
        
            
                
            
        

    “Love hails it, day and night,
The sweetest thing that may be,
Yet cannot praise aright,
A baby.”
Babyhood – Algernon Charles Swinburne
CHAPTER ONE
 She struck my ass with the flat edge of her wooden short sword. The blow was quick, precise, and above all else stung like hell. I stumbled forward and barely managed a sloppy pirouette, but it was enough to keep my balance and return me to the forward position. The sharp pain spreading across my backside served as an insistent reminder of how dangerous it was to leave your back open to attack.
 “Focus Linsey, you’re a member of the Queen’s Guard now, and there will be zero tolerance for the moves of a rank amateur,” Ella taunted.
 To have Ella of all people make such a jab at me set my blood on fire and the vein on my forehead pulsed. I couldn’t help it, I was who I was and Ella knew it, she knew it well. Without taking the time to fully recover from my stumble I stepped in and pressed the attack. I never once stopped to consider slowing the pace to seize control of the situation, a tactic Ella had perfected years ago, “Rank amateurs don’t graduate at the top of their class!”
 She took a single step to the side and with a gentle flick of her wrist she parried my blow, “They don’t graduate two years early either, but somehow you’ve managed to pull off both.”
 Having thrown all of my weight into the strike I had little say in the outcome of my anger-fueled lunge. Three heavy clumsy steps followed and then my face slammed into the cold hard floor of the elite guard’s training room. Searing pain erupted behind my eyes and I instantly dreaded the headache that would follow in the coming hours. I quickly shook the shock of pain away and sprang to my feet.
 The room wobbled and the dim light of the setting sun falling through the crystal skylight cast both our shadows long across the room. A trickle of warmth ran down the side of my face and I glanced down only long enough to see a drop of my blood splatter against the polished white marble floor.
 Anger and humiliation flooded over me and my muscles tightened so much that I quivered. I can’t say with any certainty why my body shook. It could have been the emotional monsoon raging at my very core, or the unsettling lightheadedness that accompanied a good strong blow to the head. I’d worked so hard to get where I was and to be made a fool of was a humbling experience. I did my best to remind myself, (or rather reassure myself of my own abilities), that Alessandra Celeste was no ordinary opponent. She was the captain of the Queen’s Guard and the second youngest person to ever graduate from the academy.
 Next to me that is.
 She stood barely an inch taller than me but her presence alone was enough to make me feel insignificant. Her long shimmering black hair was pulled back in a tight bun but when she wore it down it reminded me of the clearest night sky. A night sky that not only invited me to, but insisted I stare long into the heart of something greater than myself. Her magnetic crystal blue eyes were set upon me and their mesmerizing beauty was only eclipsed by the passionate lust for battle that radiated from within her very being. Glistening beads of sweat ran down the curve of her slender neck and accentuated the ethereal glow of her ivory skin. The supple leather of her training tunic creaked as she prepared for my next advance and the scent of the battle heated leather teased my helpless senses. I reveled in the perfume of battle and sex. Focus she said… she was as demanding a trainer as she was voracious a lover, “alright,” I gasped. “Let us be done with this.”
 “In a hurry?” She cocked a wry smile and tapped the edge of her wooden short sword against the soft leather of her boot.
 I suddenly felt hot in all kinds of places not necessary for success in battle but if I knew Ella, (and I knew Ella well…) there would be no fun to be had until the intense flame of her battle fury was fully satiated. So, if I wanted my… desires… pacified I needed to focus, or it was just as likely I’d end up in the infirmary instead of enfolded in the bliss of her tender caress.
 Ella lunged forward and thrust her wooden sword at my stomach.
 I barely managed to deflect the blow and before I knew it she had me on the defensive. Every second of training with Ella humbled me to no end. Even as I back stepped and side stepped to match her quickening pace I scolded my foolishness. I’d let my feelings for her cloud my judgment.
 Her sword whipped past my head. A gust of wind followed the blade and stirred my hair.
 I’d learned in the academy exactly how many thoughts could pass through your mind within a split seconds time. Your first reaction would always be an uncontrollable response. For me that uncontrollable response showed itself in a flash of startled panic. If you’ve never been struck in the temple with a wooden training sword, you’d never understand. It hurts and the fear of that pain is instinctual. I jumped back and lowered my sword to my side as I expelled a sucked in breath that all but dictated my state of panic. For future reference, you don’t ever want to show your opponent that kind of response, but I digress. The next thing you do is all reflex, because apparently sometimes your body knows better than your brain. My reflexive action was to immediately press an attack because we’d been trained that such an act could break a combo before it started. And the final act is when logic and speech comes into the picture. My logical reaction was to realize all too late (only a second after the initial attack) that I’d made a terrible mistake.
 Ella’s sword caught mine and she deflected the attack with such grace that the blades didn’t bounce apart, but instead they slid together. Had they been normal swords sparks would’ve flown through the air as they slid steel to steel. In essence she’d seized control of my blade and with that control she’d disarm me.
 I knew it was only a matter of seconds before I lost the match. Dozens of scenarios ran through my mind at warp speed, but the sad truth was that Ella never used the same tactic twice in a row. It was a skill that made her the most dangerous sword master in the Queendom. My eyes assessed her battle stance and desperately searched for any body language that’d betray her intentions, but for all my training I’d never been able to read her. So, I did the only thing I could. I loosened my wrist so I could follow through with a roundabout (The act of spinning one’s sword in a large arc, which would pull it from their grasp and send it flying.) It was the most widely accepted form of disarmament taught at the academy and when in doubt go with what you know, right?
 Ella spun my blade around with superb grace.
 A tremendous joy flowed through me as a large smile spread across my face. With my wrist loose and my grip firm I stepped into her arc to retain control of my own blade, “Today is my day!” I cheered.
 “Tisk, tisk,” Ella sighed with disappointment. She wrapped her leg around mine, slid her blade down to my hilt, and then quickly snapped her wrist up. As the force jarred my sword from my hand she pulled her leg back and it acted as a hook on my own.

Fuck! I’d lost my sword and was headed for a one way trip to the floor. Once on my back, she’d press her blade to my neck and even though she’d look like a Goddess come to tame me, I’d be defeated. Unacceptable! I leaned into her enough to put some distance between her leg and mine. Not much, only an inch or so, but it was enough. I slipped my leg free and matched her grace as I spun to the side. The move threw her off balance and she had no choice but to spin in the opposite direction. When all was said and done we were standing back to back.
 My sword flipped several times in the air and landed across my foot where it teetered as if it were a seesaw.
 Hot blood rushed through my veins and my heart pounded against my chest hard enough to shake my whole body. In over a hundred training sessions I’d never made it past the disarmament portion of our spar and that was enough to make me question every action my body took. Any mistake at that point would rob me of my first victory.
 “Not bad,” Ella said.
 My ears perked up at the sound of her voice. She was impressed and I could detect a sense of wonder in her tone. We’d been in many positions over the past year and every time a sense of excitement accompanied them. What will happen next? It’s a terrifying and exhilarating question. “Thanks,” I rasped and instantly regretted giving away my state of mind.
 “Maybe this time, you’ll get to be on top.”

Trickery again, I thought. She not only understood, but relished that huge blind spot I had for her, but I had to think beyond that. I could feel the heat radiate off her as our backs barely touched and every little breath and quiver caused warm tingles to erupt over my body. It wasn’t easy, but I forced myself to focus on our current state. I was lucky Ella was lost in a state of wonder. She was at her most dangerous when she was allowed to react to her opponents attack. That allowed me an advantage. I knew she wouldn’t make the first move, so I had time to think.

She still has her sword, was the first thought to cross my mind. I had to retrieve mine somehow, but any overt move would goad her into action. If I dropped down she’d simply turn and put her sword to my neck, which would result in a loss. I could initiate the move and spin to catch her sword hand, disarm her, and then pray I could match her hand to hand skills, which was unlikely. No, what I needed was a compound move that’d get my sword back in my hand and allow me to make a finishing blow.
 I lifted my toes and felt the weight of my sword across my foot. With enough force I realized I could kick my sword up to me but once I made that move I had to be prepared to finish it. It was just a simple matter of kicking the sword, catching it, and then spinning into a power slash for the win. I can do that, no problem.
 “I’ve never had the pleasure of waiting so long for an attack from you,” Ella prodded.
 “What’s wrong? Afraid I might come up with something you can’t handle?”
 “Not at all,” Ella said, and I could hear the smile in her words. “Though, I must admit that the prospect has set my blood ablaze.”
 “It’s not nice to play on a girl’s emotions you know.”
 “Oh, is that what I’m doing?” Ella teased. “In all seriousness, I have no doubt that the day will come when you best me.”
 “You just don’t think it’ll be today.”
 “Try me and see.”
 “Tonight, you’ll be the one sleeping in my arms,” I couldn’t help but smile. Ever since Ella and I had moved into a less than professional relationship it’d become a running joke between us. She’d always hold me while I slept, and she’d tell me it’s her job to protect me until I’m good enough to protect myself. I thought it was silly but no matter what sneaky move I made, I always ended up wrapped in her arms; with my head against her chest listening to her heart lull me to sleep. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining but it was as good as telling her she was going to eat crow.
 “We’ll see.”
 Before she even finished her statement I was moving. My toes curled and I flicked my foot at the ankle. The sword flipped into the air. It spun twice and the hilt landed perfectly in my hand. I could feel Ella spinning already so I spun as well. I brought my sword around in a wide arc aimed directly at her head.
 She caught the blow effortlessly with as much grace as before and before I knew what was going on she whipped my sword out of my hands and slammed an open palm into my chest.
 All the air in my body rushed out and the blow drove me to the floor. I heard my sword clatter against the cold marble several feet away but the sensation that made my spirits drop was that of Ella’s sword pressed against my neck. I looked up and she was there.
 The sun set behind the horizon and a glorious warm glow surrounded her silhouette. I was right, she looked like a Goddess come to tame me and my libido was thankfully stronger than my ego, so it wasn’t all that disappointing.
 “Don’t worry love, you’re always welcome to sleep in my arms,” Ella simultaneously rubbed it in and offered me her hand.
 I gladly accepted it and she pulled me to my feet, “I’ll get you next time.”
 “Not until you curb that arrogance,” Ella strolled over and picked up my sword. She walked away to return them to their holders.
 I followed her. My insides tumbled and rolled and anyone nearby could probably feel the heat rolling off me. I did my best to hide my frustration. The last thing I wanted was for Ella to scold me for being pissy, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 She slid the swords into the rack and shook her head, “If I have to tell you what you did wrong at this point, you don’t deserve to know.”
 I crossed my arms and stuck out my bottom lip. Cut me some slack here, it’s not like I knew I was doing it; remember when I mentioned those reactions earlier? Anyway, I’d moved beyond frustrated to somewhere between livid and petulant, “Well, if you don’t tell me, how will I ever improve?”
 Ella turned to look at me and immediately rolled her eyes, “Well, you could always try thinking about it. You know? Assess the fight, go over your mistakes, evaluate yourself Lins, at this point, I believe it’s the only way you can progress. There comes a time, when the only teacher we have left is experience.”
 “If you say so.”
 Ella sauntered toward me and unbuckled her training tunic as she went. As she reached me it fell to the floor and revealed her tantalizing breasts, “Now, what do you say we forget about it for a while and go take a nice steamy shower?”
 It took an act of the Goddess for me to pull my eyes away from the luscious curve of her bosom, but when I met her eyes I realized I’d looked onto something far more dangerous. Those magnetic baby blues mesmerized me to the point that I didn’t even realize she was moving in to press her full pale pink lips to mine until her tongue parted them and her hand grasped my hair. Suddenly, a nice long steamy shower sounded wonderful.



