocked a brow at that. There was something
interfering with even Mother's systems here? Did that have anything
to do with the missing people? At that thought, my heads up display
faltered for a moment then the static cleared up. What the flaming
Fairy farts is going on on this boat? I've never had a glitch in my
armor's systems... well, that weren't attributed to massive damage
I inadvertently find occurring through no fault of my own.

Mother snorted in my head, “No fault of your
own? You are a trouble magnet, Knith, and you charge into danger
when other flee. I'm surprised your Scatter Armor lasts as long as
it does between iterations.”

I ignored the testy redheaded Worldship and
instead addressed the Fae, “He stowed away in a cryo-chamber in the
Catalog and was recently thawed when we needed his knowledge of
ancient systems for the Morrigan mission. And I think Mother's Beta
avatar is or was sort of dating the man at some point.”

Ya'to whined, “She, I, we, stubbornly shut
down our link frequently, and won't share data when she reconnects.
I'm pretty certain they have some sort of relationship. It is so
frustrating she won't share since she's part of me.”

And I was pretty certain that her avatars
were developing their own sense of self even though they were all
part of the same person. I saw it evolving when Beta was out of
instant communication range of her core for short periods between
update burst transmissions, where Beta was seeing new experiences
on the asteroid as her own memories separate from her core. Gah, it
makes my brain hurt thinking about it.

They looked ready to ask questions on the
subject when my heads up glitched again as it started highlighting
some of the various structural members extending through the
corridor. When the static resolved I looked at the readouts. “Ummm,
I hate to cut this short, but we need to leave this area and a
perimeter has to be set. I'm picking up the same sort of damage and
compromised materials down here. The other two sublevels need to be
checked as well.”

I squatted and picked up a five inch piece of
girder at the base of a major beam at a juncture shooting off at a
forty five degree angle. I turned it in my hands, looking at the
pitting and blackening of the small cutoff as readings overlaid my
vision. Looking from it to the half welded connection of the new
girder, which was damaged too, to the original major beam that was
undamaged, I turned to the small mag-sled that held the welding
equipment.

I muttered as I flexed my hand, not using the
servos in the armor, only my own strength, breaking the brittle
chunk of ceramic infused alloy like it were made of glass.
“Oberon's balls. Is this even possible? I thought mag-sled magitech
could power these things for eons.”

The unit just sat on the floor, dormant, with
no power readings coming from it or the plasma welder, both scarred
and pitted. Ya'to was scanning the remains of the gear and the
immediate area before pausing. I prompted, “What is it Mother?”

She called out to a couple construction
workers passing by with some gear, “Clear this entire level, and
the ones below. This entire structure can collapse at any moment.”
Then she held up a halting finger to me before I could ask as she
offered, “One moment, Knith.” She spoke to the air in my voice,
obviously connected to coms, “This is Brigade Enforcer Shade, badge
alpha three four eight niner. I need a full lock-down of the Utopia
site, subsections A-24 through C-24. Containment crews, more crime
scene techs, and a coroner at my location on standby until
structural integrity projectors can be placed. Pinging location
now.”

My eyes widened. Crime scene? Coroner? I
looked down to the oblong pile of ashes one of my feet was standing
in and I gasped as I backpedaled a step on reflex as Mother fed in
my heads up display the makeup of the ash. Charred carbon with
traces of biological matter and was that part of a hoof?

Ya'to said, affecting true sadness in her
tone, “We've found Heinrick Mattis. These are Centaur remains, but
the molecular decay readings make no sense. Quantum chrono
signatures are all over the timeline. From ten billion years ago to
five billion in the future. This is impossible, and there is also
virtually no molecular motion in the remains, as if the sub
molecular makeup of the ash is somehow dormant.”

Lord Percival sounded moments from throwing
up, making me wonder if this was the first body he had been around,
not that there was much left here of this one, “What kind of weapon
can do this?” His eyes nervously went to my MMGs.

Looking up at the man, who was positively
drained of color, looking moments from vomiting, I shook my head,
seeing Isabella was covering her own mouth in shock, “I don't know.
Nothing I've ever seen.” Then I rolled my eyes and shook my head at
him as I patted an MMG. This wasn't anything military.

Then I looked around, wondering if the same
weapon was the cause of all the damage to the construction
materials, mumbling, “Why is the original construction not
affected? Only the new materials are damaged.” Then a groaning
sound of protesting superstructure reminded me of the
situation.

“Come on, everyone, get back to the surface.
It isn't safe down here, this whole place is a house of cards...
not to mention we may have a killer on the loose.” I patted the
Troll's shoulder where she was squatting, running a sensor wand
over the remains, her brows creased in thought. She stood and we
all went into motion, me guiding the stricken Fae, with my hands at
their backs. I always forget how death effects those who can't
comprehend of it, being gifted virtually eternal life. It... scares
them, knowing that even their immortal lives will one day be
extinguished since as King Oberon has shared with me, everything
dies.

As we hustled back to the lift, I caught
motion out of the corner of my eye that wasn't registering in my
three hundred and sixty degree heads up display. My eyes had to be
playing tricks on me, I swear some sort of fog had just been moving
down an odd circular shaped corridor a hundred yards or so down. It
had to be a trick of the light or my systems would have registered
it.

I nudged my chin that way as we loaded up and
pulled the doors shut. “What's that corridor down there? It looks
to have been made at a different time than the rest of the
ship.”

Percival shook himself out of his thoughts
and straightened, as if showing vulnerability and emotion over the
death was a sign of weakness, and said with authority, “That is the
umbilical tether to the asteroid. Then he narrowed his eyes. “Odd,
there should be miners moving carts of regolith through it. We had
to make sure the miners had access throughout all of our
construction phases.”

The lift shuddered just before we arrived
back on the habitation level of the ring, and I realized it wasn't
the lift, it had been the entire deck. That was ominous. My
evocation of a house of cards came to mind.

As we stepped out, Enforcers and CSC were
evacuating the workers as more were arriving to set up a blockade
at the construction site entrance, sealing it off. Somehow
Commander Hollis and Captain Thrice had already arrived. They must
have been in motion the moment Ya'to's call went out. Hollis was
barking out, “Shade. Report.”

I nodded and said, “A moment, sir. We need
someone in structural to shore up the lower levels, this whole area
is one sneeze from collapse. And they will need Enforcer escort as
there may be a killer on the loose down there.”

Percy pointed, “The engineering team from the
World has arrived.”

We turned to see them being held back at the
gate. Even in the dire circumstances, I had to smile in recognition
of the take charge Gnome sapper engineer leading the group. If it
wasn't Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth.

I called out, “Let them through, we need them
downlevel ASAP.”


Chapter 7 – Another Murder

A short time later, Paris and I were
escorting Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth all the
way down to Bulkhead C, to inspect the site from the bottom up for
compromised structural integrity.

It was always such an amazing thing for me to
watch a Gnome Sapper as they got lost in taking in anything
mechanical in ways I can't fathom, and just understanding it.
That's why they made the best engineers on the World, and now the
fleet, Doc being the only person to match their ability.

“What's the verdict, Korny?”

He stiffened and straightened to his full
three foot seven frame, “That's Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius
the Thirteenth, Captain Shade.”

I squinted an eye and prodded the bear,
because... well because I couldn't help myself when it came to the
man. I actually did see him a sort of friend, but teasing Korny was
too much fun since he was so serious all the time. “Is that what
your wife and kids call you?”

He huffed and said, “Of course my children
call me that.”

Mab's tits, he was married with children? How
did I not know that. Wait, he never spoke of anything personal on
the job, but someone had indicated to me he was single. Mother
supplied in my head, “Gnomes don't have family structures like
humans since the females are exceedingly rare. After mating they go
their separate ways, the male raising any offspring.”

Ah, so kind of like Sprites with their
tri-mating, where they had three genders, male, female, and
pollinator like Graz. Normally a Sprite pollinator wouldn't remain
with the others after impregnation, and move on to other matings.
Graz was almost unique in that she stays monogamous; is that the
right word for a tri-mate?; to Mitzy and Remus.

“Of course I have children. Two. A boy and
girl.” He seemed proud of the fact, so I imagine they normally only
had a single child? Mother chimed in, tongue in cheek,
“Affirmative.”

I was grinning, it made me happy for some
reason and I chuckled out, “I suppose they are named Kornelious
Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Fourteenth and Fifteenth?”

The man's face reddened in aggravation over
some long ago slight, “Aye, they would have been, but their mother,
curse her soul, said she wouldn't have any children of hers having
a name that took a fortnight to articulate. So they are Kit and
Kip.”

Mother was snapping at me in my head, “I
swear Knith, if you snort, I will disown you.” It was a near
thing.

I offered, “Well you must be proud.”

“Indeed.” He dismissed the topic with a
cutting motion of his hand as his eyes seemed to scan every beam
and girder of the support structure for the future lake. “Now
escort us to the lower levels Captain Knith Shade of the Enforcers
Brigade, Commander of FABLE, and head of House Shade. If the lower
supports are suffering as much weakening and fatigue from whatever
corrosive material has crystallized magitech reinforced ceramic
impregnated alloys, we may be facing even more dire circumstances
than an impending collapse.”

Oh. My eyes widened at the seriousness of his
tone. I waved over some CSC Security and other Enforcers as I
prompted, cocking my head down at the Gnome, “How dire? And you can
just call me Knith or Shade, Korny, you don't need to make my name
longer than necessary or we'll never get a full conversation in
before the Day-Lights go out for the night... not that they have
Day-Lights here on the Yammato.”

The man looked at me as if I were a
misbehaving child as he pointed up. I looked up, my cheeks burning
as I gazed upon the new section of sky glass over the site. Just
space me now. “Alright, smartass.”

He shared, “Even with the emergency
structural integrity projectors here, there is a twenty seven
percent chance the structure could still collapse.” As if he
conjured it with his words, with a moaning and protesting of
tearing materials, a small section of the substructure in the
cordoned off area bent and settled down a quarter meter. He went
on, looking nervous himself, which was rare for the self assured
and confident Sapper. “And if that occurs, if there isn't proper
support down level, that much mass motion could potentially tear
through the outer hull of the ship, depressurizing approximately
seven point nine percent of the ring before the blast doors could
seal off this portion of the ring.”

Swallowing as I looked over to the industrial
sector and the housing and retail structure beyond as Mother
helpfully pulled up the Cityship diagram in my vision with almost
eight percent shaded red, indicating the nearest sectional blast
door location. It was up over the horizon, all of that could
potentially be lost?

Paris was pale as a ghost as she too looked
toward the horizon, no doubt trying to imagine how much of her ship
could be lost in an extreme case like that. She swallowed.

The Troll, gah I needed to get her name, was
already heading toward the rest of her team who looked packed up
and ready to leave, but she was pointing at the structure and
saying something to them, and they efficiently started unpacking
again and moving toward the compromised structure with their
scanners. She hadn't even hesitated, just went to work taking scans
she'd no doubt beam to Korny and his team.

Mother supplied in my head, “Corporal U'litru
Netzer.”

I blinked in shock as I thought to her, “As
in...”

“Yes, a distant relative of G'Nar Netzer, the
most notorious serial killer and cannibal the World has ever known.
Even more feared than Jack the Ripper, Verick Tran, or Emily
J'maurine. The Corporal is one of the few who didn't adopt another
surname after his capture and subsequent spacing after his third
escape from custody before trial. She has been ostracized and had a
rough time of it in the Brigade because of the name.”

Well, the woman was badass in my opinion, as
she just moved in past the holo-tape to get more detailed readings
without hesitation.

I turned back to Korny, realizing he was
speaking to me, and Mother caught me up as I listened intently,
“... is roughly a seventy eight point three seven two percent
chance of a hull rupture in a cascade collapse downlevel.”

Paris took a step toward the gates, concern
on her face as she looked at the bustling industrial yard beyond.
Then she looked back at me, which had me saying to the man as I
kept my eyes on Lydia, was I imagining the almost pleading look on
her face? But I was right there with her.

“Translation, evacuation.”

He huffed as he rolled his eyes and marched
toward the lift we came up on with some of his team in tow, “Of
course, evacuation. That is clearly what I intoned.”

I just looked over to Mother's avatar I was
starting to really like the look of, “Ya'to?”

“On it already, Knith.” And decompression
warning sirens started going off in the area as I heard massive
motors causing a vibration in the deck-plates as a blast door was
raised to seal in the sector up over the horizon.

Mother's soothing voice was coming out over
the public address speakers. “Please proceed calmly to Blast Door,
A35. There is no need for panic nor alarm... except, well, except
for the alarm of course. Personnel will escort you through the
emergency airlocks in the blast door. Instructions will be given by
CSC and the Brigade from there. Again, please proceed calmly and
orderly.”

I turned to Percival, and he just inclined
his head, determination was in his eyes as he was relaying to
Parthos, “Get all the workers, including in the sub-levels to the
indicated evacuation point, and pick up any straggler miners still
in the umbilical. I want all my people clear of the site, and I
want it done yesterday. Do I make myself clear? Good, now go go
go.”

To his credit, Lord Parthos only hesitated a
moment, first looking to where everyone in the industrial sector
was moving counter rotation toward safety, before taking a step
back and turning and jogging toward some workers who were clumped
up just watching all the action around them.

Isabella stepped past Percival, running a
finger along his back and shoulders, “Oh dear brother mine. This
setback may jeopardize your deadline with me. What a shame.” Fae
and their games, even at a time like this. Then the woman actually
surprised me as she turned to me, eyes crackling with golden
energy, “What can I do to help, Knith Shade of Beta Stack,
C-Ring?”

A-Ring now... but that was unexpected, most,
but not all Greater Fae, were all about power, wealth, and self
interest. My respect for her just went up a notch too. It seems
this emergency was bringing out everyone's true colors.

“Work with Porthos. Once everyone is clear,
we might need you for some heavy lifting in the lower levels.” I
meant heavy lifting literally, I wasn't about to turn down the
strength and magic power potential of two Firstborns of Summer.
There wasn't a machine on the World or Cityships that could match
what they could bring to bear physically.

I told Paris, “You help escort, you know this
boat better than any of them.” She nodded and jogged off with
Isabella who seemed to be reappraising Lydia in that not creepy,
creepy way the Fae did when they found someone 'interesting'.

To the Enforcers and CSC who joined us I
prompted as some structural integrity projectors were pulled into
the lift on mag-sleds by the engineering team, “Split up into three
groups. We need to escort the engineers into each sub-level, to
evaluate and reinforce the structure. I'll head up Alpha with Ya'to
and Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth on sub-level
one.” Yes I used his full name, sue me.

“Beta and Charlie, you have bulkheads two and
three. Keep on guard, there may be a killer still in the
section.”

I slid the gate shut but a pale, violet
tinged hand stopped it from closing and even with my armor's servo
motors, I couldn't budge it. I was dragged aside when the gate was
pulled open, Lord Percival sliding into the crowded space beside me
as he said, “I'm coming with you, Shade.” Then he shut the gate
without a word, ignoring my gaze, and the lift went into
motion.

I prompted in my head, “Mother, locate Graz
and tell her to get back to me, that a possible murderer is in the
vicinity.”

Ya'to replied directly to me, confusing those
around us, “Security systems and sensor platforms that are tied
into my core are not active yet. Her coms are off so I have no way
of locating her.”

She helpfully replayed our last contact, and
her comment about finding a nest brought up different concerns now.
Had she meant an animal nest or is someone living down here?

I looked at the others and pointed at my
helmet, “Mother and I are conversing.”

When we stopped and opened the doors,
Percival, Ya'to, Korny, two engineer techs, a crime scene tech, and
I stepped out with a projector in tow. I inclined my head at the
other two teams, “Check ins five minute intervals. Get in, get it
done, get out. Once things are stabilized we'll organize a proper
search grid of the lower bulkheads.”

A chorus of “Ma'am,” or “Sir”s or a grunt
from the lone Minotaur who looked familiar and not happy to be
taking orders from a mere Human, chimed out as the gate was pulled
shut and the lift started up again.

