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The Queen

"The sky falls because we grew weak. We tolerated the elf's whisper in our councils, the dwarf's greed in our forges. We mingled blood and called it progress. Voss dreamed of conquest but faltered at the blade of a half-breed pirate and his witch. I will not falter.

Purity is not hatred—it is love. Love for our children who deserve a world unshared. Love for the fire in our veins that no star-magic can match.

The impure will burn. Not out of spite, but necessity. The Pure Flame consumes weakness so strength may rise from the ashes.

Humanity endures. Alone. Eternal.

—Grand Marshal Thoris, First of the Iron Dominion"
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It had felt like a lifetime since they had discovered that the world was ending, and they were still nowhere near ready.  All their preparations would be for nothing if they couldn’t convince the other races to gather their people and add support to the cause.  Asher had been in the observatory when his colleague discovered the asteroid and was still as shocked to this day as he had been then.  He had always hoped to have that once in a lifetime discovery to solidify his reputation as a scientist, but never would he have thought to be linked to the end of the world.

The night had begun like many other countless nights had.  He had excused himself early from the banquet hall so he could get some alone time in the observatory to further his studies on the blue planet without interruption.  Alyssa, it seems, had the same idea and beat him there.  She was furiously typing some information into the hologram program that looked to be coordinates.

“I guess you beat me here again Alyssa.  We will have to set a schedule if we are both going to use the observatory at the same time, or we need another observatory.” Chuckling to himself about the sheer expense this one had cost and the demand from King Lorik to produce results for the money spent.

“What’s so funny?  If you had any idea what I was researching, then you wouldn’t be laughing.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you; I was just thinking of how to explain to Lorik why I would need a new observatory.” Gathering the drawings that he had been working on updating the previous day, he sat down at his desk.  The new lens they had installed had increased the magnification two-fold and he was clearly able to look at the cloud formations on the blue planet now, but that also meant everything he had drawn would need to be updated or just redone completely.

“Well if my math is correct none of that will matter.  I’m just waiting for the system to verify it before I take it to the King.”

Sensing the seriousness in her voice, he immediately dropped the maps he was updating and got up to see what was going on.  Alyssa was known for getting over excited when she saw something new up there that had not been categorized yet.  To be honest though, with her long dark hair and sparkling green eyes, who cared?  She was the object of fancy for many around the castle whether she noticed or not.  Too bad she was always wrapped up in the love of her life, science.

“Some say you and I lost our minds decades ago when we started talking about visiting the stars. So, what have you got running thru the system?”  

“Come see for yourself!” she demanded.

The hologram system had finished with the data input and was now showing a simulation for what it entailed.  It showed two objects hurtling through the stars and colliding, one of which was a planet from the size of it and the other was about a third of that.  They had been running simulations before, watching rocks crash into each other in space and were trying to determine if there was a pattern or was it all random.  Some had of course made it through their atmosphere, but none were significant enough to worry about.  The few that did were immediately claimed by the dwarves who could forge the rare metals usually found in them into amazing weapons. Asher himself carried a dagger made from a fallen star that had been passed down through his family for generations.

“What exactly am I looking at here?  We have gone through the simulations before, and I don’t see how another would be so important that you would need to take it to the King.”

“Look again Asher, this is not just a simulation for some minor debris that we have studied in the past.  This will by far be the biggest one yet and I’m afraid that what you are seeing is it crashing with our planet.”

Completely taken aback from the defeat in her voice he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  They had examined every part of the sky and ran through all the scenarios they could muster, so this had to be a mistake.  There simply wasn’t anything big enough left up there with all the crashing together that they felt could threaten their planet. Unless....

“Where exactly did this come from?  How has it gotten past us when we spend almost every day in here searching the night sky for answers?” he demanded with arms thrown wide in exasperation. 

