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Chapter 1: Operation Intergalactic Nursery
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The floor of the docking bay had no grip. It was polished black volcanic stone, slick under the rubber lugs of Jacob’s boots, with a weak, half-assed artificial gravity that made every step feel like walking through wet sand up to the ankles. The air vents overhead hummed a high, dentist-drill whine that set his back teeth on edge. It smelled like scorched wiring, baby spit-up, and that sickly sweet elderflower scent Nancy’s people seemed to pump through every ventilation shaft in the fleet.

Jacob leaned against a reinforced cargo crate, his thumb wedged into the waistband of his utility trousers to ease the drag on his hips. The chest carrier was digging hard into his left collarbone. Jacob Jr. weighed nearly sixteen pounds now, heavy and dense as an iron dumbbell, his head tipped back against the canvas support while he chewed on the rubber rim of an empty plastic syringe. A thin string of drool, iridescent and smelling faintly of ozone, dripped steadily onto the olive fabric of Jacob’s shirt, soaking a dark, cold coin into the cotton.

"Quit gnawing on the plastic, Junior," Jacob muttered, reaching up with a scarred finger to push the edge away from the boy's lower gums. "You’ll choke on the seal."

The baby made a wet, phlegmy noise in the back of his throat and clamped down anyway, his bare toes kicking against Jacob’s ribs with the steady, dull impact of a rubber mallet.

Twenty feet away, near the idling thruster console of the landing skiff, Dorothy was off the deck. She wasn't floating with any sort of angelic grace; she was drifting sideways, her left sneaker dragging through an oil slick while her fat little hands reached for a thick glass lever that pulsed with a dull, nauseating purple strobe. The sleeve of her canvas jumper was torn at the elbow, threads dangling where she’d snagged it on a cot frame ten minutes ago.

"Dorothy. Drop down," Jacob said. His voice was cracked, raw from three hours of dry cabin air, lacking the crisp boom of an inspection ground.

"Look, Dada, it’s purple," she said, her tongue poking out between her front teeth as she stretched her fingers. "It looks like a grape bar. I’m gonna pull it."

"You pull that and you strip the manifold on the port thruster," Jacob said, shoving off the crate. His boots slid three inches on the slick stone before catching traction. "Then we sit in this bay for six hours waiting on a repair crew with wrenches. Get your hands off the glass."

He didn't make a heroic leap. He took two heavy, awkward strides, snagged the back waistband of her stiff canvas pants, and hauled her down by raw muscle, the sudden downward jerk making his lower back ache. Dorothy let out a sharp squeal of irritation, swinging her heels into his shin guards.

"I was touching it!" she yelled, squirming against his ribs. "I almost had it!"

"You had grease on your fingers," Jacob grunted, pinning her against his hip while he adjusted the strap on the front carrier. Jacob Jr. took that exact moment to sneeze—a wet, sputtering blast that sprayed Jacob’s chin with warm saliva. A cluster of tiny violet sparks crackled along Jacob’s jawline, stinging like static shocks from a wool blanket on a dry winter day.

"Great," Jacob muttered, wiping his face with the back of a hairy wrist. "Just great."

The pneumatic seal on the pressure hatch groaned, hissed out a cloud of lukewarm vapor, and Nancy stepped through. Her hair wasn't an ethereal halo; it was pulled into an uneven knot held together by a dull brass pin, loose strands plastered against her forehead with sweat. Her velvet robe was wrinkled around the waist from sitting four hours on a hard shuttle bench, and she had an ink smudge running from her right knuckle to her wrist.

"Is he still leaking?" Nancy asked, walking over and leaning her shoulder heavily against Jacob’s bicep. She didn't look like a sorceress; she looked like a mother who had spent the night arguing with docking clerks.

"He blew through the second cotton diaper forty miles back," Jacob said, looking down at the damp patch on the carrier’s underside. "The tape came unstuck because of that oil you put on his hips. I told you that stuff dissolves the adhesive."

"It stops him from chafing, Jacob," Nancy said, her voice flat with fatigue. She reached into her sleeve, pulled out a dry rag, and scrubbed at the drool on Jacob’s shirt without looking at it. "My mother is waiting on the main promenade. The reception was supposed to start twenty minutes ago. Are we walking, or are you going to inspect every bolt on this deck first?"