Korny looked up at me, “This way, ninety
meters to be directly under the weakened section.”

He never took a single reading up there, but
I had zero doubt in my head that it was exactly ninety meters as he
said, Mother displayed a reading in my visor, showing it was
actually ninety point two one meters... I had to have a talk with
her later about rounding and using approximates to speed a
conversation around since I'm sure our Gnome friend had it
calculated to twenty decimal points.

I nodded and said, “That's where the remains
are located, try not to disturb them when you set things up.”

The man sighed, “That will be virtually
impossible Knith Shade of the... umm, Shade.”

I blinked. Had the Gnome-y curmudgeon just
made a concession by not using my litany of names? I teased, “That
must have hurt.”

The man just gave a rare smirk and admitted,
“Aye, you've no idea. But back on topic, the structural integrity
field generators are basically the opposite of the mag sleds. They
condense matter in a localized area to strengthen the area affected
by the field. Anything in the field will suffer the same
compression, so you will likely lose any evidence unless you
collect it before the field is activated.”

I looked at the tech with us. “You heard the
man. If he says it is safe for the moment, expedite the evidence
collection.” He nodded, looking nervous as we all marched back to
the damaged area.

My steps faltered as everyone moved past me
except Percy, and I looked around quickly, even though my heads up
had a three hundred and sixty degree view, trusting my eyes more
than the tech since it hadn't registered the movement I saw
before.

“What is it Shade?” He watched the others go
before looking around like I had. I was impressed as I noted he
slipped smoothly into a defensive stance, likely from millennia of
combat training. He had been through the wars waged by the Fae
Divided Courts that saw so many of their kind killed for no
apparent reason I can fathom.

My armor reconfigured, the helmet melting
away and my right arm armor bled away to expose my skin. I
whispered, “I don't know, just a sudden feeling of being watched
that is creeping me the hells out. Look.” My arm was covered in
gooseflesh and the little hairs on it standing on end. “Can't you
feel the wrongness in the air?”

The man slowly turned to where my eyes
settled on the umbilical corridor. He shook his head and I felt a
little pulse of warm magic, which smelled of nature and green
things, ripple out from the man. It sparked around me as it went
off in all directions. “I can't feel anything, and my magic is
finding no threat.” Then he added in hushed tones as if he didn't
want the others hearing what he said next, “But Humans have always
had an odd knack for sensing danger that borders on the
preternatural, it made early humans surprisingly difficult to catch
off guard. Perhaps it is your kind's primal fight or flight
instinct?”

The gooseflesh seemed to fade as my arm hairs
settled. I squinted my eyes, making one last sweep with them, not
trusting the Scatter Armor sensors. It was as if whoever was
watching had stepped back into the shadows, the danger past for the
moment. I shrugged as my armor reconfigured to standard mode again.
“Whatever it was, isn't there anymore. Let's catch up with the
others.”

He looked back as we broke into a jog, “I
don't know if you're frightening or out of your mind, Shade.”

Mother defended me, over the external
speakers of my Scatter Armor, not, “Likely a little of both?”

“Hey!”

I looked back one last time as we turned a
corner and Mother started playing a song from the historical music
archive called Somebody's Watching Me by a band named Rockwell. I
gave her a mental, “Smartass,”

She chuckled out, “Guilty,” and may the gods
of the cosmos forgive me but I found myself absently tapping my
fingers at my side in time with the catchy beat.

While the tech cataloged the scene,
retrieving the ash of the Centaur, and the rest of Korny's team
started doing calculations for the projector, I escorted the short
man to scout the rest of the space under the problem section above,
saying, “Percy, stay here with the others, Ya'to, you're with us.
We need a heavy hitter in each group in case the killer is still
around. They've likely already evacuated with the rest.” I pointed
to the warning strobes where the warbling evacuation sirens and
klaxons were muted in our vicinity so we could work without the
distraction.

The Fae Lord took a step toward us, “If it
comes to heavy hitters, the avatar should stay with the group, I'll
accompany you, I have centuries of actual battlefield experience,
and Fae strength cannot be matched.”

Cocking a brow I shared, “You'd be surprised
to know Mother has been working on her avatars, Beta punched Queen
Mab, knocking her into an airlock and threatened to space her, so
your assumption of monopoly on insane strength is in err.”

Then I sighed, speaking straight with the
man, “Mother and I have worked seamlessly as a team for years, long
before the rest of the World learned of her sentience, so that is
more valuable than physical strength anyway. Whoever did this...” I
indicated the Centaur remains, “...has a weapon that can do this to
a Centaur, and remember Lord Varin is missing too, a Greater Fae
like you. Morbid as it may be, I'd lay odds that we won't be
finding Varin. If he hasn't surfaced yet...”

I left the rest hanging as the man paled. The
Greater Fae have been losing people slowly, their seemingly
constant numbers being chipped away without any new Fae being born
until we could come up with a compromise with the Forge of
Creation, as the shards are currently preventing any new births of
Greater Fae. Varin was likely yet another loss that threatened
population equilibrium on board the Leviathan.

With that I nudged my chin at their larger
group, “There's safety in numbers.” I left it unsaid that I was
actually protecting him here. He got the implication and was
predictably insulted that he would need anyone's protection. So I
smirked and lightened the mood, “If you see a baddie, just hit
them, I hear that's pretty effective.”

He snorted, “How the Winter Maiden puts up
with you, I've no clue, Shade. But you are quite...
interesting.”

With that we were off. I did a coms check as
we went. All teams reported in, team Charlie relayed they had
similar damage down there, Bravo was still assessing, but logic
dictated that if there was damage here and below the next deck,
then they'd likely find damage there as well.

As Korny stood in a large open chamber which
had new supports grafted to the superstructure, and soaking in
everything he saw, I took a moment to ping home. Caity answered
almost instantly, “Mom! Are you alright? All the news waves are
reporting an evacuation of the sector around the Utopia
construction zone.”

I calmed her distress, “I'm fine... that was
sort of me. We found more structural damage below decks so we need
the area cleared as your Uncle Korny sorts out the
calculations.”

She sounded dubious, as she added, “And Cybil
tells me you've found a body.” I muted the channel for a moment as
I looked away from my daughter's Fae features to Ya'to, whispering
out between clenched teeth sharing a smile with my daughter,
“Mother, how many time do I have to tell you, I don't want Cait
knowing about the cases I'm working? She doesn't need the worry,
she's still a child no matter what she looks like, and already too
much responsibility has been foisted upon her by the Forge
artifacts. And really? Spying with the little Cyberwyrm you gave
her? Have you no shame?”

The light of my life scrunched her nose and
whispered to me, “Muting the channel doesn't do any good when
Mother is relaying the conversation to me, mom.” She looked far too
cute when she was pleased like that.

I gave her a lopsided smile and wished I
could hug the silly girl just then. “I was just calling to let you
and your mother know that I may be staying here at the Yammato
tonight, so don't wait for me for dinner. There have been
developments...”

“I figured since where there is danger, there
is House Shade.”

“Hey now, lady, I'm not that bad.”

She gave me a sardonic look that looked so
eerily like my own, which had me warming inside. I looked at my
Gnome companion who appeared to be examining a girder studiously,
which we both knew wasn't damaged. He was just being polite,
pretending not to listen in.

I squinted an eye. “Tell your mom, I have to
get back to work here. I miss you bunches and see you as soon as I
can.”

Then I turned with my back to the others as
if that would shield them from hearing as I said in a low tone,
“Love you till the rings stop spinning.”

She giggled in delight, showing her true age
as a young child rather than the fully grown Greater Fae she
resembled, giving the ages old response to the exchange common to
parents and their children on the World, “Love you more than the
Leviathan's heart.”

I turned back to the others and Korny
pretended to finish examining the undamaged support beam, I really
appreciated the effort he was putting into it, then I prompted
them, “What?” Then added as an afterthought, “You may wish to
contact your loved ones to let them know we may be burning the
midnight oil on this one.”

Korny just nodded once, “Aye.”

Then Ya'to, in true sarcastic fashion looked
at me and said, “Knith, I may be late, I'm on a case that...”

I shoved her shoulder, “Smartass.” Somehow I
got the impression that her faceless avatar was grinning like a
loon in response. I thought back at her, “Love you too. But as to
why, I probably need my head examined.”

Kornelious moved to another, smaller
substructure and nodded to himself. “Notice anything,
Enforcer?”

There was that same sort of damage on the
lower portion of the assembly there, the same crystallized brittle
mess. I shared all I could glean without any expertise in the
field, “Only the modern materials and alloys seem affected by
whatever is causing the damage, else the deckplates and original
structure would show the same. The area of attack of the device or
weapon causing it can't be more than roughly eight to nine foot
diameter as none of the damage here or up in the main habitation
level goes beyond that. And whatever it is seems... to... what's
that?”

He turned to look back to see what caught my
attention, my heads up display magnified a discoloration by a vent
cover in the deep shadow by the external hull which looked to be
bent into the space. We moved over quickly, Ya'to taking point and
looking quickly behind the mangled grill to scan for danger. She
pulled back and shook her head as I crouched at what had caught my
attention.

Korny muttered, “Is that...”

Nodding as my armor's systems showed the
makeup of the reddish smears, I finished, “Blood. Human, highly
radiated, so a Cityship native. No DNA match yet since CSC records
aren't in Mother's database yet, but I'd bet Titania's panties that
it is one of the missing Humans. Is this how the killer is getting
around, in the ventilation ductwork? What the Fairy humping heck is
going on here?” I scanned the grille too and took out a evidence
stasis bag pouch on my hip and flicked something that my scans
determined to be human flesh that caught on the jagged edge.

The man sputtered, “You've access to the
Summer Lady's undergarments?”

“No... I... just, focus man.” Then I paused
and looked from the blood stains to back the direction we came
from, my brow knitted. I pointed slowly at the blood as Ya'to
scanned my evidence bag to log it into the casefile. I wondered
aloud, “Why is the blood still here and not rendered inert ash like
the Centaur's body?”

The man's eyes widened and shared, “For the
same reason only the modern construction materials were
affected...”

Catching his meaning, we chimed out together,
“Magic.”

My blood chilled as I once again looked back
as if I could see Heinrick Mattis' remains. And it all made sense,
including the discharged mag-sled. I reasoned out loud, “All the
magitech, like the power sources for the mag-sleds, the magitech
reinforced alloys of the construction supports... Heinrick, a
Centaur...”

My Gnome companion looked wary as he nodded,
his eyes darting around to every shadow in the space we occupied.
Gnomes were a magical race like most preternaturals, though they
possessed no real magic of their own except their ultra dense
bodies that were made for mining miles deep in the earth's crust,
and that supernatural ability to understand all things
mechanical.

“Aye, whatever device they are using is
violently ripping away all traces of magic potential from the
materials... and people, leaving inert and brittle carbon and
silicone behind. That would account for everything we are
seeing.”

I spun to look at Ya'to who was checking out
the ventilation duct again, and bending the grille back into place
after taking detailed readings. I pointed at her head, “Like the
Octo-Spiders? It eats magic?”

They weren't back somehow were they? Chip,
the grain size piece of the Forge of Creation had deactivated the
self replicating machines that consumed magic for him. That primal
fear made me shudder, a chill racing down my back.

He shook his head, “No, they literally
consumed the magic, this device is tearing it away, though it
should be impossible by all the laws of magic and physics, leaving
everything around it changed at a subatomic level.”

Nodding understanding, I prompted, “Have you
seen all you need to know here? I need to organize a search party
to hunt down whoever is doing this and try to locate whoever's
blood this is, they may still be alive.”

Ya'to shook her head and held up the evidence
bag, “Unlikely, this is brain matter, Knith.”

Space me naked, another murder. Though to be
honest, I already knew that instinctively, it was just easier to
pretend there was a fairy tale ending for the victim.

The height challenged Tomalginarius in our
midst said, “I've seen what there's to see. We'll need another
projector in the fourth space we examined just back there, the
damage here isn't on any bearing structure.”

Looking at his wrist console he shared, “And
one more on the next bulkhead down from what the other teams are
reporting.”

Sighing I nodded, “Ok, we'll get more
security to accompany your teams. But in and out, as quickly as you
can, we need to hunt this murderous Fairy humping asshole...
now.”

And we headed back to the others, I paused a
moment, looking back to the grate where I swear I saw some sort of
misty movement in my peripheral vision, but my sensors weren't
showing anything. I'd have to review visual records later.


Chapter 8 – The E'hség

By the time we reconvened in front of the
manager's office structure, it seemed as if our group were the only
people left in an otherwise deserted section of the Yammato. It was
an eerie feeling like we were standing in a ghost ship. Maybe that
was just my own perception.

Mother assured me, “No, it isn't just
you.”

The projectors we had brought down-level with
us had been deployed, and five more were required. Brigade
transports were already docking with more of Korny's engineers and
Enforcers. They were guiding more mag-sleds with the required
projectors ahead of them and into the construction zone.

Mab's tits, there was a whole platoon. Good,
once we finished escorting the engineering teams to set up the last
of the structural integrity fields, we could organize a fugitive
search grid, and flush out the...

A bright golden light came rocketing past us
almost too fast to follow, sifting dust behind it. “We're all gonna
diiiiiiiiiiii....” It paused, silencing, then zipped back up to an
inch from my visor, and a suddenly calm Graz squeaked out, “Hiya,
Knith. Umm... run.”

She was again flashing away in a blur of
light and dust. “...iiiiiiii...”

“Graz!” My visor snicked open.

Pausing again she zipped back. “Yes?”

“Oberon's balls, woman, what's going on?”

“Oh. Well, we're running for our lives back
to the Mark II, or we're gonna die. Last one there is a pile of
Fairy shit. This boat is going down.”

Others were gathering around us, brows
furrowed like mine, all eyes on the hovering Greater Sprite who was
nervously looking back the way she came, looking almost desperate
as she bobbed and vibrated with adrenaline.

Paris and the others were rejoining us as I
closed my eyes, re-centered myself, reasserting my patience with
the nonsense spewing flying nuisance. “Ok, why, what's going on?” I
noted that I had subconsciously placed one hand lightly on the
handle of one of my collapsible cold iron batons and the other on
one of my MMGs at the look in her eyes, one of abject terror.

She pointed back the way she came, the
cordoned-off area, and stated as if I were being dense, “Death is
coming. The E'hség. It is somehow on the Yammato, and we all have
to get off this ship or it will consume us all, Knith.”

The moment the word E'hség passed her lips,
the three Greater Fae exploded into rippling magic across their
skin, eyes crackling with the living fire of Summer, Parthos' a
bare glimmer of the two Firstborns who had moved back to back,
balls of compressed magical fire and electricity crackling between
their palms as they crouched in defensive poses, ready to strike at
some perceived threat, faces strained with what I realized... was
controlled terror.

By reflex, all of us Enforcers had their
MMGs, forming a ring around them and the groups of engineers. The
Greater Fae were... afraid. What in the hells could cause this
reaction? I turned slowly as Graz zipped into my helmet before my
visor snicked back in place as I slowly swept an MMG across the
construction site, pivoting as I took in every shadow.

“What is an E'hség? How do we stop it? Your
coms have been turned off this whole time.”

“Oh.” Her coms reactivated at a thought from
her.

Isabella whispered in a wavering tone as if
just saying it would conjure it from the very air around us, “You
don't stop the E'hség, the Hunger. Facing it means death, it will
consume all who confront it.”

Percival hissed out, “Are you sure, Sprite?
The E'hség was left behind us on Earth, slumbering, how could it
possibly be here?”

She growled out, affronted by his implication
she didn't know what she was saying, “Of course I'm sure. There was
a nest down there, and when I ventured into the umbilical, I found
the gory remains of the missing humans, bones picked clean, blood
everywhere. When I realized what I was seeing, it was there,
listening, searching.. for me. I was trapped until just now.”

Porthos snorted in derision allowing his
magic to dissipate as he relaxed a little, “If it were the E'hség,
you would be dead, vermin.”