CHAPTER TWO
 Lying in bed with Ella evoked such a sensation of contentment and amazement that when piled on top of the ceaseless butterflies in my stomach, sleep became a fickle beast. Her welcoming arms laced gently around me and my head rested on her breast. The sound of her heart steadily beating trumped counting sheep on any ordinary day, but today would hardly be an average day. As I lazed in her embrace and admired how the moonlight accented the elegant curves of her face my mind raced with concerns. I prayed silently for her presence to dispel the insecurities unbound in my thoughts, but the Goddess saw fit to let me suffer.
 I eased out of her arms and slid from beneath the red satin sheets. The cool night air assaulted me and pebbled my naked flesh with goose bumps. I quickly tip toed through the plush black carpet, which felt divine on my bare feet, and grabbed the nearest robe. Once again I found myself encased in the warm embrace of cotton lined satin. I cast an envious yet impressed gaze at Ella as she lay oblivious in our bed. Being the Captain of the Queen’s Guard came with perks and benefits beyond my belief. The furniture, clothing, and adornments that occupied merely the room I stood in would take me several years of service to even barely afford.
 Atop the fireplace mantle rested a long silver box clasped shut by a latch that resembled the royal seal, two doves flying in opposite directions, but bound at the feet by a short piece of chain, set against the backdrop of a rising sun, and our two setting moons.
 I took the box into my trembling hands, took a deep breath and lifted the considerable weight. Once in my grasp I peered down at the ominous engraving that made my butterflies freak the fuck out. It read, “In the name of Queen Serine, fourth of her name and matriarch of all the lands beneath and skies above, I present thee, Linsellya K’rease Ashguard, this mark of achievement, and accept your pledge to the Queen’s Guard with honors.”

Oh Goddess, give me the strength to open it, I thought as I eased into the night through the double glass doors onto the balcony. Even within the controlled climate of the environmental protection sphere that surrounded our great Queendom, I could feel traces of the violent frigid winds that ripped through the air of our world. Standing on the balcony in nothing more than a slip of cotton and satin felt impossible compared to the view in the distance. Sharp ice capped peaks stabbed the clear starry sky as they rose from a frozen and snow covered land. The light of our dual moons painted the ghostly white landscape in hues of blue and light green as the reflective surface of the ice caught the stars and glistened like diamonds. I often wondered what our world looked like before the Great War and the end of mankind. No pictures or records remained from the time before, so I only had my imagination to rely on. In light of the beautiful yet bleak landscape and surrounded by such dark thoughts the box felt much heavier.
 I sighed and placed it on the balcony. What if I’m not good enough? What if Ella is right and I’m too arrogant? What if I trip and fall right on my face the first time I meet the Queen? Ah, shut up Linsey! Just open the damn box! So I did. My fingers caught the royal clasp and popped it open. I know the clack wasn’t very loud, but in my ears it sounded loud enough to evoke an avalanche of epic scale. As I eased the lid up, the moonlight bounced off the polished cold steel blade and forced me to squint.
 Lying in a bed of plush red cotton laced with deep purple thread was a sword. The blade was short, perhaps two and a half feet in length and it winked at me. No, the sword didn’t have eyes, but I could easily see the traces of red caused by the star stone the smith had used to strengthen the steel. The blade would never tarnish and never break. No one knew exactly what star stone was, but everyone knew of its immortality and invulnerability. They also knew that only members of the Queen’s Guard possessed steel tempered with it, it was more than a sword, it was my badge of honor, and for that reason alone it terrified me.
 “Have you given it a name yet?”
 I jumped straight out of my skin and nearly sent the whole box, sword and all, toppling off the balcony. Thankfully Ella was as quick as she was silent and saved my frightening badge of honor from plummeting to the slums below. Somehow she still had time and concentration enough to wrap me into her loving embrace while she did, “You scared the shit out of me.”
 “It’s not good for a Queen’s Guard to be so distracted,” she spoke softly and ran her hand over the curve of my hip, and then placed a gentle kiss on my neck.
 I fell back into her and let out a sigh of relief, “Some would say it’s not good for a Queen’s Guard to distract a Queen’s Guard.”
 She slipped her hand through the part in my robe and let her fingers trail over my tummy, “You’re not half as witty as you think you are.” She breathed into my ear and I could easily picture the devilish grin on her face.
 Her touch electrified me. Every tiny hair on my body stood on end and I found it increasingly harder to swallow. A small voice in the back of my mind screamed about how unfair it was but my eyes refused to fall away from the red sparkles and ethereal glow of the sword before me. Butterflies fluttered toward the lazy circles she made on my stomach with her fingers, but that didn’t stop them from being there. “I’m not ready.”
 Her hand slid down my stomach and she used it to part my thighs just a little to feel my warmth, “Oh I beg to differ.”
 “Dammit Ella, you know what I’m talking about,” I barely managed to get it out before she made my eyes roll back in my head. I wiggled free and turned to face her. As though looking into those hypnotic eyes would make it any easier to stay focused.
 She pulled her hands away and held them up in surrender. Her eyes were turned down from hypnotic to considerate, and her pale pink lips flushed with warmth as they curled into an understanding smile, “I just thought it’d be easier to distract you.”
 “Your distractions are never easy.”
 “Point,” she said with a wink and then moved beside me to look out over the grand desolation of our world. “So tell me love, what is it that troubles you?”
 I couldn’t turn around. I didn’t want to see the bleak landscape beyond our cozy little Queendom, so I leaned back against the balcony and let my hair fall over it, “What if I’m not good enough?”
 “Oh you’re good enough, you nearly had me today.”
 “Nearly isn’t the same as did.”
 “No one can win every battle,” Ella said as she leaned against me and let her head rest on my shoulder. Her hand fell down beside her and found mine and her fingers entwined with mine.
 “You’re one to talk, when have you ever lost a battle?”
 She squeezed my hand, “I haven’t, but I will someday.”
 “How do you know that?”
 “It’s inevitable, someday I’ll face an opponent who believes in what they’re doing more than I believe in what I’m doing,” Ella kicked my foot playfully and laughed. “Lighten up Lins, the point I’m trying to make is that there is always someone better, and all we can do is hope that the day never comes that we meet them.”
 “I pray you never do.”
 “And I pray to the Goddess every day and night that you never do either,” Ella nuzzled against my neck and traced a circle on my hand with her thumb. “So, you didn’t answer my question. Have you named it yet?”
 I shook my head.
 “You should name it soon,” she said with a serious tone I associated more with the Captain than with Ella. “A sword can’t fully help you until you name it. A name is a powerful thing. It gives it a personality all its own, a life of its own.”
 “What did you name your sword?”
 She lifted her head from my shoulder and stared up at our dual moons. She gazed long and hard into their radiant light as though she couldn’t name it, but then she dropped her head and said, “Dílseacht.”
 “Huh?”
 “It means loyalty,” she said as she stepped away from the balcony and pulled me toward the bedroom. “Come back to bed now. No more talk of such things.”
 I barely managed to grab my sword box before she drug me through the double glass doors and spun me into the bed. Somehow I took the fall without knocking my brains out with the heavy silver box, but before I could do anything with it she slid onto the bed and pressed her thigh between my legs. The gentle touch against my sex and the steady pressure she applied pushed all the right buttons and I just let the box fall down behind my head and held onto it for dear life. Her hands spread the robe away from my body and her lips planted hungry kisses along a trail down my stomach from between my breasts. Things got hazy.
 BEEP! “Captain Celeste, your presence is required in the council chamber.” Spoke the sing song voice of Nithalie Grant, a spare young woman with mousy brown hair and long limbs. Yes, my description might be a little unforgiving because she interrupted what promised to be an amazing fireworks show.
 Ella sighed and looked up at me with a frown. Honestly, I could barely see her. My eyes were half closed and my heavy breathing kept pushing my breasts into my line of sight. She smiled at that and then smacked my ass hard enough to make me jump. “Get dressed, you’re coming with me.”
 It took a moment for what she said to register because I was too busy reeling from the burning but pleasant sting of her open palm against my ass. And then I panicked. I can’t go with her, the Queen will be there. Not just the queen, but everyone of any importance in the Queendom will be there. “I’m sure someone like me wouldn’t be welcome in such a meeting.”
 “Nonsense,” Ella was already pulling on her pants. “You’re a member of the Queen’s Guard, and as orientation I’m requiring your presence.”
 “I really hate it when you pull rank,” I grumbled. No matter how I felt about such a meeting, orders were orders, so I pulled myself out of the glorious warm love nest we’d made and started to pull my pants on.
 BEEP! “Captain Celeste, there is no need for formal attire. The Queen requires your presence immediately.”
 Ella passed me a glance and I could see her swallow and force a quick smile my way, “Grab your sword. You never know when you’ll need it.”
 “It sounds pretty serious,” I spoke hesitantly, half in my pants. “And at this time of the night…”
 Ella threw on a wrinkled t-shirt and slung Dílseacht over her shoulder, “Grab your sword.”
 “Maybe I should stay here; it sounds too important for me.”
 Ella closed the gap between us, went to her knees before me, grabbed me by the shoulders firmly and gazed into my eyes, “Something is wrong, seriously wrong, and Council be damned, I want you by my side. Now grab your sword Linsellya, and let’s go.”
 And so I did without knowing I’d soon wish I hadn’t.