"The air in this bay tastes like burnt copper," Jacob said, his hand checking the release buckles on Dorothy’s hip harness. "The filtration unit on the starboard bulkhead has a bad bearing. You can hear it rattling from forty yards out."

"It’s an Astrian cruiser, Jacob. Half the ship is held together with compression spells and stubborn pride. The bearing will hold." Nancy sighed, reaching down to pry Dorothy’s sticky fingers away from Jacob’s belt loops. "Come on, Dorothy. Let go of your father’s canteen. Grandma has fruit slices in the dining hall."

"I don't want fruit," Dorothy grumbled, letting her body go completely limp, dead-weighting herself the way four-year-olds do when they refuse to cooperate. Her knees dragged on the black stone. "I want the grape stick."

A sharp pop echoed from the far catwalk. The air warped, rippling like heat off black asphalt in August, and Queen Valeria stepped out of the shimmer. Her diamond crown was sitting slightly crooked over her left ear, and the four honor guards behind her—still stuffed into those ridiculous pink fleece onesies Jacob had demanded months ago—looked miserable, shifting their boots as sweat beaded along their armored jawlines.

Valeria looked at Jacob’s damp shirt, looked at Dorothy dragging her knees on the deck, and pinched the bridge of her nose between two long, manicured fingers.

"You look like a pair of dock laborers caught in a rainstorm," Valeria said, her voice cutting through the mechanical hum. "The Academy Chancellor has been standing in the grand courtyard for half an hour with an escort of seventy mages. Did you get lost in the laundry corridor?"

"The kid had an issue with the latch on his swaddle," Jacob said, adjusting his collar where the strap had chafed a red line into his neck. "And your docking bay has no traction. It’s an oil spill waiting to happen."

Valeria’s lip curled slightly, but her eyes dropped to Jacob Jr., who was now staring at her crown with wide, glassy eyes. "Give me the boy before you drop him on his head."

"He stays on my chest until we clear the gangway," Jacob said, stepping past her shoulder without breaking stride. "Dorothy, pick up your feet. Move."

Dorothy gave a sullen kick, caught her sneaker on a tie-down ring in the floor, stumbled, and grabbed Jacob’s trouser leg to keep from face-planting on the obsidian. Jacob didn't stop; he just hauled her along by her wrist, his boots thudding against the metal threshold as they entered the corridor, leaving the cold grease of the hangar behind.
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Chapter 2: The Tactical Orientation at the Star-Throne Academy
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The Great Hall of the Star-Throne Academy smelled like scorched cinnamon and damp plaster. The ceiling was open to the sky—or whatever passed for sky inside this purple dust cloud—and every twenty seconds, a rogue draft would whip through the arches, sending loose parchment sheets flapping across the floor like dead gulls.

Jacob stood with his back pressed flat against a square stone pillar near the third archway, his eyes flicking from the floating crystal lanterns down to the cluster of fifty parents crowded around the center dais. The stone beneath his shoulder blades was cold and had a rough, powdery residue that came off on his black polo shirt.

"Look at the masonry on that arch," Jacob murmured, keeping his voice beneath the rumble of the crowd. He nudged Nancy with his elbow. "The keystone has a hairline fissure running three inches up into the trim. They’ve patched it with some kind of glowing blue resin instead of mortar."

Nancy didn't look up from her bag. She was digging through the bottom compartment, swearing softly under her breath as she searched for a dry burp cloth. "Jacob, the resin is distilled granite-sap. It holds better than lead solder. Stop staring at the cracks and hand me the spare wipe packet."

"The packet is empty," Jacob said, his hand checking the side pocket of his rig. "Dorothy pulled all fifteen sheets out while we were in the lift because she wanted to make a bed for her plastic wrench."

Nancy stopped digging, pulled her hands out, and let her forehead thud against Jacob’s bicep with a muffled groan. "I am going to throw that wrench out an airlock."

"She’ll scream for three hours," Jacob noted. "Leave the wrench alone."

Across the flagstones, thirty children were running amok while their parents pretended not to notice. An elf-looking boy with pointed ears and mud on his knees was squatting by a water basin, snapping his knuckles until small, yellow rubber balls shot out of his sleeves, bouncing off the shins of the passing warlocks with sharp plastic clatters. Near the catering tables, a five-year-old girl in red velvet pointed two sticky fingers at a tray of cold mutton rolls. The meat didn't just turn into something else; it liquefied into green, syrupy foam that bubbled over the linen cloth and dripped onto the floor, making a wet puddle that smelled intensely of burnt sugar.