Instead of the answers he expected she threw herself into his arms sobbing uncontrollably. Despite the intense emotion coming from her, he couldn’t help but enjoy the feeling of having her in his arms.  Alyssa was one of the strongest women he had ever met and for her to act like this meant the math was correct, but he still needed to know what had changed to cause this.  Reluctantly he pushed her back to arm length and again asked her what was happening. Trying desperately to hold back the tears Alyssa was finally able to respond.

“As you know I have been studying what I could of the space debris and noticing that it was all starting to form what looked like a massive ring between our planet and the huge one with the red eye.  Well as we discovered two years ago, the Eye planet had many others that seemingly orbit it alone and would stay on the other side of the ring due to the gravity from the Eye.  Two of them have been missing compared to our previous count of 81.”

“What do you mean missing?” asked Asher.

“As far as I can estimate and count currently, there are now 79 “moons” and judging from the mess out there, I think the other two collided.  One of them seems to still have about half of it intact and is heading directly for us.  That is the simulation you see on the holographic now and by my estimation we have about 1 year. If we are lucky.”

“Three years until it hits our planet.  Maybe the ring can knock it off course?  Maybe.....” he trailed off, not sure of what MAYBE could even mean.

Composing herself, Alyssa brushed down the front of her maroon dress and turned her back to Asher. She began gathering her papers and stuffing them in her leather satchel that was dyed to match her dress.

“We must tell Lorik at once and set forth a plan of action.” she stated while stomping out of the observatory with her satchel swinging at her side.

The Falling Sky
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Ch. 1: the Stars Lied
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I have always believed the stars were honest. Cold, distant, indifferent—yes, but honest. They kept their ancient bargains with gravity and time. No deception. No mercy. Just truth, written in light that took centuries to reach us.

That was before the night they lied.

The observatory felt smaller that evening, the great brass telescope looming like an accusation. Alyssa was already there, hunched over the holographic projector, her fingers trembling as they danced across the controls. The simulation played on merciless loop: our world colliding with a jagged moon-fragment. Three years until impact. Oceans boiled. Continents shattered. Everything we knew reduced to ash and silence.

When she turned to me, her face was pale, eyes red-rimmed. The words tumbled out about a collision course, irreversible trajectory, total annihilation; and then she shattered. She folded into my arms, sobs wracking her body like waves against a breaking hull. I held her tightly, my own heart pounding with a terror I couldn’t name yet. 

Her hair smelled of jasmine and ink, and I buried my face in it, whispering useless comforts while the simulation’s silent explosion replayed behind my closed eyes.

I loved her. Gods help me, I had loved her for years, but in the quiet way colleagues do when the work is too important for distractions. But in that moment, holding her as she broke, the feeling crashed over me like a rogue wave, fierce, undeniable, and utterly hopeless.

We went to Lorik together, her hand clenched in mine as if letting go would unravel us both.

The throne room was dimly lit, torches guttering in their sconces. Lorik sat not on the throne but on the dais steps, a half-empty cup of wine in his hand. He looked up as we entered, and for a fleeting second, I saw the man beneath the crown: tired, small, haunted, alone.

“Asher. Alyssa.” His voice was soft, almost kind. “Come. Sit with me.”

We remained standing. Alyssa then recounted the discovery, her voice steady at first, then fracturing as she described the firestorm, the shattered continents. Everything that would happen. I added the calculations, the orbital decay, the one-year window. Lorik listened without interruption, his face a mask that slowly cracked.

When we finished, he set the cup aside and stood, walking to the window. The lake below reflected the moons, whole, serene, and mocking.

“Three years,” he murmured. “All my life I’ve fought to hold this kingdom together. Against the elves who call us thieves. Against the dwarves who weigh loyalty in gold. Against men like Thoris who see purity in slaughter.” He turned, eyes glistening, a tear running down his cheek. “And now the sky itself declares war on us all.”

Alyssa stepped forward. “Then unite us, Your Majesty. Tell the people. Let elves and dwarves stand with us. Their magic, their forges—we need them.”