CHAPTER THREE
 As we entered the council chamber I felt vastly under dressed in my black pajama bottoms and red knit sweater, until I got a look at everyone else. The only stitch of formal wear in the entire room belonged to Mercella Trent, Mistress of Science. She was a tall stout woman with chocolate brown hair pulled up into a strict bun and emotionless gray eyes rimmed by thin wire frame glasses. She wore the snug sky blue uniform that dictated her rank and position, along with all the small adornments her job required. The only piece of her clothing that struck me as odd was the long white coat that fell below her knees, because it was splattered with a mild amount of fresh blood. She certainly stood out from the rest of the crowd who resembled a slumber party more than a gathering of the Queendom’s most powerful nobility.
 Even the Queen sat upon her throne wearing nothing more than a lavender and silver nightgown belted loosely around her. However, even in her pajamas, Serine Locke Anthreidas, fourth of her name, Matriarch of all the lands below and skies above, petrified me. She sat with her long legs crossed, and her gown hung open enough to reveal her soft milky white skin. Her fiery crimson hair spread over her strong shoulders, and fell down her body in waves, curls, and ringlets. She hardly looked as though she’d been asleep at all except for the heavy dark circles under her piercing meadow green eyes. Her full heart shaped lips were pressed firmly together and lines of tension spider webbed out from the corners of her mouth.
 When Ella and I cleared the doorway, Serine nodded and Sylvia Myst pulled the large polished black doors closed behind us. I didn’t really know any of my fellow Queen’s Guard personally outside of Ella and Sylvia. The only reason I knew Sylvia was because she’d graduated the academy only last year, and I’d had several classes with her. She was of a height with me and slightly frailer, but she’d been a beast in the training room with a short spear. My mind was dead set on distracting me from the oppressive air in the small dimly lit room, and it did so by making me wonder when Sylvia had chopped off all of her snow white hair and decided to sport an odd looking but functional pixie cut.
 “Over five hundred years ago… the last man died.” Serine’s voice bounded off the white brick walls as she rose and descended from her dais. “No one knows why, but I believe our Goddess placed her blessing upon us and removed the warmongers. You have all heard the stories,” she practically floated over the black marble floor until she stood at the center of the room. “War, anarchy, death, destruction, and finally they unleashed their terrible weapons and the world ended. For two hundred years we’ve rebuilt, and thanks to the hard work of our scientists,” She nodded at Mercella, “and by the grace of our merciful Goddess, we found ways to be fruitful. Our people lived on, and a new world rose from those ashes. Now, our very way of life and the fragile fabric of our civilization are threatened anew.” She pressed her hand to her breast, closed her eyes, and then whispered a soft prayer before she spoke again. “At three seventeen A.M., just fourteen minutes ago, a male child was born.”
 An audible gasp rolled through the room.
 I gasped as well. All the saliva in my mouth dried up and it burned when I swallowed. The oppression my mind had desired to ignore fell on top of my shoulders in heavy wet hot waves and my knees wobbled, not enough to make me fall, but more than enough to make me question my balance. Some would call it a drastic over reaction but I could feel something in the pit of my stomach, something wrong and inevitable. The impossible had occurred and the world around me was already changing.
 “How is that possible?” Ella stepped forward with her arms tucked behind her back and bowed her head as she spoke.
 “It isn’t,” Mercella replied.
 “Apparently not,” Serine shot Mercella a glance that would have melted me into a puddle. “I have summoned you here to decide what is to be done with the child.” 

How is there even a question? I wondered. 
 I moved to speak but Ella put her hand on my wrist and squeezed.
 The pit in my stomach expanded and I felt my heavy heart falling into the thick rancid middle of it. I knew the direction of events before they unfolded, but all I could do was stand there and watch.
 “Mercella, what went wrong?” Clarissa Shawl inquired. Clarissa was at the same time Serine’s consort and the voice of the people. I often wondered how she could juggle both sides of a coin without ever letting that coin fall flat, but she did. She wore her light brown hair in a long braid down her back and her lips were forever frozen in a smile. I knew there was no way anyone could ever be as happy as she acted, but for the life of me her dimpled smile never failed to charm.
 “Fate,” Mercella said with a shrug of her shoulders. “We isolated the male patterns long ago and eliminated them from our process. There is no other answer.”

Fate… I’d never really used the word before, but as I stood there surrounded by people debating the fate of a newborn baby I gave a name to the pit growing at my center. I named it fate and I hated it.
 “I do not believe in fate,” Serine sighed. “You’re a woman of science, and that is the answer you supply?”
 “When all other answers are wrong, we are left with the only solution available.”
 “Regardless of how it happened we must decide what to do about it,” Serine cast her gaze around the room. “Any suggestions?”
 No one made a sound. I wanted to. I wanted to scream at her, at them, at all of them that there was only one possible suggestion. The pit in my stomach turned into a rusty vise and crushed my insides.
 Ella increased the pressure of her grip on my wrist.
 “My dear, that maternal instinct that burns at the heart of every good woman has bound your hands, so now you look to one of us, your trusted to reaffirm the decision you’re afraid to make alone,” Clarissa said as she rose from her seat by the throne and descended the dais to her lover.
 I watched as Serine melted into Clarissa’s arms, an act that must have been hard to allow in the presence of so many people, especially for a Queen, and that was the last straw fate let fall onto the back of a strained world. I wrenched my hand free of Ella’s grasp and stepped around her.
 Ella grabbed me by the shoulders, spun me around, and then pulled me into a tight embrace, “Don’t,” she whispered into my ear. I could feel the violent hammer of her own heart pounding against my chest and a warm tear fell from her eye and landed on my cheek.
 My determination faltered and though the horrible feeling in my guts roared for me to take action and be heard I relaxed into her arms. The woman I loved needed me and fate be damned, I needed her. “We can’t let this happen.”
 “Shhh,” Ella tightened her grip on me. “If the Queen wills it, it will be done.”
 “Before we actually say it, perhaps it would help to say why we are saying it,” Clarissa spoke with a politician’s voice as she pulled back from Serine and swept a red lock out of her eyes.
 “After two hundred years, there is no place for a male in this world,” Mercella said.
 Safe in Ella’s embrace I tensed and Ella sighed. My hands curled into tight balls and I felt my nails bite into my palms. It’s a helpless little baby!
 “The people will panic, religious zealots will scream of signs and portents, the rebels will rally more to their cause, and great change will sweep our lands. Peace will devolve into chaos,” Clarissa ticked her reasons off on her fingers as though she were writing a shopping list.

How do you know!? I wanted to scream it, but every time I tensed Ella tightened her grip. I squirmed to no avail. Fate twisted its way through my insides and wrapped around every vein and nerve in my body. No, no no, don’t say it. Please don’t say it. How can you say it? What is wrong with you people? Don’t make it so, please Goddess above… bless them with wisdom.
 “The child… must die,” Serine’s voice trailed off as she finished the statement.
 Reaction is a funny thing. That little voice in the back of my mind that tells me the difference between right and wrong wanted to yell, but my body gave out instead. My knees buckled completely and if not for Ella, I’d have fallen straight to my knees. She held me up, she always held me together. Why won’t you say anything? I asked myself. What is stopping you? Someone has to do something. Why not you?
 “Alessandra Celeste,” Serine spoke with a cracking voice. I could hear the tears in her voice. They’d never leave her eyes, I knew, but I could hear them as clear as day.
 “Your Grace,” Ella responded with all the steadiness and composure that earned her, her position.
 “See that it is done.”
 “Yes your Grace.”

That’s why… Fate twisted a cold hard dagger through every nerve in my body. I’d known since the moment the impossible was revealed that no matter how badly I wanted to speak out, I couldn’t. I could speak against the Queen, when it comes right down to it I don’t care about the Queen. Fuck the Queen. But Ella…? Not the woman I love.



CHAPTER FOUR
 I sat on the edge of our bed and held my breath, because I feared the tears would escape if I let myself move. My back was straight as a board and I’d drawn my shoulders back. The uniform that clung to my weary frame inspired a sense of pride and duty that forced perfect posture. Of course the paralyzing terror within helped. Goddess, help me to be strong.
 Ella exited the washroom decked out in a uniform that mirrored mine except for the medals and tassels that indicated her level of service and accomplishment. As members of the Queen’s Guard, we wore loose black leather tunics over liquid tactical armor that covered our bodies from neck to toes. The tunics were climate adaptive and as such provided insulation or breath-ability respective dependent on the external temperature. The thin armor was filled with a liquid substance that hardens on impact and spreads the force of the blow over a wide area, which in turn lessened the impact. It could stop the full force of a normal bullet and was virtually immune to most bladed weapons, (star stone excluded, nothing is immune to star stone). The only drawback was that it was useless against sonic weaponry, but since only members of the Queen’s Guard had access to such weapons, it was a moot point. Tall leather combat boots reached our thighs in the front but only came to the knee in the back. A belt held our tunics closed and varied in color depending on our rank. Mine was the color of copper and Ella’s was the color of shimmering gold. The uniform was gorgeous but as I sat there I realized mine felt wrong. “You’re dressed?” Ella froze as soon as she saw me.
 “I’m coming with you,” I stood and felt the full weight of the uniform upon my shoulders. My sword hung by a strap slung across my back and my sonic pistol rested in a black leather holster that hung low on my hip. Both of them felt heavy enough to pull me to my knees.
 “No,” Ella shook her head and turned away from me. “You’ve already made your feelings on this matter perfectly clear.”
 My chin dropped, my shoulders slouched, and my eyes lowered. She was right. As we left the council chamber I’d pleaded with her to refuse her orders, but she wouldn’t budge. I’d heard all the stories about men. They were monsters, big and strong and full of violence, which lusted for power and destroyed everything in their way to gain it. There was a reason our scientists had worked so hard to engineer an all-female society in the years following the Great War, after all. But my heart ached every time I imagined the pudgy cheeks and googling eyes of a newborn baby, no matter what it was. When we got back to the room Ella had pulled me into her arms and collapsed to the floor. She held me and wept, because she felt it too, but in the end she’d wiped her tears away, stilled her emotions, and silently started to prepare to fulfill her duty. I resolved to not allow her to face her fate alone. “My feelings don’t matter; I won’t let you bear the weight of this alone.”
 She stared at me long and hard.
 I fought the urge to chew on my lip. Something about the way she looked at me thickened the air and my breaths grew shallow. It had been a long time since Ella sized me up and to describe how it made me feel, as uncomfortable would be a gross understatement. Her piercing blue eyes generated a sense of painful distrust and curiosity.
 She exhaled and the tension left her body. A strained but genuine smile arched across her face, “What would I do without you?”
 I shrugged my shoulders and tried to smile, “find another gorgeous blond to steal your covers?”
 “Oh, gorgeous is it?” Ella moved to me, slid her arm around my waist and pulled me in close, inches from kissing me. “I don’t know, maybe I’d find a gorgeous redhead instead.”
 “As if,” I rolled my eyes and planted a kiss on her lips.
 And then the moment was gone. As we pulled apart and faced the door the thick air swirled around us, and though the liquid in our armor kept us cool and refreshed, a sticky heat settled.
 “You don’t have to do this,” Ella stared ahead unable to look me in the eye.
 I took her hand in mine and squeezed. My heart demanded I support her but screamed for me to change directions all at once, as my mind continued to rationalize our impending action, “Neither do you.”
 She squeezed my hand back once and then let go, “Yes I do.” She stepped through the door into the cool white hallway, with its blinding lights, and I followed. “I’m the Captain of the Queen’s Guard. It’s everything I’ve ever worked for, the culmination of my life.”
 “You could be something else,” I followed and stared at my feet. My mind settled on the rhythmic beat of our heels on the hard black tile floor. “We could be something else.”
 Ella sighed but pressed on, “What would you have me do?” she whispered as though the walls had ears. “Save the child? Throw away our lives? We’d never escape Serine’s wrath. We’d be dead in moments.” She shook her head and rested her hand on the sword hilt at her waist.