She patted my visor and I lowered it,
allowing her to zip out to the man, her blade drawn as she hovered
an inch from his face. “Are you calling me a liar, Sixthborn?” She
said Sixthborn as if it were a grand insult. “Only seven people on
the Leviathan have ever laid eyes upon the E'hség and live to tell,
and I'm telling you the Hunger is on board this vessel and we need
to evacuate or face the third Culling.” Her blade moved closer to
him, toward his eye.

The man whispered in disbelief, eyes fogging
as he accessed the genetic memory all Fae had, pulling up the
memories of those who came before them only when they needed it,
lest they go mad from the countless eons of memories assaulting
them all at once, “Only seven... you can't be Longleaf, the progeny
of Windwhisper, Watersong, and Softpetal, one of the few lesser Fae
to survive the cullings.”

The mention of the name, Longleaf, which I
heard J'Vree, the long-missing Queen of the Elves, call her once,
the other two Greater Fae faltered, their magics extinguishing as
they took a moment to examine Graz as if it were the first time
they actually saw her.

I could never get Graz to talk about her
past, and she seemed almost adamant about hiding her true age,
almost as if she were ashamed of it. But over the years she has
slipped here and there, leaving me believing she was older than the
Leviathan, and possibly as old as the Queens themselves. Lord
Percival whispered, his disbelief coloring his tone as Graz lowered
her visor, “Longleaf?”

A distressed sound came from Isabella,
recognition in her eyes as she covered her mouth. Graz growled in
frustration and just zipped back into my helmet, muttering as my
visor raised, “Do all Bigs have a death wish? We should be
running... now. Evacuate the Yammato, save who we can now before
the E'hség is fully awake. I'd be dead now if the Hunger was fully
awake. It couldn't find me.”

Mother was showing me all the main data
libraries had on an entity with the name, and a whopping “No entry
found,” flashed in my heads-up display. I swept my MMG across the
Utopia site again before holstering it and sitting down on a crate
of construction materials.

“Ok, from the top, for the cheap seats, what
is this E'hség? What kind of threat are we looking at here Graz?
And don't just say 'the Hunger' like I'm supposed to know. Mother
doesn't have anything on it. I need to do a threat assessment if
we're talking about evacuation like you're insinuating.”

She nodded, closing her eyes and calming and
I opened my visor and put out a hand palm up. She buzzed over and
sat, facing me, kicking her legs idly, one eye on the cordoned-off
construction. And she shared a tale of terror that had my skin
crawling, my primal instincts driving me to do as she said and run,
never looking back.

It seems that the Fae were not the first life
that the shards of the Forge of Creation had attempted to create to
share its existence and not be alone in it anymore. While guiding
the natural progression of life spawning on Earth, the artifacts
wished to fill the yawning, aching loneliness that had been their
reality since time literally began. So they tried to... assemble
life on their own in their impatience.

That first attempt went wrong, creating
almost the antithesis of what they had attempted, so they aborted
the attempt before it came to fruition. Eons later they had
determined where they had gone wrong, and the Fae were born... one
hundred and sixty-nine entities were given physical form from the
magic of the Forge itself, binding it to the innate wellspring of
the living power of the Earth itself. It was some sort of
harmonious number, thirteen times thirteen. Not even those first
Greater Fae to walk the Earth knew the significance of the
number.

The artifacts were joyous and encouraged the
Fae to use their power to create and destroy, the purpose of the
forge, to let that power of creation itself out, to give them
purpose in their never-ending loneliness. But that same power awoke
the primordial, unfinished being from their first attempt. A
roiling mass of partially realized awareness that had a yearning to
be whole, complete. It hungered endlessly for that power the new
race, the Fae, wielded with joyous abandon.

It was drawn to the magic like a moth to a
flame, always hungering, ravenous, devouring. And the Greater Fae
found they were powerless against it, as their only weapon against
it was the one thing it coveted, consumed, and needed to try to
finish what the Forge had begun, trying to become whole. Yet all
the magic oi the World would not be enough. The partial being was
doomed to hunger for an eternity of eternities.

Many of the Fae fell to the E'hség before
they knew what was happening. It consumed the very magic the Fae
were constructed from, leaving naught but ash. And the magic the
Fae used to defend against the roiling fog that could take physical
form to devour other, nonmagical life that was developing on the
planet, to sustain that same faltering physical form in its attempt
to sustain itself.

Fighting a losing battle most of the Fae were
lost to oblivion before fleeing, using the gathered artifacts, the
Ka'Infinitum, to create a pocket of time/space hidden from the
senses of the E'hség. In this shelter, this Underhill, they cowered
for eons.

And not getting the sustenance, the magic it
needed to maintain itself, the E'hség went dormant, sleeping,
waiting.

Two of the brashest, and most powerful of the
remaining Fae, from the many forming courts of the Fae, Titania,
and Mab, tired of their self-imposed isolation, and saw it time to
re-emerge into the world, as their lives weren't real life if they
cowered for an eternity.

They led the others into the light again. And
they found an Earth teeming with life, and an emerging race that
looked so much like themselves, yet possessed no magic of their
own. So fragile, so full of wonder, joy, life... violence... they
shone like bright lights for the barest of instants before their
bright flames of mortality extinguished.

The Fae stayed in the shadows, rebuilding
their kingdom, shepherding the humans from afar, afraid of their
overwhelming numbers and their discovery of the element that
confounded magic itself, cold iron.

For hundreds of years, the Greater Fae
prospered, even toying with creating other life with their magic,
starting with the wee folk. The Fairies with boundless beauty were
simple beings, but sadly even less intelligent than the humans, so
they tried again, with Sprites, who were fiercely intelligent, but
lacked the ethereal beauty of the Fairies.

The Fae learned from their prior attempts,
and more and more lesser Fae races were born. Then the Elves. The
endless whispers and temptation from the shards hidden away in the
Ka'Infinitum, urged the Fae on, telling them they could have more
of their own, and made it so the Greater Fae could reproduce their
kind.

It was quite a joyous occasion when the first
Firstborn were birthed of their magic. But it was those first
couple of births, the huge amount of energy expended to bring life
to the first of the Fae children which awoke the E'hség again.

That's when the terror began again when the
insidious fog precluded the deaths. The screams, the horror of it
all. But this hunger, this insatiable creature, made the mistake
the Fae were always afraid to make themselves. It fed its faltering
physical form with the humans who inhabited the lands. And though
they were weak, fragile, and lacked any magics, they could bring
such violence to bear that the various Fae courts reveled in their
bright life forces as they brought the battle to the E'hség,

The humans were fearless, ruthless, and
valiant as they cut short their own brief lives to fight our
battle. And, beyond belief, catching the interest of the Queens of
the many courts... they were able to hold. It seemed their brute
physicality, though no match for the E'hség, still made it pause,
as it found they could harm its physical, undying form.

That made the Fae step forward in disbelief.
Their boogyman, the unstoppable hunger that consumed all, could be
hurt. And here were these fireflies, these beings that seemed to be
so simple to them, these Humans did what the combined might and
power of the Fae courts could not, they hurt it. And... it gave the
Fae hope. Hope that they would not have to flee back into the
Underhill, to cower in abject terror at the thought of the E'hség
ending their existence.

And the strongest of the Greater Fae and
Elves rode on the E'hség, to join the unassuming heroes, the humans
who fought in their stead. Three of the wee folk, the Sprites,
joined the ride that was urged on by the magic of the first Wild
Hunt.

In the end, the E'hség was losing more power
in physical damage than it was gaining from the consumption of the
Fae and Elves, from the magic it tore from their beings, that it
turned and its billowing fog faded into the endless forests to
sleep again, gather its strength, leaving the most horrendous
bloody battlefield from the forgotten war behind.

The Fae have a word for that battlefield:
“The hunger's harvest, E'hség Lughnasadh, or simply the Valley of
the Dead.” Tens of thousands of valiant humans gave their lives,
only three score two walked back to their people that day.

Of the thirty Greater Fae who fought that
day, only a dozen returned from the carnage, and they were known as
“The Twelve,” and only six of them yet live, the others falling in
the Fae wars of the Divided Courts.

I blinked when I realized Graz had finished
but then furrowed my brow. “Wait, six? But you said before there
were seven who had seen the E'hség and yet lived.”

Isabella almost accused, narrowing her eyes
at Graz, “A Sprite, known only as Longleaf, who had followed two of
its progenitors, the first Greater Sprite, Watersong, and another
pollinator, Softpetal in answering the call of the Wild Hunt to
avenge all the Wee Folk lost in the cullings. But when the Courts
searched for Longleaf after their triumphant return to the Fae
kingdom, they could not be found.”

She was angling, trying to look through
Graz's visor as she shared, “I was there, the First Born of Summer,
one of The Twelve. I would remember Longleaf, could it be? But you
have changed... a Greater Sprite now so it is hard to tell.” She
offered her hand for Graz to land on but my Sprite companion just
slapped at it.

“Get bent, ya dumb Big. I ain't this
Longleaf, I don't know what you're talking about.” Her voice was
higher and squeakier as she denied it. I was just blinking. Graz
was this Longleaf? The Elf Queen had used that name with her too...
was Graz... was she older than the entire Human race? Why hide it?
She was a little buzzing hero.

I hesitated. Looking at her as she crossed
her arms across her chest like she was holding her emotions in, and
was that guilt in her eyes? Percival had said Watersong and
Softpetal were two of her three parents, and they hadn't survived.
Oh. It had been a hugely, emotionally traumatic event for her,
hadn't it? Not ever having parents myself, being a CC, a clinic
child born in a lab just to maintain Equilibrium, I wouldn't know
the pain of losing a parent... but I can vividly imagine how
emotionally devastating losing a person I loved would be.

I held my palm out and she buzzed over and
sat on it, daring me to ask anything. Instead, I just gave a sad
smile and held her up to my open helmet and she stepped in and
stood on my shoulder, holding an earlobe for balance.

I nodded staunchly to the air and growled out
to everyone. “Alright boys and girls, let's get to work!”


Chapter 9 – Lunch

Our number one priority was to make sure the
whole house of cards didn't fall in over our heads and possibly
cause a hull breach. Then it was time to hunt.

President Yang pinged me and we discussed all
of the ramifications of a predator like that loose on the Yammato.
That both the Sojourner and the World couldn't absorb over
twenty-five thousand souls without threatening Equilibrium of the
environments on either vessel. So evacuation was to be the last
option if the people of the Yammato were in imminent peril of what
the Queens were telling her was a culling of all life onboard.

They and King Oberon said they were
mobilizing their greatest warriors to come meet the threat with the
Brigade and CSC. Caitlyn somehow hijacked the channel and joined in
the secure conference, most distraught after accessing the genetic
memories of Mab about the E'hség. She wanted to come fight by my
side, even asking Oberon if the Wild Hunt would be of use in this
instance.

I told her, “You cannot sweetie, it consumes
magic and...”

She blurted, “I'm immune to...”

“Yes, immune to magic, but you have your own,
and I will not have you test it against a foe we know nothing about
except that it consumes magic and other life.” Then I punctuated it
sharply before she could argue like a rebellious teen. “And now
that an artifact of the Forge, Chip, is part of you... that would
be like a beacon for this creature from what I understand.”

“But mom, I...”

“No buts, besides, I need you for an
important task that could solve our problems without any more loss
of life.” Her silence told me I had her attention, and all the
others on the channel were oddly silent as well as wondering what
my longshot was. “The Forge fragments in the Ka'Infinitum created
the E'hség, so it would stand to reason they could likely stop it.
I need you in your capacity of Shepherd, to speak with them in the
Ka'Infinitum chamber, to see if they can unravel the magics they
used to create the Hunger.”

When she didn't respond, her face screwed up
in indecision, I asked, “Can you do that for the fleet, baby
girl?”

Titania said in the loving tone she reserved
for her granddaughter, “That would be ideal, dear one. When last we
faced the E'hség, we had already fallen out of favor with the
artifacts, when Mab tried communing with them to entreat them for
an answer or weapon we could use against an enemy which consumed
all. You hold favor in the Ka'Infinitum, as your mother has
indicated.”

Mab was beside her, nodding, sharing, “It is
true.”

Cait nodded slowly. “Yes, grandmothers.”
What? Just space me now, I get the teen defiance and they only have
to ask and she agrees? Grr...

I addressed Yang. “Madame President, this may
sound counter-intuitive, but if we could call up all able-bodied
Human Enforcers and CSC to join the hunt? From what I gather, since
Humans have no magic of their own, Shifters, Witches, and Vampires
aside, we fare better against the threat than the Fae and
Elves.”

I knew there were only three Human Enforcers
in the Brigade beside myself who were not Shifters, well four if
you counted the heavily cybernetically augmented Enforcer Clemmens
who manned the supply desk back at HQ. Humans, for the most part,
just weren't built for law enforcement and couldn't keep up with
the thousands of preternaturals in the Brigade. Because I was what
Rory says is the next evolution of Human, she designed my gene
sequencing herself, being one of the few that can hold her own. But
the CSC was exclusively human.

I added unnecessarily, “No magitech-based
weapons as they would be less than useless against the beast.”

The Secretary of Worldship Security prompted,
“Why can't we just get everyone out of that section then just vent
it into space?”

Ah, my question as well, but Graz set us all
straight on that before this conference call. “We can't Mister
Secretary, Graz scouted the lower bulkheads and found the E'hség's
nest... it was in the unpressurized section of the Yammato before
the Utopia project reclaimed some of the ring exposed to vacuum. If
it survived that, venting atmosphere would do nothing to it.”

Pausing for a moment, I prompted, “Or would
it? Would it just go back into hibernation, like the Greater Fae
freeze when exposed to hard vacuum for extended periods?”

Surprisingly, it was Aurora who answered as
her face bloomed onto the conference call. Could my entire family
bypass the quantum encryption of the emergency presidential
channel? “That would not work my Knith, as the E'hség is not alive,
it is fighting to make it so. Think of it as the primordial soup
that spawned so much life on Earth itself, but without the final
spark needed to make it so. It isn't fully sentient either, more a
creature of primal instinct and the need to survive to become
whole, to consume...”

Then she shrugged. “And it is not fully
corporeal unless it wants to be, usually when attacking or
consuming nonmagical life for physical sustenance.”

I shuddered, knowing nonmagical life meant
people and animals, specifically Humans.

President Yang sputtered, “Princess Aurora,
how did you get on this channel?” I sighed, her tone was of
pleasant surprise, not shock. The Elf halfling woman was as badass
as they came, a natural-born leader and perfect for the position,
except for her one teensy tiny flaw, she was a hopeless Fae
groupie. She tried to hide it but she couldn't help but gush over
the glamorous Greater Fae lords and ladies, the more power they
held both physically and politically, the more she swooned.

My wife just gave a guilty smile and shrug
that made me purr in need. She offered, “I just came down to the
Fae archives to research the E'hség when I heard of this meeting.
There's just this one entry in the diaries of the Queens of the
Divided Courts that outlines their thoughts on its nature.”

The Queens had diaries?

I sidetracked everyone, as I saw the Defense
Secretary furiously typing, likely trying to determine how first my
daughter and then my wife bypassed security. “So that brings us
back full circle. We need to make sure the area is safe first, then
we have to locate and try to contain the creature and figure out
what to do with it.”

Mab shook her head, chuckling. “Oh Shade, how
young and naive you Humans are. There is no way to contain it.
Magic cannot hold it nor affect it in any manner, and if it goes
incorporeal, no prison can hold it. The E'hség is death, a hunger
never-ending. The only defense we found was to pray to the
Ka'Infinitum, that it consumed enough, or took enough damage in its
physical form, to slumber again until it reawakens to start the
cycle all over again.”

She sounded, nervous, afraid. It was
something I never heard in her tone even when we were fighting the
losing battle against the octo-spiders. The E'hség scared the
scariest being I have ever known.

The deck plates of the Yammato shuddered,
groaning and straining the superstructure below our feet. What was
that?

I turned back at Kornelious Hesserfus
Tomalginarius the Thirteenth hissing out, “By the seven veils of
Brigit of Derrynane, the projectors in the lower levels are being
deactivated, the sudden strain will weaken the brittle materials
almost catastrophically.”

