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Prologue
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Nicole Jacobs stood within the secondary bridge of Jigsaw City, which also served as the primary entry bay of the city-ship.

Men made of stone filed through the room. The line moved with incredible efficiency, as if they acted with one mind. They stopped and started at the same time, when each of them took a turn to step out of line to present themselves to her, giving their name and job title, followed by a declaration to willingly serve her, as Leader.

The Ulkun were effectively a race of sentient magic items, because each was actually a smallish column of stone that animated a husk, which was how they referred to their bodies. Without the life stone that held the magical pattern for their soul, which fit into a socket somewhere in their husk, their bodies would be nothing more than statues. All of them featured gemstones for eyes and while their faces hinted at human features, they were fairly rough, with noses and ears that were no more than decorative protrusions. They’d only recently taken to building humanoid husks, mostly for the sake of peacefully coexisting with the other races of the world.

They spoke to Nicole in their own language, via radio waves. She was only able to hear them speak because she had an ancient bit of Ulkun magic lodged in her brain, which had resisted all attempts at removal.

She held a tablet computer, which she used to record the information they supplied, though she mostly entered the data by speaking in the common human language of the world. Nicole had recently completed a census of the Ulkun living aboard Jigsaw City, but was using current circumstances to complete the city’s records for those that had been waiting on the ground, for over a year.

The room’s layout was based on hexagons, with six of them surrounding a central one, little lines in the floor marking the divide between them. The forward walls were large windows that also served as shared displays for the many work stations. Each station was little more than a chair with a computer-like interface for accessing the magic city’s functions. The chairs bore manufactured soft coverings in red, because the city wasn’t able to produce cushions on its own. Beyond the windows was a little landing with a railing and a set of stairs leading down. Currently, the center window included an open airlock, through which the Ulkun entered. Everything in the room was the same gleaming, brassy metal the entire ship was made of.

Nicole had snow-white hair, despite the fact she was twenty-one years old, a little hint that she was a half-troll, because the hair of troll women always turned white during puberty. Her hair was decently long, but since she didn’t care for it getting in her way, she kept it in complex braids on her head, in the manner of a ballerina. Her blue eyes bore a weary look, because she’d recently been through some difficult ordeals. She was rather attractive, with a bust line that tended to draw the gaze of men. Her legs were muscular, in the manner of a ballerina, but unlike such a dancer, so were her arms, as if she’d studied ballet more like a man.

She wore a plain, black T-shirt and a pair of denim trousers. Due to the chill, autumn air blowing into the room from the outside, she also wore a white, leather jacket. On her left wrist was a bracelet that might have been a watch, if it wasn’t so large, with a flat, artificial diamond face that served as a screen. Hanging from her neck was a silver, three-layered necklace of bone and steel beads, which included little catches to make removing them fairly easy, because each section held no more than three. Most of the beads had been carved from goblin teeth into little faces, while the two steel beads were less artistic.

She didn’t care for the burden of the necklace, because it was effectively haunted; many goblin souls had been bound to it, using necromancy. On the other hand, they served willingly. The necklace had been passed down over many generations from one witch to the next and Nicole’s adopted mother, Eden, had given it to her when she’d completed her magical training, as a teen. Regardless of the burden it presented, Nicole appreciated having it as a backup plan, knowing the goblins would always be ready.

The two steel beads were something different, however. Eden had an endless curiosity about magic and had long-ago performed an unusual experiment. She’d purchased a pair of famous swords, then paid to have them destroyed, leaving only the two beads behind, absolutely delighted to discover that even objects had souls that could be summoned, at least once they were destroyed. Much to Nicole’s amusement, they were short swords, just like she preferred. With a little extra magic, she could solidify the ghost blades, giving her an extra option if she was ever disarmed.

Her belt was a rather heavy affair, very much like those worn by military men. It included a series of pouches and a pair of short swords were sheathed on her hips. Their hilts were unusual, because they incorporated revolver-like blaster pistols. Blasters were magi-tech devices that fired off magic spells defined by software, in place of lasers or projectiles, making them exceptionally versatile.

When the last of the Ulkun had presented himself, Nicole stepped outside, onto the little landing at the top of the stairs. It was made of a brassy metal that gleamed a little more than it should have, as if reflecting more light sources than actually existed. That was because it was made of orichalcum, an alloy composed of super-dense metals well off the publicly-known periodic table of elements, which were held together on a subatomic scale by magic.

From above, Jigsaw City appeared as a massive hexagonal shape, a mile wide, with a flat top and sloped sides. It was mostly golden in color, with black docking hatches and doors. Some decorative black and red lines gave it an artistic touch. Emblazoned on the flat top, at a very large size, the black and red lines depicted a jigsaw puzzle piece based on a hexagonal grid, which had become the logo for the city. At the six corners of that, some building-like bumps protruded, which were observation bays, despite the fact no windows were visible from the outside, though the walls were transparent from the inside. The one at the front served as the city-ship’s bridge.

The lower side was mostly a mirror of the top, though the observation bays had extended landing struts down to the ground, because Jigsaw City had come down from orbit to pick up the last of the Ulkun, since there was finally enough room to house all ten-thousand of them. Each of the six landing struts had a large base, to distribute the weight over a wide area, and a set of stairs.

Jigsaw City had been constructed from the remnants of the ancient and magical City of Kurg, which the Ulkun had enchanted millions of years earlier, long before modern humans evolved and spread themselves throughout the galaxy.

Nicole hadn’t originally wanted to involve herself with Kurg or the Ulkun, but after an encounter with a small piece of the city, she’d accidentally copied its magic into her mind, where it blossomed and became something more, making her a living and breathing extension of Kurg.

More recently, she’d accepted that connection and the Ulkun had begun to call her ‘Leader’, despite the fact they had a king. To them, a king was someone that was in charge, who they were bound to obey, with no choice in the matter, but a Leader was someone they chose to serve. There was also a prophesy involved, which they’d refused to explain to Nicole.

For lack of a better title, Nicole had accepted being called Princess, since she was the leader of a new and very mobile city-state. She didn’t like the title, because it was a little too girly for her taste, but a friend had pointed out that some flowers are very beautiful, though also thorny, perfectly able to defend themselves. So it was with princesses and queens, in the real world. They may have been pretty, but one generally doesn’t tick off royalty, unless one desires to court death.