Lorik’s laugh was hollow, broken. “Unite? Child, the Accord of the Three shattered the day Voss turned his guns on the groves. Thoris has only sharpened the blade since.” He paced, hands clasped behind his back. “You know what he’s done already, Asher. Ashmere—three thousand souls turned to glass in a single night. Eldpoint’s white tower melted like wax. Greyhaven... gods, Greyhaven was a crater before we even knew he’d struck. Voss is out to sea, no control over his dog at all and I can’t stop him myself.”

I swallowed hard. The reports had come in piecemeal. Scouts’ tales of villages erased, fields poisoned, bodies arranged like warnings. Thoris didn’t just kill; he erased. 

“He calls it cleansing,” I said quietly. “Preparing humanity for the trials ahead.”

Lorik stopped, facing us. “He believes it. That’s what terrifies me. Thoris was my finest general once. Brilliant. Loyal to a fault. Then Voss went rogue, fell to his own decisions, and Thoris... changed. He saw weakness in alliance, in mercy. Now he commands the Purge Legions, black armor and blue fire that burns colder than ice. He’s taken half the eastern provinces, declaring them the Iron Dominion. Villages that shelter elves? Burned. Dwarven caravans trading with non-humans? Slaughtered. He broadcasts his edicts from sky-ships: ‘Humanity will survive pure, or not at all.’”

His voice cracked on the last word. “If I announce this doom now, Thoris will crown himself humanity’s savior. He’ll accelerate the purges, claim the other races are hoarding resources we need. The dwarves will barricade their holds. The elves will vanish into the deep woods and let us all burn. And Thoris... Thoris will have his pure humanity, a thousand souls in iron bunkers while the world ends.”

Alyssa’s hands clenched at her sides. “And you’d let him? Hide the truth so he can murder unchecked?”

Lorik flinched as if struck. “I’d let nothing. But I must choose the path that gives us, gives humanity, a chance.”

He looked at me then, eyes pleading. “Asher, you’ve seen his weapons. Blue fire that ignores wards. Sky-ships that blot out the sun. If the world learns of this too soon, Thoris wins by default. We fight him with secrecy now. Build what we can. The portal Asher, the ancient texts you’ve hinted at before, when we spoke of leaving this world. Make it real.”

“Real for whom?” Alyssa demanded, tears spilling again. “Your court? Your bloodline? While children in mixed villages burn because Thoris deems them impure?”

Lorik’s shoulders sagged. “For as many as we can save. I am not a monster, Alyssa. I am a king staring at extinction. Every choice is poison.”

The silence that followed was heavier than any decree.

We bowed and left, the corridors closing around us like a tomb.

Back in the observatory, Alyssa slammed the door and leaned against it, tears streaming freely now.

“He’s a monster,” she whispered, voice trembling with fury and grief. “Hiding behind survival. Letting Thoris butcher thousands more, Ashmere, Eldpoint, all those villages just because it fits his ‘pure’ future.”

I crossed to her, pulling her into my arms again. She resisted for a heartbeat, then clung to me, face buried in my shoulder, sobs muffled against my tunic.

“I can’t do this,” she said, voice breaking. “I can’t build his gate for the chosen few while innocents die. Thoris is already glassing towns, poisoning rivers... and Lorik wants us to look away?”

“You won’t,” I said fiercely, cupping her face, thumbs brushing away tears. “We won’t. He’s wrong, he’s afraid, broken by the weight of it all. But we’re not. The texts we found about the portal. The portal needs living star-magic, something only the elves have mastered. Aeloria... if she’s real, and if Caelith’s parting words meant anything, we find her. Then we build a way for everyone.”

Alyssa searched my eyes, hope flickering amid the despair. “You’d defy him? Risk treason? Execution?”

“For you?” I leaned in, my forehead touching hers, our breath mingling. “For what’s right? For a world where no child burns because of blood they never chose? Yes. A thousand times yes.”

She kissed me then, sudden and desperate, tasting of salt and fear and something fiercer, brighter. I kissed her back, hands tangling in her hair, pouring every unspoken year into that moment. The late nights in the observatory, the shared triumphs and failures, the quiet longing I’d buried under equations and duty. When we broke apart, both breathless, her eyes held a new fire.