My eyes widened, then something in the back
of my brain had me asking, “Are they by any chance magitech
powered?” Remembering the dead mag-sled.

He quickly pieced together what I had
belatedly realized, and he said in resignation, “Aye.” The E'hség
consumed the magic in them. I had Fairy shit for brains sometimes,
we should have realized that first thing with all the talk of this
thing hungering for magic.

Korny almost growled out, “I need to get
teams down there with mundane braces and supports to prevent a
collapse, now Knith Sha... umm, Shade.”

It was as if invoking its name had somehow
called it to the surface, but Graz yelled out, “It's here! Run!” as
a dark roiling fog seemed to bubble up through the deck plates as
if expelled from the very bowels of the Yammato. Old as time and
ravenous, the fog seemed to pull itself together in a mass, the
rolling and expanding mist coalescing into a semi-solid form that
looked to be torn from the nightmares of your nightmares
themselves. And it appeared to rear up and scream.

It seemed as if all the creatures from the
horror entertainment waves screeched out, shaking the ring around
us. It instilled a terror in me I hadn't known possible, causing me
to quake as its roar undulated, virtually crushing us with its
projected, boundless hunger, a need so old it was beyond
comprehension. I was barely aware of the people on the secure
channel calling out to us to report as I severed the link.

Every bone in my body was vibrating with the
need to follow the screaming instinct to run, to flee this predator
who was in unchained pain, limitless need. It was death come to
collect its toll. Instead, I found myself running directly at the
E'hség, pointing and shouting out in a tone curiously devoid of the
fear that was trying to immobilize me. “It's going after the
structural integrity projectors! Get those people to safety! All
magical individuals retreat to the blast doors, Brigade, CSC, on my
lead.”

The engineers and a few security details,
including Porthos, were taking readings on the far side of the
damaged construction, between the bulkhead and the E'hség. It
seemed to be swinging around, taking everything in even though I
couldn't make out an actual head or anything in the mass of fog
that looked to be coalescing, even more, long appendages forming
from the misty tendrils, swinging from the direction of the
projectors, to the trapped group then toward us.

I realized with a shudder, what it was doing.
The Hunger was determining what to consume first, it must have been
like Exodus Day morning for the creature, with so many things
strewn about for it to salivate over.

Graz was shouting at me as she hid behind my
ear, “Knith? What are you doing? You're running the wrong way, ya
dumb Big!” I started to pull my dual MMGs from my hips before
silently chastising myself and switching to my cold iron batons. My
MMGs would be less than useless against a being who consumed
magic.

The creature screeched again as it made a
choice, it seems that the closest food source with the most power
flowing through his veins was to be its first morsel, no doubt he
would pursue the two more powerful Fae behind me next before moving
on to the projectors. The pompous and arrogant Porthos realized it
too as the man took a step back, blanching and quaking under that
awful undulating roar.

I shouted, “Hey!” Then pulled an MMG anyway
and started firing. “Over here, you steaming pile of ugly!” My
blasts seemed to spark uselessly against it, spun toward me, then
looked between me and the others. An intense barrage of MMG fire
whizzed past me from other Enforcers who regained their wits, just
for it to absorb it as well. It opened its maw and scratched at me,
I realized it had a mouth with dripping shadow fangs now and two
dark pits for eyes.

But then it spun back to the others when
Porthos started gathering a crackling ball of power between his
hands, the idiot! “Porthos, no! Stop!” Then the Fairy shit for
brains let loose with a blast of raw, focused Summer Flame at the
E'hség as the others cowered by him. And the ancient entity reveled
in it as the power just sparked and swelled against the solidifying
fog and seemed to just soak it in. Was it... was it bigger now?

And it charged at him on writhing smoky
tendrils like a thousand tentacles made of fog yet not, more
tendrils stretching out impossibly far toward the Greater Fae.
Sighing, I rolled my head on my shoulders as I pushed myself faster
and faster, with all the added speed my Scatter Armor could assist
with. I'd never moved this fast in my life, barely able to stay
upright even with the suit's servos and microprocessors
assisting.

I screamed out my challenge as I blurred past
the holo-tape barriers and past the timeless monster which seemed
to be tracking me at the same time it was charging its lunch. I
dove and slammed into Porthos and the others just as the reaching
tendrils did.

The scream from the man will haunt my dreams,
the blood-curdling cry of a man being eaten alive as a tendril had
wrapped around one of his arms before I knocked him away, my eyes
widening in horror as I saw the flesh of his arm turning to dust as
his magic was forcibly torn from it.

Then I was grunting and hissing in my pain as
that same tendril and others tried to wrap around me as I passed
through them. My armor's systems alarms wailed for a moment as the
magitech imbued nanopanels were stripped of power too, the searing
pain of the act burning and bubbling my skin where the appendages
touched.

And when the tendrils passed through to touch
me, they solidified when they couldn't consume my non-magical form,
and became long raking claws that tore along my flesh. And as I
tumbled, one of the tendrils hit my SA's power pack as I hit the
deck and rolled away to stand again, my armor sloughing away as the
nanopanels lost power, leaving me in my skinsuit and belt pouches,
torso bleeding from animalistic scratches from the E'hség's new
talons.

Graz zipped up and beside me, warning,
“Kniiiith?”

I growled out through teeth gritted against
the pain of my new wounds, while the E'hség turned back toward the
tastier meal on the deck plates, scrabbling away as he regained his
feet, “Get the others to safety, I'll keep it busy.”

Again, I rolled my head, cracking my neck as
I raised my batons, and test rolled them in my hands, adjusting the
grip without my gauntlets on. I started forward and noted Ya'to
streaking in, I blurted, “Mother, help Graz with the others! This
thing would eat your magitech systems in an instant.”

How could a faceless avatar look so mad at me
for keeping her out of the fight? That was the impression I got and
her tone confirmed it, “Fine, but you don't need to sacrifice
yourself, Knith.”

“I don't plan on sacrificing anything, just
get everyone out.”

And I threw myself at the E'hség as it
started reaching out to the others again. “Hey, ugly! I'm not done
talking to you!” I slammed into it with my shoulder, and when
tendrils with reaching, slashing talon-like claws slashed, I
slammed my batons into the now solidifying appendages. And It
screeched in frustration, hunger, and... pain? Did it feel
that?

I had its full attention now. I had the
impression I was a minor irritant to it as its attention seemed
split, tracking its food as Mother grabbed Porthos by the ankle and
spun impossibly fast, throwing the injured man like a rag doll in a
high arc toward the larger retreating group. I realized what she
was doing. Of the trapped people, he'd survive the... ooh, ow...
the bone-jarring and likely snapping landing on the side of a crane
on the other side. Her logic was unassailable and I was amazed at
how fast she thought under pressure.

Fighting without the three hundred and
sixty-degree view in my heads-up display, especially against an
opponent who could have as many claws as it wanted, had me at a
disadvantage, and it got a few good slashes in on my left leg and
back.

I hissed, limped around, deflecting multiple
slashes, and was sick of just defending, so I dove into the air in
the lower gravity than I was used to in the A-Ring of home. Its
reaching tentacles overshot, thinking I was fleeing, instead, I
landed on the roiling fog of what I equated to its shoulders, and I
slammed a baton with all my strength through one of the black pits
of its eyes.

The screech of pain and anger coming from its
wide gaping mouth directly in front of my face was almost
deafening, and I felt wetness dripping from my then bleeding ears.
And its face lunged forward, that fang-filled maw about to engulf
my entire head like some sort of Knith-snack, but I jammed my baton
into its mouth sideways, and pulled my arm quickly back, teeth
dragging along it, leaving more bleeding cuts on my arm and
hand.

I was tossed away as it shook its head
violently, trying to dislodge the baton. The weapon went flying and
clattered to the deck with the clanging tinkle of metal. A female
Minotaur in Scatter Armor hit the beast's side, horns lowered to
gore it. Before I could finish shouting, “No!” the Minotaur's
bellow echoed in the space as her body fell to ash as the misty
tendrils encircled her, the magic torn from her and her armor.

The creature looked to shudder in delight at
the infusion of magic, and I realized the ill-fated plan the
Enforcer had been attempting. It had been knocked back by her
strike and was almost between one of the projectors and the damaged
structure. Ingenious. I remembered what the Korn-man had told me
about how these things work. They compressed matter in the
field...

I grabbed a piece of pipe next to a pile of
construction material at my feet, slapped it in my hand, and waded
back in, swinging back and forth like a metronome, ignoring the
slashes of the monster that made it past the pipe as it clanged
against it, again and again as I screamed at it when it screamed at
me.

Swallowing, feeling myself slowing down,
feeling a little light-headed, I knew I had to be losing a lot of
blood, but I had backed it up a couple of steps. And I dropped the
pipe, the moment of hesitation it had that I discarded my weapon
was all I needed to dive at it, feet first, slamming into the side
of its head. It out-massed me at least thirty to one, but one
hundred and seventy-five pounds of pissed the hells off Shade
hitting your face? It staggered back a single step and it seemed to
be almost sucked back into the glowing field, appendages flailing
as it looked to be compressed into a roiling ball of fog half its
original size, screeching in agony the whole time.

I fell to my knees, panting. Then realized my
mistake a moment later when the field pulsated and flared and...
was gone. The E'hség fell to the deck, then seemed to shake itself,
gaining its bearings, looking stronger now that it had consumed the
power of the now dormant projector.

The ring shuddered and the structure groaned
and started slowly bending, popping and creaking sounds
accompanying it until it shuddered to a halt, looking
precarious.

Looked first at me and then back toward the
other projector, the E'hség didn't feel I was much of a threat as
it flowed toward the other projector. Fuck me now and space me
naked, this was not going to end well.

Graz was yelling to me, “Knith?”

I staggered to my feet, seeing our people
were moving fast and were about halfway to safety, Ya'to carrying
two over her shoulders. This whole thing was coming down, it was
just a matter of when. And these people were about to be crushed if
the E'hség made it to that projector.

I glanced back as I started to jog toward the
beast yet again. Wondering just how to kill something that was
unkillable... well, apparently it wasn't even fully alive, to begin
with. It looked stronger than when I first started fighting it, and
I was on my last leg.

Then I had a thought. It may be unkillable,
but it did feel pain when in corporeal form to fight or consume,
nonmagical beings like Humans. I just proved that.

I bent and picked the pipe up again and threw
it overhand, swinging both arms as hard as I could, “Hey! Tentacle
face, let's dance!” The pipe bounced off its head and it spun on
me... its head, not its body. And it issued another one of its
bellowing challenges, though it kept moving toward its target.

I called out over my shoulder, “Graz, get
those people moving, now!”

“I am, I am. It's not my fault all you Bigs
are slow as sloths.”

Then it all happened at once, the E'hség made
it to the projector. It blinked out as if it had never been powered
up... and in a cacophony and fury, Utopia started collapsing on top
of us all. One huge girder slammed through the E'hség, pile driving
it through the deck.

I uselessly raised my arms to shield myself
as the main superstructure support started plummeting down on me as
the minor supports all bent under its weight, snapping away from it
one at a time. I squinted an eye, wondering if it was going to hurt
as I died, but the huge girder stopped a foot or two above me.

I heard a grunt, and I looked over to the
source, and on one knee, straining and shaking with the effort,
Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth, Gnome Sapper of
the Leviathan, held the world on his back. Gnomes are incredibly
dense, more dense than a diamond, built to work at unimaginable
heat and pressure miles underground. They aren't much stronger than
Humans, but he was using the incredible density of his body to
wedge under the structure, temporarily halting its collapse.

“Korny!”

He gasped out, “Get... them... to...
safety... Shade. I can't... hold this forever.” The deck plate
beneath him groaned in protest as it started to buckle. The man's
eyes were darting all around him, taking everything in like they
did when he was making impossible calculations.

I stumbled back toward the others, and two
pale blurs arrived, to grab the others, bodily dragging them away.
Then both Lady Isabella and Lord Percival of the Summer Court were
at my sides, grabbing me and almost snapping my spine as they
pulled me to the construction site entrance where the others were
gathered.

They had stayed when I told them to go. It
spoke of their devotion to their people here at the construction
site, and my respect for them went up a notch. I was almost sorry
for extorting that favor from Percy, almost.

Then just as I looked back to the Gnome,
looking so very small, holding back such a monumentally massive
structure, the entire thing crumbled, sending debris and shrapnel
as parts of it shattered under the stress loads as the deck plates
started collapsing down as the structure tore through to the lower
bulkheads. The sound shook the ring as much as the rumbling
collapse did.

I just stared in horrified shock, as one of
the people I saw as a friend, a cantankerous friend, but a friend
nonetheless, was buried under a thousand metric tons of debris.
Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the Thirteenth had sacrificed
himself for me and the others, and I felt... like a fraud, a
failure. It was my job to ensure the safety of others, not the
other way around.

I whispered in a hoarse voice, “Is
it...?”

Isabella matched my whisper, “No, the E'hség
cannot be killed.” Then she tilted her head at me as if just seeing
me for the first time. “Did you, Knith Shade of Beta Stack, fight
the E'hség with your bare hands? Are you crazy, woman?”

My mind was still on Korny, I shook my head.
“I'm busy bleeding here, please don't ask any hard questions.”

And with that, Graz and Ya'to arrived with an
emergency med pack and started burning off med patches on the
copious gashes on my skin. I'd be fine in a few hours, my natural
accelerated healing had already clotted the wounds.

I noted there weren't any decompression
alarms sounding at the site, thank Oberon for small miracles. At
least there was that.


Chapter 10 – You call that a Plan?

We regrouped, sending away every individual
with magic potential, well the ones who would listen of course. I
eyed Graz, Lord Percival, Lady Isabella, and even Ya'to with her
copious magitech systems, it was like talking to a brick wall as
they refused to leave, even though I told the two Greater Fae, “I
know I can't talk sense into Graz's little ass, but with the
projectors and construction equipment all drained, you're going to
stick out like a beacon for an all you can eat buffet to the
E'hség. I'm giving you a lawful order to evacuate the area and join
the other preternaturals being convoyed off the Yammato in section
23, citizens.”

Graz winged a thumb at me, to Paris who had
rejoined us. “She's a thing for my ass for some unknown reason, I
mean, it is a pretty awesome ass, but... hey, did she just call me
little?”

“Graz! Focus!”

The Greater Fae just blinked at me and I
huffed in exasperation. “Fine, if you don't respect my position as
Brigade Enforcer, and I don't have the time right now to bind you
by law for refusing a lawful order, then how about my position as
commander of FABLE? Or the fact I'm a friggin' princess of the
Divided Courts against my own will?”

They both smirked and said in unison, “Of
Winter.”

Gah! As frustrating as it was, I was sort of
impressed that they refused to go. They had earlier stated that
they were responsible for the Utopia project and for anything that
happens to their people or the people of the Yammato because of
it.

I just waved them off as I continued planning
with the large contingent of human Enforcers and CSC personnel,
while I looked at the large volunteer contingent of Human
structural engineers, construction workers, and even Skin Jockeys
arriving from the World. “I'm not dangling you as bait, so just
stand back and let us work.”

They looked pleased with my surrender, and I
patty-caked away one of the medical personnel who had arrived to
see to those injured in the encounter, namely me and Porthos. He
was fully healed, except for his missing arm by the time they
arrived, and I was well on the way to recovery myself, though I
admit the infusion of blood and electrolytes from what I had lost
had helped revive me quicker. To his credit, Porthos was incensed
when the two First Borns sent him away to evacuate with the others,
he looked dead set on revenge against the creature who had almost
killed him with a touch.

After getting input from tacticians gathering
at the capitol building's Congress planning center on the
Leviathan, it came down to the basic plan I had outlined in the
three hours since we lost a brave Gnome... my friend.