Nicole looked to the horizon, at Heart Forge, a bustling city of skyscrapers covered in green plants. She didn’t know when she might come back, but she was soon going to take Jigsaw City on an interstellar journey, because pieces of Kurg had been lost among the stars of the galaxy and she had to collect them all, that she and Kurg might live up to their full potential. Even now, all those distant pieces cried out to her, like a never-ending murmur within her mind, unified in their desire to be whole again, because they’d spent three-million years separate and lonely.

She took the stairs down and looked the opposite direction, to a distant mountain range, where her birth mother lived. Nicole wanted to stay near Lyra, but knew she had to go. The sun was low on the horizon and beginning to set.

She also knew why Lyra had to stay. The last time they’d seen Levi, Nicole’s birth father, he’d vanished through time, taking a powerful demon with him. Lyra was convinced he would someday return, because he’d become a master of temporal magic and time travel was relatively easy for him. Nicole had her doubts about that, because if he’d been able to return, he would have already done so.

Lyra and Nicole had said their goodbyes the night before, a tear-filled bittersweet moment, in which she’d vowed to return, as often as possible.

As Nicole watched the sun go down, she reiterated the vow she’d made the night before, “I’ll be back. I won’t let you wait alone, Lyra.”

When night had begun, Nicole entered the city-ship and barked an order at the dwarves manning the work stations, “Seal all hatches for flight. Tell Lognur to file our flight plan with Heart Forge. We take off in one hour.”

“Aye, ma’am!” The bearded fellow on communications answered and began whispering into his headset.

“I’m heading for the primary bridge.”

The airlock sealed itself, then melted away, as if it had never been there in the first place, as did the stairs and the landing outside.

Nicole stepped toward the back of the room, which featured a set of stairs wrapped around what everyone called an elevator, even though it actually used space-twisting magic to seamlessly swap booths. The elevator doors featured a decorative pattern of hexagons in a grid, some of which were black and others red, using negative space to outline the city’s hexagonal jigsaw puzzle piece logo at the center, which had been left the usual golden color of most interior surfaces. That was a little artistic addition Nicole had recently made to all public doors of the city.

The doors automatically parted, allowing her to enter. Inside was fairly simple, with a railing along the walls and a hexagonal pattern in the floor that resembled tile, even though it was orichalcum. It was large enough for a forklift. To one side of the door was a little display for the floor number and a set of buttons, but that was a backup system, because Kurg was normally intelligent enough to figure out where to send the occupants. If it couldn’t, then it waited to be told either verbally, or via the buttons.

Ironically, Nicole knew how those buttons worked. They didn’t do a darn thing and only served as a visual indication Kurg could follow for floor selection. It was the same with all of the computer-like interfaces the city presented on the bridge and in other important locations. They weren’t actually computers, but rather a clever emulation of them. The city had gotten so good at pretending to be a computer, it was even able to connect to wireless networks for the sake of file transfers and could run standardized software, a very clever trick.

Many of the technicians that worked in Jigsaw City had been teaching Kurg about computers, imparting the knowledge necessary to make the emulation so close to perfection, the differences had become aesthetic. The best part of their work had been the addition of standard ports that could be used for all sorts of data connections, particularly video and file transfers. The walls of most rooms now featured little connectors near the floor that allowed using them as huge screens. Nicole had used that to fashion a large room of the city into a movie theater, without paying for a giant screen or projector.

The door closed and a burst of magic marked the booth’s transportation.

* * *
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Nicole stepped into the primary bridge and took her usual station, which was the pilot’s seat, featuring a flight yoke, control pedals set into the floor and a variety of other flight controls, to one side of the usual screen.

One of the dwarves, a heavily-muscled fellow with a belt-length beard, looked up and called out, “Me filed our flight plan, Princess.”

He wore a sharp-looking military uniform in a gray color, because he was the leader of Vigilant Hawk, the mercenary group Nicole had hired for military operations in the city.

“Thank you, Lognur. Vanu, begin preflight check of all systems.” Nicole ordered.

Another dwarf, who had blue hair and wore a pair of glasses with a thick, black frame answered, “Aye. Me’s already begun.”

She was attractive and clean-shaved, despite the fact shaving went against tradition.

Vanubo was an architect by trade, but she was also excellent with organizational skills of all sorts. Nicole had originally hired her to help layout Jigsaw City, using parts of Kurg, but she’d since become an essential part of the bridge crew, serving as a structural engineer that knew more about the stresses and strains the city could handle than even Nicole. She also handled communication, because she enjoyed chatting with people when she wasn’t busy with other work.

True to form, she already knew what needed to be done.

Nicole suggested, “I’ll do the magical checks, since I’m more familiar with that side of Kurg.”

“Aye. Thank ye.” Vanu nodded.

They completed their work and when the appropriate time came, Nicole laid hold of the flight yoke, put her feet on the pedals and declared, “Please request permission for take-off.”

Vanu relayed the request via her headset, then gave Nicole a thumbs-up, saying, “We have it.”

Nicole adjusted the throttle, lifting the city-ship into the air, which didn’t produce the slightest sense of movement from the inside, because Kurg was able to produce artificial gravity to fully isolate interior forces from all but the very worst exterior jolts.

After a moment, Nicole hit a button to retract the landing struts. Outside, they melted and flowed as liquid metal, which was absorbed into the structure of the city-ship.

With that out of the way, she made some small adjustments to go from hover mode to forward propulsion, then angled the ship upward, pushing the throttle to one-quarter power.

Jigsaw City flew very much like bricks don’t, moving with grace and great control, despite her massive size.

As they exited the atmosphere and achieved orbit, Nicole requested, “Vanu, get Scar on the line, so we can prep for the next leg of our journey.”

“Aye.”

After a moment, the central window displayed the face of a man with green skin and sharp, pointed teeth designed for tearing meat. He otherwise looked human, with round ears and normal enough proportions, for such a small man. He had black hair and a thick beard, which mostly covered a rather nasty scar on one side of his face. He grinned with delight.

“Good to see you again, Nicole.” His grin widened, “We’re ready on this end for this crazy experiment of yours. You can establish the link at any time.”

“Good.” Nicole nodded, then requested, “Vanu, link the city to the computers of The Hub.”

After a moment, Scar looked down and chuckled, “It worked! I still can’t believe you got the city to pretend to be a computer!” He typed a moment, “Our sensors are now yours.”