“Then we lie to the king,” she said, voice steady now. “We build what he demands... but we build more. We find Aeloria. We save everyone—or we die trying.”

I pulled her close again, heart pounding with terror and resolve. “Together,” I whispered. “No matter what.”

Outside, the stars wheeled on, indifferent as ever.

But in that room, two scientists made a vow that would either save the world or damn us both.

I didn’t care.

For the first time, the stars felt like enemies.
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The title came three days later, delivered not with ceremony but with the quiet finality of a coffin lid closing.

“Chief Artificer of the End.” I had been expecting Lorik, but not like this.

The observatory doors swung open mid-morning, sunlight spilling across the marble floor in bright blades. The king entered first, but he was not alone. Queen Gwen walked beside him, her arm linked through his, her golden hair braided with fresh flowers from the palace gardens. Trailing behind them like bright shadows were their children: Prince Eldric, ten years old and with all the restless energy, and little Princess Lira, seven, clutching a wooden star pendant she’d carved herself.

The children burst into the room ahead of their parents, Eldric chasing Lira in wide circles around the great telescope. Their laughter echoed off the domed ceiling, pure and piercing.

“I’m going to be a sky-captain!” Eldric declared, arms spread like wings as he “flew” between the consoles. “I’ll command a ship that sails the stars, not just the lake!”

Lira giggled, dodging him. “And I’ll be the queen of the moon! I’ll have a palace made of silver, and everyone will come visit on flying horses!”

Gwen smiled indulgently, though her eyes carried the same weariness I’d seen in Lorik’s that night. She was beautiful in the way old songs described queens—graceful, kind, with a quiet strength that held the court together when Lorik’s temper frayed it. She wore a simple gown of sky-blue silk, the color of Camelot’s banners.

“Asher, Alyssa,” she greeted warmly, crossing to us as the children continued their game. “We thought we’d steal you away from your stars for a moment. The children have been begging to see the observatory again.”

Alyssa managed to smile, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Always welcome, Your Majesty.”

Gwen’s gaze swept the room, lingering on the holographic projector. The simulation was still active, frozen on the moment of impact, our world cracking like an egg. Her expression flickered, just for an instant—something between curiosity and concern—but she said nothing about it. Instead, she turned to us with genuine interest.

“Tell me, what wonders are you chasing in the heavens these days? Eldric swears you’ve found a new constellation shaped like a dragon.”

I forced a light tone. “No dragons here I’m afraid. We’re mapping cloud patterns on the blue wanderer. Fascinating storms—larger than continents.”

Gwen’s eyes lit with real enthusiasm. “The blue wanderer? The one with the great red eye? I’ve always wondered if it has oceans like ours. Or creatures that swim in gas instead of water.” She glanced at Alyssa. “And you, my dear? Any new stars you plan to name after troublesome princes?”

Alyssa laughed softly, though it sounded brittle to my ears. “Perhaps one after princesses who dream of moon palaces.”

Lira overheard and beamed, curtsying with exaggerated flair. Eldric bowed dramatically beside her.

Gwen watched them with a mother’s fond exasperation, then turned back to us. “You must come to dinner soon. Both of you. The children adore your stories, and Lorik... well, he could use the company of minds sharper than his generals’.”

Lorik, who had been standing quietly near the door, cleared his throat. Gwen’s smile softened as she looked at him.

“But I suppose we’re interrupting important work,” she said. “Come along, little stars. Let’s leave the artificers to their mysteries.”

She gathered the children with practiced ease—Eldric protesting that he wanted to “fly the telescope,” Lira waving her wooden star at us. As they moved toward the door, Gwen paused, her gaze flicking once more to the hologram. This time, her expression tightened. Recognition perhaps, or dread. But she only inclined her head to us.

“Until dinner, then,” she said quietly, and led the children out.

The doors closed behind them. The laughter faded down the corridor.

