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    Chapter 1 – Foreign Soil


    I timidly made my way through customs. This was my first trip to another country... no, my first trip away from London, period. And here I am in the customs queue across the pond in America... my stomach is all collywobbles as I approach the heavyset uniformed woman at the counter when my turn had arrived. She looked like an emotionless zombie, I'm sure this job is mind-numbingly boring.


    As I reached her with my almost unnoticeable limp and a slight creaking sound (I'll have to take care of that later), she held her hand out on the overly high counter.


    “Passport. Customs form. Do you have anything to declare.” She rattled off like an automaton.


    I handed her the requested paperwork saying softly, “Nothing to declare.”


    She looked at the passport then at me, reading my name out loud, “Skylar Roth.” She looked at me, then the picture. “Can you please move your hair so I can see your face?”


    Oh bollocks! I stiffened a bit, I never show my face outside of authority figures. I moved the hair I kept covering the right side of my face... my blue eyes downcast in embarrassment, revealing the mangled and twisted flesh from my cheek trialing down my neck.


    She winced at my scars as I dropped my hair back in place and then her eyes softened in the pity I hate to see on people's faces.


    “Purpose for visiting? Business or personal?”


    I shrugged. “I'm not sure really... I'm here for the Karaoke Queen singing competition, so a little of both?”


    She smiled slightly. “Business.”


    She stamped my passport with a flourish and slid it back to me as she slipped back into her robotic speech and dismissed me, “Enjoy your stay,” as she turned to the next person in line. I heard her droning, “Passport. Customs form. Do you have anything to declare,” as I creaked off in search of the women's loo.


    I found the cottage and looked in the stalls, the bog wasn't as manky as I would have imagined. So I locked the stall and turned to sit on the lid. I pulled my hex key and oil out of my bag and raised my right leg over my left and pulled my shoe and sock off then oiled and adjusted the pin joint on my single-axis prosthetic.


    The damn thing was loose again, it felt like the threads were starting to strip. I'd have to bodge it, I didn't want to have to use the bloody SACH while I was here. I did the best I could and got the creak out. I stared at the white ceiling tiles in frustration. I'm right knackered! The bed at the hotel was sounding lovely about now. I looked at the time on my mobile as I put the tools away and put my sock and shoe back on. “Bloody hell!” I spat.


    I had spent too much time on the repair, I was going to be late for the last coach and I didn't want to waste lolly on a taxi. My funds were extremely limited as it was, what little I had was all my mum and I could scratch together or borrow.


    I just thank the stars that room and board was being provided by the organizer of the competition. I still couldn't believe I was even here I thought as I made my way out to the baggage claim to retrieve the buggered up old suitcase I had borrowed from my mum. Me cringing away from coming into contact with people as I went.


    I picked my way through to the street, dragging my suitcase with its dodgy wheel clacking behind me, just to witness the coach pulling away from the curb. “Damnation!” I yelled in frustration. I really can't catch a break!


    I looked down the walk a bit to where the taxi's were queued, and pulled out my wallet from my purse and looked at the money I had converted into US dollars. A little less than two hundred dollars for two weeks. Damn, my cockup was going to put a big dent in my funds.


    I felt like crying in frustration, and I missed my daughter already. She was the love of my life. Samantha was going to celebrate her third birthday with my mum while I was away on this pie in the sky competition that I had no way of possibly winning. But the tiniest chance that I could get some of the prize money by making it to the top three was worth the risk.


    That kind of money could help my mum, Prudence, and I immensely. Living on the dole at twenty one like me and taking odd jobs here and there was no life for my daughter.


    Third place was a hundred thousand US dollars, second place two hundred, and the unobtainable first place being a half a million dollars and an actual real record deal with that hot new Indy label in Vancouver, Washington, Harmony Trax.


    They were the ones promoting this Karaoke Queen competition. It was backed by none other than Mandy Fay Harris! Her idea was to have a label that produced records for unknowns and market them to the world, taking only a small percentage and leaving the bulk of the profit to the singers and not lock them into any long term contracts. It's an idealized dream for any singer.


    This contest was offering that once in a lifetime chance to the winning girl singing Karaoke covers, to record their own music.


     To live that kind of dream was was exciting to everyone in the competition. I still didn't know what I was doing here. Did I even stand a chance? I'd love to do my own songs.


    As I made my way to the taxi queues I was moving past the private cars and I stutter stepped as I passed a driver holding a sign 'Skylar Roth'. What the hell? I looked at him, then back behind me for some reason before tilting my head and saying, “Ummm... I'm sorry, please sir, I'm Skylar Roth.”


    The tall redheaded, freckled man in a proper driver's uniform and cap smiled and lowered the sign. “Hello, ma'am, I'm Heath, I'll be your driver tonight.”


    He reached toward me and I flinched my head back and quickly regained my composure as I shook his hand.


    He reached toward my suitcase, asking permission with his eyes. I released it to him. He nodded slightly then quickly put it in the boot of the black sedan and returned to my side and opened the back door for me. I still had no clue what was happening as I slid into the seat, speechless, and he shut the door. I watched as he ran around to drivers side and got in.


    “The hotel, ma'am? Or would you like me to suggest a club or two?”


    I regained my ability to speak and I shyly said, “I'm right knackered, the hotel please.” Which was the truth but also saved me the embarrassment of not admitting a club would pretty much cripple my finances. I checked my mobile again 11:21pm.


    He grinned as we pulled away from the curb and tried to make smalltalk, “Yes, ma'am. You're from England? I like your accent.”


    I crooked an eyebrow. “I don't have an accent. Though you do.”


    He chuckled a bit, “I suppose it is a subjective thing depending on where you're from.”


    I looked down at my hands, I've never really been good at talking to people since the incident.


    He took this as him being too cheeky and taking liberties as he straightened up. “Sorry, ma'am. Want me to raise the partition?”


    I glanced at him, “No, I'm sorry. I just truly am exhausted.” This placated him and he grinned.


    “No problem. We'll be at the hotel soon.”


    We continued on to our destination in a comfortable silence. I almost dozed off a couple times before he pulled us up to the doors of a nice, mid-range hotel in downtown New York City. He popped the boot and jumped out of the sedan and ran around to my side and opened the door for me. My ankle went a little wonky and I had to catch myself as I shied away from his offered hand to help steady me.


    The bellhop that seemed to materialize out of the ether, took my suitcase from the boot and I looked to him.


    “I'll take that, thank you.” I don't know why I'm so protective over it, but then again it did contain about half of everything that I owned in this world. He extended the handle and slid it over to me with a smile.


    I looked at the driver. “Thank you for the ride, Heath.”


    He smiled warmly. “No problem, Miss Roth. Have a nice visit. I'm at your service while you are here” He handed me his card then tilted his head to say goodbye. I watched the car pull away from the curb then turned to the revolving door of the York Royal Hotel.


    I was feeling the collywobbles again, not being a worldly person, I wasn't exactly sure what to do. So I timidly walked up to the front desk and addressed the well coiffed blonde woman in her forties, Tiffany her name badge read, with my right side angled away from her, “I'm sorry. Please, missus, good evening. I believe I have a room reserved. The name is Skylar Roth.”


    She smiled and typed something on her iPad. “Yes, Miss Roth, the contest organizers have you rooming with Miss Kimi Solomon in room 509.” She pulled a key card from under the desk and held it out with a hotel card that had 509 written on it and the checkout instructions to me. “Enjoy your stay at the York Royal.” She offered me a genuine smile.


    I smiled at her and took the offerings. “Thank you, missus.” I turned to the lobby to look around for the lifts. I made my way over, my suitcase wobbling and clacking behind and pressed the button to call the lift and made my way in when the door opened. I pressed five and leaned back tiredly against the wall as I rode up.


    The soft chime announced my arrival as the doors slid open. I wheeled the suitcase into the hall with me. The stark red carpeting in the hallway was complimented by the textured white and gold walls. I saw a plaque on the wall that announced 501-510 were to the left and 511-520 to the right. So I clunked the suitcase down to the end of the hall and put the key card in the lock and a green light lit.


    I pulled myself and the suitcase through the door and looked around. It was a mid sized room with two twin beds. Everything looked and smelled clean, that's a plus. There were three large suitcases in the center of the room. I wheeled over to the first bed and sat on it as I lifted my dodgy suitcase to it so I could get out my pajamas, just as a girl came walking out of the lavatory in a fluffy white hotel robe, drying her long, raven black hair with a towel.


    “That's my bed.” she stated matter-of-factly.


    I stood quickly in embarrassment, pulling my suitcase off of the bed blurting out, “My apologies, miss.”


    She laughed. “Just messing with you, duchess. I haven't claimed one yet.”


    I just stood there not knowing what to say.


    I took a second to look her over. She was actually quite stunning, slim and much taller than my 154cm, maybe 179cm or so. Her face was gorgeous with full lips and a slightly exotic look, showing Native American features and brown eyes flecked with gold slivers. And from what I could tell from what the robe didn't obscure, quite fit, and well endowed judging by the upper bulging of the robe.


    She walked right up to me, maybe a little too close as I turned my right side away from her. She had a stoic look on her face like she was sizing up the competition. Which I guess was truly the case. I flinched my head back as she raised her hand.


    “Kim.” she said coldly.


    I took her warm hand timidly, she had a firm shake, I replied, “Good evening... Skylar.”


    She scowled at me, “What was that about, princess? Think I'm going to hit you or something?” Then she added as she dropped my hand, “Just stay out of my way here and in the competition and we won't have a problem.”


    I averted my eyes and silently went to the other bed with my suitcase and grabbed my pajamas, socks and toothbrush from it then turned to the bathroom. I stopped, she hadn't moved and was just staring at me, like she was trying to figure me out. I looked down and shuffled past her into the bathroom.


    I took a deep breath. She intimidated me, she was just so... strong... confident. Unlike me. I dressed in my flannel pajamas with their long sleeves and legs. I put on my socks and finished getting ready for bed. I entered the room and she had her back to me doing something with her mobile.


    My breath hitched and I blushed a little. She was wearing only some skimpy pink knickers and a matching pink babydoll shirt with spaghetti straps. Neither of which did anything to conceal her perfect curves. I looked away as I made my way to my bed and set the alarm on my mobile. Kissing my finger and pressing it on the wallpaper background of my daughter on the screen. I glanced back at Kim. Yes, she's definitely much stronger AND braver than me.


    She glanced back over at me and sneered in apparent disapproval of my sleepwear. We're not all freaking models that sleep in our satin knickers, chippie! I turned off my bedside lamp. She slipped under her covers and did the same.


    She mumbled, “G'night, duchess”


    I've just met her and she's already so bloody infuriating. I sighed, just wanting to sleep. “G'night, Kim,” I said softly.


    I waited until her breathing had evened out then I reached under the covers and released the suction from the receiving socket and slid my prostheses off. I unwrapped the padding and rubbed my aching and sweating stump and massaged the twisted and scarred flesh of my leg for relief. I discretely left the artificial limb under the covers with me. I laid back and was out before my head hit the pillow.


    I woke up screaming from my night terrors again, reliving the incident. Someone was shaking my shoulders I think I could hear my name, I tried to fight the hands off as best I could as the fog of sleep left and my eyes fluttered open, coming fully to my senses. Kim was standing above me shaking my shoulders with a look of annoyance tinged with a touch of concern. “Skylar! Wake up!”


    I sat up as she retracted her hands. “I'm terribly sorry,” I whispered. She just, walked back to her bed saying, “Your fucking nightmare woke me up! Now get back to sleep, princess, and don't wake me up again!”


    That was new. Usually people pity me for my night terrors. Which always infuriates me, I don't want anyone's pity. Even though she's quite rude, I think I appreciated her attitude for some reason. I looked at my mobile, 3:15am. I sat there shaking for a minute then laid back down and let sleep slowly claim me again.


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 2 – Catfight


    I woke to the soft chiming of my mobile's alarm and reached over to the side table and shut it off. 6:00am. I wanted to wake up early so I could get in some sightseeing on foot today, the first round of the competition wasn't until 5:00pm tonight at the Golden Tones Karaoke Club tonight.


    There are one hundred entrants. The first two rounds are here in New York at two separate clubs simultaneously. Before the top fifty scorers go to Denver for the next set. From Denver the top twenty move on to Seattle. The last city for the top ten is the hometown of Harmony Trax, Vancouver, Washington.


    I re-wrapped and slid my stump back into the receiving socket of my prosthetic foot, checking the position and suction and pulled my sock over it. Then I grabbed one of the four outfits I had packed from my suitcase, the least ratty of my wardrobe from home, and my toothbrush then made my way into the loo.


    I started the shower and removed my foot again, then sighed when I realized there was no chair in the shower. I'd have to remember to request one. I didn't want to take a bath so I just hopped in resting my stump on the edge of the tub so I didn't have to try to balance throughout my shower.


    Then I did the one thing that gave me peace since the incident... I sang. I chose 'Throw Away' and I let the water and the melody wash away the grime from my body and my soul. Neither of which will ever be clean again. I ran my fingers all along my right side past the mangled side of my right breast, tracing the burn scars my entire length. I looked at the skin on my right arm, the burns there weren't quite as bad since it was pinned under me when it happened.


    I let the song take me away before the memories could come rushing back in as I continued to wash. For a couple years after IT happened I had contemplated suicide almost daily. I was such a coward. But then I heard a talk by that Anabella West from the Americas. My God she was inspiring. When she spoke of her wife's take on how emotional and physical scars make us stronger, I had cried for hours.


    That gave me the strength to start putting the past behind me and live for my Samantha and myself. That's when I found music. It was pretty much my salvation. But nobody wants a circus freak in their band, so I ghosted all the Karaoke bars in London.


    I met a girl from Uni at a bar one night, an extremely hyper blonde yank girl named Victoria Davenport, who never even reacted when she caught a glimpse my facial scars once. She heard me sing and was gushing about the emotion I sang with, and told me about this invitation only competition. But there was no way a girl like me, one quid away from being a street urchin, could enter... even if they accepted someone from overseas.


    That tiny blonde somehow got a hold of the promoters through her father in Seattle, sending a video of me singing at the bar. Then bobs your uncle, I received a letter from Harmony Trax inviting me to participate with a stack of plane tickets and itinerary including hotels and room service.


    I'm still in a little bit of shock over it. I didn't want to be away from my baby girl but this was a once in a lifetime chance for me to do something good for her future. Living on the dole... government assistance... is no life for my girl. If only I could just get to third place, that would make all the difference in the world.


    I was almost crying with all these thoughts and emotions tumbling through my head as I sang. Then I wound it down and finished the song and my shower on the same note.


    I dried off being sure to take extra time getting the moisture off my stump before wrapping it and sliding it into the receiving socket. Now that I could stand steadily again, I went to the mirror and looked at my face. My left side was my idealized self.


    Actually very pretty, with an almost innocent girl next door quality. Most of my right side was the same until my cheekbone, where my burn scars ran from there, twisting down my neck to merge with the rest. I dried my long brunette hair and pinned it up into a half bun leaving my right bangs hanging over my right side like a veil, hiding my shame. It gave the illusion that I was a normal girl.


    I keep myself in pretty good and tone shape, and if you looked at my left side, I felt I was pleasing to the eye. I shrugged then put on my bra and pulled on my long sleeved black tee and then my worn union jack t-shirt over it. Then stepped into my knickers and put on some white knee socks to cover my prosthetic and pulled on some tight jeans.


    I washed my shirt and knickers from yesterday in the sink and hung them over the shower rod to dry. I could save a quid or two doing them myself like this.


    Satisfied with the look, I slipped on my worn tennis shoes and grabbed my stuff and opened the cottage door then gasped as I almost ran into Kim. She was leaning against the door frame. She had an unreadable look on her face. She had something warring around in her sparkling brown eyes that looked like they had been crying.


    “Not bad, duchess. You really have some pipes. But the stage is nothing like the shower, you better stay out of my way there.”


    She pushed past me with her clothes, I shied away from contacting her as she passed. She stopped for a second, a hard look on her face, but then continued on and shut the cottage door behind her. I exhaled and went over to my bed and folded my pajamas and put them back in my suitcase.


    I was famished, I hadn't eaten anything since the plane on the hop across the pond. So I grabbed the room service menu. I was about to ring down on the room's phone to order, but decided that just because SHE was a barbarian, I didn't need to be.


    I walked over to the loo and knocked lightly, she opened the door with a toothbrush in her mouth and nothing else and she turned back to the sink to keep brushing. Didn't she have any modesty? I blushed and averted my eyes.


    I stuttered out, “I'm, I'm sorry. I was about to ring for a fryup and a cuppa. Did you want anything?”


    She spit into the sink and looked over, I was trying hard not to look at her naked form. I hated that she looked so... perfect. It made me acutely aware of my imperfection.


    She smirked. “I'd ask you to speak English, but you obviously are. I'm assuming you're asking if I want breakfast. In that case, sure. I'll just have whatever you're having, duchess”


    I turned toward her but averted my gaze quickly. “Why do you have to be so infuriating? I'm trying to be polite and you just have to be a right tosser.” I stopped, ashamed of my outburst. “I'm terribly sorry.”


    She snorted back, “Stop saying you're sorry. That was the first backbone you've shown me... I liked it.”


    I blushed and shut the door. “I'll order up,” I said as I walked back to the room phone and ordered.


    Just as room service knocked, Kim came out of the loo looking absolutely stunning in tight jeans and three short, loose layered tank tops. Black on the bottom, pink next covered with a white one. She showed an enticing amount of stomach with tight abs. I went to get my purse for the gratuity and pulled out a fiver from my wallet... shite at this rate I'll run out of lolly just on tips alone three times a day.


    But Kim got to the door first and gave the man a fiver after he rolled the cart in. I put my quid back in my wallet and joined her at the cart. She grabbed a bacon strip off a plate and started nibbling on it while she sipped on one of the mugs of coffee she had poured from the pot.


    “What's with the clothes on the rod in there?” she mumbled out with her mouth full.


    I shrugged. “Just saving a few quid.”


    She squinted. “How many changes of clothing you bring with you?”


    I lowered my eyes as I ate. “Four.”