“Scan our destination, while I prepare the city for teleportation.” Nicole instructed.

“Aye.” The dwarf on sensors nodded.

Nicole had teleported smaller pieces of Kurg from time to time, which functioned like large shuttles, but she’d never done the same with such a huge mass. Nonetheless, there was plenty of magic in the city’s reserves. In fact, there was so much magic stored within Kurg, it actually terrified Nicole. Hypothetically, it was enough to destroy a significant portion of the galaxy, yet she knew she had no more than ten percent of Kurg. Teleporting the city-ship would be like a tiny drop in the ocean, by comparison.

Nicole nervously worked her way through the interface to the section for teleportation. She setup everything aside from the target coordinates.

“Shared coordinates established and our destination is clear.” The sensor operator reported, “Me’s sending ye the coordinates, now.”

The line of Nicole’s screen for the destination filled itself in. The numbers continually danced and changed as their target moved, based on its relative motion through the void of space.

“Triple check that, please.” She requested.

After a moment, the dwarf spoke again, “Confirmed.”

“The numbers are good.” Vanu was next.

“I just ran the numbers on my end, as well.” Scar also agreed, “You’re good to go.”

Feeling quite nervous, Nicole reached for the big, red button marked ‘Activate Spell’ on her screen as she declared, “Teleportation in three...two...one...now!”

She tapped the button and Jigsaw City vanished!
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Part 1
Warming
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Chapter 1
The Void
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Half a billion years ago, far beyond the visible reaches of the known universe...

Queen Minerva Lovelysky stood in empty space. Far below her feet was a world that had once teemed with life, including lush jungles and forests on every continent. The oceans had once been filled with fish and birds of every description still filled the air, as did insects of all sorts, though there were less of them every day. Despite the natural splendor of the place, however, it had always been torn by constant war.

Minerva was humanoid in shape, though definitely not human, because she had long, pointed and heavy ears that flopped sideways, away from her skull, and she was supernaturally beautiful. She had long and flowing, vibrantly-red hair the color of rose petals and violet eyes that twinkled with serious intelligence, despite being dulled by the burden of leadership. Her face, however, was friendly and warm. The lines of it indicated she often smiled, though her current expression was of deep concern.

She wore a dress that appeared very much like a huge flower had been turned upside down, with her neck serving in place of the stem, covered by a tube of green that embraced her chin and cheeks with leaves, making her hair almost resemble a second flower. Her arms stuck out below the dress-flower’s shielding leaves, two of which served as shoulder pads. Two more leaves covered her chest and upper back. The fine, red silk of the dress flowed in a manner that resembled overlapping rose petals, which waved and swayed when she moved. The petals would have fluttered in the wind, but there was none in space. Her feet were bare, as was the custom of the Seelie.

She looked away from her world and scanned the red stars of space with deep worry in her eyes. Just weeks before, they’d been largely white and blue in color, yet now, all of them were red, as was the local sun.

It hadn’t taken a genius to puzzle out the meaning of the color shift: the stars were dying far faster than they should have, as was everything in the visible universe. Every day, they grew more dim. Every day, the red sun gave less warmth. Every day, the world cooled a little more.

The fish of the sea were now dead and the only thing still living was nothing but red algae, which gave it the ominous look of blood in the strange light. Likewise, the many moons shone red and those that lived there had reported those small worlds were also dying. The plants hung on for dear life, but there was only so long they could survive on the weak light the sun still provided and the remaining animals were faring no better. In short, the ecosystem had been dealt a fatal blow.

Every world within reach was dying and nothing they could do would reverse the devastation. The entire galaxy had been affected in the same way and Minerva was terrified. The innate life flowing from every living thing had begun to fade and for once, the Seelie and Unseelie Queens had seen eye to eye, each sending a simultaneous request for a truce. There was no point in fighting, if they were all at risk of extinction through over-exertion, and with the life of the world soon to pass away, every bit of magic they had left had to be carefully rationed, lest they also vanish.

Minerva spotted a patch of the sky that was black and dark. It was a spot only a few degrees wide, yet it was visibly growing as stars winked out, no longer giving light. She didn’t know why, but based on the energy waves coming from them, she concluded those stars were collapsing into black holes, even though many should have been too small for that. She suspected the same fate lay in store for the local sun.

She stared with horror into the darkness of that void, sensing the approach of something with dreadful power, far beyond anything she’d ever experienced, but its magic wasn’t based on life or the energy of creation. Instead, it was based on death and entropy, a reversal of everything Minerva had thought possible!

“So, the End of Days has come?” Minerva was startled by the voice of Thistle Treelash, the Unseelie Queen, who’d silently risen into space, to stand beside her.

Her words had been magically carried to the ears, since there was no air.

Thistle’s skin was pale like an albino, yet her veins shone black, and her eyes were vile, iridescent orbs that shined like the feathers of a raven and floated in empty sockets. Her long hair was as dark as ink and little dribbles of liquid, possibly a mixture of dye and sweat, rolled out of it, which evaporated, leaving only black marks behind. The same inky fluid dripped from her eye sockets, like disgusting and filthy tears.

Her clothing also resembled an overturned flower, but in her case, it was a nettle with purple petals that were rather small. The leaves and stem were so dark, they were nearly black, and covered in wickedly-sharp thorns, which appeared to be of the poisonous variety.

Minerva felt nothing but revulsion for Thistle, but since they had a truce, she swallowed her feelings and remained cordial, “I fear you may be right.”

For a time, they both stared into the growing dark patch of sky, until a third voice broke the silence of space, though this one didn’t arrive via the ears, instead turning up inside the mind.

The spirit of your galaxy has laid down and allowed herself to be consumed. All that remains of her power is nothing but dregs. Yet your people remain. You are...interesting, I must say. The voice was male and spoke with great confidence.

“Who are you? Show yourself to us!” Thistle demanded!

Minerva nodded, “She and I agree on very little, but I also prefer to see the face of those with whom I speak. It’s simply a matter of etiquette.”

The laughter of the male filled their ears, You amuse me, so I’ll grant your request.

The dark patch of sky suddenly grew larger and Minerva broke out in a cold sweat, which turned into a brief mist in the emptiness of space!

The two Queens fearfully took a few steps back, before Minerva finally noticed the way light warped around the edges of the growing darkness, just like the light around a black hole was twisted. That did nothing to reduce her fear, only increasing it as the massive black hole drew ever closer!