Lorik waited until the echoes died completely before he spoke. He placed a sealed charter on the console beside the projector—the same one displaying our world’s frozen death.

“This makes it official,” he said. “Chief Artificer of the End. Unlimited resources. Gold, star-metal, dwarf laborers, whatever you require. The forges beneath the lake are yours. The sky-ship yards. Every scholar in Camelot who can hold a quill or turn a gear. You answer only to me.”

I stared at the charter. The wax seal bore the royal stag, but the ribbon was black—mourning colors.

“Chief Artificer of the End,” I repeated. The words tasted like ash. “Not exactly a title for the histories.”

Lorik’s smile was thin, joyless. “History ends in a year, Asher. We’re writing the epilogue now and hopefully the future.”

Alyssa stood rigid beside me. “And the scope of the work?”

“Everything,” Lorik said. “Portal theory. Evacuation arks. Weapons if needed. Whatever might... preserve us.” He hesitated, and I heard the unspoken: preserve humanity.

I picked up the charter, feeling its weight. Unlimited budget. Zero hope.

Because hope required truth, and truth was forbidden.

“I’ll need access to the restricted archives,” I said. “The elven manuscripts. The dwarf star-forged schematics.”

“You’ll have them. Under guard.”

“Guards slow progress.”

“Secrets demand them.” His tone was steel. “Thoris has ears everywhere.”

The king left as quietly as his family had. The guards followed. The door sealed behind him with finality.

Alyssa waited until silence returned before she spoke.

“Chief Artificer of the End,” she said softly. “It sounds like a curse.”

“It is,” I replied, tossing the charter aside. “A gilded one.”

She moved to the window, watching the lake where the royal children’s laughter still seemed to linger on the water.

“They don’t know,” she whispered. “Gwen... she saw the hologram. She knows something’s wrong.”

“And said nothing,” I finished. “Because she’s protecting them. Just like Lorik.”

Alyssa turned, eyes fierce. “We’re not them, Asher. We won’t protect a few by sacrificing the many.”

I crossed to her, taking her hands. “Then we use his resources. Build his ark... and make it big enough for everyone. Elves. Dwarves. The children who dream of moon palaces. We have full control now to make it as big as we want. We don’t even know yet if the portal is an option.”

She looked into my eyes, searching my face. “Treason.”

“Redemption,” I countered. “For all of us.”

She leaned into me, placing her head on my shoulder. “Partners in treason, then.”

“Partners,” I agreed, and kissed her—slow, deliberate, tasting the possibility amid the ashes.

Outside, Camelot woke up to another ordinary day. Inside, we began the work that might save it or see us burn for trying.

Unlimited budget. We’d see about the zero hope.
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CH. 3: The King’s Burden
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The summons came at midnight, delivered by a single guard who spoke no words, he only handed me a sealed note bearing the royal stag and left.

I dressed quickly, my heart already pounding with dread. Alyssa was asleep in the adjoining chamber we now shared in secret, her face peaceful in the lantern’s glow. I brushed a kiss across her forehead, whispered that I’d return soon, and slipped into the corridors.

Camelot at night was a different beast: shadows pooling in corners where tapestries of ancient victories hung like ghosts, torches flickering as if afraid to burn too brightly. The guard led me not to the throne room but to the king’s private solar, a small chamber high in the central tower, overlooking the lake. I had never been here before. Few had.

Lorik was waiting alone.

He stood at the window, back to the door, a silhouette against the moonlit water. No crown. No guards. Just a man in a simple tunic, cup of wine untouched on the table beside him.

“Close the door, Asher,” he said without turning.

I did. The click of the latch sounded final.

He gestured to a chair opposite his own. “Sit. Drink if you want. You’ll need it.”

I remained standing. “Your Majesty—”

“Lorik,” he corrected quietly. “Here, tonight, just Lorik.”

The informality unnerved me more than any formal audience. I sat, though every instinct screamed to flee. He turned then, and I saw the ruin of him
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