Dílseacht, it means loyalty.
 “They’re right, it has to die,” Ella’s back straightened and she stuck her chest out, chin up, and shoulders back. “If word got out that a male child was not only born, but lived there’d be panic in the streets. I don’t know if the stories are true, but fear of men has been so ingrained in the thoughts of society fear would take over.” As she spoke the faint quiver in her voice faded, and was replaced by an iron resolve. “And the rebels at our borders would use it as a rallying cry, they’d scream that even the universe demands change.” She came to a halt and spun on her heels to face me. Her wet eyes burned with a fiery dedication. “We are Queen’s Guard, sworn to protect her grace, and the safety of this realm. This is our duty.”
 Though the tears welled up in her eyes gave me a glimpse at the torture rack her soul was bound to, her voice sent a chill down my spine. Ella was gone, replaced by Captain Alessandra Celeste, and there would be no more room for dispute. I clapped my heels together, stood up straight, and pressed my right fist to my chest, “Yes Captain.”
 “Good, let’s go.”
 We made the rest of the trip in silence. At the end of the hall we boarded the security elevator and took it to the sixth floor, Science and Medicine. Silence the whole way.
 Sylvia Myst stood sentry at the Science floor elevator. She too, had lost the pajamas and donned her uniform, but instead of a sword she held a short spear rested on the ground. The tip sparkled red with star stone, as did the black tower shield strapped across her back. We passed her without a word, but we exchanged a head nod. I believed not a soul in the castle had the stomach for what must be done.
 At the door to the small room where our victim laid sleeping I came to a stop. My heart pounded against my breast bone and all the saliva had retreated from my mouth. “I’ll wait here,” I rasped.
 “No,” Ella rested her forehead against the pure white door. Everything about our surroundings seemed pure and sterile. We’d passed room after room full of bright lights and polished silver tables, tools, and fixtures. “I want you in there,” Ella sighed and shook her head, which smeared the clean polished door with her sweat. “I need you with me.”
 I placed my hand on her shoulder, a delicate gentle gesture to reassure her and give her the strength to carry on. If only I’d had someone to do the same for me. The black pit at the center of my stomach reared its ugly head and spat bile up my throat. Fate conspired to put me in that room one way or another. I’d never planned on witnessing the actual act but fate rarely gives a fuck what you planned. “I’ll do anything for you. You know that.”
 She reached around and gripped the hand I’d placed on her shoulder. A quiver ran through her and danced up my arm, “I love you.”
 “I love you, too.”
 With that, Ella popped the latch and swung the door open. The room before us looked no different than the others we’d went past. The walls were a solid unwavering shade of the purest white, and a row of spotless silver tables bordered one whole wall. Above us was an observation room that was entirely empty. Apparently no one wanted to witness the death of a baby, go figure. Big talk, no walk. The big shots always leave the dirty work to those below them. In fact the only different thing about the room was the little bundle of joy lying in the center of one of those soulless silver tables wrapped in a white blanket. Before we even moved, it stretched its tiny arms and legs and yawned, eyes closed. It looked like every other baby I’d ever seen, except for the extra appendage between its legs. Every last ounce of air in my body evacuated the premises and left me clinging to the door frame. Even Ella was frozen in her tracks.
 “Ella…”
 She held up her hand to silence me but kept her eyes focused on the tiny helpless life before us, “We have… orders.” The tremble in her body made her voice come out in a low vibrato.
 “We can’t…” my voice barely registered above a whisper and my eyes burned.
 She stepped forward and drew her sword slowly, “We have to do what we have to do.”
 I pulled myself away from the door and my feet carried me toward the table against my will. As I approached the baby my hands developed a mind of their own and they reached out and caressed his tiny hand. He could barely move and he was so wrinkly and adorable, already my chest felt warm and I hardly realized how hard my heart slammed into my chest, or how fast it did so. And then he grasped my pinky finger with his little hand. I could barely feel it but it was the most magical feeling I’d ever experienced.
 “Linsey, step away.”

Fate. Tears flowed down my cheeks and I recall how the salt made them itch and burn. My hands trembled and I couldn’t pull my eyes away from him. He clung to my finger as if clinging to life itself. I heard her voice flow through the air. I remember how much I loved the sound of it, the way she’d whisper in my ear her naughty thoughts, or how she’d simply say, “I love you,” when times were hard. I could recall every time she’d soothed me with her words and every time she’d driven me into a battle rage during practice. There was no such thing as a time that I didn’t love the sound of her voice. Even then as my heart broke I loved the sound of her voice, full of tears and a shake that went to the very core of her. The dark pit in my stomach swirled and gurgled, it spat fire through my veins, not a passionate fire or a loving fire, not the kind of fire that sustained life, but the kind of fire that consumed, the fires of fate.
 No other words came. The next sound I heard was the whoosh of her sword as it cut through the air.
 Once again my hands reacted without my input. It was all a blur. Somehow I’d moved quick enough to draw my sword and catch hers inches from his small neck. I stared at the point where our swords crossed and swallowed deep gulps of air. My whole body shook and so did hers. Our swords trembled against each other and little sparks danced in the air. I tilted my head to look at her.
 Tears ran down her face and her eyes were glazed over. Her soft round face was relaxed and her heavy breathing sounded relieved, but there was no smile. There was nothing in her eyes but sorrow.



CHAPTER FIVE
 “Come with me,” I kept my sword up to hold Ella’s at bay.
 She tried to smile but the quiver in her lips forbade it. The harsh white light glistened off the tears in her eyes. I could feel her weakness through the connection of our blades. Her heart wasn’t in it. “I can’t.”
 Until that moment, fate had been a cruel and malicious entity of life altering fury, but as my heart sank I understood the dark pit in my stomach. There was no black sludge or slimy bile, nor was there an angry hand hell bent on squeezing the life from my body. The sad truth was that the dark pit was emptiness. I’d lost a part of myself. I gazed into Ella’s mesmerizing blue eyes. The part I lost, “Please…”
 Ella’s sword lazed against my own. Even the tiny red sparks that danced in the air as star stone scraped against star stone looked dull and lifeless, “But I don’t think I can stop you either.”
 I slid my free hand underneath the helpless child and eased him into my chest. The warmth of his body and the quiet pulse of his life force did nothing to slow the block of ice that formed around my heart, “Ella…” My frail voice, so soft, so desperate, begged, though I doubted she could hear me.
 She dropped her sword and collapsed. The star stone blade skittered against the polished silver table and red sparks flew into the air. Ella caught herself on the table and held herself up with firmly planted hands, but her face was down and her long black hair concealed it. She cried, and I wondered if I’d ever see her eyes again, her soul. “Go Linsellya, go…”
 And so I did, with the babe held tight to my chest and my sword in hand.
* * * * *
 Sylvia Myst stood before me and my escape. I’d never intended to take the elevator out. I knew they’d cut the power and my flight would end. However, while Ella and I tended to the child Sylvia had taken up a post at the main doors of the Infirmary, which cut off the route to the stairs. When she first saw me she smiled, but that smile turned to cautious confusion within a beat of my broken racing heart.
 Sadness, pure and simple, settled around me. I hugged the child as close to my breast as motherly possible and positioned my sword in the guard position in front of my face. Don’t do it, Syl, please just let me pass…
 Sylvia’s movements were timid, but she pulled the tower shield from her back and let it fall into place on her left forearm and laid the shaft of her spear through the groove on its side.