“That will destroy us!” Thistle growled and held her hands up, shaping some magic for the sake of defense.

It will not, the male voice countered, unless I will it. However, I’m in a good mood, so I’ll give you the chance to speak, face to face, just as requested.

Distant points reflecting the light of the sun winked out as they were enveloped by the black hole, including a gas giant with a hundred inhabited worlds orbiting it! The black hole’s event horizon dwarfed the entire star system, marking its mass as something far beyond the average black hole, or even one of the monsters that kept an entire galaxy of stars in its thrall. No, this black hole made such monsters look tiny, by comparison. After a moment, several of the closest moons in orbit were engulfed and absorbed, callously and casually marking the deaths of everyone that lived on them.

“Don’t waste your magic.” Minerva suggested to her counterpart, “Even with our powers combined, we would be no match for this being.”

Thistle wisely ended her incomplete spell and gulped with terror.

The event horizon rippled, as indicated by the light swirling around the monster, going from spherical to a gargantuan shape with two arms and two legs, as well as a head. Its eyes and mouth were marked by concentrations of twisted light, the color of blood, which delineated a sharp-toothed maw.

“Greetings, great one. Blessings be upon our meeting.” Minerva bowed her head, took the edges of her skirt in hand and curtsied to the monstrous black hole, despite the fact she was trembling.

After a moment’s hesitation, Thistle did the same, saying, “Yes, blessings be.”

“I am Minerva Lovelysky and my colleague is Thistle Treelash. We are the Queens of the Seelie and Unseelie, respectively. Who might you be?” Minerva ended her curtsy with a question.

I am the Void. The Life Spirits of each galaxy are my daughters. The multiverse exists because I will it. When each corner of creation ceases to amuse, I consume it, that I might begin the process of creation and destruction anew.

“I see. Thank you for answering.” Minerva bowed her head again.

The Void explained, With your galaxy’s life spirit having already become a part of me, you’re doomed, yet your race is nothing like any I’ve ever encountered before. You shape raw life into a fluid and changeable form, without one trace of true flesh and blood. You have no real cells, only will and energy shaped to resemble them. Ironically, that’s something we have in common. There’s no possible way that you could be of natural origins. Who made you?

Minerva knew the answer to that question, but it was a closely guarded secret, known only to the reigning Seelie Queen. Theano Kontoti was their maker, a woman beyond the power of even the greatest of queens, a woman of flesh, blood, will and energy, a being greater than the sum of her constituent parts. She was the first and last witch, the beginning and end of magic. She’d warned her creation, the first Queen, that her name must never be spoken to one that would not be a Queen.

If the Void didn’t know the answer to his question already, then Kontoti’s existence was meant to be kept from him, because Kontoti had warned that beings beyond Queens would ask who made them and that they must never know of her existence.

Minerva told the careful lie that had been prepared for such circumstances, “Our first Queen believed in herself so strongly, she came to be through sheer will, alone.”

Really? That is...actually interesting. Today, I will spare you, but tomorrow is another day. I will return in a day’s time and you will send a representative to entertain me. If they manage to hold my attention for even a moment, I will spare you for another day, but if I’m not fully satisfied, I will consume your representative. The Void decided, Send me your best and brightest, your very greatest thinkers and storytellers, your wise men and women. Give me your most learned, and it will stave off death a little longer, but know that when I tire of this game, I’ll finish your galaxy. Until then, I’ll allow you a little life. Farewell, until tomorrow.

He waved a hand, casually dooming another inhabited moon that just happened to be in the way. The sun grew warm and yellow again, as did many neighboring stars, spreading outward over time, though it would be years before the light from the other stars of the galaxy shone with their usual light.

The Void turned away and moved back to the dark patch of sky again, clearly moving faster than light.

“Oh no.” Minerva shook her head.

Thistle stared with horror at the Void’s backside, “We can’t kill that thing. No one is that powerful.”

“We buy time,” Minerva answered, in a quiet whisper, “then flee together. There must be some patch of stars where we’ll find safety, far away from here, beyond the stars we know.”

“How can we do that?”

“I don’t know, but if we work together...” Minerva held a hand out to Thistle.

Thistle nodded and took it, vowing, “We’ll find a way.” She smiled, wickedly, “Neither of us has ever defeated the other, despite millions of years, trying. Together, we can do the impossible. You have my solemn vow of support, until we’re safe again. Then, we’ll go our separate ways, in peace.”

Minerva knew that last part was a lie, because Thistle was too capricious to keep her word without death hanging over her head. Nonetheless, for the time being, they needed each other.
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Chapter 2
Networking
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Scar looked up from his work station and out into space, his sharp-toothed grin growing even wider as Jigsaw City appeared beside The Hub. He liked the look of it, because it gleamed more than gold, and he couldn’t help but admire the slick, hexagonal design.

The Operations Center of The Hub was a brushed steel room with a high-grip coating on the floor.

All around him were work stations occupied mostly by other goblins, though his wife sat beside him. She was an elf with blond hair and pointed ears, almost twice his height.

Most all of them mumbled into headsets as they worked, because the Teleport Shipping Network, also known as the TSN, never slept, and the teleporters of the space station were continually receiving and shipping freight, most of which was only in the station for just a few seconds. After all, The Hub served as the central trunk of the network, and only very rarely directly received freight, usually from passing cargo ships.

It was an expensive way to ship anything, but it was capable of delivering freight to anywhere in almost a quarter of the galaxy, taking only minutes, a service the wealthy paid hand over fist for.

Ironically, TSN sometimes even delivered people. That required moving a small ship around and very strict safety protocols, but for a wealthy man seeking to spend the morning working, followed by an afternoon on the beach of a tropical paradise, the convenience was worth it. Small, one-person pods had been developed for those seeking to save a little money, allowing them to be picked up from, or dropped off, anywhere the network could reach, which was another little money maker.

In short, Scar’s brainchild was producing more money than he could ever spend, but what he cared about was the technical achievement. He wanted to link the entire galaxy together, because trade was the lifeblood of peace and he was sick of war.

TSN existed beside older shipping lanes, providing additional navigation beacons for faster than light travel. Each station in it included many amenities: a small rest stop for travelers, a shopping center, food court, repair crews for star ships, fuel services and even medical aid in the form of a small hospital.