    She responded, “That wasn't thinking ahead, princess. You could just use the laundry in the basement.”


    I replied even quieter, “Jut trying to save lolly.” She left it at that thankfully, she didn't need to know I was practically destitute.


    She changed the topic. “So what you doing till I trounce you at the bar tonight?”


    I brightened a little, keeping my left side toward her as I said, “I was going to walk around and see the sites. I've never been to New York before, it's as big as London! Well I've never been anywhere before.”


    She smiled. “Sweet, I'll go with. We can hit Central Park Zoo, the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building and the whole lot!” That sounded expensive, I glanced at my purse then back at her. I shook my head. “No, you go ahead. I'm just going to walk around.”


    “Fine, whatever, duchess,” she almost spat in disdain. I don't know what made me do it... maybe because I felt she kept on belittling me, but I finally snapped, “Stop being such a wanker! What's your problem? Why can't you use my name? What's with the bloody duchess and princess shite?” I was immediately sorry and lowered my eyes.


    She was instantly in front of me, towering over me, her face red in anger, I felt extremely intimidated as she started, “You really want to know my problem? Well SKLYLAR, not all of us come from posh families that can send their kids half way around the world to a Karaoke competition. Some of us actually could use the prize money! Not all of us look like little miss perfect and have a rich snobby accent that can make girls cream their jeans!”


    “I mean like really! What's with the, I'm cuter than you with my swoopy emo hairdo!?” She reached over to brush my hair aside and I flinched back. “Then there's that! What, can't I touch you? You can't be seen in public with someone like me? Am I below your station? It's just sightseeing, PRINCESS!” she sputtered, and took a breath then like a switch was flipped. She was her normal cold, emotionless self. “That's my problem.”


    She turned and started marching toward the door to leave. As the shock of what she had said started to sink in, I started laughing, almost hysterically. She stopped and turned to look at me like I had lost it... maybe I had.


    I gasped out between breaths and between my laughter, “You think I'm a toff? Rich? I am one step away from the streets back home. We live on the dole. Public assistance! Because I can't hold a job long because of my condition, too many people freak out or need me to do things I physically can't. I'm supporting my daughter on next to nothing! I wouldn't even be here if the organizers of the competition weren't paying for the plane tickets, hotel and food! I brought four changes of clothes because they are the only ones I own without holes!”


    My laughter was gone now and I was crying. She looked concerned with her brow furrowing. “My mum and I scraped, begged and borrowed to get me a hundred quid, that's a hundred ninety dollars, for spending money while I'm here! That's less that ten quid a day! I'm bloody terrified to cockup here and not finish in the top three so I can give my baby-girl a better life!”


    Then my tears stopped and anger replaced all my other feelings and I did something I never had done outside of customs at the airport. I yanked up my right sleeve then pulled my hair to the side to show her my disfigurement and hissed, “Look like little miss perfect? I'm a goddamn freak! THIS is why I'm scared of people, afraid of touching... because of what happened...” I stopped before I said too much. Then I whispered, “That's why I can't go with you. I can't afford it.” The tears started falling again.


    I sat on the bed and cried silently. “I'm terribly sorry, Kim. I shouldn't have blown up.” I was such a git. She was in front of me again. I didn't notice her reaching out until her warm hand was against my right cheek. I didn't pull back, I didn't have the strength anymore. I wanted to lean into it for some reason. Besides my daughter, nobody, not even my mother had touched my scars.


    I looked up into her watery brown eyes, there was no pity there, just concern and... apology? Then a stray thought crossed my mind, 'GIRLS cream their jeans?'


    She stood tall and dropped her hand to her side then offered her right hand. “My name is Kimi Solomon. Welcome to America. I'm very pleased to meet you.”


    She was... she was starting over? After I showed her who I really was? I smiled shyly and shook the offered hand. “Skylar Roth, pleased to make your acquaintance as well.”


    Then she smiled. It was a beautiful smile, the collywobbles were back as she said almost shyly, “By the way, I really do like your accent.”


    It was cute. I grinned back and said slyly. “I don't have an accent. You do.”


    She chuckled then asked, “Shall we go sightseeing? My treat.”


    I looked at her with a sad smile. “I don't take charity. No... that's a lie, I'm on the dole. But I couldn't.”


    She tilted her head. “How about a compromise. We go on foot and anything I get for us, you reimburse with your second place winnings after I kick your ass?”


    I laughed. “I'm not that good. You may be waiting for a long time.” The next thing I knew, she was grabbing my right hand and dragging me out the door with my almost unnoticeable limp, I was barely able to grab my purse in time. I noted that she had grabbed a sketchpad from her side table on the way. “First stop, Central Park!” she laughed out.


    


    


    Chapter 3 – New York New York


    We were heading down the walk from the York Royal toward the entrance to Central Park just two blocks away, still holding hands. She slowly laced our fingers as we went, I didn't even notice at first as we chatted about the competition. When I did notice, I didn't really mind, actual human contact felt nice. She was easy to talk to, and her bravado seemed to be a shield. I was catching glances behind her armor. I liked what I saw.


    She never left my right side, I've always instinctively kept that side away from people but she genuinely didn't seem to care one bit. Not once did I see the pity that I hate in her eyes. She seemed to be studying me though.


    We crossed 59th Street and into the park. It was amazing, the bizarre contrast. I had to look behind us to the city then back at the park and said softly, “It is like two different worlds.” I took some pictures in each direction with my mobile. Kim looked between at the city and to the park as well, nodding with my assessment with a faraway look.


    She said quietly, almost to herself, lost in the thought, “The chaos of a busy urban concrete jungle, bustling with hectic energy giving way to the serenity and majesty of nature. The Yin and the Yang, coexisting, and the juxtaposition giving balance in the most unlikely of places.”


    I couldn't pry my eyes from her as she shared her inner thoughts. I took a picture. There was more to this dishy woman than the hardass she tries so hard to project.


    She snapped out of her reverie and looked over toward the horse drawn carriages lined up at the curb then over to the signpost pointing toward the Central Park Zoo. I could see her soaking it all in, then she asked, “Zoo?” Her swirling brown eyes sparkling with mischief.


    “That sounds brill, Kim!” I was starting to hear that bloody creak again as we walked but there was sod all I could do about it right then. I looked at her and asked, “You prefer Kim over Kimi? I like the sound of Kimi.”


    She looked at me, seemingly sizing me up then replied, “Kimi is Native American for 'secret', it was my mothers joke because she was a single woman and she tried to hide her pregnancy as long as she could so her family wouldn't think ill of her. So I'm not too fond of it. I don't even think the word is from our tribe.”


    I nodded sadly, that was almost cruel. “Do you have a middle name?” She was looking uncomfortable and I felt like a right tosser for pushing.


    “Of sorts.” she sighed. Then she said with downcast eyes, “Tup Ceqayseb... Morning Flower.”


    I smiled at that revelation, I'm sure my eyes were twinkling, “That's brill!” Then I had a sudden thought and smiled even bigger, “Secret Morning Flower... how beautiful!” Then added almost silently, “And fitting.”


    She heard and blushed, it looked amazing on her exotic complexion. She looked around quickly and changed the subject, “Here we are, the zoo!”


    We walked up to the ticket queue. Bloody hell! Eighteen dollars? I was digging in my purse for my wallet when Kim put her hand softly on mine, stopping me. I wasn't expecting it and didn't have the chance to flinch. I didn't want her to take her hand away, I enjoyed the warmth of her touch again.


    She turned to the attendant. “Two please,“ she said as she slid the lolly.


    We entered and I was feeling self conscious. That is, until her fingers were laced in mine again. It was like she was channeling her strength to me through that contact. Were we becoming friends? I certainly hoped so. I felt so comfortable with this woman who scares me so very much, another exciting dichotomy.


    After looking at some of the amazing animals and taking pictures, my stump was starting to ache from all the walking, so I begged off to a bench. She joined me on the bench, sitting close and watched over my shoulder as I thumbed through the pictures on my mobile. She placed a hand on mine to stop me when a photo of Samantha came up.


    She asked, “May I?”


    And I handed the mobile timidly to her. She looked at my little blonde haired blue eyed toddler with a smile on her face.


    “Your daughter?”


    I grinned and nodded with pride. “She's my light. Samantha Prudence Roth.”


    The sparkling brown eyes that she turned to my blue were radiant. “She's perfect, Skylar. She has your eyes.”


    I gushed as she handed my mobile back, “Thank you.”


    She looked carefully at me. “You miss her, don't you?”


    I nodded, misting up a bit. Her eyes softened.


    “Why don't you call her, it's only like 2:30 in the afternoon there or something like that right now.” I held up my mobile like a git. “My mobile has no service here. I'm just using it for the clock, pictures and music while I'm here.”


    She handed me her mobile without hesitation. I looked at her. “I can't.”


    She looked frustrated and squinted, her eyes boring into me. “Just use the damn phone. I have unlimited international so it isn't costing me a thing!” She thrust it into my hand. Then she softened and said, “I'll be right over there.” She pointed at a bench on the other side of the path.


    I was tearing up and nodded then she turned and walked across to sit down, giving me the illusion of privacy as I rang home. Kim pulled out her sketchpad, studying me with that unreadable expression and started drawing.


    After a few seconds there was an answer and I gushed out, “Mum! Yes... good afternoon! Oh I miss you both so terribly. It is intimidating... Yes. No I haven't, the first competition is in a few hours. No... Yes I believe I have made a friend though.” I saw Kim's eyebrow quirk at that admission but she concentrated on her drawing.


    “Kim. She is another contestant... no... she's most likely much better. May I speak with Sammie, if you please?” I looked up to watch Kim work as I waited. A few seconds later. “Hi baby! Mummy misses you something fierce. I love you so much. I'll be home in a few days baby. OK...” I was crying now. God how I missed her terribly. “Mum? Yes. I'll try to contact you again to let you know progress. Yes... I love you too. Kisses. Cheerio.” I rang off and took a deep breath, clearing my head and wiping the tears.


    Kim stood and walked across the path and sat to my right then pulled me into a hug.


    “You'll see your girl soon. And with the second place prize money!” She shot my one of her bloody cocky grins.


    I couldn't help but smile back. “Thank you, Kim.” I handed her mobile back to her.


    She looked at me with an odd look on her face. “That's the fourth time you didn't flinch when I went to touch you.”


    I shrugged. “I forgot how good human contact felt... I guess I've just gotten used to you.” I looked down.


    “Coool,” she said calmly, stretching the word out slightly, then asked, “So... the dad still in the picture.”


    I was appalled and pulled back a bit, “Bloody hell! God, no! I'm hoping that wanker is doing porridge or burning slowly in hell about now.” I almost spat.


    She held her hands up in surrender. “Sorry... touchy subject I see. I won't bring him up again.”


    I shook my head. “No, my apologies. I shouldn't lash about like that. He's... he's just not even in the equation, never was.” I stopped, I was saying too much. I offered her an apologetic smile while I shuddered in my mind trying to push the memory out before it took root again.


    She stood with a smile and offered her hand. “Plenty of animals left to see.”


    I grinned at her diversion and grabbed her hand, letting our fingers find their comfortable configuration. We chittered like schoolgirls about blather and tosh. Getting to know each other.


    


    I learned she was from the Pacific Northwest, someplace called Snoqualmie in Washington state, her local tribe was there in the Cascade Mountains. She was the same age as me, twenty one, and worked at an outdoor outfitters a little way down the mountain called Silent Bob's.


    Her favorite colour was green. She was an only child who had lived with her mother until they had some sort of falling out and she used to own a cat, Sir Purrsalot when she was little. She has a dream of being a real performer one day instead of just singing covers in bars like we do.


    She had wanted to be a singer for as long as she could remember. She would frequent the Karaoke clubs in Seattle, just thirty minutes away. And she had won an invitation to this competition by competing in a qualifier, single elimination contest a month ago. I felt more intimidated by her now, she had competed before. I felt like a right imposter. I was no professional, if there is such a thing in Karaoke.


    Things started moving to more serious topics as we left the Zoo. My foot's creaking was getting obvious and my limp getting more pronounced as I was getting sore again. It was near noon and I was a little peckish when I spotted a frank cart near an outdoor loo. Ahh... two birds, one stone. Though I hated depleting my funds I said, “Fancy a frank?”


    She looked confused for a second and followed my gaze. “Sure, a hot dog sounds great.”


    I got my wallet out and told the bloke at the cart, “Two please.” Shoving a tenner at him before Kim could protest. I looked at the drinks and biscuits, “Please, if you would, I'll have a water too.” Then I glanced at Kim. “Drink? Afters?”


    She told the man, “I'll have a water too please.” Then she turned to me. “I'm going to need a secret decoder ring to hang out with you. What the hell are afters?”


    I couldn't help but chuckle a bit. “Dessert... biscuits. They have some divine looking chocolate chip just there.”


    She smiled then winked. “OK, much closer. Biscuits are something different here. But I got your drift this time. No cookies for me thanks.”


    The nice bloke slid my change back and I left two quid for him. Putting what little lolly remained in my wallet. We loaded our franks and found a nice shaded bench nearby to eat.


    “Two bucks was an awful lot to tip. Especially on your budget,” she said to me.


    I shook my head. “I read that anything less than twenty five percent is an insult in the Americas according to the information card on the plane.”


    She smiled at me with an unreadable expression. “What the hell kind of card was that? Maybe at some fancy restaurant or something. But a hot dog cart, not so much. If any at all, five to ten percent at the most. What am I going to do with you?”


    I felt like a git once again and felt the urge to defend my honor to this woman that I couldn't stop smiling at just now. “As before, this is my first time anywhere. I throw myself at your mercy. Teach me, oh wise one!” Then I feigned capitulation. This got the desired giggle from her, her laugh made me feel... it made me feel... right warm inside.


    While we ate, she brought up the topic of dating. “So is there someone special back home?”


    A dodgy subject for me. I sighed, “Never has been... and never will be now.” Motioning toward my face. She looked genuinely cross at me as she said coolly, “Stop putting yourself down! You are your own worst enemy! Anyone would be lucky to have you! You want me to slap you?”


    I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks traveling down my neck. I looked down, and decided to get the focus off of me. I looked up and crooked my eyebrow. “And you? Anyone special?”


    I could tell she was trying to read me, but getting frustrated and resigning. “No, my last girl decided to move on to greener pastures a couple months back. I'm 'too intense' or some other nonsense like that.”


    I blushed and bit my lower lip at her revelation about being gay for some reason. I don't know if I should have been shocked or not, but instead I just found her more fascinating suddenly as my pulse quickened. What the heck is wrong with me?


    I could tell she was measuring my response as I replied, “Her loss, the git. You're a right fit bird.” She grinned with a raised eyebrow. “You think?”


    I nodded with an affirming smile, “Quite.”


    She smiled broadly, causing me to lower my eyes and blush again as we finished our meal. I looked to the cottage where I could bodge the pin on my prosthetic. “I need to hit the loo. I'll be just a flash.” Then I stood and made my way into the kahzi.


    I opened a stall and flinched, the bog was bloody manky. I laid strips from the bogroll across the lid then took off my shoe and sock and grabbed my hex key and oil from my purse. I raised my right leg over my left and started my repair. It was hard to get the threads to purchase. Bloody hell! I pray it isn't shafted.


    Finally I felt it grip and finished bodging it. The cottage door opened.


    “Hey, Skylar you OK in there? You've been in here for quite some time.”


    I froze. Then spoke, “I'm fine, be right out.”


    She moved back toward the door but then turned back. “You might not want to take your shoes off in here like that, the floors are pretty disgusting.”


    Shite! She could see it under the stall, I grabbed my shoe from the floor and called out, “Just massaging my sore leg.” Then she wordlessly left. I took the sock out of the shoe and put it over my prosthetic and replaced the shoe then hurried out to Kim's side. “Sorry it took so long.”


    She looked at me and shrugged with a smile. “No worries here. What next? Empire State Building?” she asked as she grabbed my hand and we started walking.


    I looked at her, my stump was aching from all the walking. “My leg is getting pretty sore. Maybe it's best if I go back to the room to rest for tonight so I can last out the first competition. I don't know if I can walk over there.” I motioned to the Empire State Building rising into the sky about a kilometer away.


    She had a look of concerned understanding on her face, mixed with disappointment.


    “OK, let's get you back to the York Royal.”


    We started off then I had an epiphany and stopped short, pulling her to a stop by our clasped hands.


    “I'm a bloody muppet,” I said foolishly. I dropped her hand and started digging in my purse and produced a card. “If you please, could I see your mobile?” I said with a little conspiratorial grin. She handed it over with the cutest squinty eyed squished up look on her face, trying to figure out what I was on about.


    I rang up Heath. “Hello? Good afternoon. Heath, this is Skylar Roth. Yes. I'm well thank you. Were you just putting me on about having your services during my stay? No? Brill! How soon can you be at the 59th street Central Park entrance? Thank you, Heath.”


    I rang off and handed Kim's mobile back with a toothy grin on my face. “And bobs your uncle, we have a motorcar!”


    She looked at me like I was daft and I handed her Heath's card as we walked.


    “The organizers apparently hired me a motorcar for the New York duration. I had forgotten Heath had informed me his services continued after he dropped me at the York Royal. Now I won't have to walk! Fancy seeing the sites like we're on holiday?”


    She was smiling and nodding. “Of course!” Then she comically squinted an eye at me.


    “Hey... why didn't they get me a car too?”


    I shrugged and she laughed, her gorgeous eyes sparkling. I caught myself rubbing the back of her hand with my thumb as we walked and stopped myself before I upset her.


    As we got back to the park entrance I saw the black sedan and Heath johnny on the spot. He jumped out and opened the door for us to slide into the back seat before he got back in the drivers seat quick as you please. As we pulled away into traffic he said, “I'm happy you called, ma'am. Where to?”


    I looked over to a smiling Kim, who hadn't released my hand and she spoke up, “We've got till like 4:00 to see as many touristy things as possible before we have to get back to the York Royal. Then the same tomorrow. What do you suggest? We were thinking starting with the Empire State Building.”


    Heath smiled at us in the mirror and said, “That's a good start. And since you don't have much time left today maybe just Times Square afterward? I can give you ladies a better tour tomorrow if that's OK.”