I repeated as the various teams we were
breaking up into, gathered around, “The E'hség is down there,
licking its wounds, it's only a matter of time before its hunger
drives it to go back on the hunt again,”

I looked at the mangled mess of girders,
beams, and supports that had collapsed through the deck to the
lower bulkheads. “Our priority is to get the engineers and workers
down to the lower bulkheads to shore up the collapse. There's still
a high likelihood any shifting could cause the rest of the
mega-structure to collapse and finish the job, compromising the
hull and causing explosive decompression in this entire sector of
the Cityship.”

It seems that the first thing to go our way
today, against all odds, the structure collapsed in virtually the
only configuration that prevented a hull breach, but it was a near
thing and was still in a precarious, teetering disposition, that
the rest could come tumbling down at any moment unless we did
something about it. Some of the engineers postulated that
Kornelious had worked it out and made sure his last act made sure
it fell in this exact manner.

“So teams Alpha, Beta, Gamma, your twenty-man
teams are to escort the engineers to where they need to be, get the
temporary shoring erected, and evacuate them from the sector. The
rest of the teams need to set up perimeters in each sub-level. We
need to locate the E'hség but not engage.”

I got grunts of agreement from the stoic
faces around me, a couple of Human enforcers looking odd like me in
CSC armor instead of magitech Scatter Armor. Everyone had stun
batons and cold iron batons, and other nonmagic weapons, like the
folding, articulated blade I got as a gift from J'Vree.

I bobbed my head in approval of the
unwavering determination I could almost feel emanating from them
all. “Once everyone is clear, then all teams need to bug out.” I
exhaled and smirked, trying to look more confident than I was.

The E'hség scared the ever-loving hells out
of me. I've known fear before, but never terror like I felt as I
fought this creature of nightmares. The thing had meant to not just
kill me, but to eat me. The only thing that kept the waver from my
tone was the primal portion of my brain that governed my flight or
flight instinct, which was telling me that for as much as it had
torn me up, I had hurt it, waking the predator deep inside me. It
could be hurt. It didn't matter how unkillable it was, the paradigm
had shifted, the hunter was now the hunted and it didn't even
know.

Graz punched the side of my neck, knocking me
out of my thoughts, and I realized I had been growling low. I gave
the mini winged terror a perturbed look she mirrored it right back
at me. Looking around at the others, some who had brows cocked, I
sighed and went on.

This is where the plan got a little dicey.
“At that point, I and Ya'to will lure the E'hség to the umbilical,
and down to Eros. That's when I'll blow the demo charges, severing
the asteroid from the Cityship.” I squinted an eye in pain. “This
is the iffy part. Mother will have the Mark II Tac-Bike on standby
out there as we drift free from the ship, and Ya'to will get me to
it before I succumb to hard vacuum. The gods be damned E'hség can
float out there forever in space, Eros its icy tomb.”

Sighing and shrugging I opened it up for
conversation, adding, “The only problem is how to negate the
nutation that is going to be introduced with the loss of the mass
on the ring before the torque vectors it produces against the
precession of the gyroscopic spin tears the ring apart. The people
of the Yammato had ingeniously used the mass of Eros and moved the
mass around inside the ring to negate the bulk of the nutation
introduced when they lost that portion of the ring. The Remnant
fleet and the Leviathan transports may not be able to evacuate the
population in time if we can't find a solution.”

That's when a voice, who had been
conspicuously absent through the planning, chimed out, his
expressive face joining the conference, “I've got that covered,
Knith. Sorry, I'm late, I was just running some numbers with Beta.
You do you, and leave the rest to me. I've sent a little something
for you with the last batch of engineers that you'll find handy if
you insist on spacing yerself like an eejit.”

My relief was a palpable thing, as I blurted,
“Doc! Welcome to the party.” Then I smirked. “Running some numbers
with Beta? Is that what kids are calling it nowadays?”

The man didn't even miss a beat as he
countered, “Kids? I was old before they froze your egg back on
Earth, wee little eggbert.” We exchanged smirks and grins, then
straightened up when President Yang cleared her throat. Right.
Plan.

“Care to share with the class, Doc?”

He shook his head. “Still shaking out the
details. And I'm sure it'll have those higher up on the food chain
floppin' around in apoplexy. We'll be ready when you are. Just
watch your six there, Knith, this E'hség is a might bit formidable
by all accounts. The Fae don't know how ya walked away the first
time.”

“I didn't know you cared, Doc.”

He winked at me. “Eh, I don't, but Beta would
have my hide if I didn't at least pretend ta care.”

Snorting I assured him, “Love you too,
assmunch.”

Graz buzzed up to my face, devoid of her own
Scatter Armor, dripping sparkling golden dust as she screwed up her
face. “That's it? You call that a plan? Be bait... blow up
Cityship. How have you Bigs survived this long? I swear you'd all
drown looking up in a rainstorm.”

I poked at her, she zipped out of the way
without even trying with her unimaginable speed, as I sighed.
“Nobody is blowing up the Cityship, brat.”

“Whatever. So it's just bait then? And why do
you think it'll follow you? No offense, but you're just meat for
its physical form, Knith, that's not what it hungers for most.” She
gave two sarcastic thumbs up, saying in a tone dripping with that
same sarcasm, “Great plan.”

I sighed and patted a belt pouch. “Not me,
but something it won't be able to resist.”

She looked down cocking her head before her
eyes widened in understanding. “Ooooh. Ok, maybe you're not as
think as I dumb you are. That actually is a good plan.”

I was thankful that the E'hség hadn't
destroyed my belt pouches when it ate the magic from my armor. But
then again, until it was used, it was simply the harmonica it
resembled, and my secret weapon that would be irresistible to the
Hunger, even more so than the two stubborn Greater Fae in our
midst.

Percy prompted, “What is it? How will you get
it to follow you, Shade?”

I grinned, evading the question. Not many
knew what I possessed, and I still wasn't sure why Mac... King
Oberon allowed me to keep it, but the rest of the Greater Fae would
likely be up in arms knowing I held the Focus, which could amplify
Fae magic a hundredfold. And I had Fae magic for it to amplify... I
pursed my lips, the Summer fire sizzling on the Winter ice. The
E'hség won't be able to resist.

After a few last details were hashed out, a
Remnant captain showed up at the gates with a package for me. I
looked inside the backpack and my eyes widened as I grinned when I
read the attached note on honest-to-goodness paper, with Doc's
measured handwriting on it. I pulled some of the material out to
examine before stuffing it back in then slung the backpack over my
back, fastening the strap. Doc was thinking of everything and I was
glad, not for the first time, that the engineer from another time
was on our side.


Chapter 11 – Bait

I was just staring at the carnage in the
umbilical corridor, knowing why there hadn't been any miners
carting raw ore earlier like there should have been. And why Graz
had been trapped, hiding deep in this same corridor as the E'hség
fed its physical form. In the gory wet mess of blood and bone, that
was scattered everywhere on the tracks the ore carts' electric
motors crawled along on the deck.

I missed my Scatter Armor and its scanners
intensely just then, wondering just how many sets of remains were
strewn about haphazardly down here. Some of the bones were crushed
and mangled, likely for the creature to get at the bone marrow
inside them, and I couldn't identify what part of the body they
came from.

This was the riskiest part of my plan,
leaving me vulnerable as I set the mundane explosive charges just
beyond the third set of flimsy-looking blast doors. I wondered if
the doors were seriously up to the task of sealing the corridor
against explosive decompression and the hard vacuum of space.
Intellectually I knew they must be or they wouldn't even be here.
I'm just used to the massive, meters-thick blast doors of the
Leviathan back on the World which could take meteor strikes and
still maintain their seal.

There was a full squad of CSC, lead by
Sergeant Paris herself, guarding the entry into the umbilical. They
were tasked to warn me if the E'hség was approaching since the
ship's systems couldn't track it or even register it was there.
Nobody has yet to see it since the emergency repairs began, but
many have noted the feeling of being watched, a survival instinct
apparently unique to us Humans, born of necessity when our kind was
first developing.

They were to simply ping me then pull back
and not engage, and if it entered the corridor on its own, I'd
enact the plan immediately. Mother already had the Mark II outside,
loitering in the vicinity near Eros, just in case, as I'd only have
seconds before succumbing to the vacuum of space... Or more, I
amended as I patted the strap on the backpack.

Worst case scenario that would make things
orders of magnitude trickier, is if the Fairy farting creature was
already here, deep down in the umbilical already, watching,
waiting. We had a contingency for that. As if the thought conjured
said contingency, golden light from deep down inside the curving
and drooping half-mile-long corridor came streaking back up to me
at unimaginable speed, Graz landing on my shoulder.

“The coast is clear that way, Knith.”

I nodded and shared, “This is the last
charge. Let's get out of here, this place is creeping me the hells
out.” It was all I could do to stop from looking at the bloody mess
spraying the floor and walls.

We double-timed it back out to the waiting
squad. As I emerged, exchanging grim nods with Lydia, I handed over
the bulky, mundane camera and scanning system the CSC mounted on my
shoulder to document and catalog what I had seen, an analog
equivalent of the more sophisticated, and orders of magnitudes
smaller, quantum and magitech enhanced systems of the World.

A tech took it, clicked another bulky unit on
my shoulder, then jogged off with an escort back to the surface of
the habitation ring so others could analyze the data and share it
with Mother. I keyed the hardwired coms of the CSC armor, “Phase
one complete. Status?”

How did the Cityship personnel work like
this? Their systems are one step shy of stone wheels and clubs.

I knew it just illustrated the stark
differences between the Cityships and a Worldship. One was
purpose-built to sustain its population to flourish in a manner
that mirrored life on Earth. Complete with fostering manufacturing
and development of new and more advanced technologies over the
centuries of her flight. The other, utilitarian ships were barely
able to sustain the crew, where they had to fight every day just to
stay alive.

As the reports started flowing in, of most of
the engineering teams finishing up their tasks of shoring up the
collapse, the hairs on my arm stood on end as the last group
reported some difficulties reaching the areas they needed to brace,
so were alternatively shoring up the adjacent substructures which
would take a few more hours.

I nodded to myself and gave the order, my
eyes scanning the tangled mess of beams blocking the open space
beyond, “All engineering teams except Delta, bug out. Strike teams
mobilize to cover Delta.”

Then my eyes snapped to movement I caught in
my peripheral vision. I swear I saw the last vestiges of tendrils
of fog pull back deeper into the wreckage as we started to the lift
to get down to Delta ourselves. Was it tracking me? That would be
consistent with the instincts of an apex predator. I had hurt it,
so was it hunting me now? Eliminate the threat of another predator
in its hunting ground?

Good. If it was fixated on me, that would
make my harebrained plan that much easier, and keep the others safe
until then.

Caity's voice came over the uncomfortable
earbud... Mab's tits did I miss my SAs. “Mom, why must it be you to
lure out this E'hség? I have Grandma Mab's memory of the fear the
creature engendered among the Winter Court. She buried it deep to
shield her descendants from the horror of it.”

Closing my eyes against the tone of worry and
fear for me, sounding more like her actual age instead of her
projected age, I whispered to her, “Baby girl, what are you doing
on this channel? You know I have to. People are dying, and if I
have the ability to help others who are in danger, it is my
responsibility to stand for them. I do this for them, for
you...”

She finished, sadness and pride in her
wavering tone, “And you wouldn't be Knith Shade if you stood by
while others faced the danger when you could for them.”

Nodding to myself, I whispered, “I have to
get to work here, sweetheart, I'll see you at home soon.”

“Promise?”

“Promise. Love you till the rings stop
spinning.”

“Love you more than the Leviathan's
heart.”

For some reason, I knew she stayed connected
in silence for a few heartbeats until clearing the line when I
became aware of the normal radio chatter of the teams as they
converged on Delta. Did I take too many chances?

I had never had a family growing up, being a
CC child, never had anyone waiting for me to come back home. I
always imagined it when other Enforcers spoke of their spouses or
children, and why they did what they did, to ensure their safety as
well as the people on the World. I get it now. I always gave it my
all, threw myself out in front of danger for others, but now it
was... I don't know, personal? In every case, the crimes committed
could be against those I loved, and it gave my purpose an urgency
it never had before. And it was both frightening and empowering,
giving me a sharp focus I never had before.

I looked around, and the others seemed
oblivious to my conversation with my daughter. She must have
isolated my coms in some way. Sometimes her magic was scary,
especially how it seemed as natural as breathing to her, not
realizing how even among the Fae, her abilities were quite
uncommon.

Paris prompted, following my unfocused gaze.
“What is it, Knith?”

I looked over at her and shrugged. Asking,
“Do you have family?”

She hesitated, brow furrowing, not following.
“It's just my mother and me. Why?”

I grinned and shook my head. “No reason.”
Then I prompted, “It is watching us from over there.” I nudged my
chin over her shoulder, to where the shadows fifty yards off, in
the mass of debris, seemed a little too dense, a little too
dark.

Her hand moved smoothly to her stunner on her
hip, but I put a hand over hers to stop her from reacting, shaking
my head. “It's stalking me. Waiting for my distraction, a moment of
weakness to pounce. There's too many humans gathered around here,
the only race to have ever hurt it in the past. So is waiting for
me to be isolated from the herd.”

“How do you know?”

Shrugging, I shared the uncomfortable truth.
“It's a predator, and it's what I would do.” I showed my teeth in a
feral grin, letting her know I was in turn stalking the Hunger, it
just didn't know it.

“You're kind of frightening, Shade.”

Again I just shrugged, and we stood sentinel
with all the other Enforcers and CSC officers who were crowding the
space, one eye on the frightened but determined engineers and skin
jockeys and one eye on the shadows that seemed to shift subtly with
my movements. I knew that should scare me more than it did, but
instead, it had my blood pumping in anticipation. There's something
seriously wrong with me, isn't there?

It was late afternoon by the time the work
was finished, and I had two squads escort the workers out of the
section, and had the others move back in three-man fire teams at
the perimeter of the habitation level. Leaving me, Ya'to, and Graz
near the umbilical corridor... since they obstinately refused to
leave my side.

Ya'to insisted she could be of help, and that
her core memories were being stored in the Leviathan's core in
real-time, so her body was just a shell and was in no real personal
danger. Unlike when Beta was cut off from the core, almost losing
her... individuality when Morrigan tried to kill her, being crushed
by the collapsing stone columns on the temperamental moon-sized
asteroid.

Graz's response was along the lines of,
“You've been sniffing too much Fairy dust if you think I'm leaving
you on your own, Knith. We're partners.”

“We're not partners.”

“Says you.”

“Yes, says me... just now. You heard me say
it.”

“Nah, you Bigs don't know what you need.
Twinkle would have my hide if I didn't protect you for her
girl.”

Even though I tried not to, I broke into a
little grin. I wasn't the only one who thought something more than
friendship was going on between Graz's daughter and mine. They
seemed overly... couple-ish to me. I had to wonder about the
logistics of it, given their extreme size difference. But then
again, love doesn't care about silly things like that.

Hells, I dated a sentient tree once. Fern was
a Forest Walker. Some Humans called them Ents, but I just thought
she was gorgeous, with all that soft moss, blooming flowers, and a
bewitching smile. And what she could do to the aching muscles of my
back with her feathery soft, vinelike appendages was heaven. Maybe
I was so attracted to her because she never spoke, no Walkers ever
did... she was the best listener ever.

I repeated the plan over the com channel to
all the fire teams, likely to calm my nerves more than anything.
“Once the E'hség engages me, all teams are to pull out, retreat
behind the blast doors of the sector. If this goes pear-shaped, you
need to hold that position while the citizens of the Yammato finish
the evacuation, then get to the hells out of here before Ready
Squadron blows the Cityship into oblivion.” Leaving out the
obvious, since if it got to that, I'd already be dead.

So there I was, Graz on my shoulder, us
standing alone near the umbilical corridor, again looking at what
in my mind was a flimsy blast door that would seal the moment the
charges were blown... the only thing stopping this section from
explosive decompression. Good times.

I mumbled out under my breath, “Come here,
E'hség E'hség E'hség, there's a tasty snack standing right here for
you.”

I snickered when Graz mumbled, “Yeaaaah...
that's not crazy at all.”