Scar was certain Nicole would be a very good business partner, based on their discussions of her needs. She had to go everywhere in the galaxy and in places the network didn’t currently reach, she’d agreed to help by dropping off automated, remote sensor relay beacons, which would allow Scar to extend the network.

Her people would take all the risk of mapping the galaxy, placing beacons and stations along the way. All Scar had to do was deliver her people to the places he could already reach and grease the wheels of diplomacy a bit. It was a dang good bargain, which was going to open new markets, providing an even greater stream of wealth, which would accelerate the work even more!

As it was, The Hub was manufacturing new stations at a faster pace than ever before, in preparation for some of the most promising new routes. If he was right, then he would soon need several new hubs, just to keep up with demand.

Getting a little nervous about the sudden silence, Scar spoke into his headset, “Nicole, did you arrive safe?”

* * *
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Nicole had been shocked to silence by the sheer size of The Hub, which was far larger than she’d imagined, several miles in length! One end featured a small docking area, resembling the many navigational stations spread throughout the galaxy, while the opposite end was a huge shipyard, where small space stations were being manufactured.

She watched as one of them was pulled clear of the shipyard by a heavy-haul tug ship. When it was stably drifting away, there was a massive discharge of magic and Nicole’s jaw dropped!

“Nicole, did you arrive safe?” Scar asked as his face reappeared on screen.

Vanu reported, “All present and accounted for, based on an internal scan.”

“Good.” Scar grinned, “How did you like the show?”

“So, you’ve really been putting your stations in place with teleporters?” Nicole asked.

He laughed, “Oh, yeah! I designed The Hub for manufacturing and delivery. We can only do that once a week, mind you, due to how much power it takes, but why bother mucking about with FTL drives when you can teleport? It’s actually more efficient, when it comes to power usage, anyway. I just wish I could pull off that little trick you just did.”

“Only Inorath has ever figured out how to stabilize a teleporter for self-transport.” Nicole shrugged.

Inorath was an old friend of Nicole’s birth father, having once been his familiar. It was also the monster from under the bed, a legendary creature that survived on the fear of children.

“And it won’t tell me how it did it!” Scar’s tone turned sour, “Our experiments with the teleport drives never panned out, because the power draw was so massive, it interfered with the teleporter, usually damaging it. Even after studying the plans for Inorath’s ship, I’ve never been able to grasp exactly how it avoids the issue, even when I tried to make a copy from the plans, because my copy didn’t work!”

“You’re among the best engineers, I must admit,” Nicole tried to soothe the goblin’s bruised ego, “but Inorath is far older and more experienced. He once said he believes he’s millions of years old.”

“True.” Scar changed the subject, “Well, are you ready to take on cargo? I’ve got a thousand of my transport beacons ready to go and my wife is transmitting authorization codes for the network, as we speak.”

Nicole gave Vanu a glance and the dwarf gave her a thumbs-up.

“And Vanu confirms we’ve received them. You can send the shipment to our teleporter bay on deck 42. Vanu will prepare the link.”

“Once you’re out there, you can activate a beacon and reach out, if you need more.” Scar suggested.

“I’m sure we’ll run out, pretty quick. Are they disposable, or should we try to avoid damaging them?”

Scar grinned and teased, “Oh, I’ve heard how rough you are on your toys. I made these extra-cheap, so it’s no worry if you break them!” He turned more serious, “I expect you to send them out blind, so you can teleport without risk. That’s really why I wanted you to have plenty. However, I’d prefer you didn’t needlessly destroy them, so we’re also sending you some detailed charts of deep space. That way, you’ll have a decent idea where you can drop them without trouble. Just put them close to your target system, then you can do line of sight teleports the rest of the way. That’s how Inorath uses his teleport drive.”

“Thanks again, Scar. This would have taken much longer without you.”

“No worries! You’re doing just as much for me!”

“Yes.” Nicole nodded and gave him a wry grin, “I’m doing all the hard work and you’re getting most of the benefit, you little schemer.”

Scar spread his arms and shrugged, “Guilty as charged, but if you need anything at all, you just ask, because I know how good a deal this is for me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks,” Nicole grinned evilly, bowed her head and spoke a short phrase in goblin, “Butt-Ugly Scarred One.”

Scar’s jaw dropped and he asked, in a very sour tone, “Who told you the name my mother gave me?”

“My own mother.” Nicole chuckled.

“No way! Lyra never heard it!”

Nicole shook her head, “Levi once told me what your name translated as and my adopted mother told me the goblin version.”

“I’ve heard nothing but complaints about Cha’da and now they make sense!” Scar grumbled.

“She goes by Eden now, because she finally rejected her goblin name.”

“But she was still raised by wild goblins.”

Nicole grinned, “As were you.”

“Yeah, but I am a goblin, so I’ve got a right to act like one! What’s her excuse?”

“Oh, she doesn’t have one!” Nicole laughed, “But more seriously, thanks for everything.”

“What do your short-term plans include?”

“First, we have some decontamination work to do, to clean the ship of every last trace of the Mind Fire virus. Unfortunately, that’s going to take at least a few weeks, during which we’ll stay put. After that, we’re heading into the Northwestern Empire.”

Mind Fire was the virus responsible for the existence of modern wizards and witches, making permanent genetic changes to the brain tissue of anyone exposed to it, which allowed a select few to manipulate the preexisting natural magic of the universe.

The soil of Nicole’s home world was heavily contaminated with the virus, as were many others, though no two worlds bore the same strain. Fortunately, there was both a cure and a vaccine, or they would never have been able to visit the rest of the galaxy.

“You did get permission for that, right?” Scar asked.

“That was the easy part.” Nicole nodded, “Eden and the Empress are distant family, after all. Lyra also gave me this.” Nicole produced a gold ring with a large ruby set into it.

“Holy crap!” Scar whistled, “I can’t believe she parted with that!”

“She figured it would be an excellent bargaining chip, to get a little cooperation.”

“She’s got that right!” Scar nodded, “I remember when the Empress gave that to your grandfather, in gratitude for saving her Empire from the corruption of her ancestors.”

It was an ancient practice, but the ring marked the favor of the Empress. If it was presented to the royal family of the Northwestern Empire by a member of the Jacobs family, then the royal family was honor-bound to give them up to half the kingdom. Only three such rings had ever been given for services rendered to the Empire. The other two had been used to break the galaxy-spanning kingdom into thirds, forging two other galactic governments: the Eastern Coalition and the United Nations of the South Galaxy.