Dammit
 “Linsey? What are you doing?”
 “I’m taking this child away from this madness.”
 “But the Queen’s orders,” Sylvia shifted into a crouch and placed herself in the direct center of my path. “I don’t like it any more than anyone else, but it must be done. Leave the child and I swear, I will speak no word of this”
 I looked down at the pudgy wrinkled face cuddled against my shoulder, somehow sound asleep and shook my head. It was right, I don’t know how or why I knew that, but at the deepest level of my being I knew it. I liked Sylvia, but she’d chosen the wrong side, “Sylvia Myst, move, or I will move you.”
 Sylvia swallowed hard and sweat beaded her brow and her close cropped snow white hair shone with it as well, “They say you’re as good as Ella. Is Ella dead?” 
 Her words struck with more pain and force than any blow from her spear could ever manage, because in a way, the answer was yes. I pointed my sword at her and
 lifted my chin. The Queen’s Guard was the most well trained fighting force in the Queendom, but they’d never been trained to kill one of their own. In most ways Sylvia was my equal, but I could sense the doubt in her. Ella had taught me long ago that your opponent’s fear was your sharpest weapon. As much as it pained me to do so, I knew letting her think I’d killed Ella, would guarantee my victory. 
 Sylvia took one deep breath and charged me.
 I’d not expected that. Generally when someone wields a shield their primary offense is a strong defense. I leaped back against the wall and deflected her first thrust, which she’d aimed directly at the child in my arms.
 She threw a left cross with her shield as though it were a perfect extension of her arm.
 I barely got my shoulder up in time to catch the brunt of the blow. The edge of the star stone shield easily ripped my tunic and the liquid tactical armor underneath. I fell into the wall and started rolling down the length of it.
 Sylvia kept the pressure on. She’d thrust with her spear, spin into a backhand with the flat of her shield, and finish with a low spear sweep meant to immobilize me.
 I rolled away from every blow as they tore the wall where I’d been to pieces. The child in my arms woke up in the midst of it all and wailed into my ear, but his cries served to spur me on. At the end of the hall I recovered enough to block the low sweep and drove my sword shoulder into Sylvia’s sternum.
 She toppled back several steps, but managed to use her spear as a support and regained her balance far quicker than I’d hoped.
 I seized the opening and put her on the defensive. With the child in my arms I had no other options available but to use a fencing approach, full of lunges, thrusts, and short slashes.
 Sylvia was right at home on the defensive. She absorbed every thrust with her shield, parried every lunge with her spear, and either deflected or dodged every short slash with minimal effort. We circled each other, neither prepared to yield.
 Dammit! My breath came in shallow controlled spurts, but the exertion of child protection and waging a full blown attack piled up quick. I backed away but kept my sword at the ready. Okay Linsey… what do you know?
 Sylvia kept an even pace as she bobbed from one foot to the other and filled the entire hall, a tactic designed to prevent me from getting past her. Any doubt or confusion she’d begun with was absent from her face. The battle lust was upon her. She struck like a snake, quick and out of nowhere, with one long fully extended jab.
 I danced to the side and avoided it. Okay, so she has no intention of letting me catch my breath, I didn’t figure she would. So think fast.
 Another snake like strike nearly took my head off.

Range and defense, those are the names of her game.
 And another snake strike rocketed in aimed at my right thigh.
 I stepped back to avoid it, because if I’d sidestepped or tried to jump it, she’d have turned her spear into a hook and the battle would have ended. I rebounded off the wall behind me and glanced at the child in my arms to make sure he was still alive. Of course he was, I don’t know how I’d missed the crying, I must have been lost in battle lust as well. The baby is my weakness. As soon as I realized that, I knew how to win the fight.
 Sylvia struck out again with a long fully extended jab.
 This time I side stepped and rolled down the shaft of her spear. As I spun into her I lifted my sword for the strongest one armed slash I could muster.
 She saw my plan two moves ahead and lifted her shield.
 Sadly, I’d been playing three moves ahead. I kept spinning, but dropped to one knee, which brought me down to her waist level. When she’d brought her shield up to protect her face, she’d also blocked her line of sight. As I drew close to the floor I let the child slip from grasp as softly as I could and took my sword with both hands. A one handed slash would never have the control I needed to end the fight. She never saw it coming when my heavy slash caught her just above the hip. The star stone blade sliced through the tunic and liquid tactical armor as though it was paper, and I rose into the slash, well inside her shield. My sword followed my rise and I left a deep gash from her hip to her opposite shoulder blade. The fight was over.
 She looked at me in disbelief, but there was admiration in her eyes as well. Her spear and shield fell to the floor and filled the hall with an ear wincing clatter. She followed her weapons to the floor.
 I sheathed my sword and knelt beside her. She looked as though she slept on crimson sheets. My whole life revolved around training and perfecting my fighting skills, but until that moment I’d never taken a life. The dark pit in my stomach grew. I’d learned to live for the battle lust and thrive in its power and glory, but until then I’d never reached the pay off. The payoff sucked. There was no epic finale, no guttural death screech. Sylvia Myst, simply ceased being alive. I wiped my hand over her face to close her eyes. Goddess, accept your fallen daughter into your arms.
* * * * *
 The sound of my heavy boots on the stairs and my ragged breathing filled the stairwell with a rhythmic beat, it was almost music. The child was once again sound asleep against my breast. I’d taken Sylvia’s tunic and made a makeshift pouch to carry him, so I could have the use of both of my hands, but I ran into no more trouble on the way out. I don’t know how you do it kid, must be nice to be so peaceful.
 At the bottom I slammed my shoulder into the door and rushed into the frigid night air. On the surface the barrier does a poor job of keeping the sub-arctic weather at bay.
 Have you ever been so cold that your limbs refuse to work? Imagine if that feeling of coldness happened instantly, and you’ll know how I felt as soon as I stepped through that door. Thankfully my adrenaline was still boiling in my blood, or I’m not sure I’d have made it. Escape, is the thought that had settled in the center of my mind. I didn’t know it at the time, but in the back of my mind a great dread was already building, the dread of making it to a point where I could stop and think.
 A loud wail filled the silent night air and the entire complex exploded in bright flashing red lights.

Time to go. I wrapped my arms around myself and the child for warmth, and headed toward the street. My hope was to blend into the crowd and make it to the Outer Zone. Sadly there isn’t much room for hope where fate is concerned.
 As I rounded the corner onto the Central Highway, (the busiest street in the Queendom), a blinding spotlight fell upon me. People exited their vehicles and ran for cover; they were no strangers to the sight before them. Hovering about ten feet in the air was a Rebellion, a lightweight unmanned highly mobile riot control vehicle. Since the rebel uprising began a little over five years ago, they’d become a common sight in the skies of the Queendom, and the populace had learned that when one got that low, it meant rebels were around.

Me… a rebel… go figure.



CHAPTER SIX
 “Linsellya K’rease Ashguard, cease and desist immediately,” the command sounded robotic, but I knew the voice belonged to a real person. Rebellions were designed for a crew compliment of three, a pilot, a gunner, and an engineer, all of the highest pay grade.

Four on one… great. Yes, I considered the Rebellion itself an opponent. I’d seen the news broadcasts where the damn things had brought down entire buildings on top of Rebel battalions while in drone mode. I remained still and considered my options. The slightest move would egg them into action, so I had to make sure my first move was a smart one. I have to protect the child. What will they try first? Nets? Gas? Guns? Or will they jump straight to sonic weaponry? Do they have orders to capture me, or am I already marked for death? I watched the black demon hover before me. They ordered me to cease and desist… capture; they’re thinking capture, but why? They want the child dead. Wouldn’t killing us both during our escape be the best course of action? My hands curled into tight fists and my nails bit into my palms. Sticky blood left my body and lined the creases in my hands. Sometimes, a little pain is all I need to bring me back to reality. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is escape. So, capture it is then. Nets or gas? Left or right? Left. I tucked the child tight against my breast and zigged to the left.
 A wide barreled gun descended from the Rebellion’s belly and deployed a steel net.
 They’d taken the bait. I zagged to the right as the net slammed into the wall beside me. Razor sharp claws dug into the brick and locked the net in place. Had I not predicted their tactic I’d have been screwed. Even though star stone would slice through steel like butter, the net was so tight I’d have never been able to draw my sword.
 A loud clack echoed through the empty street followed by the quiet whir of an engine.
 “Hold on kid!” I rolled around the corner of the building and dashed down the street. 10. The clack meant they’d changed tactics. 9. The whir was the sound the gun made when it rotated to a new set up. 8. From all I knew about Rebellions, I had roughly 10 seconds to figure out my next move. 7.
 The Rebellion floated around the corner and kept me in its sights.

6. I slammed into a car and jerked the handle but it was locked. 5. My hand grasped the hilt of my sword. 4. No! That’s not mobile enough; you’d be a sitting duck! 3. I released my sword and frantically searched the street for something better. 2.
 The Rebellion’s thrusters fired up and their roar filled the pale blue moonlit sky. 

1. Fuck!
 A motorcycle lay abandoned on the street several car lengths away.
 I propelled myself over the hood of the car and slid to the street on the other side. The baby squirmed against me and his tiny hands grasped the loose fabric of my tunic. There wasn’t any strength in his tiny hands, but the slight tug was noticeable. My feet were moving the moment they hit the pavement.
 Hollow thuds preceded the clank and clatter of thin metal canisters as they bounced off cars, and street posts, and the ground itself. Their harsh hiss filled my ears and silenced every other noise. Gas erupted into the air around me.
 My nostrils burned and the back of my throat felt as though it were made of coarse sandpaper. A series of ragged coughs shook my body and screwed with my balance, but I kept going. I ducked my head and buried my nose and mouth in the crook of my right elbow. What I wouldn’t give for a gas mask right now. I could only hope and pray that the thick cloth of the Queen’s Guard tunic I’d wrapped the child in would be enough to protect him from the harsh fumes. For once I was thankful to hear his crying, as long as he cried, he was alive.
 The shadow of the Rebellion fell over us as it rose above the yellowish gas and searched for me.
 I ran so fast I had no choice but to slide to a stop at the motorcycle. The gas robbed me of my vision through tears of irritation and my strength through lack of fresh air, but I threw my back into it and hauled the motorcycle off the ground.
 The shadow settled above us and another clack drowned out the rest of the world.

Here they come.
 Spiders landed around us but only their shadowy forms shone through the haze of gas. They had long cylindrical bodies as wide as an average human being and eight long legs that ended with cuff like pincers. When the rebels began to outnumber us, Mercella Trent, developed the spiders to serve as both search and apprehend bots, or search and destroy bots, all in the name of taking our people out of the line of fire.

Four Spiders, I counted in one quick glance, and then I straddled the motorcycle, and turned the ignition. It roared to life beneath me. It’s been a long time since I took combative vehicular maneuvers.
 Every last spider snapped their attention toward the sound of the engine.
 I popped it in gear and gunned it. The loud squeal sounded like music to my ears as I rode out of the gas cloud on the back wheel. Fresh air not only filled my lungs but whipped against my face and threw my hair out behind me. If only the air wasn’t so damned cold.
 The spiders launched themselves out of the cloud and their shiny metallic bodies shimmered in the pale moonlight. They slammed into the ground and the pavement crumbled beneath their weight.
 I dared a glance over my shoulder at the monstrosities that pursued us and it felt as though someone was ringing my stomach as if it were a wet rag.
 Slithering steel legs bent and twisted as they curled around lamp posts and skittered over abandoned cars. They glided over the terrain as though nothing stood in their way and I envied the ease in which they closed the distance between us. The sound of their heavy feet ripping up the concrete and crushing abandoned cars beneath their way as they barreled toward us sent chills down my spine. Even at full speed they’d be on top of me in a matter of moments, and top speed was a dream due to the thick mass of abandoned vehicles littering the road. Yet still, I had to try.