    I squeezed Kim's hand in excitement, it was nice to have a friend again. I couldn't stop myself from biting my lower lip as our eyes locked. She did the same then spoke, “That sounds great, Heath. I'm Kim, by the way.”


    He glanced in the mirror with an odd look as he appraised us. “OK. Ummm... you ladies want the partition up?” We looked at each other and both broke up laughing. “No, we're right, Heath.” I giggled.


    I was about to look out the window to enjoy the view when I realized that since we got to Central Park Kim hadn't been her usual guarded, cold self. I was enamored with this new happy, laughing side of her. She was a mufti-faceted woman. We shared a warm smile that started the collywobbles again. This was a feeling I wasn't accustomed to. I think I liked it.


    As we progressed, just for fun I started singing 'Forever Do' by Pink Fang, smiling at Kim and bobbing my head. To my surprise, she joined in and I was right floored. Her soprano was the sweetest sound that my ears had had the pleasure of listening to. Her harmonies meshed seamlessly with my deeper mezzo to contralto range.


    I played with her, throwing in some ad-libs and toyed with the dynamics a bit. Her smile reached her twinkling eyes as she threw her own twists at me, chopping notes to extend others seamlessly. Bloody hell, she's brilliant! Point to counter point we sang, this was so much fun! My smile was huge and I laughed with her when we finished.


    Before I realized it, her hand was on my right cheek, I leaned into the heat as she stroked my scars with her thumb. I was starting to tear up, then I realized what I was doing. Why am I so bloody emotional? Then pulled back a bit, casting my eyes down.


    I could see in her eyes that I had hurt her somehow so I just beamed a smile at her and squeezed her hand. “That was so much fun! My God, Kim. You were brill! I don't even know what I'm doing in this competition with people like you in it! I felt like a plonker singing with you.”


    Her smile returned with that adorable blush of hers, I glanced at her lips as she spoke, “What the hell are you talking about? Your tone... your... the way you toyed with the melody on the fly, like you were part of the music. You're a natural, Skylar.” She returned a gentle squeeze of our hands.


    We both suddenly came to the realization that the sedan wasn't moving. We looked out to see we were at the curb by the Empire State Building and Heath was turned around in his seat watching us. He noticed our attention on him.


    “Oh, sorry ladies. We're here, but I didn't want to interrupt. That was one of the most incredible things I had ever heard. How long have you been a duet?”


    I blushed and Kim's armor went up as she coolly replied, “We're not a duet. We're opponents in the competition, this is the first time we sang together.”


    It was emotionless and matter of fact as she stated it. Part of me cringed inwardly, did she still see me only as an opponent? I was hoping we were getting to be friends.


    Heath jumped out and opened the door for us. We slid out, Kim still cold and emotionless. Heath said, “I'll be circling the block so you won't have to wait when you are done in there. Enjoy, ladies.”


    I nodded. “Thank you, Heath.” Then watched him drive off.


    I turned to Kim and suddenly she had a huge grin on her face as she grabbed my hand and started dragging me into the building giggling out, “Let's go to the top of the world!”


    Her mood swings were giving me bloody whiplash. But I didn't care as long as she never let go of my hand.


    She dragged me to the ticket queue, we were both laughing and smiling, then I saw the price. “Bloody hell!”


    She followed my gaze. Twenty five dollars! That's a lot of lolly!


    She raised her hand and stopped, asking permission with her eyes, when I didn't object she brushed my hair aside and said, “Remember our deal. My treat. You pay me back after I kick your ass in the competition. Second place won't look too bad on your ribbon.” She winked and bit her lower lip as she released my hair. Why do I allow this person to keep touching me? I don't let anyone do that if I can help it.


    I almost caught myself leaning in toward her lips. What the hell is wrong with me? Have I gone off my trolly. There isn't a man nor woman that would want me. I'm unclean, damaged goods.


    Her eyes were searching mine, trying to read me, she surrendered and turned to the counter with a smile. “Two, please!” she excitedly said. We looked at the information sheet and made our way to the lift queue.


    When the lift doors opened, the guide allowed twenty five people on. Quarters were getting tight, I was almost panicking trying to avoid contact, flinching and cringing from the people packing in. Kim had a distressed look on her face when she saw this and pulled me into a corner and put her body between me and the throng.


    I relaxed immediately, shooting her an embarrassed meek smile. She made me feel safe. Someone behind her knocked her into me, our bodies were against each other. I could smell vanilla and her own unique scent, it was tantalizing.


    Instead of allowing her to step back to give me space, I just held her shirt bottoms. Keeping her in place. I laid my head on her chest and whispered, “Thank you, Kim.” She nodded blankly, her body was stiff. Was she even breathing?


    The guide had been all drivel and tosh about the facts of the building on the lift ride up. I wasn't listening, I was just letting the sound of Kim's heartbeat feed me strength. I felt like a person around her, not a circus freak. I appreciated a right friend like this.


    The doors opened on the 80th floor everyone filed out. Kim was looking down at me expectantly. Oh... I released her shirt and she gave me a smile and led me out to the queue to the next lift. This time she didn't hesitate and just pinned me in a corner when we entered and looked down into my eyes with a protective look in hers. My heart was beating outside my chest. I inhaled her scent deeply and the lift doors slid open.


    It took a moment for me to come out of the haze I was in as we walked out onto the observation deck. I gasped. I felt like I could see the whole world from there! Kim had the same look of amazement on her face that I'm sure I had as she dragged me over to the fencing to look down. We were acting like little kids as we ran from edge to edge on the observation deck to look in different directions. Taking in the stunning views.


    I rode the London Eye once and I thought that was high. This was positively the top of the world as Kim had said! I could literately see for kilometers here!


    I pointed at the Statue of Liberty in the harbor in awe. The iconic Chrysler building looked so close! We were snapping pictures of the scenery and of each other on our mobiles. Then we fished out some coins and started looking through the coin op binoculars. We laughed and chittered like schoolgirls.


    After a bit, I stood in the farthest right corner of the observation deck and closed my eyes, allowing the wind to blow through my hair, so others couldn't see my face. Letting my shame and my sins be carried away on the breeze. Then I staggered back at the unbidden memories creeping in. I was breathing hard as I looked around for Kim, and my panic dissolved instantly when I saw her leaning against the wall across from me smiling and sketching in her book.


    As I approached, she quickly closed the sketchpad and smiled and said, “You looked so innocent there.”


    I looked to her sketchbook. “May I?”


    She hugged it to her chest eyes downcast. “They aren't good enough for anyone to see.”


    I didn't want to push so I let it drop. Mysteries upon mysteries was the puzzle that is Kim Solomon.


    After the first lift ride in our now customary configuration, we hit the gift shop. I found a little plastic New York snow globe for Samantha for six quid and a postcard for mum. This day was taking a bloody hit on my wallet.


    I felt like a little kid here, in awe of this brilliant place. Then we were back on the lift. I looked up into her eyes, she had so much compassion, pain, intelligence, twinkling around in them. I was absently playing with the bottoms of her tank tops and pulled her close by them so I could listen to her heart again. She was so strong.


    She bit her lower lip as the lift doors slid open in the lobby and took a deep breath. We stepped out hand in hand. She laughed and dragged me outside to the curb playfully. Her armor came back up as the sedan pulled up and Heath jumped out to open the door for us.


    She coolly said, “You know, I'm feeling a little tired. Do you mind if we skip Times Square until tomorrow?”


    There was that whiplash again. I said, “Not at all.” Then I turned to Heath. “To the York Royal, if you please.” He nodded and I turned to Kim, she was just staring out the window, ignoring me.


    I took a deep breath and went to turn away from her but a hand shot out and grabbed mine, stopping me, while she sat still staring out the window. I was confused but didn't want to press. Did I do something wrong? We just sat in silence the whole way back, me rubbing the back of her hand with my thumb.


    After we disembarked and saw Heath off, she was back to the warm, smiling version of her self that I wanted to be so close to. She smiled and dragged me through the revolving door and up to the lift. She playfully pushed me into the corner for the short ride, reliving our Empire State rides. I giggled at her humor.


    When we entered our room, she sat on her bed and took her shoes off as I went to sit on mine. She was massaging her feet and looked at me. “Kick your shoes of, relax a bit. I'm sure your feet are sore.” I looked at the floor. “No, I'm right.”


    She paused then shook her head and was quiet. I couldn't stand it anymore and blurted, “Did I do something wrong? We were having a brilliant time then you wanted to come back.”


    She stared at me for a minute, I was fidgety, then she spoke, “I don't know. You're so damn infuriating, I can't get a read on you! I'm getting mixed signals across the board. You...” she exhaled then looked at me, her brown eyes searching for something.


    I stood and walked to her timidly. “We're... friends right?” She nodded. I continued, “You make me feel happy... and safe. And you confuse the bloody hell out of me too.” I placed my hands on her cheeks, and searched her eyes. “You wear that bloody armor, not letting people peek through to the beautiful soul beneath... yet you keep giving me peeks at it. Then close yourself away again! I want to just scream when you do that.”


    My voice got shaky. “And I just want to...”


    She tilted her head waiting for me to finish. I didn't know what I was trying to say, finally I snapped in a frustration I didn't understand. “Oh bloody hell!” and kissed her lips eagerly, it felt heavenly. I felt my body responding, my stomach was all collywobbles. I got suddenly scared and pulled back walking quickly to my bed whispering, “Terribly sorry.” Leaving her sitting stunned on hers.


    I glanced up as she shoved a pillow in her face and screamed into it then punched it a few times. Before regaining her stoic manner and grabbing the clicker and switching on the telly like nothing had occurred. God, did I just ruin our friendship?


    


    


    Chapter 4 – First Night


    The rest of the afternoon, Kim didn't say a word to me. I was afraid to say anything to make it worse. So like a plonker, I just sat there working on the lyrics of some of my original songs that would never see the light of day. I glanced over to see Kim staring at me and sketching again.


    Then like a switch was flipped, she was grabbing the room phone and speaking to me cheerfully like nothing had occurred. God she's frustrating!


    “I'm ordering room service, want something, Sky? We need the energy for the competition tonight.”


    Two things happened at that point. One, I about melted into a sodding puddle at her use of my nickname. I bit my lower lip. And two, my voice cracked as I rushed my answer, happy that she was talking to me again. “Sure! Whatever you're having would be brill, Kim!” I cast my eyes down shyly.


    She ordered up some burgers, chips and some fizzy pops. A girl after my own heart. I smiled at her. She grinned back and tilted her head in curiosity then sat beside me on my bed, grabbing my notebook. I resisted for a brief moment but her smile broke every defense I tried to mount and I released it to her with a sigh, slumping my shoulders.


    She silently read a few pages, her delightfully sculpted eyebrow cocked. She went to the last page then back to the first... thumbing through to the middle. Flipping between the regions. Now what's she on about?


    Then she looked at me thoughtfully, and carefully said, “These are amazing...” She flipped to the front. “But what happened? So much pain...” She went to the middle of the book. “Acceptance...” To the more recent songs. “...joy.”


    She was back to the front. “What happened to you for these words to come? It's like your soul was torn.”


    I was tearing up as I replied, “I... I can't... I promise I will share... not now... please?” I pleaded with her with my voice and my eyes. She smiled and hugged me then handed the notebook back. “Promise?”


    I nodded, fighting the tears and the memories, holding up a pinky. She accepted the pinky swear.


    “You really should get those out. They are worth sharing whether you win this thing or not.” Then she put her cocky, silly grin back on her face. “Not that you stand a chance with me in it.”


    This got the laugh from me that I think she was pulling for.


    There was a knock at the door, and I reached for my purse, but Kim darted away and grabbed hers and let the bloke in with our supper, handing him a fiver as she saw him out the door. “God woman, you make me feel like a destitute!” I nervously laughed. She smirked in triumph. “Hey, a deal is a deal!”


    I snagged a chip from the tray and bit in. “Mmmm... these chips are divine,” I murmured then checked the tray. “No vinegar?”


    Kim screwed up her face in disgust. “Ewww... one, they're called fries here. And two, we use ketchup on our steak fries.”


    I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Horses for courses.”


    She nicked her burger shaking her head, and went over to the computer by the telly and powered it up. “What are you on about now?” I asked. She grinned with a mouthful of burger, “I need a damn translation program for when we're talking.”


    I giggled at her. Then I asked sheepishly, “Isn't it expensive to use the Internet here?”


    She wiggled her eyebrows and said, “Well we're not paying for the room now are we?”


    She was a scallywag! I laughed and joined her, I hadn't even thought of that.


    She was typing 'horses for courses' then rolled her eyes.


    “Why couldn't you have just said 'to each his own'?” I slapped her shoulder and laughed as she stated typing normal words like 'brill'.


    She stuck her tongue out at me. “Ha, now I have my secret decoder ring!”


    I'm sure bits from my bite of burger went flying as I couldn't stop the sudden laugh. I was so embarrassed.


    After a bit I asked if I could use the computer. If I hadn't of been so dense I would have used this contraption sooner. I was so worried about my lolly I didn't think that the competition was paying for everything associated with the room. I checked my email and hooked my mobile up to the USB and sent a few pictures and description of our adventures to mum and Sam, being sure to include snaps of Kim as well.


    Kim looked at the alarm clock. “4:45 we need to get ready,” she said as she wandered to her luggage.


    I stood. “Get ready? You aren't going like this?” I saw a lot of things flash through her swirling brown eyes, they finally softened.


    “Here.” She dug around in a suitcase and flung a black sequined vest at me and a chain belt. “At least throw that over what you're wearing.”


    I looked down in embarrassment, then nodded and headed toward the cottage. “I need a quick shower, I'm smelling a little manky.”


    She pinched her nose and pretended not to hear me with a tiny smirk fidgeting at the corner of her mouth. I threw a pillow at her then ducked into the lavatory before she could retaliate. I heard her voice full of mirth calling, “You trying to start another American revolution?”


    I detached my prostheses and repeated my previous shower. Like a git I had forgot to ask the front desk for a shower chair. I sang one of my songs and wished away the filth in my soul. I was about done when there was a knocking on the bathroom door.


    “Hey Sky, what you lock the door for? Some of us need to get ready too!”


    I sputtered out, “Terribly sorry. I won't be a second!” I was quickly drying my stump as fast as I could and re-wrapped it and slammed it in the socket. I pulled on some socks and my knickers and fought with my jeans, I wasn't fully dry so it took some effort. I clasped my bra and yanked the door open.


    She was standing there pretending to look at a watch as I turned from her, hiding my scars as I struggled with my shirt. She placed a hand on mine, preventing me from continuing.


    She whispered, “Stop.”


    It was just one word. I froze. I was panicking but for some reason I couldn't bring myself to continue.


    She stepped back and pulled the shirt gently away from me. I stood there with my eyes downcast as she made me stand up straight. She lifted my chin with a finger as I turned my left side toward her.


    She tilted her head with a warning in her eyes like a mum would give her child.


    “Don't” she said simply. Then she turned me to my right. Her hands were warm, I wanted to lean in. I'm sure I looked like a frightened doe.


    She brought a hand up to my right cheek, brushing the hair back, she looked closely at my face, both sides, rubbing her thumb on my twisted flesh almost lovingly. There wasn't disgust or horror or pity in her eyes. My emotions were everywhere, I didn't have the foggiest how I was feeling.


    She slid her hand down my cheek and neck, following the burns, leaving a warm tingly trail in her wake. Her other hand joined on my left side, mirroring her other. She went down my shoulders then down my arms, taking in all the twists and curves in the scars. I wasn't breathing, I was right terrified.


    She moved her hands to my sides and gently moved down to my flat stomach, tracing the path of the scarring. Finally resting her hands on my hips as a tear fell from my eye. She took her hands away shaking her head in wonder.


    “You're fucking beautiful Sky. You shouldn't be ashamed.”


    Then she was gone, starting up her own shower and I started breathing again, gasping for air. I had... let her touch my scars. I had let her see them, see my shame. Why couldn't I pull away? I didn't want to pull away. Nobody had ever touched my scars except Samantha. Kim wasn't repulsed.


    I heard her getting undressed, and entering the shower. I finally snapped myself out of it and put on my two shirts, then her vest. I caught her scent on it and smiled. I threaded the chain through my belt loops and stood at the mirror staring at myself. I was tainted, why was she not repulsed?


    After a couple minutes of staring, I resigned myself to do up my hair again, I thought of Kim and did a full bun and looked at my face, then pulled my right bangs out of the bun and looked again. I hadn't noticed the shower had stopped until I heard, “You should keep it up.”


    I spun and then averted my eyes to the floor as I saw her naked, patting herself dry with a towel. “Terribly sorry.” I whispered and exited the cottage quickly, my heart pounding. The woman was a goddess.


    I let my breathing slow, then looked at my reflection in the mirror above the dresser. I pulled my hair up again and then let it fall down, over and over. What is she seeing that I'm not? I'm no better than a manky bint... dirty, tainted.


    I lowered my face and deeply inhaled her scent from her vest. It had a calming effect, making me almost lightheaded. I heard her come out of the loo and turned around and gasped. She was dressed all in black. From her kitten heels to her leather pants to her black jumper. Her shiny black tresses gathered in a high ponytail.


    She had silver bangle bracelets adorning each wrist and five or six silver chains around her long, sensuous neck. A single silver dream-catcher styled earring dangled to her left with a single feather. Her makeup was done dramatically, accentuating her skin tone and making her sparkling eyes pop. I actually had to sit. She was beyond gorgeous. She radiated strength and beauty like I wish I could.


    I opened my mouth to say something but I couldn't.


    She walked over with a smirk and put a single finger on my chin and shut my mouth.


    “I take it I look OK? Like what you see?”


    I snapped myself out of it and tried to recover. “Oh, I guess you look OK, Flower. I mean, if you're into the whole Native American goddess taking your bloody breath away, then I guess you'd pass muster. Barely...” Then I mouthed “Oh my God!” to her.


    She blushed at the nickname.


    She giggled and twirled for me. It was adorable how playful she suddenly was. Then she sat beside me with a booklet for the competition like the one I had been given.