Nicole had no desire to split the Empire, but merely openly displaying the ring during negotiations had already greased the wheels of diplomacy, which was what the ring was best used for. In a month’s time, Nicole had a face to face meeting scheduled with the Empress, in which she planned to request diplomatic aid with the other major governments of the galaxy. It was a small request and Nicole was willing to trade for it. She just didn’t know what the Empress might ask for, but the ring’s quiet presence had most certainly gotten the woman’s attention.

According to Levi’s stories, displaying the ring had once gotten him instant respect from both EC and UNSG diplomats. According to his whispered words, respect had actually been the wrong word: terror might have been more accurate. In short, the potential for the ring to upset galactic politics was better than giving it up for gains in territory, no matter how large.

“After that, my plans will be more fluid,” Nicole admitted, “but I expect collecting bits of Kurg from the Empire to go smoothly. With any luck, the Empress will pass around a description of the coins, and I can pay a small bounty for each that’s turned in. So long as no one figures out what they can do, people will probably be happy to get some money in exchange for a ‘rare coin’.”

“What if they refuse?” Scar asked.

“What I’ll pay is negotiable, but one way or another, Kurg belongs to me and the Ulkun. That much is already law on our world and among our closest allies, the Pirates. I’ll be negotiating with the Empress to get her to decree the same, in her territory. Once she’s set the precedent, it will be easier to pressure the EC and UNSG to do the same. In every case, I’ll offer the carrot first, but I have no issue with using the stick to get what already belongs to us.”

“What about salvage rights?” Scar looked a little nervous about the question.

“According to my reading on the subject, those rights are based on the expected lifetime of the owner, leading to some very unusual interpretations over the millennia, due to the invention of suspension tubes. That has led to derelict ships being left for centuries at a time, only for the owner to come back and lay rightful claim, because it took them so long to travel between stars.

“Since the Ulkun can live for millions of years and at least one of them has been alive and conscious since before the dawn of human civilization, salvage laws simply don’t apply.”

Scar pointed out, “That’s gonna upset people.”

“And money usually helps with that.”

Scar grinned, showing off his pointed teeth, “Yeah, it usually does.”

“Failing that, then they can take it up with law enforcement, or the point of my swords.”

“I hear you’re in the same class as your aunt, in that regard.”

Since Lyra’s sister had been an incredible swordswoman and teacher, Nicole nodded.

Vanu interrupted, “The cargo transfer is complete.”

“Thank you.” Nicole nodded, “Well, I better get going.”

“Before you folks leave, I’ll have three of my stations ready and crewed. Do you have room to carry them with you?”

Nicole looked over at Vanu and asked, “Do you think you could figure out a bracing system to make that work? I’m sure we can make the room required.”

After a quiet moment, Vanu nodded, “We could accommodate up to six, though some of the new housing towers would have to be moved, but that’s easy enough. It might annoy a few residents that we’ll be moving their homes, but they’ll adjust quickly. Most of the affected towers are housing Ulkun, who never get lost, even when we move stuff around.”

“Six, you say?” Scar rubbed his chin, “I’ll see if I can ramp up production. I’ve already got the personnel trained and ready to go at a moment’s notice. Going with you would be considered a really sweet first assignment, because you have even better amenities than we do.

Vanu asked, in a thoughtful tone of voice, “Nicole, if Scar doesn’t mind, what would ye think of keeping one of his stations on a permanent basis? Me’s thinking being connected to his network at all times would be pretty handy, allowing us to go home with relative ease. With our power reserves supplementing it, we should be able to reach from one side of the galaxy to the other, if required. That would also give us a permanent FTL beacon, so regular ships could join us wherever we go.”

“I’d be fine with that, because it would solve a few of our shared logistical issues.” Scar grinned, “I imagine your people will be regular customers. I’m sure the station will more than pay for its upkeep.”

Nicole shook her head at the way the goblin had already run the numbers in his head and decided he liked the result.

“Okay. I’ve no objection.” Nicole agreed.

Vanu rose to her feet and removed her headset, saying, “Me’ll have the preliminary plans to the both of ye within the hour.”

Her eyes practically glowed with the passion of an architect that had been patiently waiting to work at their true calling in life for most of the past year.

“Thank you, Vanu.” Nicole bowed her head to the dwarf, then turned back to Scar with a smile, “Looks like you made her happy.”

Scar’s grin widened, “I aim to please.”

“And to make money.”

“Well, yeah, that too.” Scar grinned, sheepishly, “Really, I thought that always went without saying.”
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Chapter 3
The Price of Love
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Kazic was a head shorter than human average, because he was a dwarf. His long, black beard was normally an untamed mess, but he’d recently taken to combing it more. He was muscular and stocky, like most of his race.

He wore a black watchman’s uniform and hat, because that was his job, and he’d come straight from work. He had a small bag in his hand that held some clothes that made him nervous, because he didn’t ever want to be seen wearing them, lest other dwarves challenge his masculinity.

He walked the streets of Heart Forge, taking a particular alley, which was rarely walked, because the streets were wider and the alley was meant for refuse collection.

He looked one way, then the other, and stepped toward the back of a concrete building he’d visited many times. He quietly climbed a set of stairs leading to the back of the building and knocked on a fairly dirty door.

After another moment of glancing around, hoping no one would see him, the door opened and a teenage human girl with red hair hissed, “Hurry in and get dressed, then I’ll help you with your beard, because you’re expected in twenty minutes. If you’re late, he’ll be furious!”

Kazic took another look around, confirmed he hadn’t been seen and hurried inside the gloom of the building’s interior. He shut the door behind himself as the girl rushed off.

He quickly located an open door with a light on and rushed over, shutting it as he entered. The locker room was clean and the rows of lockers gleamed as if they’d never been used, because that was literally true of most of them. Kazic had often wondered why the room was so large, but the builder had presumably been overly-optimistic.

He set his bag on a bench and took off his uniform, then opened the bag and looked down at the scrunched up, lightweight gray clothes he really hated. He quickly put them on, feeling like a clown or something. He hung up his uniform in his locker, then stuffed his bag inside.

Moments later, there was a knock on the door and the teen called out, “Are you decent?”

“Aye!” Kazic called back.

The girl entered the men’s locker room, having just changed into a tight-fitting and flexible workout suit.

Kazic sat and grumbled, “The things me does for love.”