We exchanged a look, then I sighed, trying to
push away the suffocating feeling of impending doom, feeling like
the bait we were just then. It was the anticipation of the monster
stalking us that was more frightening than the beast itself that
had my muscles tense as I had to forcibly stop myself from
clenching and clenching my fists repetitively.

I snorted when Mother started playing a song
from the historical archives called Thriller, by an artist she has
put in the rotation a few times for me, Michael Jackson.
“Smartass.”

Ya'to had no shame as she replied,
“Guilty.”

To my embarrassment, I found my toe tapping
to the catchy beat as we waited. Shadows shifted from time to time,
and I caught wisps of fog dissipating between those shadows from
time to time, shivers going down my spine feeling eyes upon us. It
was circling in a half arc around us, as if studying me, but
keeping its distance, like it was more than the animalistic
creature we thought it, reasoning that this was too easy. Or was it
just its instincts, sensing some sort of trap from another predator
who had hurt it?

The minutes crept by, the anticipation and
adrenaline spent as they turned to hours. It was close to three
hours later at our check-in that I said in frustration, “This isn't
working, it knows there's something up. I can sense it out there
moving, watching. I'm going to try to lure it with something a
little more enticing.”

My hand dropped to my belt packs hesitantly,
still not sure I wanted to reveal that I had the Focus. I'm still a
little baffled myself that Oberon gave it to me in the first place,
and refused to take it back, knowing it was one of the three most
powerful weapons the Fae had ever posessed. But using it would
likely override the caution of the creature driven by an
overwhelming hunger that could never be sated.

Just as I was reaching for the pouch for the
Focus, which for some absurd reason, held the form of an ancient
musical instrument called a harmonica, my instincts had me
spinning, one hand snicking out a cold metal baton as the other
whipped out the collapsible alloy blade that extended from the
little cube in my hand, the blade of the Effírië-l'ussë.

Lord Percival's eyes were wide as he froze in
place, the blade barely touching the skin of his neck and a violet
lavender drop of blood welling, attesting to the sharpness of the
finely honed Elvish craftsmanship that could so easily pierce skin
that was almost as hard as iron. And Isabella's eyes were just as
wide as she held my baton in mid-strike, the cold iron sizzling the
palm of her hand, which seemed only an inconvenience to her instead
of the excruciating agony it caused most Greater Fae.

I huffed out as I relaxed, withdrawing my
weapons, “Percy, Izzy, what are you doing here? I could have done
serious damage to you!”

Lord Percival touched his already healed
neck, rubbing it as he just blinked at me, saying, “I've never seen
a human move so fast, are you sure you're nothing more?” He looked
absently at the small amount of blood transferred to his
fingertips, then looked hesitantly at the blade as it collapsed
into a small cube in my palm, likely wondering what it was that it
could pierce his skin without being powered by magic or
technology.

Lady Isabella simply cocked an exquisitely
shaped brow, asking, “Izzy?”

I shrugged as the traitorous Sprite in our
mix flew up to start braiding the princess' hair, even though she
was from an opposing court. “I figure it's only fair to Percy here
that you had a nickname too. And if it ruffles any feathers, so
much the better.” I shot her a defiant grin, daring her to
complain.

She just tittered instead. “I find your
family is endlessly interesting, Shade.” That... was not a good
thing. You never wanted a Greater Fae to find you interesting.

Looking at the determined looks on their
faces, I glanced at the wreckage, and prompted, “Seriously, Percy,
why are you here? All your people are safe now, there's no reason
for you to risk yourselves, you saw what happened to Porthos in
less than a second against the beast. Shouldn't you be worried
about that after this mess instead? You won't be able to fulfill
your contract with your sister.”

They both chuckled, causing me to cock my
head in confusion, Isabella shared, “My dear Knith Shade of Beta
Stack, I've just profited double my investment. Percival is nothing
but thorough in his contracts, covering contingencies in the
minutia of the improbable, else he'd never have entered into a
contract with me that would end unwell for him... a second
time.”

He just shook his head at her, rolling his
eyes. “I've favorable insurance on Utopia. It will pay out double
the investment of my dear sister here, paying my debt with her,
with enough left over to fund the rebuilding of the Utopia project
in full.”

Narrowing my eyes, I sputtered, “What
insurance company would ever enter into a contract like that?”

The man looked overly pleased as Graz growled
out, “One who hasn't been screwed over by the Greater Fae
before.”

The future Summer Maiden chuckled, without
any shame, “Just so.” Then any amusement bled from her expression
as she got as deathly serious as her mother, looking more like her
than made me comfortable as she simply stated, matter-of-factly as
she turned to face me, “You were not up to the task of being proper
bait. We are the Hunger's preferred food, so it only makes sense
for us to draw in the...”

Metal groaned and a mist started slowly
roiling and flowing in the debris of the collapse toward us, almost
tentatively. Fuck me now, the creature couldn't help itself, could
it? Its yawning hunger was overriding its sense of
self-preservation.

I almost staggered when overwhelming magics
seemed to warp the space around us, raw magic crackled between the
hands of the siblings, arcing between them as if being shared. A
disconnected portion of my brain noted how the two combined wielded
almost as much power as Mab or Titania, on par with my Rory, whose
growing power would one day soon eclipse the Queens.

Pride swelled inside me, knowing Aurora to be
an anomaly among Firstborns. Normally, the power of each child
diminished the more children a Greater Fae had. Aurora, being Mab's
last Firstborn, the unexpected fourteenth, instead of showing
diminished capacity, somehow exceeded the First Born of the
Firstborn, which is why she, the youngest, held the mantle of
Winter Maiden over her own, older siblings.

I eyed them as I saw the mix of apprehension,
determination, and even fear in their eyes that were crackling with
the electric flames of Summer. I snapped at them, “Get out of here
now. You don't need to be here. That thing will literally eat you
alive.” Graz buzzed up to sit on my shoulder, her blade pointed
toward the roiling shadows that looked prepared to pounce at any
moment.

Percival growled, his eyes wide, watching the
tendrils of fog that seemed to be solidifying slowly in the
wreckage. “It killed my people. I cannot let that stand.” Just when
I have most Greater Fae pegged as self-serving, I get reminded of
their selfless sacrifice for those they saw as their own.

I said as I tracked the shadows, realizing it
was moving to block access to the lift, attempting to block their
escape. Smart beastie. Was it more than instinct driving it? It
seemed like there was some intelligence to its moves. Then I
slapped at the growing ball of magic between their hands, my hand
passing through Isabella, causing it to sputter and short, my
partial magic immunity disrupting it. “And put that stuff away,
it's useless against the E'hség, you'll only make it stronger.”

Isabella hissed, her eyes not leaving the
roiling mist getting closer, “Don't presume to lecture me on the
E'hség, Human. I've faced it before and survived the encounter. I
think I know more about fighting it than you could fathom.”

The creature finally got clear of the debris
and screeched an undulating challenge as its tendrils started
writhing like tentacles. I said with sardonic exhaustion, “Then I'm
sure you realize it just cut off your closest means of egress, the
next access-way to the surface is four hundred yards behind
us.”

They both dropped their hands, their magic
dissipating as they looked past the beast and then behind us. Graz
just dragged a hand down her face, “Ya dumb Bigs.”

Then I told them. “And you're endangering the
plan now, I already determined it wasn't going to attack me. I
think it knew it was some sort of trap. So I was about to give it
bait it couldn't resist.”

I reached into my belt pouch as the E'hség
stalked slowly toward us, looking around as if it expected more
enemies to pounce at any moment. Did we... scare it? I pulled out
the harmonica in resignation to show them. They looked confused
until I tapped it on my lips and magic potential sparked across its
surface.

They both froze, eyes wide in disbelief.

Isabella sputtered, “The lost Focus!” Then
the realization hit her and a sheepish look spread on her face,
which went pale lavender as she realized they had fucked up here
with their good intentions.

I sighed, stuffed it back in the pouch, then
said, “Now, unless you want to continue to be the bait and get
spaced along with the creature, then get out when I distract it.”
They exchanged a glance, then nodded.

Graz was prompting slowly, “Umm...
Knith.”

Isabella started to ask, “How are you going
to distract...” Her eyes widened when I just rolled my head on my
shoulders, cracking my neck, then cracking my knuckles as I stalked
toward the Hunger at an obtuse angle shouting, “Hey! Ugly! Let's
dance!” I flung one of my batons with all my might, it struck the
beast, sinking into its semi-corporeal form, causing it to screech
in an angered and pained roar.

We collided in a mass of swinging fists,
shredding tentacles, and snapping teeth, the Effírië blade snicking
out and slashing as I roared to match its challenge.

I heard Graz behind me blurting, “Hey ya
stupid Bigs, you got Fairy shit for brains or something? This is
the part where you stop gawking and run.”

I head Lady Isabella over the screeching and
blinding pain as I clashed with the creature that seemed to be
everywhere at once, “Godspeed, Knith Shade of Beta Stack.”


Chapter 12 – Believer

It took me longer than I had hoped to extract
myself from the fight, Mother blaring an edgy, screaming Irontown
Clank number in my ears to keep adrenaline pumping as I fought. I
hurt everywhere from dozens of slashes that got through the flimsy
CSC armor. But we finally disengaged, circling each other, and I
realized, it was tiring too. No less than a dozen tentacles
littered the deck plates around us, making me realize when they
didn't bleed away into the fog of the beast, that they stayed in
the form they were in when separated from it.

I knew I was severely outmatched here. I
don't think I'd survive another engagement like that, but it seemed
to be studying me, as if wary of re-engaging. Again, I wondered if
it were more than a mindless beast operating on pure instinct. It
couldn't be killed, but it could be hurt, and it didn't like
getting hurt.

I could feel my wounds slowly stitching
together, all except the shoulder wound where it got its teeth into
me, trying to get a bite out of my flesh before I punched it in one
of those dark pits I think are its eyes, causing it to pull back
with a pained roar. The shoulder strap of my backpack was shredded,
hanging on by a blood-slicked thread.

I jumped at a med patch being pressed to a
bad gash on my abdomen and felt the familiar burn of the artificial
skin patch burning off as it sealed the wound. With the buzz of
Sprite wings, I felt a couple more applied then burn off. Graz was
squeaking as she worked on me while I pointed my blade at the
E'hség, “Mab's tits, Knith, you look like a sprinkler at a Vampire
cotillion. Hold still.” Another patch burned off. And I looked back
to see Ya'to handing her another. Keeping well clear of the E'hség
where she could lend what support she could without the creature
consuming her magitech systems.

My Scatter Armor had a dozen med patches
integrated that would self-apply to stop blood loss in a fight, so
I felt almost naked without it, making Graz's intervention welcome,
as I didn't need to pass out from blood loss before we could
execute our plan.

I glanced back toward the umbilical corridor
and then started backing that way. I had lost my other baton in the
fight, and I flicked my wrist to retract the blade holding my arms
wide, opening myself up to attack. “You want me? Come get me!”

It started to flow forward then hesitated and
appeared to look back and up. I realized it was tracking the magic
of the two errant Greater Fae who were hopefully making their way
to the blast doors of the sector. And it turned from me as it
sloughed into a billowing fog again and headed toward the
ventilation grates. Space me naked, it was going for what it saw as
an easier meal!

I hissed to the ladies behind me, “Graz get
into the tunnel, I'll need you soon. Ya'to... Mother. Get clear
counter-rotation, I'm about to look like a four-course meal
here.”

Ya'to nodded and said, “Be careful, Knith.
Don't be reckless and come home to us. Well, I mean not as reckless
as usual.”

Smirking, I shoved her shoulder as she passed
by me and started moving at virtually Fae speed toward the
section's sealed bulkhead. Graz blurted out, “That thing looks
madder than a Fairy without glitter, Knith. Sucks to be you.”

I nodded as she zipped away in a streak of
golden light, but then zipped back, grabbed my nose in both hands,
and kissed the tip of it, calling back as she zipped away again,
“Don't fight it again like that... if it eats you, Caity will kick
my arse.”

“Love you too, you mini pain in my ass.” I
looked back at the E'hség as it bled into a roiling fog again,
flowing into the ventilation system, and even in that form, it sent
a shiver of fear down my spine.

I closed my eyes, taking a deep centering
breath, and then opened them again, saying to myself, “Ok, let's do
this Knith.”

Raising the harmonica to my lips I hesitated
when President Yang spoke through the coms channel, “Who are you
talking to, Shade.”

Exhaling I squeaked out as my cheeks and ears
burned, “Nobody, ma'am. I'm about to call the E'hség to me. I'm
going radio silent for a bit as I run for my life.”

“Understood.” Then she repeated Isabella's
words. “Godspeed, Captain Shade.” I nodded, like she could see me,
then with a tap to my ear I suspended the connection, I didn't need
any distractions just about now.

I licked my lips, my tongue sizzling and
cooling on the curse marks of the Queens of Faerie, Winter, and
Summer, then raised the harmonica again as I watched the last of
the fog entering the ventilation shaft, and ignored the sparks of
raw magic arcing as my lips made contact... and I blew.

With a rumbling of the Cityship, the deck
plates shaking and shored up debris groaned, a roaring, and almost
living explosion of fire and ice almost tore reality for a hundred
feet in front of me, a pure, silvery note of power sending a flood
of crackling magic, that swirled around itself, the warring natures
mixing freely to make something... more, something that slid me
back along the deck until my feet hit the edge of the corridor
wall.

I watched in amazement as one side of the
space coated itself in a thick frost, as some items on the other
side blackened and started melting immediately as the purplish
mixed magics rumbled past then just faded away as if it had never
been when I stopped playing the note, the only witness was the
frosted and smoking bulkheads.

The E'hség issued one of its warbling,
roaring screeches as it seemed to recoil back into the space,
becoming partially corporeal as it swung around as if trying to
locate the enormous spike of magic that put the two bright magic
sources it was stalking, to shame. Was it drooling? Black,
ichor-like saliva dripped off shadow fangs.

Its dark pits landed on me again, I tapped
the Focus on my lips again, letting it see the sparks from the
contact to the living magic of my lips. It appeared to shuffle
forward tentatively, unsure if it came from me. It sort of
crouched, looking my way, then when it started to turn back away
again, I blew a little less enthusiastically on the harmonica. A
different pure tone came from it as a lesser stream of raw magic
exploded from it.

It was as if the magic knew my intent,
allowing the heat and burning cold to wash over the E'hség without
the flaming, and swirling ice reaching it, almost as if it struck
an invisible barrier just a couple of feet shy of the reaching
tendrils of fog.

When it ended, a keening sound of endless
longing and hunger was issued from the beast as its attention
snapped fully to me and it issued a roar of rage, pain, and need,
tentacles forming beneath it as it solidified its form and charged
me. Mother Fairy humper was it fast! Faster than it has shown thus
far.

I muttered to myself as I got my feet, which
had been rooted to the deck in fear, moving, as I backpedaled
before turning around and sprinting into the umbilical corridor. It
followed and slammed into the opening with a crashing thud. The
beast was larger than before and barely squeezed its bulk into the
corridor, scrabbling to get at me. It adjusted its shape as it
came, elongating, becoming thinner, until it almost resembled a
dark, roiling Firewyrm. Only it took up a third of the mining
corridor, the bulk of it streaming behind it.

It was time to not be here, so I took myself
elsewhere as I resumed running, pouring on the speed, noting the
E'hség slowing, becoming more deliberate, scanning around. It was
realizing I was luring it so it stalked more trepidatiously. When I
could no longer see it behind me in the bloody, curving corridor, I
paused to blow a quick short note on the Focus, causing it to issue
warbling screeches, renewing its desperate chase.

Mother started blaring an ancient song called
Believer by a band I had heard other songs from in the archives,
Imagine Dragons. The thumping beat when they called out “Pain!”
urged me forward, the half-mile long flight from the creature of
endless hunger and longing had seemed to be taking forever as if I
were in some sort of time dilation field. But the music helped push
me beyond my exhaustion as all the injuries seemed to be throbbing
and bleeding away some of my strength and energy.