    “You all up on the rules?”


    I nodded, I had virtually memorized them on the way over the pond. I recited the big three, “One. Everyone is graded one through ten by the three judges at each venue. First venue we each sing once per night. Subsequent venues we sing twice per night and scores are cumulative at each venue.”


    She nodded and I continued, “Two. When called to the stage you have five minutes to appear, if you fail any call you get a zero score for that song. And Three, which confuses me a bit. Anyone in attendance can 'challenge' a score not just a participant. I know sod all what that means.” I looked at her for clarification.


    She nodded. “After you finish a song, if someone, even an audience member thinks they can do better, they can take the stage and sing the same song. If they do better than you, the judges can reevaluate and possibly deduct points from your score for that song.”


    I crinkled my nose in disgust. “That seems harsh.”


    She shook her head and responded, “It's pretty cutthroat out there. Nobody will show anyone any quarter. But this levels the playing field and is pretty effective. If you are good, you never worry about a challenge succeeding. And it could backfire on the challenger, the judges may adjust your points higher if they lose.”


    Then she added, “The judging is on three aspects of your performance. Singing, originality and how well you can play the audience, stage presence. Most of the girls are just wannabees, they mimic the singing of whoever's song they are covering. They won't last long, zero originality knocks your score down in points. I know you won't have that problem after what I heard today. But I worry about your stage presence. You are way to insecure, worried about hiding your true self. Just pretend you are singing only to me. Don't hide in that damn shell and hide away your scars, Sky!”


    I nodded, that was going to be the hardest thing. But if she was there maybe I could use her strength. “I'll try.”


    She smiled and grabbed my hand and squeezed it.


    “You better, I need some competition out there or this is going to be a boring win for me.”


    I rolled my eyes at her and slapped her arm with a giggle for her cockiness. “You are so full of yourself, missy! If you weren't heating up the room right now I'd say you were full of bullocks.”


    She stood and ran a finger along my chin seductively as she sauntered toward the door and said, “You're just easy.” Then winked at me sitting there with my mouth hanging open again like a git. She grabbed her purse and walked out the door. A moment later she stuck her head back in, “You coming Sky?” Just about. I blushed and stood, grabbing my purse and rushing out after her.


    In the lobby, a group of girls from the competition that were staying at this hotel were congregating around the reps for the organizers. Announcing the coaches had arrived, one for Golden Tones and one for Van Allen's and everyone must check in as they got on. Kim just dragged me along in the proper queue with her and we gave our names at the coach and boarded.


    She instinctively let me slide into a seat first so she could be my buffer. I again marveled about how she made me feel so safe. The whole ride to Golden Tones I was getting more and more tense. What the bloody hell was I doing here? Did I think I actually stood a... my mind went blank as she started caressing my hand. Taking me out of my head.


    She had laughter in her voice when she whispered, “Sky. Breathe.”


    I exhaled a breath I didn't know I was holding then looked at her sheepishly. “Thanks for that, Flower.”


    She rolled her eyes. Before I knew it we were disembarking and being checked in at the Golden Tones. I saw the ranking brackets that they had applied to the list as I checked in.


    Kim was of course in the number one bracket, I wasn't even ranked, I was labeled 'walk on' at the bottom of the list, which meant sod all to me. I looked at the number placard they gave to me to pin to my shirt, number forty nine, second to last singer. Kim was pinning number thirteen to her hip.


    This was going to be a long night, the club was standing room only for the event. Kim found us a seat in the contestant area and grabbed my hands to calm my nerves.


    “Breathe. There's nothing to be nervous about. Most of these posers will score in the five to seven point range. You can do that in your sleep.”


    I smiled a weak thanks. “This coming from a silver tongued siren.” I giggled, my nervousness growing.


    The host announced the contest and reiterated the rules, then brought up something that piqued my interest. The top ten finishers each night get a share of the purse. For tonight, each would get five hundred US dollars. The top two finishers each night would get to perform a duet cover with each other to showcase their talent. This was less exciting to me than the first subject since I wouldn't be in that situation.


    I ordered a fizzy pop to keep my mouth from drying out as we watched the first couple singers. Four dollars for a fizzy!? That's two quid! They weren't anything spectacular, mimicking the singers from the covers they sang, just like Kim had predicted. Five point three and six point eight respectively. The others progressed down the line, some OK some right dreadful.


    But number eleven was pretty brill with a Whitney number. She lit up the stage and got the crowd into it. She did some tinkering with the dynamics but nothing flashy. Stacy Milton, eight point nine. I'm curious how Kim will fare against her. The cheering finally settled.


    The announcer was looking to the back and pointing, we have our first challenge. The crowd went wild again when the girl, number eight I believe, who had the next highest score took the stage. The song went well for the most part, but wasn't as dynamic. The judges agreed and the score stood. The pissy look on the challengers face was priceless.


    Finally, the announcer said, “Kimi Solomon, number thirteen to the stage.” She grinned at me and walked to the stage like she already owned the place. She flipped through the numbers on the Karaoke screen until she smirked and selected 'Slapped' by Leather and Heels. Cheeky bird! That was a tough one with all the power notes and near screaming in key at others.


    I moved to the front of the stage. She looked like she was born to be there as the music started and she started swaying and head banging. I've said it before, but she looked like a bloody goddess on that stage, her ponytail bouncing behind her. When her voice first came across the speakers, I could have been blown back fifty paces.


    Such power and perfect tone and pitch! She worked the crowd, she owned us, and I gladly let myself be taken by her melody. She arched her back parallel to the floor and screamed the trademark mee--yeeeeooooow of Penny from Leather and Heels and something inside me melted. She LOVED what she was doing up there. She ad-libbed and tweaked the dynamics the whole way through, forging something familiar into a creation of her own with every strike of her vocal hammer.


    She looked directly down at me, locking eyes and pointing at me as she hit the final power note, pitch perfect, sustaining it beyond the end of the instrumental. It was deafening, the cheering, whistles and cat calls ran rampant until the judges flashed the numbers.


    “Nine point five!” the announcer said as Kim jumped off the stage beside me with a huge grin on her face.


    I grabbed her in a tight hug and stopped myself when I realized I was about to kiss her.


    “That was fucking brill, Kim!”


    She quirked an eyebrow as she grabbed my hand and dragged us back to our table. “Ooooo... Little Miss Innocent and her mouth.” She laughed at me.


    I blushed.


    Some Ken doll looking bloke came up to our table and I tried to fade back into the shadows as he spoke to Kim, “Can I buy you a drink? That was awesome up there.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Lesbian,” she stated.


    He shrugged. “Cool with me.”


    She glanced over at me and gave me a scolding look for hiding and grabbed my hand, pulling me closer to her as she looked at the guy.


    “Can't you see I'm with someone here?”


    She glared at him.


    “All the more fun,” he smiled.


    Something in me snapped, guys like this that can't take no for an answer, they can't force themselves on people!


    I snarled at him, “Sod off, you git! She's not interested!”


    He shook his head in disdain toward us and walked off. I felt immediately self conscious and needed a place to hide until I met Kim's sparkling eyes and toothy grin.


    “That's the fire I enjoy seeing so much!”


    I smiled back and blushed.


    We had fun watching all the rest of the singers and just talking and joking and laughing through the night. Why is she so bloody easy to talk to? I caught myself twice almost saying too much about myself. It amazes me that she is the only person who never asked the dreaded “What happened?” when they saw my scars. It was the emotional stuff in my songs that she had asked that about.


    I froze up when they called, “Skylar Roth, number forty nine to the stage.”


    Kim grabbed my hand. “You'll do fine. Remember, just sing to me. You only need an eight point one to hit the top ten.”


    I nodded woodenly and made my way up to the stage.


    I nervously scrolled through the list on the screen and glanced down to see Kim smiling up at me. I took a deep breath and selected 'Suddenly Undone' by Miranda Keys. Nobody tonight did an emotional ballad, so hopefully my song choice would help a little with the judging.


    I stood with my right side away from the crowd, trying to hide in the shadows as I started to sing. I couldn't get things to click, I was bloody terrified. I missed a trill and continued on, I heard the disappointment in the crowd. But then I glanced down and locked eyes with Kim, she just exuded strength for me and she sexily mouthed, “Hi,” with sparkling eyes.


    I couldn't stop smiling, and I started swaying seductively to tease her and sang to her, I slid into the zone, where my emotions were washed away through the melody, attempting to repair my broken soul.


    I wandered the stage, letting the music take root and ad-libbed and modulated the melody. I was singing only for her, I realized this. Is she crying? Then as a thank you to her for the note she gifted to me at the end of her song I pointed at her and hit my last note, the only power note of the song and held it for her, pulling in her strength and radiating it out to the room... past the instrumental... then I cried.


    The place went wild and the announcer started talking as Kim ran onto the stage and grabbed me by the shoulders and led me toward our table.


    He said, “What an amazing comeback after a shaky start! There's not a dry eye in the place!”


    I turned toward him, not meeting Kim's eyes.


    The judges flashed their scores. “Eight point one!”


    There was more cheering, I looked at Kim stunned.


    Her eyes were red, she HAD been crying! She smiled with sparkling eyes.


    “Told you you could do it.” she said with her cocky grin.


    I smiled back, still in shock. I leaned in and whispered, “You gave me strength. Thank you,” against her ear, then sat back in my chair.


    We had a scare as the last singer took the stage and did a solid performance and scored and eight point two, throwing me out of the top ten. I was fine with that, there was always tomorrow night.


    But then the announcer said, “And we have a challenge from number eleven!”


    Stacy Milton tore the stage up with the same number and the judges marked number fifty down to and eight point zero! I was shocked... and happy. I hugged Kim again. We had to draw lots to see which half of us would be shuffled to Van Allen's and who would perform here tomorrow. To my sorrow, I'd pulled Golden Tones while Kim pulled Van Allen's.


    Then Kim and Stacy, being the nights top two, were called up for the duet. They picked 'Blatant Lies' by Placebo. I didn't much fancy the set. Where Kim had fun and tinkered with the song, Stacy was just trying to out sing her. She did know they weren't judged on this cover right? It was just in fun to showcase their talents. Kim seemed to be amused by Stacy's antics. Stacy even snubbed her when Kim offered a handshake when it was over.


    Back at the coach, Kim and I were handed envelopes when we checked in for the ride back to the hotel. I looked inside. Five crisp one hundred dollar bills! That's more money than I have ever seen in one place in my entire life. At the hotel I dragged Kim into the gift-shop with me and I bought one of those prepaid mobiles with unlimited US minutes and five hundred international minutes so I could call home during the competition and stay in touch with Kim whenever we were separated.


    I felt like a wanker dropping quid like that on something frivolous, it was almost a hundred dollars! But Kim admonished me saying it was necessary. She of course was right. I paid with one of those crisp hundreds.


    Then I dragged her in all her giggling glory to the concierge and asked if there was some way I could wire money home from the hotel. I gave him three crisp one hundreds and my mothers bank routing information. Then gave him a tenner for his trouble and whispered a question if he could get a shower chair sent to our room.


    We finally got to the room I was chuffed and I made a grand show of putting the last hundred into my wallet with a silly grin on my face. She chuckled, “That money really makes that much of a difference for your family?” I nodded, “Quite.” Then when she went to the loo to get ready for bed, I slipped forty three American onto her bedside table. Now I didn't feel like such a bloody street urchin. And I was slightly ahead of where I started in my finances!


    I was knackered. When Kim came out of the cottage, I averted my eyes again. Her body was starting to do some pleasant things to mine whenever I saw it now. What did this mean? I made my way into the loo and got myself ready for bed and brushed my teeth.


    When I entered the room again Kim was at the computer, I looked over her shoulder and she had the night's rankings onscreen. Overall Kim was ranked number one, Stacy was number three. Someone from the other venue must have scored higher than her. I was ranked number twenty! I wanted to do a happy dance. That was much better than I could ever have hoped!


    Kim turned to me with her cocky grin. “Once I get that shyness beat out of you, you'll climb those ranks!”


    I smiled at her confidence, I wasn't so sure. I grabbed my new mobile and looked at the time and did a quick calculation in my head and frowned as I put it down. Way too late to call home to share the news.


    Kim read me like the proverbial book. “Just call them first thing in the morning.”


    I smiled at her, she grinned back as she moved to her bed and slipped under the covers. I'd be a liar if I said I didn’t look at her dishy swaying hips as she walked. I'm learning things about myself I never was aware of, with her near me.


    There was a soft knock at the door and I walked over and opened the door and there was a small wire chair there, but nobody to be seen. I brought the chair into the bathroom with Kim's eyes following me the whole time with a squinty look on her face. I just shrugged at her as I made my way back to the computer.


    I pulled up my email and alerted mum to the deposit in her account and sent a picture of Kim on stage with a quick message. I just about switched the screen off when I noticed the last search in the Google search bar in the browser 'British slang git' and I snorted and slapped my hands over my mouth hoping she didn't hear.


    No such luck, I heard her sleepily mumble, “Secret decoder ring. G'night, Sky.”


    I switched off the screen and slid into my bed. “G'night, Flower.” Again, I waited until her breathing normalized then removed my prostheses, leaving it under the covers. I rubbed and massaged my leg, all that walking really made it sore today.


    


    


    Chapter 5 – Mini Holiday


    The next morning, my 6:00am chime sounded. I saw Kim was already awake and sketching. Bugger! She glanced over at me and waved cutely. I smiled. “Good morning.”


    She went back to her sketching and I managed to blindly get my bloody foot back on without drawing her attention.


    I grabbed a change of clothes and brought my shirts from yesterday as well. I started the shower with the chair in place. I was chuffed, I didn't have to do the bloody balancing act as I cleaned this time.


    I started singing one of my newer songs. Letting the melody take me so I wouldn't have to think. So I could relax and not think about tonight. I had a little fun with it. Wait... I was in a good mood in the morning? That's when it hit me. Last night was the first night in years that the night terrors didn't wake me.


    After the shower and getting my foot situated and hidden away by my only other pair of pants and some socks. I put my bra on and started washing my clothing from yesterday in the sink and hanging them over the bar. Taking my shirt and knickers from yesterday down.


    There was a knock at the door.


    “Skyyyyy. You gotta stop locking me out. Some of us want to get ready too!”


    I giggled at the childlike tone in her voice and I reached over and unlocked the door, not even thinking about not having my scars covered until she was already in and I was quickly grabbing at my shirt.


    She slapped my hand. “Dammit, Sky! Stop already with the poor self image! You are beautiful! Want me to show you!?”


    I shot her a confused look and she grabbed an eye liner angrily from her purse and reached for my arm.


    I pulled back a bit and she slapped my shoulder and held her hand out. I gave her my arm.


    “What are you on about now?” I asked shakily.


    She brought the eye liner to the scarred flesh on my arm and started drawing only in the contours, slowly a deer emerged in the twists and turns of the scars. She moved down and a flower appeared and she tied it all together with a large tree sweeping past both.


    I stood there with my mouth hanging open. She put her eye liner away then locked eyes with me with anger still burning in them.


    “People see only what they want to see. There are infinite possibilities just there alone!” She pointed at my arm and continued a little softer, “So stop with the hiding. Embrace the endless beauty instead. You'll be a happier person because of it.”


    She closed her eyes and took deep breaths to purge her anger. I just stared at my arm, at what she saw when she looked at me. I started tearing up and she was suddenly washing it from my arm with a warm soapy washcloth. I stood there like a child as she did. Then she ran her fingers along the scars on my side, looking at them wistfully.


    I placed a hand on her cheek, she leaned into it and I whispered, “Who are you?” in wonder.


    She smiled then turned and started the shower and stopped.


    “What's this?”


    She pulled the chair out and sat it down by the wall.


    I looked at the floor. “It's so I can rest my leg while I shower.”


    That was apparently enough for her and she just started stripping from her barely there night clothes. I turned my head away and blushed as she entered the shower. Is it bad that I peeked? I put on my blue long sleeve turtleneck and grabbed all my stuff and left the cottage.


    I smelled my pajamas. They were getting a little manky so I left them out on the bed to air and packed my other stuff back in the suitcase. I'd have to wash them my next chance. I took a minute to write a lyric I had just thought of in my notebook.


    Then I remembered something and I laid the vest and chain belt Kim had lent me on her bed. As I turned toward my bed, I froze when I saw her sketchpad sitting on her pillow. I almost reached out to grab it to peek, when I heard the shower stop. I snapped my hand back. Bloody hell I'm jumpy!


    I sat on my bed and pulled out my new mobile and rang mum. After a few seconds she picked up. “Mum! Good morning. Yes... no calm down. I placed in the top ten on the first go. That's part of the prize money they give to the top ten each night. Yes. Thanks, mum. It is exciting. Yes those are snaps of Kim. Yes, she is. May I speak with Sammie, if you please? – Hi, baby! Mommy misses you! Are you being good for Grams? I can't wait to see you in a couple weeks! I love you too, Sammie! OK baby, put Grams back on. – Mum, I miss you two so much... I'll see you soon. Love you too, cheerio!”


    I rang off with a smile on my face. My Samantha has that effect on me. I glanced over to the loo and Kim was just standing there in the doorway in her bra and knickers, watching me intently. “You'll see her soon. Remember you are doing this for her. You'll be great.”


    My heart soared. Was it because of what she said or because of her? Those two things are blurring together in my head recently.


    I smiled meekly as she started getting dressed.


    “Thanks. It's like she recharges me just by hearing her little voice.”


    She looked over with an unreadable smile. “Good! Hold onto that. Use that tonight. Just visualize the feeling since I won't be able to be there to cheer you on. Think of only the good things in your life and you can't lose, Sky.”


    She was so confident. I felt myself taking in her strength again.


    Kim was so amazing. I caught myself biting my lower lip again as I watched her every move as she prepped for the day. I've been trying to define just what it is that being near to her is doing to me. But whatever it is, I like it, so it couldn't possibly be anything bad.


    “Thanks. I needed the pep talk. I'm so bloody nervous. But enough about me. You are going to be brilliant tonight! You know what cover you will choose?”


    She smiled and shook her head.


    “No, I just go with the moment. Let my feelings and emotions guide me.”