Dammit, dammit, dammit! I cranked the throttle and pushed every last ounce of power I could muster into the bike. The long legs and fluid movements of the Spiders gave them a distinct advantage over me on a cluttered street. Even if all the cars on the busiest street in the Queendom weren’t moving, they still took up a hell of a lot of space. The baby kicked his arms and legs against the wall of fabric that shielded him from the nightmare outside, and I knew he was crying, but the loud roar of the bike concealed the heart rending sounds. Alright, fuck defensive maneuvers; it’s time for some offensive maneuvers.
 The foremost Spider landed, squatted to the ground, and used all the strength in its formidable legs to propel itself through the air.
 Luckily, I caught a glimpse of the attack in the side mirror. As I came around a large truck I whipped the bike in a wide arc. The tires squealed and smoke peeled up from the street. I’d stopped myself just short of the Spider’s launch path.
 It sailed over me and even as it overshot its target, its legs curled and struck.
 I executed a perfect samurai’s slash, my sword left its sheath, hit its mark, and slipped back inside with one fluid motion. The Spider’s legs fell to the ground around us and then its body slammed into a car ahead. The large cylindrical body burst open on impact and revealed the cage inside. The empty recess designed to imprison offenders in the field loomed in my mind and a cold shiver crawled up my spine.
 The Rebellion’s spotlight enveloped me before I could even sigh in relief and two more spiders landed mere inches away. After seeing the fate that had befallen their companion the Spider’s AI adapted to fit their opponent. They struck at me simultaneously with one eerily long leg each.
 I bent to the side to avoid the one on the right and whipped my sword out and through the other leg with one clean effortless swipe. My ears perked up as I detected the whir of the Rebellion’s gun over the roar of my bike. Distraction!
 A wide black gun descended from the Rebellion’s belly. It resembled a massive sub woofer.

Sonic! Though the spiders kept striking to judge their distance, they displayed an unusual amount of hesitation for a machine, (I guess they’d never encountered a star stone blade before), I ignored them, gunned the bike’s engine and peeled out in the direction we’d come. My heart pounded against my breastbone and the blood flowing through my veins burned. On instinct entirely, (because I sure as hell wasn’t thinking about it) I cleaved one of the two spiders as I blew past them.
 The Rebellion course corrected with minimal effort and its thrusters blew the glass out of every vehicle in the vicinity as it rushed to pursue me. The small throng of citizens who hadn’t managed to find a safe hiding place before the speed of our pursuit overtook them ducked to the ground like a group of synchronized swimmers. Their terrified screams hardly registered in my mind.
 I leaned to the right and left as we zoomed past empty vehicles at a speed no sane person would ever attempt on the Central Highway.
 A barely audible high pitched hum tickled my ear drum and then a wave of sonic force whooshed past us. The ground beside us imploded.
 I swerved around it.
 The next blast hit even closer.
 I couldn’t swerve around it, so I whipped the bike in another wide arc and barely came to a stop before falling into the crater. They’re adjusting their aim… Move! I peeled out just in time to avoid the blast that fell right where we were. My ears rung and I could feel the warm drops of blood fall from my earlobes. Sonic technology makes for a physically devastating weapon, but the real advantage was how it messed with your head, not to mention the whole bit about turning internal organs into jelly... I had to do something quick or our heads would explode. I had no idea how long a baby could handle it, but I was glad that I could still feel him kicking his arms and legs inside the tight cloth.
 A vacant parking garage waited in the distance.

Tight quarters… perfect. I swerved and dodged sonic blast after sonic blast as we made a beeline for the garage. The frequency of the shots increased as we grew closer and closer. They were well aware they’d be unable to venture into such a constrained space and continued with a sonic assault. They’d bring the whole structure down on top of themselves. Another thing Ella taught me. You can always depend on a person’s survival instincts to trump every other impulse. Unless they’re a psychopath.
 The Rebellion veered off as we rode into the garage.
 I didn’t care, I kept going. I wanted to get as deep into the dark structure as possible and buy myself some time to think about my next move. Sadly, I’d been so wrapped up in evading sonic tech I’d totally forgot about the remaining spider, and its dogged persistence to capture me.
 Out of the shadows (and far more silently than a machine of their size and weight should be capable of) a Spider attacked. The pincers on the end of its long legs caught me by the ankles and one wrist before I realized what was going on. We went to the ground hard and the bike continued without us until it fell on its side and skidded to a halt. The Spider desperately attempted to capture my free hand as its other four legs dug into the cloth that hung around my chest.
 “No!” I couldn’t move my legs at all and my left arm was equally restrained. I used my right hand to bat the leg attempting to render me useless away and watched in horror as the other legs dug for the child. My sword was on my back, which meant it was as trapped as my left arm and legs.
 The heavy leg struck at my right wrist.
 I pulled my arm in and the cement beneath us took the brunt of the hit. Had it connected it would have shattered every bone in my lower arm. Luckily, the only injury I sustained was a sharp piece of cement that buried itself in my right shoulder.
 The Spider’s free legs whipped around us and with little effort managed to uncover the child.
 “You piece of shit! Goddess forsaken hunk of metal!” My own survival instinct flew away. I grabbed the sonic pistol on my right hip and quickly fired off shots at the Spider’s legs that held my own legs down. The recoil of the gun was far too intense to use from the back of a motorcycle, but pinned to the solid ground, it was a perfect weapon. The impact was enough to jar the legs free but they were also holding tight to my ankles, so the impact effectively pulled my own legs an inch farther than they were meant to go. An intense pain radiated from my lower back and in that moment I was positive I’d just blown both of my legs out of socket. Adrenaline don’t fail me now.
 The Spider stumbled away and lost its balance. The impact demolished the two legs but even on six legs it’d recover fast.
 I sat up and wrapped my arms around the child.
 He kicked and wailed. His chubby wrinkled face was wet and red.
 “It’s okay… it’s okay,” I wrapped him back into the cloth and tucked him in close to my chest. The position seemed to instantly calm him.
 The Spider lunged at us again.
 I was prepared. I rolled to the side drew my sword and unleashed a furious scream as I cut through every leg it attacked with and its body. A dull pain throbbed in my lower back as I stood at the end of my strike and watched the pieces of metal rain to the ground.  Good… nothing broken… nothing out of place, but I’ll be stiff in the morning.
 The Rebellion circled the garage and its spotlight created harsh shadows around us.
 “Okay, let’s finish this,” I looked down and pulled the cloth aside to look at the baby’s face. He smiled up at me and though his face was red and wet he smiled and made noises that could have been the start of a laugh.  How could anyone want to kill you?
* * * * *
 The motorcycle was badly damaged, but it would serve its purpose before it gave out. The ride to the top of the garage was uneventful. Who knew even machines could have a survival instinct? The babe at my breast was once again sleeping soundly and while it made me feel good to know he was at peace, part of me hated him for it.
 As we pulled onto the roof the Rebellion rose to a level position and the harsh spotlight once again fell over us.
 “Linsellya K’rease Ashguard, cease and desist immediately. Or we will reduce you to ash and cinder.”

Oh, humpty dumpty is personalizing their threats now huh? I hammered the throttle and the bike left it’s sputtering behind as it roared to life one final time. Smoke rose behind us.
 The Rebellion opened fire. Sonic shocks devastated the structure around me.
 I held my course. The fact they hadn’t opened fire on my exact location from the get go, told me they still wanted to catch me if they could. That was their final mistake. At the edge of the building i popped a wheelie and soared into the air. The bike was aimed right at the Rebellion’s cockpit.
 The Rebellion, being the highly mobile assault weapon it was easily pulled up to avoid the bike.
 That was exactly what I wanted. I planted my feet on the seat and pushed myself into the air. The bike fell below the Rebellion as it rose into my feet. As soon as I landed I drew my sword and buried it hilt deep in the metal monster’s head.
 Someone inside screamed.

Good. I twisted the star stone blade and jerked it up. Red sparks and blue sparks, and hell, sparks of all colors exploded around me and the Rebellion spun out of control. Before it could fall past the garage roof I leapt off and landed safely on the edge. There I stood as I watched my pursuer go down in a blur of smoke and flame. I wrapped my arms around the child and hugged him tight, “We’re almost there. Soon we’ll be safe…”



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Outer Zone… a harsh frozen world compared to the climate controlled dome I’d lived under my entire life. A world full of hard people and hard living, but a world free of the Queen… free of… Ella…
 We walked the rest of the way and took as many winding back alley shortcuts as I could recall, but there were no further incidents. I don’t know if the destruction of the Rebellion had put off their search or if I’d actually managed to give them the slip. I somehow doubted they’d give up when they perceived so much to be at stake, but for all intents and purposes the drama had died down. Sadly, that gave me time to think… the very thing I didn’t want to do.

Ella… why wouldn’t you just come with me? The closer we came to the Outer Zone the denser the snow fell. Before long I could hear the hard packed drift crunch beneath my feet.

Did I do the right thing? The child felt warm against my chest. He was asleep again. I never realized how much babies actually slept. My arms were wrapped around him even though the cloth held him firmly to me.

Ella… did I do the right thing? Images of our lives kept playing through my mind. When I’d first met her I was a snot nosed little brat who never took anything seriously. In a way that brat had never died but she’d been buried under something else, something undefinable. Love? Perhaps.