"They have zero perimeter control," Jacob said, his jaw tightening as he shifted Jacob Jr.’s weight higher on his ribs. The baby’s diaper was bunching on the right side, cutting a red crease into his chubby thigh. "Half those kids are phasing their hands through the banquet table to steal rolls, and the monitors are just standing by the wall sipping hot wine."

"They’re four years old, Jacob," Nancy muttered, wiping her brow. "They aren't planning an ambush."

"A crowd with no discipline is an ambush waiting to happen," Jacob said.

A tall woman in faded silver robes drifted onto the stone platform at the center of the hall. Her face was narrow, her skin pale as chalk, and she had an ugly black smudge on her collar where someone had clearly dropped a pastry earlier that morning. She tapped a wooden rod against an iron bell, but the sound was dull, muffled by the chatter of the room.

"Parents. Please," the woman called out, her voice raspy, lacking the smooth authority Jacob had expected from a Dean of Magic. "Clear the central walkway. The orientation runes will not activate while there is foot traffic over the brass inlay."

Nobody moved. A warlock in the third row continued arguing with his wife about the price of housing in the upper spires, gesturing with an unlit pipe.

Jacob stepped away from the pillar. His boots hit the stone with a dull, heavy thud that carried through the damp air. He took a breath, expanding his ribcage, and let out a single, short bark from the diaphragm:

"Clear the lane!"

The sound cracked against the vaulted ceiling like a dry timber snapping in half. The chatter cut out instantly. Two warlocks near the center jumped three inches off the floor, nearly tangling their hems, while the little boy with the rubber balls dropped his hands into his pockets and froze.

The Dean blinked, her mouth open, staring down at the thick-necked human with a camo carrier strapped to his chest and dark rings of sweat under his arms.

"You have kids wandering into the fire-trench by the eastern wall, Ma'am," Jacob said, pointing a blunt thumb over his shoulder. "And those stone gargoyles on the lintel are dropping chips of slate every time the wind hits thirty knots. You need three men with safety lines securing that masonry before someone takes eight pounds of rock to the collarbone."

The Dean’s jaw worked for two seconds before she found her voice. "The gargoyles are... ancient enchantments, sir. They do not fall."

"One of their claws is lying in the gutter two feet from my left boot," Jacob said flatly, nudging a sharp chunk of gray stone with his toe. "It fell three minutes ago. It chipped your floor."

A dead silence settled over the hall, broken only by the sound of the wind rattling the parchment on the tables.

Then, Jacob Jr. squirmed against his chest. The baby’s little fingers, wet from chewing, tangled into the brass ring of the carrier strap. He let out a loud, gargling burp that smelled like sour goat’s milk, his little forehead turning red with effort.

A strange, localized shudder ran through the deck plates.

It wasn't a grand magical explosion. The gravity simply hiccuped. The wooden podium under the Dean’s knuckles tilted four inches to the left as the floor seemed to drop out from beneath it. A tray of tin cups on the catering table slid sideways, clattering onto the flagstones with a deafening racket, while the Dean herself had to grab the edge of her reading desk with both hands to keep from stumbling onto her knees.

"Hold your footing," Jacob muttered, his knees bending instinctively as he dropped his center of gravity, his arms locking around the carrier to absorb the wobble. "Nancy, grab the girl."

Nancy snatched Dorothy by the hood of her flight suit, hauling her back just as the four-year-old’s sneakers started to slide across the slick floor.

The shudder died. The stone groaned, settled, and went still again.

The Dean stood clutching her wooden desk, her breathing ragged, her silver robes tangled around her shins. She glared down at the baby, who was now peacefully sucking his thumb, entirely unbothered by the fact that he had just rattled thirty feet of solid rock.

"What... was that?" the Dean rasped.

"Gas," Jacob said, his face deadpan as he patted the baby’s back until another small burp came out. "His digestion is off because of the altitude. He’s fine now."

The side door to the courtyard creaked open with a rusty scrape. Grandma Helen walked in, her damp woolen coat unbuttoned, carrying a stained canvas tote bag that clinked with glass jars. She stopped, looked at the tin cups rolling across the floor, looked at the pale Dean holding the desk for dear life, and let out a short, dry sniff.

"I told you not to feed that boy the sweetened barley water before


d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