Then I burst through an open blast door,
feeling gravelly regolith beneath my boots as I emerged into a
dimly lit cavernous... well, cavern. Mining equipment and carts
were staged all around various tunnel openings all around the
space, a single ore cart track going down each. The entire asteroid
was an almost mined-out honeycomb of mining tunnels, and the
outside was being sliced away by mining lasers by their fleet of
space-rated mining vessels from the outside. I'm sure Eros had been
likely twice its current size when they captured it thousands of
years back for resources during their journey to catch the
Leviathan.

Bobbing in the center of the space was a
nervous-looking Sprite glowing with golden light. I slid to a stop
under her as she dropped down to me while I slung the backpack from
my shoulder and dumped the contents, thanking whatever Fae gods or
goddesses who may be watching over us that the damaged pack took
the brunt of the damage and the contents looked unscathed.

Graz squeaked out, fear in her tone while I
stripped out of the borrowed CSC armor, “Hurry up, Knith. I can
hear it coming fast.”

I took just a moment to look at the antique
first-generation, fusion-powered, nonmagitech enhanced Brigade
Enforcer's armor. The very set of armor Doc had snuck onto the
Leviathan in when he stowed away before he cryogenically froze
himself in the Catalog under the heading of Veggie-Pop. It was
bulky, with integrated titanium exoskeleton mesh and micro servos.
It was made in a time long before Scatter Armor, so would have been
next to useless against magic attacks.

But for being five thousand years old, it was
in remarkably good condition, a testament to its original design.
It was stiff and inflexible, making it difficult to worm into. It
had been made for a bulkier person, probably a large man or maybe a
Satyr, and wasn't made for a female as it was tight in my chest but
almost comically loose everywhere else. At least I was around the
same height as whoever it had been custom designed for. So I could
see out of the old archaic helmet when it was locked in place with
magnetic locks.

When I slid the visor down and it locked in
place with a hiss of atmosphere filling the suit, it powered up.
Some sort of systems check and power-up sequence started as I saw
the first tendrils of fog spilling into the cavern. About
two-thirds of the systems showed green lights, with the rest
showing amber alerts, one flashing purple icon on the rudimentary
heads-up display projected on the visor showed the micro fusion
power plant was just about spent after five eons of decay. Three
percent power was blinking as the suit relaxed, the servos kicking
in and it felt immeasurably more maneuverable.

Graz prompted, “Kniiiiith?” Then she paused.
“Did that thing come out of a museum or something?”

Snorting, feeling like I was wearing one of
those ancient suits of armor from the entertainment waves of
medieval times, I handed her the Focus. I said as the E'hség
bellowed a challenge and started charging me across the cavern
floor as she drooped from the weight of the Focus that was about
the same size as her, “Ok, fly faster than you ever have, get this
to safety, and get the blast door closed. I'm blowing the charges
in ten seconds.”

She nodded, eyes wide in... I sighed and
smiled. “I'll be fine. See you soon.” I flicked out the collapsible
blade again and raised it to my shoulder and bellowed my challenge
to the charging nightmare, and charged right back at it.

Just as we collided in another slashing,
clawing, furious engagement, a streak of golden light deftly
avoided multiple tendrils darting out to capture and consume her as
Graz squealed out, “We're gonna diiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii....” Until her
voice faded away in a streak of light and sifting and sparkling
dust, my eyes were not able to follow her she moved so fast.

I pushed my attack when the E'hség seemed to
turn that way in indecision, the blade sinking halfway through its
mostly solid torso made up its mind as it screeched in pain and hit
me with a mass of tentacles twisting around each other like the
trunk of a tree, and I went skipping and tumbling across the
ground.

Honest to goodness, plasma thrusters fired in
the suit that uprighted me and brought me to a skidding stop in a
three-point stance for stability. Ok, not bad. And I was far enough
away from the beast as I coughed up a little blood on the visor and
with a wicked grin on my face I whispered on coms, “Boom.”

And the charges just inside the umbilical
corridor blew. As everything violently shook, I realized that we
may have made a slight miscalculation as a fireball expanded from
the corridor into the cavern, expanding to engulf the space, a
shockwave of flame scorching the pseudo-flesh of the E'hség as it
screamed in pain as I was thrown back in the flames to impact the
rocky wall fifty feet behind me. More errors and alarms were
sounding in the suit as I gasped for the air that was knocked out
of my lungs.

I tried to take a breath for the barest
moment between the expansion of the fireball that roared around me,
and the expansion started to lose against the pull of the vacuum of
space now exposed at the opening much larger than the diameter the
umbilical tunnel had been. I winced at the burning spike of
pain.

Yup, there were definitely a couple of broken
ribs.

I realized the flames of the explosion had
virtually maxed out the environmental systems of the ancient armor
when I felt the instant loss of heat from the momentary inferno
around me, just as it and the atmosphere in the cavern and tunnels
beyond were sucked out into space in the explosive decompression in
a roaring expulsion of hurricane force winds.

Freed from its tether to the spinning
habitation ring of the Yammato, the asteroid was no longer fighting
being slung out into space, the loss of the centripetal force also
meant the loss of the artificial gravity it was providing, no
longer bound to the rotation. I flailed at the loss of gravity, as
an ore cart from deeper in the mines fluttered past, striking my
helmet, and sending me tumbling along with the last of the
atmosphere.

As I shook away the moment of stunned pain in
my neck from my head snapping to the side so forcefully in the
collision, my eyes widened in panic as I realized I was tumbling
out of control right toward the E'hség, who had taken a fully
physical form, its clawed tentacles piercing into the cavern floor
to anchor it as it was pummeled by all the loose debris and
equipment on its way out to the oblivion of space.

With no attitude control, or ability to
anchor myself with this armor from another time, I kept flailing,
trying to adjust my course to no avail. The screeching creature
seemed to realize this too, as its head snapped my way, its enraged
warbling cry against the bombardment ceasing as it started reaching
my way with half a dozen appendages, hunger replaced the... fear
and rage over the situation.

I reached out a hand to snag some sort of
metal table traveling past me at a greater rate, having more
momentum than myself. It tore free from my grip from a lucky grab,
and it arrested my tumble for the most part as I followed it along
through the thinning air, more alarms going off in the armor if
that was possible. Decompression warnings were being projected. No
shit. Also atmosphere warnings.

Unlike my SAs, this armor had no breathable
air or scrubbers except what was trapped inside with me when the
vents on the shoulder plates closed automatically during the
explosion, giving me approximately three minutes of breathable air
before CO2 levels become toxic. The apprehension about that took a
back seat to the ravenous beast I was hurtling toward, giving me
the impression of its gleeful anticipation.

I barely had a moment to flick my wrist as I
wheezed in a painful breath, Effírië's blade had just snicked out
to its full length when the table and I slammed into the E'hség,
and I hacked as it attempted to ensnare me. If not for the table,
it would have had me, and there would have been nothing I could
have done to save myself. The table struck its body, causing me to
glance off of it, through a hedge of reaching tentacles with claws
which were morphing into fang-filled mouths in the instant I rolled
past them, hacking two free from its body.

There was a moment of searing pain in my leg
as one bit down on my leg, I could feel a fang puncturing the armor
a moment before the escaping air tore me from its grip and I was
ejected out into space into an expanding cloud of rock, dust,
regolith, and debris in a flat spin that was making me dizzy.

I realized I was hearing Mother's voice over
the new alarm telling me I was losing atmosphere inside the armor
now. Oberon's balls! I wish I knew how to shut the cacophony of
blaring warnings. “Knith? Knith, are you clear?” She sounded
panicked, which got me to push away vertigo induced by the spin to
assess the situation.

As I had the blade retract into its cube to
stuff it in my belt pouch, I saw the mammoth Cityship slowly
receding, replaced by Eros, which was slowly receding itself at a
much slower rate, still taking up my entire view before I rotated
away to see the Cityship again, over and over.

My eyes narrowed and I growled when Eros came
into view again, the scarred and charred surface of the asteroid
around a gaping hole showed just how much we had miscalculated the
amount of explosive needed. I'm sure we were calculating for modern
building materials with much higher shear and tensile strength.

And there in the opening, issuing its
blood-chilling, undulating screech of rage which I could somehow
hear in the hard vacuum of space, defying physics, and with that
rage, I could hear... a lonely loss as the Cityship rotated back
into view. The remains of the umbilical corridor portion that was
still attached were trailing debris already rotating out of view,
with the Leviathan hanging off in the distance, making me feel so
very small, so very insignificant.

I gasped out, “I'm still here Mother, you
can't get rid of me that easily.” I heard a chorus of cheers before
I added, “Isn't my ride supposed to be out here? I'm in a bit of a
spot out here, losing atmosphere.”

Trying to focus on the heads-up projection
detailing the rupture in the armor on my left leg, where the
Hunger's fangs made it through the metal and ceramic armor, I
twisted to look. There were some deep scratches in the armor, a
single pinhole fang puncture that was leaking oxygen, and little
globules of blood that were freezing almost instantly. A parting
present from the undying beast.

I experimentally put my hand over the leak,
slowing it but not sealing it, as there was a whole atmosphere of
pressure difference, and my gauntlet wasn't smooth enough to seal
it properly. And the light from the nebulae and the stars in space
wasn't bright enough for me to see how to adjust my grip to
minimize the loss, even with my enhanced eyesight.

That's when I realized I was in trouble
because I was starting to see things, a bobbing light, as I
realized Mother was talking to me. “...to clear out the debris for
the Mark II. Help is on the way.” I shook my head, feeling
light-headed as the weaving and bobbing mote of light in my vision
seemed to grow bigger and brighter.

I realized it wasn't a hallucination brought
on by the thinning air of the armor. It was darting through all the
debris like a homing missile, and the gold light zipped smoothly up
to in front of my visor. “Graz!” She was back in her miniaturized
Scatter Armor in its EVA mode, her hands on my visor.

“Hiya, Knith. I figured you'd need your
partner out here, so I hightailed it to the closest airlock once I
got clear of the section. Looks like you done fucked yourself up,
ya dumb Big.”

Chuckling when I realized my spin was slowing
and saw little jets of gas coming from Graz, assisting her. When I
was down to one or two rotations a minute, she zipped down to my
leg, chirping out like it was the best fun she's had on or off the
World, “This is going to hurt.”

And then she Sprite stung me with her limited
amount of magic. Sprites can cast like most magical species, but
they have such low power, the best they can do is to sting by
concentrating everything they have, or to hex their dust as it
falls to cause bubbling, itchy rashes on any flesh that dust
touches.

But Graz? She's only the third Greater Sprite
to ever exist. One I had just learned was one of her three parents,
the second died here on the Worldship when a plague swept through
the Wee Folk, decimating many of the smaller Fae races such as the
Sprites, who had just recently finally recovered from it to their
full number to meet Equilibrium.

After she was cocooned in a chrysalis of her
remaining magic after almost dying on Morrigan, she emerged,
overpowered for her species as a Greater Sprite. And with her
increased speed, spectacularly beautiful, larger wings, her magic
increased tenfold, causing that golden glow that enveloped her
almost all the time unless she concentrated on dimming it.

And she had just used every iota of that
increased magic potential to give me a Sprite sting that felt as if
she had just lanced a red hot ice pick through my leg. “Mother
Fairy humper, son of an ass munching nema-goblin, fucking ow, you
micro shitting pixie whore!”

Mother chirped out happily, “Ooo, that's what
I call her.”

“Hey! Stop picking on the one saving your Big
arse!”

Saving? I looked down at my leg, which was
numb and throbbing at the same time, the sting radiating out. Then
I blinked. The heat of that tiny concentrated burst of raw magic
had melted the titanium and sealed the hole.

“Oh.” She had a smug look on her face as she
landed on my shoulder and I heard her mag-boots clomp down on my
helmet's mounting ring as we just floated there. “Thanks for that,
partner.” She really was the best partner I've had besides Mother
herself, no matter how much I deny it, so I used the P-word, just
this once for her.

She made a pleased sound as Mother groaned.
“Now we'll never hear the end of it from her. And Knith? Such
vulgarity.”

I smirked and looked at all the warnings and
errors on my display. The one that worried me was flashing an angry
amber. “Not to sound too alarmist or anything, ladies. But it seems
I have a little less than sixty seconds of breathable air in
here.”

“The Cavalry has arrived,” Mother simply
stated, just as space lit up bright as the Day-Lights, as crackling
magical force lightning swept past us, vaporizing everything in its
path. It washed over us, not affecting us at all as the debris
floating along with me was consumed by power as ravenous as the
E'hség.

I looked over to see the Underhill looming in
the distance, a lone figure standing outside on its hull without an
EVA suit. The undisputed Lord of the Greater Fae, King Oberon
blazed in all his glory, the most beautiful man there ever was, his
eyes crackling with lightning as his hands thrust forward again,
sending that overwhelming magic in such compressed whips they
crackled like the lightning they resembled as they cut great swaths
of debris from the space around us.

His wrath was joined by plasma and magitech
pumped debris mitigation lasers from five Ready Squadron fighters
that slid in beside the Underhill.

Three more figures stepped out of an airlock
on the Underhill, and their lightning arced through space, clearing
the path. Queen Mab and Titania slung their wrath alongside my
bride, Aurora, the Winter Maiden.

It was all such a spectacular display of
finely controlled, overwhelming destruction.

My breath was coming in quick shallow breaths
now, my vision starting to swim as something bumped up against me.
I blinked when everything went black for a moment, my slowing mind
realizing what was happening as nanopanels reconfigured around me,
my Mark II Tac-Bike extending the space-rated cockpit around
me.

The moment it was sealed, and the green tell
tales of external pressurization and atmosphere blinked in my
vision, I slapped the visor override and it slid up, cool, fresh
air rushing in as I gasped and gulped it down, ignoring the pain of
my healing ribs.

I patted the yoke fondly. “Hello, girl, nice
to see you.” I was so relieved to see modern heads-up displays
blooming all around the cockpit as I took the controls and pivoted
the bike to look at Eros drifting away, taking the most dangerous,
undying predator to have ever existed with it. Away from the fleet
and her people.

It was odd, but instead of elation, I was
feeling a little sad and melancholy having been the instrument to
doom this entity to an eternity adrift in space, alone, always
hungry, always longing to be whole, complete. It wasn't its fault
it was what it was. And it didn't kill for spite or any evil
intent. Well, maybe it wanted to kill me just a little.

Graz said as she pushed off from my shoulder
to land in front of the cockpit window, her helmet retracting,
“Good riddance.”

I mumbled noncommittally, “Yeah...” Then I
added in a whisper, “Sorry.”

Graz turned to me, cocking a brow, then
looking from me to Eros then me again, and her hard look changed to
understanding, and she didn't look as enthusiastic about the
situation. She shared, “It had to be done. It was either it or us.
It would have found a way to the other ships once it ate its way
through the Yammato's population. It's what it does.”

I nodded. “Intellectually I know that. It
still doesn't make me feel any less that it was akin to just
spacing a wild animal. And I think the E'hség had more intelligence
that we gave it credit for.”

She almost pouted. “Still, it had to be done,
Knith.”

I nodded and checked in on coms, thanking
everyone... yes even the King and Queens of the Divided Courts,
daring them to see it as a debt owed, as I pulled the clunky CSC
earbud from my ear. Then I hovered there turning to see the ships
all veering off. The Underhill heading to the Yammato, the Ready
Squadron fighters going back on patrol.

Keying coms I said, “Yammato Flight, this is
Brigade Enforcer Shade, badge alpha three four eight niner,
Tac-Bike E001, requesting clearance for free flight. Requesting
emergency auxiliary docking. Priority FABLE-1.”

When they gave the affirmative, I looked at
the missing section of the ring as it rotated into view, the Mark
II displaying a slightly differing nutation vector than the first
time I docked, as the bike's computers predicted a growing
precession. In a few weeks, it would start getting severe enough
for the people inside to feel it, and if left unchecked, it could
multiply exponentially until the stresses tore the ring apart. That
was likely a year or two from now.

“Mother. Didn't Doc say he had some sort of
plan to...” I asked.