The girl smiled and began carefully braiding his beard, so it would be less troublesome. It would have taken Kazic close to twenty minutes to do that, since he’d was no expert and it probably would have come undone within minutes, which was why she always did it for him. After all, their teacher was extremely strict and the last time Kazic’s beard had come undone and caused trouble, he’d been screamed at.

“I think what you’re doing is really amazing.” The girl spoke kindly, “Nicole is going to be so happy when you show her what you’ve learned.”

Kazic groaned, “If me ever learns anything! Lillian, me keeps tripping over me own feet!”

“Keep trying and you’ll get it.” Lillian smiled.

“Aye, maybe.”

She grinned, “Well, you’re forgetting one of the rules: you’ve got to have fun.”

Kazic nodded and tried to keep that in mind. So far, he hadn’t been having fun. His legs hurt and he had aches in places that surprised him, which he dare not mention to anyone, lest they get the wrong impression.

Still, the thought of Nicole’s expression when she finally learned the truth would be worth it. She would surely be ecstatic and that thought made Kazic happy. That was why he was torturing himself. It just hurt his manly pride the way the younger girls laughed at him, all the time.

He was doing his best, after all, even though he had the wrong body shape and wasn’t used to stretching quite so far. It just wasn’t a notably dwarvish activity and didn’t even feel natural, but Nicole would love him for it.

That was all that mattered and for her, Kazic would walk on live coals. What was a little laughter in the balance against making her happy with the surprise he had planned?

On the other hand, he was terrible at it.

Lillian finished with Kazic’s beard, leaving it as one tight braid that she tied off.

“There you go.” She commented, then looked at her watch, “Oh, we better hurry! You know how he gets if we’re late!”

“Aye.” Kazic nodded, then quoted, mimicking the stern voice of their teacher, “ ‘Why bother to show up at all, if you’re going to be late? I may as well sit in my office and watch a movie!’ ”

The girl laughed, “Oh, if he ever catches you doing that impression...”

Kazic grinned, “He’ll what? Stop taking me money?”

The girl turned and ran from the room as she answered, “I know, but better if we don’t upset him! His mood is so temperamental!”

Kazic rose and followed.

“Aye.” He grumbled to himself, in resignation.

He followed her to a wide and open room with a wooden floor, and walls lined with railings, which bore large mirrors. The room was full of little girls in tight-fitting workout clothes, though there were a few teens mixed in.

As Kazic entered, the youngest girls looked over and began to laugh.

“The things me does for love.” Kazic rolled his eyes.

“Indeed.” The voice came from directly behind, startling him!

That wasn’t an easy feat, because Kazic was very good at watching his surroundings and he had excellent hearing.

Kazic turned slowly and faced a human that was slender, yet an undeniably muscular man, who was dressed in tights. He really wasn’t that tall, but he had a nasty tendency to loom over Kazic. His blond hair was cropped short and his expression was of distaste, because he couldn’t stand the dwarf.

“I admire your motivation, but your body type is all wrong, you have no skill, whatsoever, and your beard is constantly in the way. It would be better if you shaved it off.” The man declared.

Those would normally be fighting words, particularly the part about shaving, but genius was allowed a certain latitude and it was going to take a genius to teach Kazic even the basics, which he’d been struggling with.

“Good morning, Master Garit!” The class called out, in unison, and Kazic followed suit, though slightly behind the beat, then defiantly declared, “The beard stays.”

Garit clapped and shouted, “Start stretching! We begin in two minutes!”

Everyone lined up against the wall and began using the rail to stretch their legs. Kazic awkwardly joined them, whimpering a little as he did so, because he hadn’t quite recovered from the previous day. The rail was a little too high for the way his body was built, but he hadn’t complained so far and wasn’t about to start.

As the day’s lesson began, they practiced plies, which involved placing their feet flat on the floor, while they pointed straight out to the sides, something Kazic wasn’t quite able to do, though he got a little closer, every day. The aches in his legs got worse as he twisted his feet as far out as he could. Their teacher stared with disgust, but didn’t comment, because dwarves had never been known for flexibility.

Garit walked up and down the line with a pointing stick in hand. Kazic had been struck by that stick many times, during his earliest lessons. Garit never left a mark, but believed a little pain served as excellent motivation to improve.

Next, they began to bend their knees, and Kazic wobbled, but didn’t actually fall over, one small sign of improvement. That got him another look of disgust.

Ballet was among Nicole’s favorite things, but Kazic had no hope of mastering it. He only hoped to gain a small measure of skill, because he wanted to dance with her and she didn’t consider rhythmically swaying to music dancing, refusing to bother with it.

He wanted to be her dance partner, because dance was an important part of her life, which he didn’t want to be left out of.

He felt foolish, knew he looked the part and was bothered as a giggle fit went through the little girls, yet again.

“He’ll never get it!” One of them whispered, her voice carrying in the room, because even quiet words echoed, but a moment later, she complained, “Ow!”

Kazic found his teacher’s behavior strange, because Garit had disrespected him from day one, but had never tolerated any disrespect between his students, aside from the laughter. He always drew the line at actual comments.

He screamed at the girls, “If the rest of you had even half the passion of Kazic, your performances would be spectacular, yet there’s no emotion in anything you do! He will never amount to anything in ballet, but even his worst plie is full of passion, because he’s here to make a dream come true! Now Nina, apologize to him!”

The small girl bowed to Kazic and spoke with remorse, “I’m sorry.”

Kazic gave the girl a smile, then looked at their teacher, giving him a grateful nod.

The lesson and the abusive comments from Garit continued, but Kazic took solace in the fact that his teacher at least respected him.
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Chapter 4
The Price of Deception
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Ten years had passed since the arrival of the Void and Minerva was weary, because she couldn’t bear the loss of life. One life, every day, for ten years. It amounted to less than four-thousand dead, far less than the trillions at stake and the billions that had died the day the great monster showed up, yet the daily sacrifice made her feel...dirty, sullying her soul.

Thistle had shared the burden and offered up some of her best and brightest, just the same as Minerva, leading to a semblance of kinship between the two of them, because ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ and they certainly had an enemy in common.

However, it was one thing to lose loyal soldiers in battle, but quite another to sacrifice them, just to keep the great beast that held the entire cosmos in the palm of his hand at bay.