No point thinking about it now. She made her decision and I’ve made mine…
 I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t realize where I was until I looked up and saw her sitting on the bench, lit only by a pale orange street light. There was a park near the edge of the dome. Ella and I came here often when we first started to feel those feelings that’d bind us. It was our special place… We’d not been there in a very long time.
 “You forgot your coat,” Ella said without turning to look at me. The long coat of the Queen’s Guard lay draped over the bench beside her.
 I walked over and sat down beside her. The coat felt warm against my back, but the metal bench pulled all the warmth right out of me.
 “It’ll warm up, the longer you sit,” Ella stared at the edge of the dome, no more than a few hundred feet away. She’d been there for a while. The snowfall had almost turned her coal black hair the purest white.
 “Yeah, it generally does,” I slipped my arms into the warm wool coat and then hugged them around the child.
 “It’s so beautiful out here,” Ella whispered. “The way the snow falls makes everything looks so smooth and… perfect.”
 “Peaceful… innocent.”
 Ella cocked her head and looked over her shoulder toward the direction I’d come, “All it takes is one little person to disturb that peace… that innocence.”
 I followed her gaze and noticed how my tracks had broken through the snow and left an unmistakable blemish on the landscape, “It’ll heal.”
 “In time,” she turned and resumed staring at the edge.
 “You look cold.”
 “I am,” Ella smiled, but there was no heart in it.
 “Me too,” I joined her in staring at the edge, “Thanks for the coat.”
 “Yeah,” she turned her gaze to the ground before us. Undisturbed snow of the purest white, tinted only slightly by the pale moonlight, “I didn’t want you to be cold.”
 I’d said more than I ever imagined I’d be able to say and the rest of my words froze on the tip of my tongue. There was a warmth behind my eyes that made my head throb and an ache in my chest I’d never felt before.
 “You know I have to stop you right?”
 “I know,” the tear froze on my cheek.
 We rose together but Ella waited as I undid the cloth that secured the child to me, wrapped it tight, and placed him on the bench. He woke long enough to smile at me and then fell fast asleep again nestled in the climate adaptive fabric. I knew Ella well, the child was safe as long as I lived and she’d come alone. Had she not it would have already been over.
 “Shall we?” Ella placed a timid hand on the hilt of her sword.
 “Yes.” My hand surpassed her timidness and shook wildly until I managed to grasp the hilt of my sword.
 “Have you named it yet?”
 “Yes…”
 “Is it a good name? A strong name?”
 “Yes…”
 “Good.”
 And then we disturbed the peaceful… innocent snow. Our feet cut deep trenches through it as we moved swiftly and came to face each other. Our swords sliced snowflakes in two as they left our sheaths and red sparks rained down around us when they clashed together.
 Our chests heaved and our eyes burned. Our arms trembled but we held each other still.
 The red sparks mingled with the snowflakes as we traded blows. We’d never moved more gracefully in our lives and our swords sang our song of sorrow.
 Our hearts weren’t in it, but that didn’t change anything. I moved in for a weak thrust at her shoulder.
 She stepped aside as I knew she would and as she turned her sword caught me across the ass and effortlessly cut through the liquid tactical armor. Cold air prickled my flesh and warm blood ran down my leg. I pirouetted with more balance than I ever knew I had and faced her, sword drawn to defense.
 “Focus Linsey,” Ella choked the words out unable to look me in the eyes.
 Her words would have infuriated me had I not heard the pain within them. We were going through the motions, the same motions we’d gone through every day for as long as I could remember, but we weren’t in the training room, and our swords were made of star stone instead of wood. For the first time ever her words didn’t goad me into a foolish attack, I stopped to think. Can we really be here? Is this really happening? You know what to do. You know how to beat her. I can’t. I won’t. I decided to press the attack the way I always did.
 She took a single subtle step to the side and parried my wild lunge. I saw the tears freeze on her cheeks as I stumbled by.
 Unlike before my feet were light as a feather and instead of landing on my face I rolled into the fall and came back to my feet and faced her. My heart barely beat and my body refused to move. Our eyes met for the first time since the infirmary. There was no smile on her face. No taunting or teasing smirk followed her humbling parry. Her lips were pressed together and her jaw quaked. Her mesmerizing blue eyes reflected a lonely and desolate landscape. “Let’s be done with this.” I said.
 “In a hurry?” She rasped and her sword fell against the soft leather of her snow covered boot.
 I suddenly felt the world falling down around me. Everything seemed to vanish under a haze of shadow and the only thing I saw in color was her. Alessandra Celeste, was dying inside and all I wanted to do was throw my arms around her and hold her until the darkness faded away. Sadly, fate had forced our arms in other directions.
 She saw the look on my face and the doubt in my mind must have registered, because she pulled her eyes from mine and lunged forward driving her sword at my stomach.
 I barely managed to deflect the blow and before I knew it she had me on the defensive. I back stepped and side stepped to match her quickening pace. She’d played a cruel trick, the cruelest of tricks and engaged my emotions to exploit my obvious weakness. Her.
 Her sword fell past my head. A light breeze stirred my hair.
 So many thoughts can pass through your mind within a split second. Uncontrollable response, I panicked, real unquestioning panic filled me from top to bottom. Long gone was the fear of being struck in the temple by a wooden training sword, replaced by the very real realization that Ella had nearly ended my life then and there. Though her slash was weak and lacked conviction, a star stone sword would do the work for her. I jumped back and dropped my own sword to my side as I sucked in a quivering breath. Then reflex kicked in, where your body thinks it knows best. I forgot myself entirely and pressed the attack intent on breaking her combo. Then logic and speech show themselves. I’d repeated the same mistake I always made.
 Ella caught my sword with her own blade. Red sparks sizzled against the wet snow as they erupted between us. She’d seized control of my sword and we locked eyes once more. We knew what came next, our training made sure of it. She’d disarm me and if I didn’t make the right move, she’d kill me. I could see it in her eyes, a sight that’d haunt me to the end of my days, no matter how sooner or later they were. She was praying I’d make the right moves. 
 It would only be a matter of seconds before I lost. Dozens of scenarios ran through my mind at warp speed. Ella never used the same tactic twice. My eyes were trained to assess her battle stance and read her body language for a sign that’d betray her intentions, but for all my training I’d never been able to read her. Until that moment, the moment I didn’t want to be able to. Her left foot was back and carried most of her weight and her sword arm w
as loose. She was going to do the exact same thing she’d done in training yesterday. I could kill her with my next move, but I wouldn’t. I won’t kill her unless she gives me no choice… and even then… I loosened my wrist so I could follow through with a roundabout. 
 Ella spun my blade around with superb grace but I could see in her eyes that she’d given her body over to its training. She wasn’t piloting her own limbs anymore, instinct and training were.
 With my wrist loose and my grip firm I stepped into her arc and she closed her eyes, aware of what I’d done. “We don’t have to do this!”
 Ella sobbed. She wrapped her leg around mine, slid her blade down to my hilt, and then quickly snapped her wrist up. As the force jarred my sword from my hand she pulled her leg back and hooked my own.

Why Ella? Why are you making me do this! My body took over and leaned into her enough to put some distance between her leg and mine. I slipped my leg free and matched her lack of conviction as I spun to the side. The move checked her balance and she had no choice but to spin in the opposite direction. For the second time in less than twenty four hours we stood back to back.
 My sword once again landed on my foot, as I knew it would. The thing about combat is that you get used to seeing scenarios play out. Whether it is the parry thrust, parry thrust of fencing, or the fall of a balanced sword after disarmament. Some things just flow in tandem whether you want them to or not.
 “Here we are again,” Ella lamented, the tears in her eyes were obvious. I could feel the shake in her voice through the connection of our backs and at first I couldn’t feel her heartbeat, until I realized it was beating in perfect sync with my own.
 “Ella…”
 “Linsey… we’ll both do… what we have to do.”
 “Ella…”
 “Don’t make me wait so long this time… okay?”
 “Ella, please...”
 “Perhaps tonight… will be the night… I sleep in your arms.”
 “Don’t make me do this…”
 Ella’s back tensed against mine and I could feel her muscles moving.
 My toes curled and I flicked my foot at the ankle. The sword flipped into the air. It spun twice and the hilt landed perfectly in my hand. I could feel Ella spinning already so I spun as well. I love you. I went low and brought my sword across her midsection in a close controlled slash.
 Ella had gone high, just like she did yesterday, just as I knew she would, and a tear ran down my cheek.
 My sword cut through her tunic, her armor, and left a deep gash across her stomach. I sat there on one knee, sword extended at the end of my slash, unable to move, frozen in horror.
 Ella fell to her knees beside me. Her sword landed blade first and stuck in the ground next to us. She wrapped her arms around her stomach and her coal black hair fell in her face as she toppled over.
 I dropped my sword and slid in to catch her. Blood seeped into the snow around us and tinted it pink, but I didn’t care. I sat in her blood and held her in my arms.
 “I… told you… you’d best me… one… day.”
 “No I won’t… never. It should have been me.”
 “Linsey,” she reached up with her bloody hand and wiped my tears away. “I could… never… kill you.”
 “Hold on, I’ll get you help.”
 “No,” Ella grasped the sleeve of my coat and held me on the ground. Her eyes searched mine, the deep blue already fading. “In the infirmary… I wanted you to stop… me. You’re so… much stronger… than me.”
 “Not like this,” I shook my head. My stomach churned at the feel of her warm sticky blood on my hands.
 “I prayed… I’d never meet you…, but I’m glad… I… did.”
 Have you ever felt the life leave the person you love? It’s not tangible but it’s noticeable if you pay attention. The body vibrates, it’s a sign of life, and no one notices it, because we’re used to it, but the vibration stops first. Then the air escapes and rejoins the air around you, and then… then there is a stillness. A life ends, and if you love them… you really, truly, love them there are two deaths. Them and a part of yourself, that’ll never be whole again. Fate clenched my stomach and the black pit grew until it encompassed my heart.
 A child cried.
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EXCEPRT FROM - Fool's Journey (The War of the Tarot, Book One, Episode One): A Supernatural Urban Fantasy
 Thump!
 Thump!
 Thump!
 As I rolled over out of my slumber a set of emerald green eyes glared at me with disdain. My cat, Binks, sat on the edge of my bed more or less concealed by shadows. I'd hung the thickest and deepest black curtains I could find, but the harsh halogen streetlight flooded my room regardless. Binks’ racoonesque tail slid over my cozy flannel sheets with a hiss and an occasional thump. At first I thought he'd woken me to demand more food, water, or a clean litter box...or obtain the arms codes needed for utter world domination. Hard to tell. But then I heard it again.
 Thump!
 Thump!
 Thump!
 The clock on my bedside table displayed the time in large green numerals dimmed by my fading power storage. It read three thirty-three in the morning. I sighed. No one comes knocking during the hour of the wolf to have tea and crumpets. Binks rose and stalked toward my face. A thick silver mane framed his arrogant mug and I wondered if his extreme sense of self-worth could be measured, but I figured any such device capable of doing so would implode on contact. He nudged my head with his own then turned his ass to my face

Typical.
 “Will you receive your vigorous guest, or must I end their pitiful existence so they will cease that endless racket?” Binks purred as he dropped off the bed without so much as a soft thud.
 Thump!
 Thump!
 Thump!