    She bit her lower lip, mirroring mine. Is she still talking about the competition? I snapped myself out of that thought.


    I rang room service, and ordered a fryup and cuppa for the two of us. To which I proudly accepted, since I handed a gratuity to the eager bloke that delivered it. Kim just rolled her eyes playfully my antics.


    We sat in a comfortable camaraderie, eating our offerings as I giggled at Kim looking up British slang on the Internet. Assuring me that she always got the gist of what I was saying but wanted to “make sure”. I thought she was adorable... I mean, it was adorable.


    When we finished up our breakfast I grinned. “You still up to some sightseeing like we're on holiday today?”


    She nodded with glittering eyes. I couldn't help smiling at how she looked like a little kid full of excitement. I made a show of taking out my new mobile and rang Heath.


    “Good morning. This is Skylar Roth again, I'm not bothering you am I? Brill. We could use you today for more touristy activity. See you in ten. Cheerio.”


    “I feel terrible for abusing Heath's services. Should we just take the tube instead?” I asked sheepishly.


    Kim rolled her eyes. “The New York subway isn't going to be the same experience as the London tube, Sky. Just be thankful that you somehow rated a car and driver so we can skip that particular... umm, experience.” She winked, which only caused the heat of a blush to bloom on my cheeks.


    I grabbed my purse and walked over to her, she did the same and we marched out to the lift.


    Kim was mumbling, “I wonder if we can find another long elevator ride while we're out today.”


    I smiled and slapped her shoulder. “Cheeky bird!”


    She mocked surprise, “What?”


    Then we both laughed. The lift opened and with a playful grin she led me into the corner and pretended to protect me from an invisible throng of people. God help me if I didn't smile hugely at that.


    I was staring at her inviting lips and caught myself starting to lean in when the lift doors slid open. I straightened up, breathing a little heavy as we exited to the lobby with the heat of a blush on my cheeks. Was she blushing too?


    Just as before, Heath was johnny on the spot at the curb when we exited the hotel. He grinned at us and opened the door for us to slide in.


    “Good morning, Heath.” I said after he ran around and jumped into the driver's seat.


    He was beaming in the mirror, “Good morning, ladies. What's the plan today?”


    I smiled and said with mock haughtiness, “Please, Heath, regale us with your vast knowledge of this bustling metropolis and bring us to where all shamefully touristy individuals visit while on holiday here.”


    He fake bowed his head, playing along. “As you wish, Majesty.”


    We all shared a laugh as he pulled into traffic. Kim playfully rolled her eyes, which I rewarded with a playful slap on her arm.


    A couple minutes later, Heath pulled over a block from Times Square and turned back to us before he got out of the sedan.


    “OK, ladies, take your time. There is a lot to see here. I'll be driving around and will pass this exact spot every ten minutes, so whenever you are ready, meet me here.”


    We nodded understanding and he jumped out and ran around to help us out of the motorcar.


    With a quick goodbye he was pulling away, leaving us to look in wonder at Times Square as we proceeded down the walk toward it. I'm used to hustle, bustle, glitz and bauble, being from London proper, but this was bloody amazing! There were lights and signs everywhere fighting for your attention, and even early as it was, there were thousands of people crowding the walks of the square.


    I made sure to drop a quid at all the street performers and homeless blokes we passed... making sure to acknowledge them with a good morning and a look in their eyes... knowing how close I have been to their situation my entire life.


    Kim seemed to be watching my actions intently. Her face inscrutable as she followed suit. I hate when her face does that. I prefer her expressive and relaxed face better, at least then I knew what the bloody hell she's thinking. I made a note to get more singles, I only had a couple left.


    While Kim was looking at the buildings, my attention at the moment was on the street vendor tables that seemed to line every available inch of curb. Maybe I could do better than a post card for mum. I looked at an I heart NY shirt and snickered, oh this would be brilliant as long as I stayed out of striking distance when I gave it to her.


    I looked at the ten dollar price card in front of the stack and winced a bit, that was still much cheaper than the shirts were at the Empire State gift shop. I could just be frugal for a day. I was pulling a tenner out of my wallet when Kim whispered, “What are you doing?”


    I looked at her like she was daft. “Buying a tee for mum,” I whispered back.


    She put her hand out still whispering, “And you're from a big city? Could have fooled me. Give me that.”


    I was equal parts curious and confused as I handed her the tenner. She turned and got the vendor's attention, holding up the shirt.


    “How much?”


    The guy pointed at the card. “Ten.”


    She exhaled like she was disappointed with the bloke. “For these factory seconds? I can get a box of them just a few tables down for two fifty each! I'll give you three!”


    He looked down toward where she was pointing, then countered, “Five.”


    She just put the shirt down and grabbed my arm and started dragging me away to my shock. The bloke spoke quickly, “Four.”


    She grinned a predatory grin before turning us back around and handed him the tenner. “Done. And could I get the change in singles?”


    The man had a look on his face that was one part amused and one part resigned as he handed the change and nodded to Kim as she took it and the shirt. Then she pulled me away from the table with a triumphant grin. “Welcome to America, Sky.”


    I snorted in amazement and accepted the offered shirt and change. Affirming to me that she was indeed reading me earlier by getting the singles.


    “You're a natural,” I said.


    She wiggled her eyebrows and replied, “Well thank you.”


    I snorted. “Don't thank me yet. I'm not sure if it was meant as a compliment or not.” This got me one of her patented eye rolls as she grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers and drug me along. She noticed a sign on a little door next to the golden arches and exclaimed, “Oh cool!”


    She opened the door and shot me a smile as she dragged me up a flight of stairs into a comic shop on the second level.


    “What are you on about now?”


    She smiled and started perusing the isles of funnies, nick knacks and bramble. “Heroes!”


    I couldn't stifle a giggle at her enthusiasm and the sparkling wonder in her eyes. “Tell me you don't read these. Funnies are for kids.”


    She squinted an eye at me biting the tip of her tongue and grabbed a book from a box in front of us and said, “Look at this while I find me some Mantra. Then try to say that again.”


    I looked at the title, 'Witchblade'. I was about to set it down as she wandered off but the woman on the cover caught my eye. She had mangled, twisting and turning metal that seemed to be part of her covering her right side.


    I looked around feeling self conscious... why did this make me think of my disfigurement? Did Kim pick this on purpose? But the woman on the cover was beautiful. Before I realized it I was opening the publication and reading the first few pages.


    She was a hero, not a monster! Fighting evil and injustice! For a reason still unknown to me, I looked at the spot this came from and found a thick 'graphic novel' of Witchblade, a collected work of the first twenty issues. I picked it up but balked at the price, I glanced over and saw Kim studying me again from another isle with that bloody unreadable expression of her's.


    I blushed and looked down... I thumbed through the large box that Kim had pulled this magazine from and located issue one, two and three for a reasonable price. Then hustled over to the register. I felt so guilty wasting lolly on the frivolous again. I put my mum's NY tee in the bag with the books.


    Kim came up to the register and paid for her things with a frustratingly unreadable cocky smile on her face.


    “You're so infuriating!” I whispered as she paid for hers. Eliciting and slight chuckle from her. Then heat was spreading up my arm and through my core again as she grabbed my hand and started dragging me down the steps with her.


    I had to pull back a bit and take the stairs a lot slower than her. Going up stairs is always easier for me, going down is more precarious on my bloody prostheses. She was watching my legs intently as I made my way down slightly clumsily. She seemed to be in her godforsaken unreadable studying mode. “Don't watch,” I said, exasperation tinging my voice, blushing in embarrassment.


    She stuck out her tongue at me and turned away. The ends of my bloody traitorous mouth twitched up in a smile. We reached the bottom of the steps and I hugged her arm and stayed like that as we exited to the street again.


    “Sorry,” I whispered. She pretended that nothing had happened.


    We stood for a second gaining our bearings when she blurted out, “Nirvana!” pointing to the next block. I followed her gaze.


    “Bloody hell!” I exclaimed with a smile, nodding in agreement. A Hershey's Chocolate store! We shared a conspiratorial grin and made our way to the chocolaty goodness. God, I was having so much fun with her doing virtually nothing! I snapped pictures of all that nothing and Kim on my mobile as we went.


    The rest of the morning went that way, visiting shops, talking and laughing. Around noon, we found an amazing pizza place and stepped in for a slice. This must be what I hear people in London speaking about when they talk of New York pizza. It was, please pardon my terrible pun in advance, a slice of heaven.


    We located Heath after that and had him bring us past ground zero. I couldn't bring myself to look at the memorial, I already felt so sad from a distance. So we continued on to Battery Park to jump a boat to Liberty Island. We looked at the ticket prices and just got the basic tour tickets since I'd never make it up to the crown. I had apologized profusely to Kim but she just chastised me for apologizing again.


    Up close, that statue on its pedestal was an amazing sight, simply gorgeous! I was quite awestruck. After snapping a few pictures of it we asked a passing couple if they would take a shot of us with the statue in the background. I was taken by surprise as Kim playfully picked me up in her arms for it... both of us giggling and laughing and having a right brilliant time as the bloke took some snaps.


    My foot was squeaking again, the bloody piece of rubbish, and my leg was feeling some fatigue. Kim again was studying me, could she tell? I don't know if her scrutiny made me uneasy or not... when she was like that I couldn't tell what she was about.


    When we rejoined Heath, my suspicions were confirmed when she said, “That's about all we can do today, Heath. The hotel, please.” He just grinned and nodded and we were off. I shot her a questioning, probing look. She just acted all sweet and innocent. Frustrating!


    When we arrived at the room after another smiling ride in the corner of the lift. I went directly to the loo and locked the door. I spent a few frustrating minutes trying to get the threads on the pin to bite. Finally I removed the pin from it and shook the foot and metal shavings came out.


    I carefully replaced the pin, twisting slowly while applying a lot of pressure. Finally I felt the slightest bite of a thread and tightened it as far as I felt I could without further stripping. I hated bodging it together like this, but I refuse to wear the bloody SACH in my suitcase. I might as well wear a damned peg leg then.


    The flexing felt stiff but useable and I pulled up my sock and replaced my shoe before going back out. I stopped dead again when I almost ran into Kim leaning against the door frame shaking her head. “Locking me out again... I'm beginning to think you don't like me,” she said dramatically with an amused twinkle in her eye as she pushed past me and darted toward the bog. I shut the door behind me as I left.


    We joked around the rest of the afternoon then predictably she rang up some hamburgers and chips and two divine chocolate milkshakes for our supper. She reminded me... ketchup not vinegar, getting us both chuckling. I sent off email to mum with some pictures from our mobiles as we ate.


    Kim looked up more British slang to my extreme amusement. Her grin and sparkling eyes daring me to say anything about it.


    She stood finally. “Well, Sky lets get ready for the competition!”


    I stood and stretched. “If you insist.” I grabbed my purse with a smirk. “Done. That was strenuous.”


    She shook her head in disagreement, crooking her finger, beckoning me and pointing at her suitcases.


    Almost everything she had was short sleeved and I declined until she pulled a pretty black scoop neck jumper with long sleeves. I nodded with a grin, but flat refused any and all skirts she offered up. “My pant's absolutely stay... no skirts or dresses!” I think I was a little too sharp as she looked deflated and her shoulders slumped as she surrendered.


    “You're going to have to show off your assets sooner or later, Sky,” she reprimanded with an equally sharp look, her spectacular eyes burning into me. She grabbed a couple extremely long silver chains and draped them multiple times over my head, creating the illusion of multiple necklaces.


    I think she was having far too much fun dressing me up me like her life sized doll. Then a terrifying thing popped up as she pulled her makeup from her purse, staring at me like a hungry predator. I helplessly squeaked, “Oh bloody hell! Somebody help me!”


    It was no use and she sprang into action with the eye liner and the purple and brown eye shadows. Then it was my lips with two different overlapping colours that feathered into each other. Then she grabbed some bangle bracelets and anklets... I stopped her with the anklets and did them myself.


    We fought over my hair for quite some time until she gave up and let me leave my right side veiled. Then she stood with a grin and motioned to the mirror on the cottage door and making a grand show of announcing, “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Skylar 2.0” I nervously stood in front of it and looked up. My breath caught. I turned to her gobsmacked. “Is that me?”


    She affirmed it with her cocky smile and no words. Then she grabbed a tiny piece of material and dropped her current clothing. I stopped breathing and averted my eyes with a blush. I peeked as she shimmied into that little slip of material, which turned out to be a form fitting little black dress. She wiggled her eyebrows at me then went on to accessorize and put her makeup on.


    She put on her signature earring and then turned to me. I forgot how to breathe, the goddess had come out to play again. I opened my mouth to tell her but nothing came out. She struck a coy pose as she put on some impossibly high black stilettos. “Is it passable?”


    I tried speaking, nodding was easier so I did that. I licked my lips hungrily. She smiled. “Good, that's the reaction I wanted. Shell we go down?”


    I nodded silently as she grabbed my hand and drug me out the door, allowing me to snag my purse along the way. We were in the lift in 'our' corner, away from the other couple already there, when the word I tried to voice minutes ago finally found my lips. “Gorgeous,” I whispered. She smirked. “Thanks, Sky. I was doing it mostly for the shock value for you.” She chuckled. I straightened up in humor and deadpanned, “I guess you're passable.”


    She leaned in close, I could feel her hot breath on my face.


    “Is that all? Passable?”


    I finally gave in and started leaning in as the lift doors opened and she was gone in a giggle. I was breathing raggedly as I followed her swaying hips into the lobby. It was so bloody sexy the way she simply towered over me with her natural height compounded with those heels.


    We said our goodbyes and went to our separate queues. Suddenly I felt vulnerable as I checked in to the coach and hid in the back seat away from everyone for the ride to Golden Tones, shying away into the shadows.


    


    


    Chapter 6 – First Competition Ends


    When we arrived, I checked in at the front and received my number, I saw I was still listed as 'walk on' and received number forty five. That means I'm moving up doesn’t it? Or are the numbers assigned randomly?


    I found a two seat table in the back and ordered one of those sell your kidney priced fizzy pops again and just sat back to watch. I pulled out my new mobile and texted [ 45 ] and got an instant [ 6 ]. I sent back [ call when u up. i wnt 2 listen ]. She sent back a cute [ kay ].


    The announcer told the crowd that the top ten purse tonight was a thousand dollars each. That was exciting, but there was no way I'd get lucky twice.


    Some of the girls were either nervous or worse than last night. We started with a four point nine, a six point three, and a five point eight. But then there were a few passable ladies. Number eight was Stacy Milton who scored an impressive nine point two with a Vargas Twins, 'Rock Til Dawn' cover.


    My mobile was buzzing and I answered, “Flower!” There was no reply but I could hear the crowd, then the music start, another Leather and Heels, a 'Who's Got Your Girl' cover. Even over the tinny speaker on the mobile I recognized the powerful, pitch perfect soprano. I could feel her cockiness and confidence through the mobile. She was brill! Those power notes are her forte, and once again she crafted the song into her own creation.


    Then all too soon it was over and all I could hear was cheering. Finally an out of breath Native American goddess was on the line. [So?] I gushed back, “You were bloody brilliant, Flower!” Then I heard [Nine point six!] and more cheering. Then she said, [Call when you're on Sky, I can't wait to hear you!] I blushed, “OK, Kim... cheerio!”


    I was distracted most of the night by thoughts of Kim. Some of the girls were great, others just lukewarm. I found myself getting more nervous as my turn approached. What was I doing here? I felt like a right git again for thinking I could compete with these girls.


    When I heard, “Skylar Roth, number forty five to the stage,” my blood ran cold. I numbly dialed Kim, [Sky! You up?]. I nodded like a muppet like she could see me, then spoke up, “I'm on... I'm scared.” She replied, [You are singing only to Sammie and I. Now go make us proud.]. I set the phone down on the table facing the stage as second call went out.


    I got up on the stage to some mild applause as I scrolled through the songs on the screen. I wish I was brave like Kim! Wait... that's bloody it! I selected 'Hero of My Heart' by Melody Seven. Another ballad, but this was a power ballad. It had strength and emotion just like I feel with Sammie and Kim.


    The music started and I turned my right side away from the crowd, and began almost with a whisper, that built quickly as the song progressed. I closed my eyes and visualize nothing but Kim and Samantha in the audience. My strength, my inspiration, my heroes!


    I let this feeling go out to the world through my singing. I toyed with the harmonics and created a syncopated rhythm then snapped it back into harmony with the music for the clear, sustained power notes, pushing my damaged soul out through the notes. Cleansing me for the moment, giving me fresh life.


    I used my confusion over Kim to guide the chorus, and the pure love in my heart for Samantha sustain the final note beyond my normal capacity, to prove my love, well past the end of the instrumental. The crowd went insane, it was deafening to me.


    I hobbled off the stage as quickly as I could through the cheers and to the table where I cried again. By the gods I'm a right mess. I was clearing my tears when I realized Kim was still on the mobile. “K-Kim?” I stuttered into it. [On my God! That was one of the most moving things I've ever heard, Sky!], she shouted. I was beaming with pride, the compliment coming from one of the only three people that mattered to me, was a boost to my confidence.


    “You think so? I was terrified!”


    She mimicked me and said, [Quite,] with a laugh.


    The announcer said, “Nine point three!” and there was more cheering. I saw Stacy Milton start to raise her hand to challenge, but then she put it back down, giving me a death glare. [I'll see you back at the elevator later. And Sky, I'm proud of you. Bye.]. I smiled. “Cheerio,” and rang off.


    The last five singers did their thing... leaving me in fourth for the night. Oh my God! This with last nights score guaranteed that I'd move on to Denver!


    I was handed my envelope as I checked in at the coach. I hustled to the back seat and just held it to my chest, afraid to look. Finally I just shoved it into my purse and hyperventilated until we arrived back at the York Royal. I think I was experiencing a mild panic attack.


    I took a minute to breathe and I saw Kim get on the empty motor-coach with concern etching her face. The moment our eyes met, she gave me a glittering smile that somehow washed away all the anxiety in a moment. I smiled shyly back as she just held out a hand expectantly. I timidly took it and she laced our fingers and pulled me gleefully out of the coach.