Sacrifice was exactly the right term for it, and it wasn’t people either of them could spare, because the monster had demanded their best and brightest for the sake of his personal entertainment. Inevitably, he ate them all and it was awful, seeing their bodies turned into thin, noodle-like strands as the force of gravity near the event horizon stretched them to death, a messy and painful demise.

Worse, Minerva suspected that not only had their bodies been consumed, but also their souls, and she worried about what lay in store for her people.

Seelie that died violently tended to transform into vengeful creatures known as sprites, which lived to slay their killer, a fact that had caused the Unseelie no end of trouble in their wars, because they effectively became living weapons that existed to punish Unseelie.

However, since a violent demise was natural to the Unseelie, they were considerably more fragile, yet they made up for it with a powerful sense of self-preservation, great flexibility of mind and a level of cunning the Seelie only rarely matched.

Regardless, they were the same species and shared certain beliefs about what came after life: they believed their souls passed to another world, once permanently killed. Presumably, that was why their bodies normally disintegrated into a dark mist when they died, which vanished away, leaving nothing behind, but the Void consumed even the mist before that happened.

None of the Seelie that had been eaten had become a Sprite, a fact that terrified Minerva and filled her with awful guilt, because they were serving up their own kind, to save themselves. That just wasn’t right.

The Game, as the monster called it, was proving to be a drain on the collective intelligence of their kind, and Minerva was sure he’d set the rules for that very reason. As the Great Destroyer of Worlds, his task was to destroy everything, yet in this case, he’d chosen to break their spirits, rather than their bodies, simply to amuse himself.

Minerva and Thistle stood before the Void once again, with a young Unseelie standing between them and the monster. Minerva felt guilt over the bargain she’d made with Thistle, just the night before...

* * *
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“None of them turn into sprites!” Minerva lamented, in an emotional wail.

She was half drunk on the wine she shared with her Unseelie counterpart, while they sat in the grass on a hill, with a flat boulder for a table between them, which held the bottle. The stars twinkled in the sky, aside from the dark patch.

“What? Who?” Thistle asked, also a little tipsy, despite the fact she’d only been sipping.

“My people!” Minerva sobbed, “None of those the Void has eaten turned into sprites!”

Thistle shrugged, “So what?”

“That means their souls were eaten!” Minerva wailed with grief.

Thistle’s tone was matter-of-fact, “Better them than us.”

In her drunkenness, Minerva had forgotten that among the Unseelie, might made right, and their Queens ruled through deceitful and blood-stained actions. The standard approach to becoming Queen was to murder their predecessor.

“They were people I knew and loved!” Minerva stared at Thistle with disbelief, despite the fact she’d known those facts about the Unseelie all her life, “Don’t you care about your people?”

The Unseelie cursed, making reference to procreation, “-no! They’re my property and if they won’t obey me, I charm them, dominate their minds, or even better: blackmail them into obeying. I really like blackmail. It’s the easiest and the most fun.” She grinned wickedly, as if mugged in memory lane, “Oh, it’s just precious, watching some poor sod twist in the wind, knowing they’re going to die, but if they disobey, then someone or something they do care about gets destroyed. Everyone has a lever. Everyone has a weakness and I make sure they’re put in a position to succeed on my behalf, or die for their weaknesses.” She shivered with evil pleasure, clearly thinking on something that amused her.

“What about all the people you’ve sacrificed to the Void?”

“Better them than me.” Thistle shrugged, “The Void left us to choose the best and the brightest. That means that so long as we feed him, we’re immune. I kind of admire the way he’s got us over a barrel and I’d do the same thing, if I were him. That’s real power.

“That being said, I am a little tired of the way he keeps eating my best toys!” Thistle’s face clouded with rage, while the black filth from her hair seemed to boil and melt, dribbling down her face, leaving streaks of inky nastiness.

“It has to stop!” Minerva declared, then drank deeply from her cup.

Thistle calmly sipped from her own, then contemplatively asked, “Can it? Our escape plan is nearly complete, but if we give him the enchanter leading the project, it will take us another ten years. With his help, it will be mere days, no more than a week. Yet, according to my calculations, he’s now our best and brightest, slated to face the Void tomorrow.”

“There must be another way!” Minerva grumbled, then began to sob, “What can we do?”

Thistle sipped her wine again, then cocked her head to one side, “Pretend he isn’t on the list. We give up the next candidate, instead.”

Minerva balked, “You mean lie to him? I don’t like that!”

The only direct lie she’d ever told was when she’d first faced the Void and hadn’t told him about Theano Kontoti. Even now, she still felt awful about that.

“ ‘All’s fair in love and war’ and sweetie, this is war.”

Sweetie was an intentional dig, referencing Minerva’s lighter, more affectionate nature, as well as the way she’d cried for every one of the sacrifices, including the Unseelie.

Minerva downed the rest of her wine, unsteadily set the cup on the flat rock that served as table, then declared, “Very well. Who’s the next one down?”

“Young Nyx Bittergrove, one of mine.”

“I’m sorry.” Minerva sobbed a little more.

Thistle shrugged, “I don’t mind, even though we’re saving one of yours, because we need that enchanter. Besides, better him than us.”

* * *
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Nyx looked up at the Void and was just about to begin telling a story, when the Void interrupted, This one is not your best. He’s not your brightest and while I am entertained by your foolish deception, this is not according to the rules I set. Therefore, there must be consequences. Today, I eat one-hundred of your people. He looked straight at Minerva and ordered, You will choose who I eat, since you’re the tender-hearted one. Every time you deceive me and refuse to provide your best and brightest, I will increase that penalty by a factor of ten, but you will always be the one to choose. He glared at Thistle, declaring, That will keep your duplicitous counterpart honest. You have one hour to supply me with a meal, or I destroy this entire galaxy.

It took significant magic to instantly transport one-hundred of Minerva’s people into orbit, chosen at random by the magic, after which she stared with horror and disgust as they were consumed, one by one, with meticulous slowness, just to hammer the point home.

After the death of the first, the others tried to fly away, but Minerva shouted, “Stop and stand your ground! Go to your death without argument!”

Since the command came from their reigning monarch, they stopped and obeyed, left with no choice. When the Seelie Queen commanded, that was the end of free will for a Seelie, because they were sworn to obey her every command. Those that refused that oath became Unseelie.

Minerva stood and watched, looking on the reproachful faces of her formerly loyal subjects as the Void consumed them, right in front of her. Tears dripped from her eyes, then evaporated in the
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