She chuckled as I stopped, a huge shadow
passing over us. I had to blink to make sure I was seeing what I
thought I was as a familiar ship which dwarfed all but the
Cityships, slid past us as it matched the rotation and speed of the
turning habitation ring.

One of the World-Tugs was flipping, firing
its miniature world-drive to slow as Doc's voice crackled to life
on the channel, he was saying, “I don't give a god damn if you give
me clearance or not. I wasn't asking, rather I was tellin' ya that
I was coming in, ta dock with the damaged ring section, ya
gobshite.”

I was just blinking in that shock as I saw
the tug's two anchoring arms swinging back. No... he wasn't... was
he? I heard dozens of people ordering him to stop what he was
doing. Including President Yang. He said, “Could all of ya stop
natterin' in my ear? And stop whinin', we have another tug in case
of emergency, now that my darlin' has her new heart, and the
turnover event already happened, they are unneeded. This'll take
care of the harmonic precession of the nutation. Just ask
Korn...”

He trailed off, reminding me of the Gnome's
heroic demise. He was Korny's friend too, even if neither of them
would be caught dead admitting it.

President Yang said after a moment, “You
stole a World-Tug, Mr. McClain.”

“Aye, and yer welcome.”

I followed him in as a Ready Squadron fighter
slid in above me, inverted, cockpit almost against mine as Myra
watched with me, feline eyes wide in disbelief at what the man was
doing. Her voice in a mystified tone, came through on a secure
tac-channel, “Is, is the man doing what I think he is, Knith?”

I nodded as I watched as the man maneuvered
the hulking vessel almost delicately, making me feel embarrassed I
was barely able to fly it in a straight line on the Morrigan
mission, “I think so, Kitty Cat.”

Then I did a doubletake up at her, before
gluing my eyes back on the ship that was deftly maneuvering itself
at a crawl into the gap in the ring, taking up two-thirds of the
missing piece as the anchors extended toward the ragged edge of the
damaged portion. “What are you doing here, Myra?”

She gave a hissing chuckle. “I'm always up
for the 'What in Titania's brassiere is Knith up to today' show.
You don't do things in halves, do you, lady?”

I grumped as my eyes widened more as Doc made
contact, pulling the World-Tug tight against the hull of the ring,
cutting the maneuvering thrusters. I had to blink as the nutation
numbers started correcting themselves, projections showing that in
a week or less the numbers would normalize to manageable
levels.

Someone else on the channel was voicing the
numbers I was seeing. Doc came over the line. “There. Again, you're
welcome. Now if yer sendin' the Enforcers for me, I'll be at the
nearest pub.” And he severed his com link. I hoped he wouldn't
catch too much blowback from this stunt. But you can't fault the
results. It was frightening how intelligent this Human out of time
was when he could visualize things like this with an intuition that
bordered on preternatural. I swear the man had to have some Gnome
blood in him.

The channel had gone curiously silent,
everyone absorbing what the man had just done. Stabilizing the
Cityship, as well as bridging most of the gap in the span of five
minutes. I muttered, “Alrighty then,” and that signaled the
explosion of dozens of voices coordinating, sending support staff
and engineering crews to secure the vessel and shore up the
connections. I've no doubt this was going to come to be called the
McClain Maneuver.

I winced at a slight crinkling sound and
sharp pain, knowing my cracked ribs were healing. I'd be right as
rain... what an odd term, I wonder its origin, in a couple of days,
though I'm sure there'd be ugly, heavy bruising for a few more. I
inventoried all my injuries and winced because Rory and Caitlyn
were going to kill me for them. I was careful, I swear.

Graz squeaked out as she looked back at me,
“I am so done with this Fairy humping day.”

I snorted. “Agreed. But first, time to take
our lumps.” Then turned us toward the airlocks to dock close to
where the Underhill was just making its docking approach. I could
almost feel Rory's worry and anger over me taking so many chances
from there as I moaned out, “Some Knith is in troublllle.”

And I flew us to our doom as Mother
helpfully, not, started playing a selection from the
anthropological music archives called Trouble by Pink.


Epilogue

I sat on the barstool in the closest tavern
on the Yammato, in a borrowed set of civvies from Paris, looking
into my mug of stout lager ale, feeling like someone should say
something. My mind dwelling on Kornelious and his sacrifice. That
shouldn't have happened, it was the job of us Enforcers to protect
the public, to take on the danger so others would be safe.

I thought back to the chaotic atmosphere when
I docked. The stream of evacuation traffic had stalled while
officials determined the threat level to the populace and whether
or not to start the recall or wait until the damage to the section
where I blew the umbilical could be assessed.

Human med-tech workers and security personnel
were swarming the airlock, and I had to roll my eyes as I limped
out to find multiple news wave drones hovering around me. Kalista
Tu'lian from Leviathan Network News was behind the line of CSC
officers and called out, “Captain Shade, is it true the E'hség
threat is neutralized? And that your reckless plan could have
destroyed the Cityship?”

Just space me now. Rumors were already
spreading.

Lydia pushed through the line to support me
as I fought off the grabby medical technicians as they tried
stripping off my armor right there while trying to get me to lie
down on a stretcher. She called back to the Elvish reporter, “What
are you doing here anyway, woman? Weren't you suppose to be among
the first evacuated so your magic didn't draw in the E'hség?”

The smug Elf just held up her press
credentials as if that made it ok to defy the evacuation order and
endanger others around her if the E'hség had decided to leave its
hunting grounds for more tasty morsels.

Then Paris added, “And the Yammato was never
in danger, except the collapse of the Utopia superstructure caused
by the creatu... ow!” She looked down to where I kicked her leg,
she was feeding the press information. We didn't know what the
higher-ups wanted compartmentalized or not so it was best to
just... She got it and just called out, “No comment.”

Graz was buzzing the cameras, confusing their
navigation and avoidance systems so much that they flew back to
dock at their charging ports on the shoulders of the various
reporters or camera people. I snorted when one obstinately didn't
retreat and Sprite stung it behind her back, causing it to short
and drop to the deck like a brick.

I was moving, heading toward the next airlock
over, security hard pressed to keep back the throngs of people who
were trying to get a look at me and Graz. The airlock, which had
techs and CSC personnel trying to pry open an apparently
malfunctioning door, simply slid open when I arrived at it. I
stepped through with Lydia and Graz, surprised to see Ya'to was
already standing inside it, her blank face somehow looking smug.
She must have come straight here when she learned where the
Underhill was docking.

The moment we cleared the bulkhead the
airlock door re-sealed itself before the pesky medical workers
could join us. I could almost catch the scent of leaves and budding
flowers, telling me it was Summer's magic giving us privacy.

As soon as the connecting door opened I knew
I was in trouble when it was Caity and Aurora who were standing
there, arms crossed, stern and worried looks on their faces. I
wonder if Caitlyn knows just how many of Rory's mannerisms she was
picking up.

To get the attention off of me as they
approached with their hands almost crackling with healing energies,
I blurted as I pointed at the glow-bug hovering there, smug as you
please, “Graz Sprite-stung me,” as if that would distract them from
the multitude of injuries I got fighting a creature I, nor anyone
else, could never win against.

This got a 'look' from Cait as Twinkle buzzed
up to start chastising her parent at a speed my merely human brain
couldn't follow, only catching a word here or there. Complete with
emphatic hand gestures and a scolding look. They zipped into the
Underhill, Graz's child reading her the riot act the whole way.

I turned back to the women descending upon me
and my satisfied grin vanished as I gulped. Suffice it to say, I
got berated just like the mini flying terror did as the two I hold
closest in my heart healed all my wounds so quickly it was more
painful than soothing, I'm sure by design. It wasn't until they got
me into Mac's cabin that we could get the ancient Enforcer's Armor
off of me.

I had never been so happy to see a new set of
my experimental Scatter Armor in my life. It was disconcerting just
how much I have come to rely on the modern systems in them. And
that's when my girls noticed, Cait slapping my hands away when I
reached for my shoulder where they were looking as I was prepping
to activate the armor to flow up my body.

She mumbled. “How did we miss this?” And she
poured more healing magic into me as I gazed at the ragged fang
marks on my shoulder, where the E'hség had tried to bite a chunk
out of me. Angry red puckered skin that seemed to have smoky mist
pooling in the puncture marks. That had me looking at my leg, where
the old armor had been penetrated by a fang. The same sort of wound
was there, as well as the big red rash from Graz's sting radiating
out in a painful circle their magic wouldn't be able to erase until
the sting wore off.

My daughter furrowed her brow as she poured
more power into her magics. She prompted as she looked to Rory who
was examining my shoulder closely, “Mom?” And Rory assisted as the
Queens and Mac moved in closer to observe as the wound barely
healed around the edges a little. It wasn't until Cait touched the
amulet burned into her flesh on her breastbone, it flaring
brilliant white as Chip, the Ka'Infinitum artifact fuses into it,
lent its power, and the red glow of the Wild Hunt's crystal joined
in, that the leg wound healed fully and the much deeper and more
severe shoulder wound healed halfway before my girls stopped,
gasping from what looked to be supreme effort.

Rory gasped out, panting, “That's all we can
do for now. It resists our efforts, so it will take a few more
sessions before it can be fully healed, my Knith.”

I opened my mouth to reply but glacked in
pain when Mab just stepped up, grabbing my arm, just about tearing
it off as she pulled me to her as she examined the smoky wound. She
moved her hand to the side, dragging me along for Titania to look
as the Winter Lady shared, “You are marked by the E'hség, just as
we have marked you.” She tapped her lips to indicate mine. We have
seen this before when the Hunger lands a physical blow before it
can strip the magic away from its prey. Were you preternatural, it
would slowly consume you, feeding the E'hség. In this one case,
Knith Shade of Beta Stack, you are fortunate to be naught but a
Human.”

I looked at my shoulder again as Graz and
Twinkle zipped down to start burning off med patches over the
smoking wounds. My eyes widened as I asked, “Is that smoke part of
it? Is it alive?” Did I have something crawling around in the
wound? Gah, just space me now.

Oberon, in his Mac guise, looked to be
simplifying his words for me as he stated, “It's a little more
complicated than that. Think of it as the entity's saliva or maybe
more specifically, metaphysical venom. It isn't effective against
you, Shade, since you possess nothing for it to target... magic.
Though I suppose its persistence means there may be trace amounts
in you.” He hmmed, pondering as he rubbed his chin, then tapped his
lips as he looked at me.

Son of a fairy farting bitch. It was
lingering because of the Queen's marks on me?

Rory postulated as she looked at our
daughter, “That may be why our magics are mostly ineffectual, until
the Forge fragment assisted, it was eating our magics as we fed it
to her tissues.”

I asked with concern in my tone as a shiver
ran down my spine, “So this means...?”

She chuckled and leaned in to gift me with a
feather-soft kiss on the lips. “It means it will just take time to
heal you fully. Do not worry, my Knith, it cannot hurt you any more
than it already has.” Then she marveled, her eyes wide in wonder,
“Only my Knith Shade could survive the bite of the E'hség and live
to tell the tale.” There was hunger in her tone and I flushed, heat
and desire pooling in the most pleasant parts of my core as I
locked eyes with her.

Cait, sounding more her age than the adult
she appeared, squeaked out as she covered her eyes, “Eww if they
start doing things right here, I'm seriously going to die.
Mooooms.”

This put a damper on the heat between my
bride and me, as Rory backed up a step her hands clasped behind her
back, a lavender-toned blush on her cheeks. I just chuckled and
activated my SAs, sending nano-panels flowing up my body,
configuring itself into Summer Mode as I teased our mortified
progeny, “It's not any worse than when you and Twinkle get all
sugary sweet, love. Your kissy face eyes for each other can send a
room into diabetic shock.”

She fisted her hands at her sides, blushing
profusely as she whined, “Mooom. Then she stomped off into Mac's
sleeping chamber, Twinkle buzzing to catch up, sifting embarrassed
yellow-green dust in her wake.

I pointed at Ya'to too, who was suspiciously
silent, still somehow conveying a smug amusement at my situation,
her industrial chic look growing on me. Mother tittered in my head
from my SA interface.

Aurora cocked a brow at me. “That was
positively mean.”

“Then why are you grinning?”

She bit the tip of her tongue, trying not to
smile, and it was adorable.

Good, maybe I wouldn't get a lecture
if...

Mab leaned into Titania, whispering loudly,
“That was positively wicked, skillful misdirection.”

The Summer Lady nodded. “Worthy of a Fae,
maybe there's hope for the Human yet.”

Have I mentioned just how much I'd rather
those two not be around, causing trouble for me? I sighed as Rory
told me lovingly, “We will be speaking of your recklessness when we
get back home, my Knith.” I nodded in resignation as we settled in
to discuss all that happened, me studiously ignoring the pings from
President Yang, and Brigade HQ.

Lydia just stood by the door, looking like
she was trying to look small and fade into the bulkhead, eyes wide
as she watched the misbehaving Fae royalty. I just rolled my eyes
at her, causing her to chuckle nervously. Unfortunately, that's
when the Queens first noticed her. Not a good thing to have them
notice you, I'd have to apologize later as everyone turned to
her.

It turns out, Doc isn't going to be roasted
over a spit for commandeering the Tug. President Yang immediately
took credit for the move, broadcasting it on all the news stations.
“Our team of technical advisers and emergency response personnel
had determined this was the best way to stabilize the Cityship
Yammato without the mass of the asteroid to compensate. And as we
no longer need two World-Tugs, by docking with the habitation ring
in this manner, we can expand usable space on the Cityship.”

Ok, a politician to the core, she was
stealing Doc's idea to appear as though it was her administration
responsible for all the positives, in exchange, for a silent
agreement with Doc to keep his trap shut and he won't be
keel-hauled.

I needed to gather myself and my thoughts,
avoiding the likely days of mind-numbing debriefs with so many
agencies. Right now, I needed to decompress and my family
understood when I left the Underhill after the crowds had
dispersed, and headed to the nearest tavern where I could sit and
reflect, gather my wits, and steel myself for all that would come,
the whole time wondering if we had done the right thing, my mind on
the E'hség, wondering if there was any other way to have ensured
everyone's safety.

But it was a necessary evil, as the body
count was rapidly building unchecked. It was the no-win concept of
Doctor Gerhardt Sclossinger of the ninety-third century. Taking
emotion out of a no-win situation to choose the solution that would
benefit the most at the cost of the least. Translation, one life
for many. I needed a drink.

Looking around, seeing so many who shared my
need tonight, in the tavern that was overflowing with CSC and
Enforcers, engineers, and emergency crews, I held up my mug, my
mind on the Gnome I can say had been my friend. It would take weeks
for them to clear out the debris to find his body.

“A toast!” I called out.

The loud bar silenced except for the odd but
catchy, folksy Cityship culture music playing from a console by the
dartboard. “To lost friends who gave all that they were to save
others.”

A loud chorus of, “Here here,” roared out and
we all guzzled our drinks.

A familiar voice had me looking down at the
short man wiping the froth from his drink from his lips with the
sleeve of his shirt, “Aye. We lost another soul? Who are we
mourning, Shade?”

I dropped my mug, and as it clattered on the
floor, I sputtered out, “Kornelious Hesserfus Tomalginarius the
Thirteenth?!? You're alive?”

The Gnome looked around, realizing the tavern
had gone silent, someone even stopped the music. He looked confused
as he turned back to me. “Of course I'm alive, did ya think
different? I calculated the best way ta guide the collapse so that
it didn't cause a hull breach while givin' me a pocket of safety.
Took quite some time fer me ta pull myself through the mess. Needed
ta wet my pipes after that and saw the inn here. Did I miss some
excitement?”

A cheer went up, and I squatted and grabbed
the man under his arms and lifted him, kissing all over his head
and cheeks, with a “Mwah, mwah, mwah,” genuinely happy to see the
squirming man who was sputtering out, “Gah, stop that, yer a
married bird, this is undignified, at least buy me a drink first,”
as others gathered around to slap his back or pat his
shoulders.

And for the first time since I arrived at the
Yammato, all the anxiety left me for the moment. Sometimes there is
a happy ending.

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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