    Once we hit the lobby, she stopped and just looked at me with a cute expression.


    “Hi!”


    I bit my lower lip and couldn't stop my own smile. “Hi back.” Then I remembered something and pulled the envelope proudly out of my purse and held it out proudly for her to see.


    I whispered, “A thousand dollars!” as if it would evaporate if I said it out loud. She showed me hers with that bloody cocky grin that was starting to do some interesting things to me. I hugged my envelope then grabbed her hand and dragged her to the concierge with me.


    “Terribly sorry sir, but I was wondering if you might help wire some more money to my mum,” I said quietly, so the universe wouldn't reveal that this was just some twisted joke. He smiled cordially and I gave him the routing information again and opened the envelope.


    A thousand dollars! This was like six hundred quid! Right here! In my hands! I wanted to dance a happy jig as I counted out seven crisp one hundreds in front of him. Kim seemed to be watching the spectacle I was making of myself in great wonder.


    I stood there like a git staring at the envelope after the concierge left, staring at three hundred dollars that was mine! I heard a slight chuckle as a hand took the envelope from me and fished my wallet from my purse and slid the crisp bills into it. “Sky, you act like you've never seen money before.”


    I looked at her with a grin. “Not so much at once. I can... I can get a new outfit!”


    Her laugh made it to her twinkling eyes. “First thing when we hit Denver tomorrow.”


    I put up a pinky and she took the pinky swear then we were off to the lift. I was so excited and she seemed to be feeding off my enthusiasm.


    While we were in our customary position in the elevator, I whispered, “You were bloody amazing tonight, Kim.”


    She blushed a little. How I craved that blush on her cheeks, it made her already exotic complexion look that much more dishy. Then she surprised me by voicing, “I wish I could sing with your emotion.”


    The bloody traitorous lift once again broke our moment with the doors sliding open at the third floor and a fairly dressed up middle aged couple got in, giving us an odd look. Oh sod off! We exited on our floor and were quickly through the door and zeroing in on the computer.


    Kim had the standings onscreen in moments. Overall Kim was ranked number two, Stacy was number four... and I was number eight!


    “You are a right spectacular woman! Second overall!” I giddily said.


    She bit her lower lip, heating my core. “Well I better be, since I'm winning this. You don't have much farther to reach your second place finish.”


    There was that bloody cockiness that's been driving me crazy. I hugged her then made my way to my bed and sniffed my pajamas again. Eww, still manky! Kim caught this and rolled her eyes and dug around in one of her suitcases and pulled out a spaghetti strap belly shirt and some boxer knickers and threw them at me.


    I looked at them then to my pajamas, then threw back the boxers and grabbed my pajama bottoms, some socks and my toothbrush. She squinted her eyes at the pajama bottoms as I passed by to the loo to get ready for bed.


    I locked the door and instantly there was soft incessant knocking.


    “You're doing it again, Skyyyyy. You're locking me out.”


    I quickly took off my jeans, the ankle bracelets and socks then put on my pajama bottoms and the fresh socks, unlocking the door.


    She slid in with a smile, quickly examining me. Her stoic look returned when she saw I had the pajama bottoms on, studying them. What is she looking for? What is she seeing?


    I nervously said, “What?” As I turned my back and took off the black jumper and my bra, then smelled her nightshirt. God, it had her scent!


    She mumbled, “Nothing.”


    And stopped me before I could put her nightshirt on. My breath hitched as she placed her hands on my hips, then ran her fingers gently up my sides. Tracing the route of my burns on one side, and mirroring the motion on the other.


    If I wanted to, I couldn't have put a sentence together at that moment. My head was buzzing and warmth was spreading in some embarrassing places. Her hot breath was on my neck next to my ear, sending goosebumps racing down my flesh.


    “Do you want me to stop?”


    I didn't say anything. Her hands brushed the sides of my breasts delicately, I was getting dizzy.


    I could feel her giving pressure to feel the contours of the mangled flesh through the bra material on one side, compared to the smooth skin under the other. Though this was so intimate, it felt almost innocent, she never went beyond the sides. Then an electric shock traveled through my body as she kissed first the left side of my neck, then the right side, her moist, hot lips lingering on the scars.


    A fire was burning inside me, and I was so bloody confused and terrified, I wanted her to stop but at the same time, I wanted to scream for her to never stop. Then she reached out and lightly grabbed the nightshirt I was holding and gently lifted my arms then pulled it over my head.


    “So beautiful.” I heard her whisper almost too quietly to hear.


    I was still standing in place as I heard her changing into her night clothes.


    “Psst,” she whispered. “Sky, I'm pretty sure you're going to need to breath at some point or another.”


    I exhaled sharply and took in another shuddering breath.


    I meekly turned and started brushing my teeth beside her as she did the same. I avoided eye contact. I started washing my day's clothing and she laughed, lightening the mood. She grabbed my clothes from my hand and wandered out and grabbed my pajama tops and whatever other discarded clothing she could find, mine or hers.


    I had come out to shyly watch what she was doing, she grinned at me.


    “You've got to splurge every once in a while, Sky.” Then wiggling her eyebrows, she rang room service.


    “Hi, I've got some laundry here that needs to be done before 7:00am. Thanks, it'll be in the basket in the hall.”


    Then she put it all in the small plastic hamper by the loo door and put it outside our room's door and turned to me with a smile and saying, “Taa-daa! I bet you didn't know I was such a domestic goddess.”


    I couldn't stop the bloody smile I returned, even if I had wanted to. I made my way over to the computer, saying under my breath, “Goddess is right.”


    She got a funny look on her face. Dammit she heard! Then she joined me as I emailed mum and gave a quick heads up about the lolly and sent my love. Then I turned to Kim and was finally able to make eye contact. Her eyes were sparkling pools of brown that I just wanted to get lost in. I tilted my head and bit my lower lip in want. She looked nervously at my lips.


    “What's up, Sky? You been quiet too long.”


    I couldn't fight my impulses any longer and just grabbed the back of her head and brought her in for a crushing kiss. She seemed shocked for just a moment but then she was kissing back, passionately, hungrily. This must be what heaven is like! I was floating, my body was burning with a desire I had never known in my life.


    I needed to breathe so I broke our kiss, gasping for air. I could still taste her lips on mine, feel their softness. This is what it's like? I've never thought I'd be intimate with another person, especially after the incident.


    “Hi,” I whispered.


    She smiled broadly, her eyes darker than normal and she replied with a hoarse, “Hi back.”


    I stood and dragged her to her bed where we sat down. I timidly leaned in for a whisper soft kiss, sharing another moment of intimacy then pulled back. I hesitated, not knowing what to do.


    “I... I don't know what to do, I've never been with anyone before.” I looked down in shame.


    She said, “But... Samantha.”


    I shook my head. “Not even then.”


    She gently grabbed my shoulders and laid me on her bed and started kissing me. I never wanted this to end. Every emotion I had bottled up inside for so long was released all at once. I started crying softly as I returned her gentle, probing kisses. Our hands started exploring each others bodies as our lips and tongues danced and slid across the other.


    Her lips were gone. I was missing them for a millisecond before my mind went blank as she was suddenly kissing and sucking and nipping at my neck. I was curling my toes on my left foot as I started panting raggedly.


    I pushed her back and straddled her, switching our roles as I attacked her neck with tiny kisses, then nipping and breathing my hot breath on the trail, being rewarded with the gooseflesh that I ran my tongue across then continued my kiss assault down to her shoulders. I whispered, “You are so beautiful, Flower.”


    Her hands were roaming my body between her happy moans. I started running my hands up her sides, lightly brushing the sides of her breasts, when I felt her hands on my hips, slowly running down my legs.


    About a thousand thoughts shot through my mind. My foot. Her reaction. The incident. How I was unclean. Damaged goods. She would hate me. I didn't deserve her. Suddenly I relived the terror of that night. Once that crack in my psyche appeared again, it crashed through my soul like a runaway fright train and I pushed away from her... crying.


    She had a look of concern on her face. I didn't deserve her compassion! I cringed away when she tried to touch me. “Stop!” I almost yelled. She retracted her hand and stood and shouted in frustration, “God damn it, Skyler! Don't toy with me like this! This isn't a fucking game to me! Just make up your goddamn mind already!”


    I was only seeing that night, her words barely registered as I stood sobbing and ran to the loo. I locked the door and started the shower. Tearing off my clothes and my bloody prostheses, throwing it at the wall. Then I crawled into the shower and curled up in a ball and let the water run over me. I'll never be clean! “Why can't I ever get myself clean?” I sobbed until the tears didn't come. There was pounding on the door for at least ten minutes, then I was left to the sound of the water falling and my disgusting, filthy skin.


    Long after the water had turned cold, I laid there shivering, trying to get clean. I'd never deserve someone as perfect as Kim. Finally I reached over to shut the water off. I pulled a towel around myself, shivering as I dried off. I hopped to my foot and put it back on, checking for damage. I got dressed and stood by the door, listening.


    I opened the door slowly and peeked out, she was on her bed sketching. She ignored me, ignored my presence as I timidly made my way to my bed. It was no more than I deserved. I slid under the covers and softly said, “Kim?” She ignored me.


    “I'm so dreadfully sorry,” I whispered, on the verge of tears again. She just turned further away from me and I silently cried myself to sleep.


    Then I was in that room again. I couldn't fight. The flames started consuming me. I had to get out! Someone was grabbing my shoulders. I tried so hard to fight them off! I was screaming for help, nobody was coming. I was hearing my name. The hands wouldn't leave my shoulders. I was coming out of a haze.


    I was in bed, someone was shaking my shoulders.


    “Skylar! Wake up!”


    I looked up into Kim's eyes. What was wrong with her cheek? It looked red like she had been struck. For a split second I saw compassion and fear in her eyes, then she may as well have been carved from stone as her stoic look returned and she wordlessly went back to her bed.


    I stared at her back, deserving her disdain as I slowly drifted off again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7 – Denver Alone


    When I woke to my mobile chiming, Kim was already gone. Her luggage and any trace of her were nowhere to be seen. I was too exhausted to start another round of tears. I realized I was peckish so I rang for a fryup.


    Before I got dressed for the day of travel before me, I put her nightshirt up to my face and inhaled deeply, taking in her scent. The last part of her that I had. It was no better than I deserved, it was just a pipe dream thinking I could be with anyone. Now I've even ruined our friendship.


    Room service arrived with my food and our laundry. I'd have to get this to her somehow. I gave the chap a fiver, then sat down at the computer to eat as I checked my email. Mum had replied, she seemed ecstatic, we could square with the bloody bill collectors now with some left for savings.


    She was going to bring Sammie out for a nice lunch at the golden arches to celebrate, a rare treat. Sam was over the moon for chips. This brought a smile to my lips. I daren't call or my quavering voice would give away my bloody emotional night, so I replied to her email. Saying we had to leave early for Denver.


    I packed the suitcase with its dodgy wheel. I could barely get it closed with the addition of Kim's things. Then made it down to the lobby. They had two coaches to bring us to the airport. I stood in a queue and I saw Kim come in later. I watched as she got in the queue for the other coach when she saw me and avoided eye contact. I understood.


    When I went through security at the airport, the bloke wouldn't read my medical card when I repeatedly set off the metal detector. He pulled me aside and had a female agent pat me down. I flinched back whenever she went to touch me. Only upsetting her more until she got down to my prostheses.


    Suddenly she looked embarrassed and showed me that look of pity that makes me seethe inside. Then she quickly cleared me through the queue for my belongings and reprimanded the other agent.


    We got our room assignments on the chartered plane. My heart sped up as they explained that wherever possible, they were keeping the same people together throughout so you didn't have to acclimate to new roommates at each venue.


    But my heart quickly fell when I saw beside my name, Kim's was scratched off and handwritten lower with someone who had previously had a single. She obviously requested to be reassigned. I looked back five isles to see her sketching in that bloody book again.


    We took a small convoy of shuttles to the Denver Regent Peaks Hotel. I was trying to retreat into nothingness as we were packed in shoulder to shoulder. I was on the verge of hyperventilating when we arrived and filed out of the tight quarters.


    I waited until everyone else had retrieved their luggage and gone inside before I got mine. The bloody clasp was broken! I had to carry it in my arms, holding it closed as I sat in the lobby, waiting for everyone to check in before I would. I glanced at the gift shop and forked over the lolly for some packing tape.


    I use a few strips of tape to hold the suitcase closed. Happy with my bodge, I looked up to see the lobby almost cleared, so I pulled up the handle and dragged the suitcase behind me to reception, its dodgy wheel clunking away.


    I addressed the elderly woman behind the counter with a smile. “Hello please, Missus. Good morning. I believe you have a room for me... Skylar Roth?” She gave me a card key and an information packet for the hotel. I thanked her and made my way to the lifts and to room 302.


    I rang the front asking for Kimi Solomon's room number-- 605. Then I asked if they could please send a room service with a shower chair and to deliver some property to Kim's room. I gave the over enthusiastic boy a fiver and a stack of Kim's clothing with instructions to deliver them to her room. He bounded off and I felt relief that besides ruining our friendship, she wouldn't think I nicked her clothing too.


    Which... to be honest, I did... I kept the nightshirt. It still had her scent on it.


    After ringing for a light lunch, I sat down and read the rules for the Denver portion of the Karaoke Queen competition. It read identical to the New York leg, but we would be singing two songs per night since it was only twenty five singers per venue. The venues were Mike's Mic and The Stage. Denver seemed more literal than New York in their business naming.


    I spent time writing a new song about loss and longing. It flowed easily from me and I caught myself singing my other songs as I went. Trying too bleed off the anxiety and stress from the past night. I was calm enough to ring up mum now.


    I got bloody voice mail. They must be out, so I left a message. “Mum, it's me. Good afternoon. I hope you and Sammie are having a brilliant time. I miss you both and love you. I'll ring again in the morning. Kisses! Cheerio!”


    I took off my foot and rubbed my leg, I hadn't had the evil thing off since yesterday and my stump was bloody sore. I laid down for a nap, I was knackered, but set my alarm for 5:00 just to be safe. I'm glad I did, because the next thing I knew, I was waking up to the soft chiming.


    


    I felt a little more human and relaxed now. I rang down to room service for a hamburger and chips because I was already feeling nostalgic. God help me if I didn't put bloody ketchup on my chips! The woman has corrupted me!


    I found a wireless keyboard and it took me some time to figure out that the computer was hooked to the telly but had no bloody clue how to use it. I looked at the hotel information packet and there were easy to follow instructions. I felt like a muppet not checking there first.


    I surfed the Internet, reading drivel and tosh to pass the time. Then I got ready to go, my black long sleeve and my Union Jack tee, and made my way down to the lobby, my foot creaking badly but I daren't try another repair. I doubt I'd be able to bodge it together again. To top it off, my limp was more pronounced as my leg was still sore from wearing the prostheses for so long the past 24 hours. This day just keeps getting better.


    I wound up on the motor-coach for Mike's Mic and Kim was on the other, I'm sure she was happy about that. I was getting mad at her now, couldn't my emotions make up their bloody mind already?


    When we arrived, the place was simply HUGE! It was twice the size of Golden Tones, and was packed to the gills. They were billing this as the “quarterfinal” so the competition was generating a good deal of interest.


    I checked in, number twenty three, still not in a bracket. Purse cut tonight was eighteen hundred for the top ten. I was twitching and cringing away from contact as I made my way to the back to hide against the wall.


    I spent most of the time really listening to the girls singing, picking up things they did right and things that I felt dragged their scores to the bog. With a lot of the low talent mimickers out of the running, I was starting to like quite a few of the voices.


    Challenges were popping up almost every three singers, it was getting cutthroat. One challenge came from the crowd instead of a challenger, and to everyone's surprise, they did much better and the singer was docked two tenths of a point.


    How could I compete against people like this? I was lost in thought when I heard, “Skylar Roth, number twenty three to the stage.” My blood ran cold again, I looked at my mobile... no help from Kim tonight. I made my way through the crowd, trying not to touch anyone. I made it there as they were issuing second call.


    There were some mild applause. I shrank back and scrolled through the titles on the screen. What was I going to sing? I just kept scrolling. I was so lost... that's it! 'Find Myself' by Miranda Keys. I know I had already covered her, but it was so full of hurt and pain, the struggle to find what you had lost. That's how I felt. That's what I'd sing!


    I cowered over the mic as the music started, I reached deep for my emotions at the time. I felt lost and broken. I let the song convey it, pull it from my stained soul. I radiated it to the universe to see if it had an answer for me. I changed all of the dynamics of the song, thinking of how I hurt Kim because I was broken.


    I wanted hope to exist, I tried to will it into existence but failed... as I breathed out the final note in defeat. A tear dropping unchallenged down my cheek. The crowd went wild, it was twice as loud as Golden Tones. I just wanted to get out of there. I got off the stage and made my way through the bar to my hiding spot at the back wall to hide until my second cover.


    The announcer said in a husky voice, “That very emotional rendition pulled Miss Roth a nine point zero!” The cheering increased for a bit. A girl, number two, stood and yelled, “Challenge!”


    I didn't care. I did what I came to do, she couldn't take that from me. Music was cathartic to me. I felt more at peace now that I bled off some of my emotion through the music. She did a 'lovely' job, but my score stood.


    The second round, when number four, Amber LaLanie, did a Shannon Sister's cover that just lit up the crowd, I was floored. She was brill! Her singing was almost Kim's caliber. Nine point eight, coupled with her previous nine point four, put her into first overall.


    She walked back to the back, and leaned with her back on the wall close to me. I heard her say, “I like your style, you have more emotion than any of us out there. Just wanted you to know.” Then she wandered off, I watched her bright pink hair disappear into the crowd.


    When I was called to the stage, I had nothing. I just endlessly scrolled trying to find inspiration. Wait, that was it, my own feelings seemed to be guiding me tonight, I pulled up 'Nothing' by Random Chains.


    The acoustic guitar came over the speakers, soft and slow. I sang of the emptiness inside, the need to be filled, the longing for anything to fill the endless void of a hollow soul. The light of promise so far away. That hope in the shadows. Was it a cruel joke or could it really be reached? I changed the harmonics and dove down deep in my register. Pulling out my true contralto to portray the sea of aloneness.