Great. I sat up as I shook my head. No better way to start my day than being talked down to by a cat with a superiority complex.
 The cool summer air wrapped around me as my precious fur blanket fell off. A shiver danced over my bare skin and left goosebumps in its wake. I clenched my jaw tight so my teeth wouldn't chatter, and stepped out of bed into a pair of fuzzy slippers. The power stores had depleted more than I thought during the night, and powering up the micro-hydro made my stomach churn. It provided a steady and reliable source of energy, but the water from the reservoir stank to the high heavens.
 Thump!
 Thump!
 Thump!
 My shoulders slumped and my head fell back of its own accord. “I'm coming already! Hold your horses!” I slipped my hoodie on and pulled the corseted laces tight so it hugged my body.
 Thump!
 Thump!
 Thump!
 I wrapped my hand around the doorknob and stood on my tiptoes to look through the peephole.
Markus Wilkes stood on my doorstep...during the hour of the wolf (that time of night between three a.m. and dawn when freaky shit happens)...holding a manila folder, and his chestnut eyes wore a grim look. Why me?
 “Kassie it's me. Open up.” Even while laced with seriousness his voice sounded melodic and further reinforced my notion that he resembled an aging hip hop singer.
 I stepped back and pulled the door open. A biting summer wind followed him in. I scrunched up like a cat in a rainstorm and slammed the door behind him.
 “Hey, watch it!” he said.
 “You're welcome here.” I fixed him with my best annoyed glare so he'd know how little I enjoyed being woken up early, and then I cocked a thumb toward the door. “The cold isn't. And don't call me ‘Kassie.’”
 “You're in a mood.” My godfather stood firm and crossed his arms. “So am I.”
 The salt and vinegar drained out of me. I'd seen that face before and it triggered warning sirens. His ashy hair seemed grayer than usual and the circles under his eyes were deep enough that his dark skin failed to hide them. I took note of how rumpled his clothes were and how the badge clinging to his belt sat tilted. He had worn the same outfit for at least two days, and for a homicide detective unkempt clothes spelled “bad”—“bad” with a capital “B.” I frowned. “Let me go put some pants on.”



* * * * *
 We sat in my kitchen on opposite sides of the bar. The manila folder lay between us, and two steaming cups of tea cooled on the bar. A subtle stench floated in the air as my micro-hydro hummed in the background. Stench or not I was glad I had it. I preferred solar and wind, but the sun didn't always shine, and the wind didn't always blow.
 Markus took his cup in a shaky hand and sipped. Anyone else would assume fear gripped him, but I knew better; exhaustion dominated him. He worked hard, and he worked harder when something dug under his skin. I imagined the something waited for me in the folder. He sat the cup down and pushed the folder toward me.
 I stared at it hard. How bad could it be? “Do I need to prepare myself?”
 “Yes.” His voice reeked of defeat and desperation. I'd never heard Markus sound hopeless. Not even during the numerous times he had to deal with my foolish antics. Sometimes I felt sorry for him. When my father died Markus received me and my imminent problems, but he never complained.
 “Okay.” I sat up straight, tilted my head, and arched my back so my spine would line up. Use good posture when doing breathing exercises or else your lungs can't work to their fullest potential. I took a couple of deep, controlled breaths with my eyes closed and focused on the light at my center, behind my navel. Who knows if it’s real or not? I know the practice works for me, and that's good enough. I opened my eyes, took the folder in hand, and flipped it open.
 Death. Death looked me in the eye. There were several pages of police reports to accompany the death, but the crime scene photos drew my attention. There were three victims total—women—displayed in a collection of around thirty to forty photos.
 The thin delicate photos felt clumsy in my gloved hands. The leather rubbed against my bare skin photo after photo and I knew immediately what Markus wanted from me. I swallowed hard and my lips seemed to dry out in an instant. With a heavy heart I forced myself to go through the photos one at a time and soak up the details. I hoped to spot something that would help, but I wasn't a detective. I survived as a studio drummer, but a unique ability blessed me, or cursed me, depending on your point of view.
 As I thumbed through the photos I noticed a pattern. The first victim lay in a heap. Blood and bone dust pooled around her. Whoever, or whatever, killed her possessed incredible strength. Her bones were crushed inside her body, and identification proved difficult, but enough remained for me to see the pattern. Long, jet-black hair spread around her body soaking up the blood, and her skin resembled porcelain. Death had robbed her youthful eyes of their vibrancy, but I detected a hint of electric blue. The second victim hung in her doorway nailed to the wall. Less blood decorated the scene, but the crime itself matched the first in brutality. Long, jet-black hair concealed her face, porcelain skin shone through the streaks of crimson, and her eyes matched the first victim. The final victim lay in a bed of rose vines. Sharp thorns dug into her porcelain skin and caused long trails of dried blood to streak her flesh. Her jet-black hair twisted into the vines as though the vines themselves performed the twisting, and her electric blue eyes remained wide with terror. Each woman resembled me to a T.
 I closed the folder and pushed it back to the center of the bar.
 “Kassie, I need—”
 I held my hand up. “ Don't call me ‘Kassie.’”
 He clasped his hands together and leaned on his elbows. His forehead rested against his knuckles and he rubbed the corners of his eyes with his thumbs. “Three so far. No leads. No evidence. Nothing.”

Had he not seen the pattern? He must have. I turned my hand over and watched my fingers move as I rubbed the leather fingertips together. I needed one touch; one touch and a butt load of aspirin. If he had a personal belonging, and I knew he did, I would need one touch and I'd know everything they ever knew. The rules were simple, and he understood them as well as I did. He raised me, and we learned them together. For some reason I could touch an item and assimilate the knowledge and memories of the previous owner, as long as the item still belonged to them. If an item had been willed to someone, or if someone claimed it as their own, it became their property and whatever force powered my ability ceased to work.
 We sat in silence. The micro-hydro hummed.
 Binks leapt onto the bar and stretched his long body, sticking his ass and raccoon tail into the air. His shiny black coat shimmered in the dull glow of hydro-powered lights. He lay down and curled his legs under his body so he could be good and comfy while he watched me suffer. The mammoth fur ball had few pleasures in life. My suffering pleased him more than I cared to imagine.
 I passed him a quick, spiteful gaze and tugged the long brown glove off my right hand. “Hand it over.”
 Markus looked up from his hands and the strain in those dark chestnut eyes confirmed my suspicions. He had seen the pattern. “Are you sure?”

No. “Yes.” I motioned for him to hand over the item he brought. “Let's get this over with. Some of us need sleep.”
 He reached into his pocket and pulled out a clear plastic bag. It contained a regular old ink pen. He dumped it on the bar.
 His item of choice left me impressed yet bored to tears. A smart move—drab, but smart. No one willed ink pens to anyone, at least not run of the mill ink pens, and as long as she used it last it still belonged to her. Tools worked like that. If you claimed a tool you had to use it before it became yours. Still, looking at the ordinary pen filled me with dread. The woman who last used it had died in a horrible fashion. It didn't matter which victim it belonged to. They each died badly. I wasn't going to enjoy what I saw. Please don't be the first victim. Please don't be the first victim. Please don't be the first victim. “Well, nothing ventured nothing gained, right?” I grabbed the pen.
 If you've ever stuck yourself with a pin, go ahead and imagine the sharp quick pain. Now multiply it by somewhere near a billion, and then imagine that pin prick was in your eye, and you'll be close to how it feels to have your head flooded with the knowledge and memories of a whole other person. I saw her life—the small details and the large: her childhood, high school, college, meeting her husband, having their two beautiful children, and the countless emotions that came along with the events of her life. The whole ride took less than thirty seconds, but thirty seconds provided ample time to imagine the horror show at the end. Too late to worry about it.

I sat...she sat...she sat on a fluffy beige couch knitting a sweater for her oldest son, only three years old, when a knock came at the door.

Who could that be, I wondered...she wondered....she wondered. With a knitting needle in hand she approached the door and peered through the peephole. No one there. Positive I heard a knock, I left the chain on and cracked the door. Darkness painted the apartment hallway, and I noted how odd that was...she noted....she noted. “Hello? Who's out there? Tony, you better not be screwing with me.”
 A thunderous blow struck the door and something massive splintered it from the frame. I jumped back, but the door pinned me and pushed me to the floor. A sharp pain seared my hip and warm blood ran down my leg. I kicked my feet, knocking the door away, rolled onto my stomach, and clawed my way to my knees.
 Slimy scaled talons wrapped around my ankle and squeezed tight enough to crush the bone. As the nerves in my ankle cried in agony my brain told me to rescue them. So I fell down and tried to wrench my ankle free. “Let go of me!”
 The thing locked on my ankle, heaving and jerking me off the ground. The world spun around for a brief moment before I slammed head first into the top of the doorframe. Sparks exploded in my eyes and I fell.
 A dark, lithe figure sprung across the room, pinned me to the wall, and proceeded to slam a knitting needle into my wrist, pinning it to the wall. The figure disappeared, and before I could process its absence, it returned and drove a piece of shattered doorframe into my other wrist. Time after time it left and returned to nail me to the wall with more objects—scissors, knives, a nail file…
Numbness took over my body to the point that I couldn't even feel the warm blood running down it. I tried to lift my head...she tried...she tried...she tried to lift her head...
 “You're sssoul for him,” a coarse voice hissed, “Little Hauthe.”
 I snapped back into reality, kicking and screaming.
 Markus held me. “It's okay.” He petted my head and cradled my freezing body in his strong dark arms. “It's okay.” I'd spent many nights asleep with my head on his chest in the early years of the Great Freeze, too young to take care of myself. “Shh.” He radiated warmth, and warmth had been in short supply for a long time.



* * * * *
 “What'd you see?”
 Before the Freeze I woke up one night with a spider crawling on my face, and I reacted appropriately. I swatted it away, lunged out of bed, and then refused to sleep in that bed for a whole week. That is how I know I'm afraid. I take how I'm feeling, and I compare it to that moment. In light of recent revelations that moment seemed quaint.
 Women were dying left and right, they looked like me, their killer wasn’t human, and I knew why. Cassandra Hauthe, the woman whose life and death I'd experienced, confirmed it, and I didn't need the folder to tell me the other two had similar names. I knew it in my bones. “Hauthe,” an old word, means “Hawthorn.”
 I turned my eyes to the door of my house and my mind showed me a massive dark shape. It slammed into the door and shattered it to pieces. My blood coated the wall and floor around it. I shuddered, and then squared my jaw. 
 As far as choices go mine were limited. Limited to one. Find the bastard before he finds me, and then take him out. I looked at Markus. “Too much, and not enough.”
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