    When it was over I just ran off the stage as fast as my gimpy leg could carry me in the silence. I was ten feet from the stage when the applauds finally came. People parted for me to get to my shelter in the back of the room. The judges were talking amongst themselves. The announcer got off the stage to speak with them. They all seemed to be arguing.


    The announcer got back on the stage. “It will be just a minute everyone. The judges aren't sure how to score this one. She seemed so... broken.” I cried and hid my face. Yes, that's me. Broken. I made my way to the loo.


    I got into a stall and sat on the bog lid and just forced myself to breath through the panic attack that was threatening. I may as well just go to the hotel and pack, I knew I was fooling myself thinking I even stood a chance. I heard someone leave the adjoining stall and out the door.


    Then I listened to the crowd suddenly going insane outside, they must have already done the next cover. A few seconds later, I saw feet under the stall door and a soft knocking. “Skylar? Skylar Roth?” the familiar alto voice of Amber LaLanie asked. “You OK in there?”


    I nodded like a git like she could see and replied, “Yes, just composing my bloody self. Terribly sorry.”


    She chuckled and said, “Well they are about to do the last two covers then we need to get on the bus. Take your time. Congratulations.” I snickered and asked, “For what? Acting like a bloody git and making a fool of myself?”


    She seriously laughed at me this time, what was she on about? “No, for getting the first perfect score in the competition. I must have cried for five minutes after you sang.”


    I was in shock. What the bloody hell is she talking about?


    She was quiet for a second then spoke again, “Don't forget the bus.” Then she walked off. Once again I found myself almost hyperventilating. I forced my ragged breathing to slow.


    I exited the cottage as the last singer was finishing up. I clapped with the crowd and she was awarded with a seven point three.


    The announcer was speaking again, “Tonight's top two are number four, Amber LaLanie and number two, Annie Cumberland, tied with an average of nine point six.” I cheered with the crowd. Way to go Amber! I couldn't help wondering how Kim was doing. I missed her strength... and smile... and lips.


    The girls picked an old throwback hit, 'Painted Walls', and did a right amazing job of it. None of that awful infighting like Stacy Milton did with Kim.


    When we boarded the coach, I was handed my envelop for ranking number three tonight and I drew a lot for Mike's Mic again. I hid in the back and just stared at the envelope. The things I could do with this money for Samantha rushed through my head. It wasn't much in the long run but it could do plenty in the short term.


    After everyone disembarked from the coach I made my way out, my foot creaking badly. I made my way to the concierge, an older woman this time. “Please, Mum, if you would, I'd like to wire some money back home.” She helped with a smile as I gave the information and fifteen crisp hundred dollar bills and a tenner for her.


    I put the last three in my wallet, looking at how my original funds had multiplied since my arrival in the Americas. I was feeling guilty holding this much back, but if I didn't use it I would be bringing it back with me anyway.


    I made my way back to my room, staring longingly at the corner of the lift as I went up. Once in the room, I quickly disrobed and grabbed Kim's nightshirt and some clean knickers then made my way to the cottage to prepare for the night.


    It actually felt nice not having to hide my disfigurements away. I wonder how Kim would have reacted? By the gods I missed her. How did I get so attached to such an infuriating woman? But that was half of her charm. I felt an empty spot inside when I thought of her. But it is better this way, she deserves someone who isn't tainted.


    I checked the night's standings. Kim was in second, I was in sixth overall. There were links to the performances! I looked at her links, She had scored a perfect ten as well on her second cover! I quickly clicked it and watched her sing 'Take You On' by Rebel Riot. It was such an angry song, and she made it even angrier... I didn't like seeing her like that. But like everything she does, it was bloody perfect. I knew why she chose the song and it saddened me.


    I sent an email to mum and jumped into bed, pulling my prosthetic foot off and laying it on the floor by the bed. I rubbed and massaged my sore leg for a few minutes then set my alarm on my mobile, then on a lark I texted [congratulations, you were brill, as usual] to Kim and drifted off to sleep.


    I was in that room again, the kerosene lantern flickering. I was trying to fight, I couldn't move my arms. I needed to get away! I was thrashing and kicking my feet. I awoke in a cold sweat to an insistent knocking at the door. “Yes?” I called out.


    A man spoke through the door, “Are you alright in there miss? The next room called because you were screaming.”


    I called out again, reaching for my foot in case I needed to get up, “I'm so terribly sorry. It was only a nightmare.”


    The man was silent for a second then said, “Alright miss. If you need anything, just call the front desk.”


    I sighed in relief, “Thank you. Cheerio.”


    Then I closed my eyes and let sleep slowly claim me again.


    


    


    Chapter 8 – The Cats Out of the Bag


    I awoke to the soft chiming of the mobile alarm. I shut it off and immediately rang mum. She was amazed at how much had been transferred into her account. I still held a little guilt that there was more. I cried after speaking with Sam. I missed her so terribly. My beautiful child was the only other person besides Kim to care for me even with all my scars. Not even mum can bring herself to look at them.


    We said our goodbyes and I sat in a quiet room, a whole day of nothing in front of me before the competition. I wasn't particularly hungry, so didn't ring down. I was bored already, so I grabbed my notebook and wrote some lyrics to convey my heart. I sang my own songs the whole morning as I scribbled, toying with my own melodies.


    I was feeling a might peckish around lunch so I showered and dressed in my long sleeved blue jumper, then rang down for a sandwich, crisps, and because I betray my own conviction to not think about Kim, a chocolate milkshake. I doodled in my notebook, 'Secret Morning Flower', I drew a little heart to dot the I. Then I had to mentally kick myself for my schoolgirl behavior.


    Then it hit me, I turned to a new page and started jotting down lyrics and musical notes like a bloody madwoman. I was so lost in it that I slightly jumped at the sound of my mobile's alarm gently chiming. I had frittered away the entire afternoon! I rang down and had a pasta salad and a fizzy pop sent up.


    As I ate, I spent time on the Internet researching the Snoqualmie tribe and the beautiful Cascade mountains of the region there. God, if I'm not an obsessed git!


    Then I made my way down to the lobby. I got in the queue for the Mike's Mic coach and stopped dead when I saw Kim a few people in front of me. She glanced back but then averted her eyes. The gods certainly have a bad sense of humor.


    I checked in and made my way to the back of the coach, as I passed Kim I tried to make eye contact but she wasn't having any of that. In my distraction I tripped myself up and she started to stand as I caught myself, then she sat again, looking out the window. I hurried to the back and sat, cocooned in my shadowed shelter.


    I let everyone disembark before I moved. I checked in. Kim sang first and was in the first bracket, and I was twenty two tonight, still not ranked. The night's purse for the top ten was three thousand! I made my way to hide myself at the back wall by way of the bar, picking up a fizzy. I noticed Amber at a table not far from me, it was hard to miss her short pink hair. She glanced over and waved before turning back to the front.


    The announcer spoke, laying down the rules again and then calling out, “Kimi Solomon, number one to the stage.” I excitedly twisted and turned my way through the crowd, avoiding all contact with others. I stood at the base of the stage when she confidently strode onto it.


    She was stunning! She was wearing tight, knee high leather boots with a low heel, a barely there black mini with a chain belt and a black spaghetti strap half shirt. Her silver jewelry and baubles accentuating her beauty. Her makeup was smoky and sexy and her raven hair was flowing across her shoulders and down her back.


    She scrolled through the screen and glanced down and froze when she noticed me then she looked away and got an almost cruel smile on her lips and chose a love ballad, 'I'm Yours' by the Wave.


    The music kicked in and she swayed seductively and singled out a girl by the stage, a little bit down from me and sang to her, never looking once at me. I got the message, loud and clear. She was done with me, throwing me out with the trash. I turned and fought the tears as I wove my way back to the back wall.


    Despite myself, I couldn't help but notice just how perfectly she executed the song. Though something was wrong with it, it lacked any emotion at all. But still, the way she re-crafted the melody and made it hers was nothing short of incredible. The crowd went crazy, I cheered with them. I sort of tuned out the night after a nine point six was announced.


    I had already selected my next song... the only appropriate one, 'Throw-Away' by Mandy Fay Harris. It was the only song that held the pain in my heart at the moment. So I just waited numbly through the night until, “Skylar Roth, number twenty two to the stage.”


    As I started to the stage, Amber caught my attention, shooting me a thumbs up. I smiled numbly as I went to my doom on the stage. I quickly selected the song and turned my back on the audience. I sang the melody that was crafted by someone as broken as me. The words were as if they came from within my own heart. I turned around with tears threatening, and retooled the harmony and mechanics, letting my pain bleed out through my song.


    The words were an echo of my hopelessness, that nobody could desire. I sobbed out the last note and left the stage quickly. I got back to my shelter and waited... nine point eight. I was exhausted, not sure if it was even worth finishing this competition. Was it worth what remained of my heart to put myself through this pain?


    When the last singer was called, I made my way to the cottage to hide until Kim finished her second set. Maybe she could find a song with real emotion if I weren't there for her to punish. I still wanted with all my heart for her to do well. I didn't need to be the one to make her music suffer.


    I made my way back out about twenty minutes later, they were on singer three. I saw Kim near the stage scanning the crowd with a concerned look on her face, when her eyes scanned past me. She looked away, but the concerned look was gone. What is she on about?


    A few singers later, I saw a commotion at Amber's table. I moved near and caught her yelling at some tosser, “I said NO, now leave me alone. Or do I have to call security over?”


    The bloke was grabbing her arm. “Come on, honey. You don't have to be playing it like that! You know you like what you see.”


    Memories were flooding me, extreme panic and anger hitting me like a hammer. I went with the anger and took two steps to them. I struck his wrist hard, knocking his hand from her arm.


    “Sod off, you bloody wanker! No means NO! You can't force yourself on someone!”


    He reached out to push me saying, “Mind your own business, bitch! She want's me.”


    I flinched back avoiding contact. I could see Kim rapidly approaching.


    Predators like this shouldn't be able to treat others like this. She said NO! I couldn't fight before, I can now! I kicked him in the shin as hard as I possibly could as Kim arrived. I was screaming, “She said NO!” There was a horrible crack when I connected with him, he went down like sod all and I almost fell when I put my foot back down, as it flopped to the side at a bloody odd angle.


    Someone was supporting me or I would have fallen on my bum. I looked back to see Kim holding me, staring at my foot in horror. Amber was up and by my side. “I'm fine!”, I almost spit at them feeling bad immediately, my anger shouldn't be directed toward them. “Just get me to the bloody loo.” Kim was nodding in concern.


    I hobbled off, my foot flopping all over as we walked. I was supported between them, being more carried than led, as security was arriving, people that saw the events were pointing at the tosser on the floor and explaining as they were dragging him off.


    We got into the cottage and Kim was throwing everyone out as Amber supported me. They locked the door and led me into a stall and I sat on a bog lid. Kim asked Amber to stay by the door. I pulled my shoe off, and worked the sock off. “Bloody hell!” I whispered. Not only had the pin finally sheared, but the wood had cracked on the body.


    Kim was studying my prosthesis. She didn't look appalled like I thought she would. I threw the stripped pin on the ground, it bounced away. There was no way I could think to bodge this mess back together. I was outright bawling now and saying, “I can't even finish the night here! It's bloody over! Because of my temper! But she said no. And no means no! He shouldn't be able to get away with it!!”


    Kim put some fingers on my lips to quiet me as she stared at my foot with that damned unreadable expression. She walked over to the pin and picked it up then back to me and reached for the prosthesis, I pulled my leg back, she didn't need to be seeing my shame. She finally spoke, “Sky, goddammit! Let me see your fucking foot! I told you to stop hiding!”


    I stopped crying and slowly extended my leg as she grabbed my buggered up appendage. She looked at the joint and pushed the pieces together and slid the pin in and wiggled it to feel the slop. It would never hold together. I heard my name being called. “Shit!” I heard her say under her breath. She tore a strip of material from the bottom of her shirt and pulled the pin back out.


    I heard second call and she asked sharply, “What are your scores?”


    I looked at the like a git. “Pardon?”


    She calmed down a bit. “Your scores here in Denver.”


    I looked at her like she was an alien. “Nine point zero, ten point zero, and nine point eight.”


    She did some quick math. “OK so 28.8, that's a 7.2 average. Stay here!”


    She got up and went over to Amber and they discussed something then Amber slipped out the door as I heard my forfeit of the song announced. Kim re-locked the door and came back shaking her head. “Oh, Sky... what did you do...” she spoke more into the ether than at me as she slid the strip of fabric through the holes where the pin usually resided, then looped it over the prosthesis three or four times before tying it off.


    She checked the motion, a lot less slop.


    “This will never hold,” I whispered.


    She shot me a grin. It was a grin, not that stoic look! And said, “I'm not done. Just sit back and relax while I work.”


    I sighed. “Just what are you getting on about now?”


    She grabbed my discarded shoe and held it to the sole of her knee high boots. She snapped her fingers at me to hurry. “Other shoe, come on!” I was taking off my shoe as she started unzipping her boots. I was more curious than anything right then as I handed over my shoe and she thrust her boots at me.


    She had a mischievous smile now. “Put em on!” I put the left one on and as I zipped it up, I got it! I smiled back at her as I slid on the right boot and forced the zipper up, the constriction holding my buggered foot in place. “Brilliant!” I said as she put my tennis shoes on. It looked an odd contrast on her. I'm sure these boots over my pants looked even worse.


    I stood, her holding her hand out in case I needed to be steadied and I experimentally took a step. It was very sloppy and it hurt like hell but was stable enough. I walked around carefully with a pronounced limp but I DID walk around. I smiled at Kim and started to move in for a hug but stopped myself. I didn't want to make her mad again.


    There was a knocking at the door. Kim rushed over and let Amber in. Kim asked, “So?”


    Amber smiled at her. “You were right. With her score now she's in twentieth place. The last two singers need a seven point three and a seven point six to knock her out.”


    Kim did some math. “OK, let's get out there ladies.”


    What are these two getting on about now?


    Amber glanced over. “Hey, Skylar, thanks, you're my hero.”


    I blushed as we walked out, Kim slightly supporting my gimpy gate to the back wall when Kim and Amber started off toward the stage as the second to last girl was finishing up. Kim called back to my confused look. “Stay there. We got your back, Sky!”


    My heart fell when seven point four was announce. That was it. I was going home to... before my thought was finished Amber was already jumping on stage yelling “Challenge!” the other girl looked to be shooting fire from her eyes as she got off the stage.


    Amber tore that song up and recreated it into something stunningly beautiful like it was nowt. No effort expended, like she was just strolling down the lane. The judges conferred then the announcer said, “Seven point two.” By the gods! I knew what business the girl were on about now! They were bloody amazing!


    Amber made her way back to me with a Little Miss Sweet and Innocent look on her face and leaned silently against the wall by me with a little grin. As the final girl was singing. Kim was already going up the steps as she was finishing and the announcer said, “Seven point six,” simultaneously with Kim already grabbing the microphone calling out, “Challenge!”


    The music started before the other girl was completely off the stage. Kim said, “This is for Sky,” and started with that powerful, perfect soprano. Now if Amber made it look easy, Kim was definitely on a whole different level. She pulled out power notes where none existed and toyed with the cadence and harmony. The last power note ended and she just held out the mic from her with two fingers and let it drop to the stage as the crowd went wild.


    I'm sure the other girl was not happy with her new seven point three. Amber looked over and winked at me and said, “Be right back.”


    I sat back as I watched the number one and number two finishers for the night, my friends, sing an inspired feel good song. I liked that. My friends.


    Kim was beside me in the coach queue murmuring, “This doesn’t mean I'm not still mad at you.” I nodded, afraid to speak and have her pull away. We checked in and she got her envelope. I felt odd not getting one. She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a seat near the front of the motor-coach when I was heading toward the back.


    I don't think I was breathing. I still didn't want to do the wrong thing as she wove our fingers together. I finally exhaled. I looked over at her. “Hi.” She didn't look at me but got a huge smile on her face as she stared straight ahead. “Hi back.” It was the most comfortable silence on the ride back to the hotel. I just reveled in the feel of her hand in mine. My heart was finally beating again.


    She got me to my hotel room and I sat down on the bed. She just stood there studying me with that damned stoic look. Is it wrong of me to be thinking that it is starting to look sexy to me? I looked at her timidly. “I don't know what to say. I don't want to say the wrong thing.”


    She understood and took the lead as I was unzipping the boots and removing them. “Is this why you pulled back that night? Why you freaked out?”


    I stood, and grabbed some boxer shorts from my suitcase and timidly unzipped my pants, letting them fall and I stepped out of them and put on the shorts. Sitting down again.


    “Partially,” I whispered in shame. I continued, “The rest I will share, I promise. I already promised. Just... please, not tonight. I'm so bloody knackered.” I locked eyes with her as I reached down and released suction and slid the prosthesis off, my shame increasing as I unwrapped the stump.


    Then I gasped at the unexpected warmth on my leg as Kim's hands were on me, massaging away the terrible aches and pains. I looked and our eyes locked as she spoke, “I won't rush you. You must be so sore having to walk on that busted foot.” I moaned. God this felt great.


    “You're not appalled?” I barely croaked out my tears threatening. Bloody hell I was an emotional wreck. I didn't even know which emotions they were anymore. She looked like she was going to slap me. “You really need to work on your self image. Why would I be appalled? You are beautiful and this is just a part of you, making it beautiful.”


    She grabbed my foot off the floor. “You got a way to fix this?”


    I looked at here through bleary eyes. “No, I'll have to get a new one once I'm back home. I have a SACH here in my suitcase.” I pulled it out. “But it may as well be a bloody peg leg, there is no motion to it.” I pulled out an aluminum peg with a rubber tip. “I have one of those too.” I laughed nervously.


    She examined the foot and discovered the coupler at the receiver on the cup and took the broken foot off of it then grabbed the SACH and locked it in place with a self satisfied smile. Then she set it down and started studying my leg, running her fingers along the twisted flesh. Causing shivers to run through me and a heat to spread from the contact.


    I lowered my eyes and she frowned, firmly saying, “Don't.” I looked at her. Then her frown turned into a smile. “There she is. Please don't feel ashamed or think you ever need to hide from me.”


    I just nodded, and laid down. She stayed! She situated herself behind me and wrapped her arm around me, pulling me to her possessively. Why was I so terrified? Why was I so excited and... aroused? She was so strong, so sure of herself, I want to be that way one day. My breathing slowed and I slowly dozed off in her arms.


    I was back there! This time reliving the entire thing! I was seventeen. He pulled me into the alley. I was kicking and screaming as he threw me in an open door and shut it behind us. I was begging and pleading as he hit me. I can still feel the blows. I could see his disgusting face with its rotting teeth in the flickering of the kerosene lantern on the stool. Still smell his stench.


    He tore my clothing off and tied my hands behind me. I was kicking and screaming. I pleaded No! over and over as he... took me... took my innocence, took my soul. I was crying through the pain, flailing my feet about when I kicked the stool over, the kerosene splashing onto my right side as it ignited. It was all pure terror, my heart felt like it was exploding. I could smell the burning flesh, I could still feel it, still hear my screaming as I woke up to Kim holding my flailing arms, pulling me into a hug.


    I bawled into her shoulder like a child, screaming, “I said no Kimi. I tried to escape! I said no! I fought as hard as I could! I promise! I promise I fought!” She was rocking me, stroking my hair. All my terror was still there. Still fresh as I pushed away from her and literally crawled toward the bathroom on the floor, Kim was trying to stop me.


    “Sky, what are you doing?”


    I collapsed whispering raggedly in residual fear, “I have to get clean... why can't I ever get clean?” She was holding me on the floor again, shushing me. She felt good. Strong. Safe. Then my total exhaustion claimed me as I dozed off again.


    I woke up in bed again to my mobile alarm chiming, feeling safe and warm with Kim holding me tight to her. I didn't want to move. I looked back sheepishly to her smiling eyes. “I'm sorry,” I whispered. She looked like she was about to tear up. “You have NOTHING to be sorry about.” She knew... oh god... she knew.


    She leaned in and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. God she tastes delicious! Then she said, “We gotta get up and ready for travel to Seattle!” She hopped up, her voice was gleeful when she said Seattle. I was gleeful because I could still feel her lips on mine.


    She said she'd be right back and left as I got in the shower and prepped for the day. I wandered back into the room clomping along on the SACH, in just my bra and knickers and rang my mum. I apologized for not sending lolly last night as I hadn't made the top ten, but I did get to move on to Seattle. The second to last venue. She was so very proud, I almost cried just then. I got to speak with Sammie just as Kim slipped back in the room with her three large suitcases.


    She playfully started running her fingers across all my exposed flesh, making it her sacred duty to touch every square inch as I tried to concentrate on talking to my baby girl. I finally squeaked out my cheerios and hug up. “God, woman! You are bloody terrible!” I was suddenly struck with the fact that I wasn't feeling self conscious at all as she toyed with me.


    “I must look a sight all knickers and peg leg!”


    She laughed at me and said, “You have no idea just how sexy you are do you?”


    I blushed and she shooed me toward my clothing on the bed with a laugh.


    She surfed the Internet as I dressed. I didn't get a chance to wash yesterday's clothing so I put then in a plastic bag, vowing to wash them in Seattle and placing them in my suitcase. I couldn't stop the bloody bird from laughing at me as I used the strapping tape to soundly bind the suitcase shut for the plane trip. Going round and round a dozen times.


    “If you weren't so dishy, I'd take offense to your mocking me!” I grinned. She smiled and turned to the screen and typed something, I blushed as the definition of dishy popped up. She wiggled her eyebrows. “I'll take that as a compliment,” she said with her far too sexy cocky grin. “As you should.” I laughed at her shenanigans.


    I felt right awful for indulging as we rang up room service for another fryup before we departed... me clunking along on that bloody SACH. But it didn't matter... we were friends again... weren't we?


    


    


    Chapter 9 – Snoqualmie!


    The moment the aircraft's wheels touched the ground in Seattle, Kim was full of so much energy and excitement. “I'm home!” she chimed out as she took a deep breath of the crisp air. I was dragging 'Clunky', yes... I had named my suitcase, to the coach queues when Kim said, “Where are you going?”


    I looked at her with an eyebrow cocked. “What are you on about now?”


    She shot her best cocky smile at me, which did wondrous things to me as I bit my lower lip, then she said, “Weren't you listening? I said... I'm home!” She held up her motorcar keys. I smiled in understanding as she led me into the parking structure while she rang a number from the competition packet. “Yes, this is Kimi Solomon. One of your contestants. Skylar Roth and myself will not need lodging for the duration of the Seattle leg of the competition... yes... it's my hometown... Yes. Thank you. Oh, OK. We'll be there. Goodbye.”


    Then she gave me the cutest look, like a child who just nicked a biscuit as she said, “We're free! Wanna see my home?”


    I'm not to proud to admit that I giggled at that. Then I got serious. “Why are you being so nice to me? You... know. And I'm damaged goods.”


    She got right in my face with that exasperating, unreadable look.


    “God damn it, Sky! I want to be with you because I WANT to be with YOU! Everything that makes up the incredible woman you are. Understand?”


    I looked down. “I... don't know if I can... you know...”


    She stopped me. “On your timetable. No rush. Just know that I'll be here no matter how long it takes.”


    I hugged her, not wanting to let go. Is she saying what I think she is? Or am I just wishing too much and reading more into her words than I should? Either way, I love this woman. Oh bloody hell! I do... I love this woman. Leave it to me to bugger things up like this.


    She led us to a beautifully rugged looking hard-shell Jeep and unlocked the doors and loaded up our suitcases. We hopped in and she started her up with a smile and we were off to the payment booth then driving into the city.


    Now Seattle is not even half the size of London or New York, but it was simply brilliant! I could see quickly falling for a city like this with those bloody spectacular mountains on one side and the water on the other.


    She veered away from the city and jumped us onto a motorway heading toward the towering mountains a short hop away. She grabbed an iPod from the glove box and cued up some some songs that played wirelessly through her speakers. I recognized them all and we sang along, having a right brilliant time. That girl can sing!


    I was simply amazed by the mountains! I had never seen anything like them except on postcards and the like. The sheer majesty of them took my breath away. Just as I noticed that we had climbed above the snowline, our twenty five minute journey was apparently at an end as we were trundling down an exit ramp. Snoqualmie Falls the sign read.


    She navigated the streets deftly and we pulled into an apartment block. She handed me a coat from the back seat. “You'll need this.”


    We got out, smiling into the crisp air... it felt like winter. Kim didn't seem to be bothered by the cold without a jacket.


    She grabbed a knife from a pocket in the door and cut the tape on my suitcase and dug out my gimpy foot. Looking over her shoulder and shouting to a handsome young bloke who was tinkering with the engine on a snowmobile a short distance away, “Hey, Tim, fix this up today would ya?!”


    I stopped breathing as she simply tossed it through the air. The young bloke just deftly caught it, and absently nodded at her as he examined it. She continued, “When you're done with that, see if you can't fix the latch on this poor excuse of a suitcase here.” Pointing at Clunky, he nodded again as Kim started grabbing suitcases, handing me one of hers as she grabbed mine under her arm and started walking up to a stoop.


    She opened the unlocked door and ushered me into the loveliest of flats. It was gorgeous. What did I expect from her anyway? The living room was bigger than my entire flat where I lived with mum and Samantha. Everything was right organized and very artistic looking. She had impeccable tastes.


    She stopped at the hall. Then turned to me, she looked nervous for once and looked down sheepishly. “Ummm... my room or the guest room?”


    I was gobsmacked, I didn't know if I was reading too much into things again so I tested the waters. “You... You'd share a bed with me?”


    She smiled like it was a stupid question then started moving, speaking quickly, “I'm pushing. Sorry... guest room it is.”


    I stopped breathing, she was so bloody confusing, what did she want from me? Was it the same thing I wanted to freely give to her? I hesitated in front of the first bedroom door looking in, then followed her to the next room.


    She put Clunky on the bed then retrieved her suitcase from me. She said, “You can put your stuff in the dresser, then leave the case outside. That's Tim. Tim Phearson. He will fix her up good as new.” She was looking everywhere but in my eyes as she started to leave the room.


    I grabbed her hand before she could escape, where was my pillar of strength? I locked eyes with her and I whispered, “Thank you, Flower,” and kissed her gently on the lips. I don't know if the moan came from me or her. This reanimated her and she was once again her old self as she shot me a huge smile that made me weak in the knees. Then she went to unpack in her room.


    I heard her calling from the next room, “If you want, we could stay here for the duration of the competition, Sky. Vancouver is only two hours away by car. Just a long commute!”


    I smiled at the thought and called out, “That would be brill, Kim!” I finished unpacking and clomped out to her living room to wait for her.


    I would be lying if I said I didn't peek into her room as I passed the open door to see her changing her clothes. Sonnets have been written about perfect bodies like hers. I sat blushing on her couch until she came out to join me in a heavy jumper and some tight jeans and her ever present sketch book.


    She stood in front of me with bright eyes. “So, you tired from the trip? Hungry? Or do you want to explore my world? It is lunch time.”


    She said the last as a prompt so I took her bait. “I am a bit peckish. Lunch sounds divine!” This was apparently the correct answer as she smiled widely and pulled me up from the couch and dragged me by the hand to the front door.


    Apparently lunch was not to be here. I chuckled at my impeccable logic as she dragged me back out to the Jeep. Lead on my goddess! I glanced over to where Tim was earlier, and the garage door was now open and I saw my prosthesis in a vise. He was taking some sort of grinder to it as sparks were flying. Bloody hell!


    We drove a few short blocks and parked in front of a tiny little cafe. She ran around to help me down out of the Jeep. Such chivalry. She's trying too hard to induce a swoon! Well... she's succeeding. Doesn't she know that I already gave myself to her?


    We walked in and the woman behind the counter waved as we just proceeded to a back booth.


    “So, what do you want to do the next few days. This is Thursday and Vancouver isn't until Monday since we have the weekend off. Tour the town, tour Seattle for another of your mini 'holidays'? Go snowmobiling? Do you hike? Or is hiking out?” She glanced down at my leg.


    I smiled, it all sounded fun. “Can we do it all? Except the hiking, I find it difficult, but maybe one day I'll have a proper prostheses and will be able to.”


    She grinned. “Everything it is!” Then she took on a serious note. “How much is a proper prostheses? And what are the differences?” I normally would avoid a conversation like this, but... this was... well this was Kim.


    So I voiced that. “Normally I wouldn't talk about this. But I feel so comfortable with you. I find it bloody hard to deny you anything.” She quirked an eyebrow, I was looking around for a menu as we spoke.


    “Well, the NHS covers the peg and the SACH, but the single axis like my buggered one is around two hundred quid, a multi-axis can go from five hundred to a thousand or more.”


    “A proper one with microprocessors and the lot can go from twenty five hundred to five thousand or more. That is my dream one day. I was hoping this competition prize money could help me with that if I could place top three... though I'd feel guilty being frivolous like that when it is better spent making life better for mum and Sam.” I finished, still looking for a menu, and where was the bloody server?


    She shook her head. “It isn't frivolous, when are you going to realize that YOU are important too? What's NHS?”


    I blushed at her assertion then replied, “The National Health Service. We have socialized medicine in the UK, but it covers just the basics.”


    I was about to continue when the blonde woman from the front put a plate with a bloody huge hamburger and chips in front of me and a the same for Kim. Then she smiled broadly at me. “What can I get you to drink, hon?”


    I couldn't stop myself from smiling back at, 'Rene' her name tag read. “Ummm... a chocolate milkshake, if you please?” I looked down embarrassed. Kim snorted then held up two fingers to Rene and winked.


    As Rene cheerfully left, I whispered at Kim, “You've bloody well corrupted me!”


    She laughed a genuine laugh that originated in her sparkling eyes. “Then my work here is done!” she said.


    I smiled then looked at the counter where Rene was busily making our milkshakes. “Why did she bring us hamburgers? Is this what you always order here?”


    The cocky grin that I wanted to kiss off of her face was back. “This is the only thing they serve here.” She pointed outside and I looked at the sign, 'Burger Shack'


    I snorted, “Truly?”


    She wiggled her eyebrows and took a huge bite then spoke with her mouth full. “What more could you want?”


    I surrendered and laughed as I took an equally huge bite of the heavenly smelling hamburger. The tantalizing aroma didn't lie. After making a right pig of myself but feeling ever so satisfied. Kim beat me to the check then we navigated the snowy roads back to the flat. Cracking up whenever we looked at each other like a couple of children.


    When we arrived, she grabbed my hand to drag me into the flat. I saw Tim welding some sort of ball to where the bolt block on my foot should be. I shook my head and followed Kim since she 'just had' to get me properly outfitted for snowmobiling. Tim called out as we hit the door, “Hold up!” We turned, he just looked me up and down. “Stand up straight.” I looked at him like he was a bloody git. “What are you on about?”


    He rolled his eyes and looked at Kim. “Can you have her stand up straight please?”


    Kim snorted. “Sorry about Tim, typical mechanical engineer, has no room left in his brain for manners.” She looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I couldn't stop the smile. “I AM standing up straight.”


    He nodded. “That explains the limp.” He took a knee and reached for my foot. I quickly backpedaled. “Bloody hell man!”


    Kim put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “He may have no social skills, but he knows what he is doing.” He reached again and I flinched back again but allowed him to pull up my pant leg and pull down my sock.


    He grabbed the receiving cup and looked intently at the connection point then nodded and pulled up my sock and dropped the pant leg. He pulled out a tape and measured from the ground to the bottom of each of my kneecaps. I flinched each time he touched me. He was mumbling something that sounded like, “The amputation is so low there's virtually no room for adjustment... couple millimeters off. Don't doctors think about this stuff before they act?”


    He finally looked at us. “If I'm going to kludge together something useable out of that piece of crap you gave me, I'm going to at least do it right.” He wandered back into his garage without so much as a 'how do you do'.


    Kim just laughed at the look on my face and pulled me into the flat and into her room. She idly chatted as she was throwing a coat and snow pants at me. “Tim is doing his post grad mechanical engineering at UW. All of us here in the complex let him tinker around with our vehicles, snowmobiles and the like... and drink our beer, in exchange for him being our resident handyman. He actually has a full shop and a CNC milling machine that he built himself in that garage.”


    “Sounds like a win win situation,” I said as I was trying to pull on the too long snow pants, still freaking out over showing Tim my foot. Kim smiled at my frustration and started rolling up the pant legs. I had a sudden tangent thought. “That's the second time I noticed that you don't lock your flat door.”


    She shrugged. “Why should I? We all look out for each other here.”


    This struck me as odd, in my neighborhood whatever isn't bolted down won't still be there if you blink too slowly.


    She handed me some yellow tinted goggles which I put on and she stepped in close to pull up the hood on the coat.


    “You ready for an adrenaline rush?”


    I'm having one right now with you so close! I stuttered, “Y-yes.” And once again my hand was in hers and she was dragging me out the door to the snowmobile Tim had been working on before. She handed me some heavy mittens as she jumped on and motioned behind her.


    I put the mittens on and slid into the seat behind her and timidly grabbed her hips. She laughed. “That won't do, Sky.” She grabbed my hands and pulled them so my arms were wrapped tightly around her waist. I sighed and laid my head on her back. I could get used to this.


    The beast roared to life and quick as you please, we were rocketing up the hills into the mountains behind the apartment block. The scenery was breathtaking and the ride did its billing and got my adrenaline pumping! It was such a rush! She let me try driving a bit. Such freedom!


    Then she took over and brought us downrange for a few minutes then stopped at the top of a ridge just above the snowline. She lowered her hood and took off her goggles, so I followed suit, then we sat sidesaddle on the snowmobile. We gazed out over the valley, overlooking a town she said was Issaquah. She motioned over to the left, above the town to a rustic lodge looking building.


    “That's Silent Bob's, where I work. She specializes in the mountain experience. We make magic experiences for people when they come to visit.”


    I whispered to myself, “Like this one?”


    She quirked an eyebrow and I silently cursed her bloody infernal hearing. I got lost in her sparkling brown eyes. How can someone so beautiful possibly be gifted with even more beautiful eyes? It seemed almost unfair to the rest of us.


    I noticed two small planes lazily flying into the mountains, banking and swooping, apparently playing follow the leader. One with purple wingtips, the other with red. Kim noticed my gaze and smiled.


    “That's just Jane and Crystal playing around.” She winked. “Kind of local heroes around here.”


    I smiled... I knew how Kim loved her heroes. Speaking of, this dishy bird is now on my list, I got quite addicted to the bloody Witchblade funnies on the plane ride from Denver.


    We spoke of our childhoods, and what we hoped to accomplish in life, our regrets, our dreams, our secrets. I honored our pinky swear and broke down and told her of the incident. I don't know why... she was just so strong and confident and I felt so safe with her. I was right, she had pretty much gleaned most of it. After a shared cry, I felt like the emotional purge had lifted a huge weight off of me.


    We got lost in other discussions about our views of life. Both heavy and light topics. We laughed and joked. I couldn't get enough of learning about her. Or listening to her fascinating take on things. I don't know how long we spoke, it was so comfortable. I had mentioned how I'd miss Samantha more than ever on Sunday, her third birthday. Then I caught Kim staring at me.


    She leaned in and the next thing I knew I was experiencing nirvana again as our lips met. She kept it passionate but short.


    “Sorry, Sky. Couldn't resist. I'm not trying to push.”


    I smiled in my happy daze, I missed her lips already. “S'ok, Flower.”


    She pulled out her mobile and checked the time. We had been out for hours. She shot a knee buckling smile at me and said, “Time to get going if we're going to get ready for tonight.”


    We donned our goggles and hoods and we were off! She took a few snowbanks to get us airborne a couple times on our return, no doubt just for the thrill for both of us. I didn't mind at all, it just made me hug her tighter.


    We parked the snowmobile and made our way into the flat joking and laughing. A moment later Tim just walked in the door with a bag and wandered past us like we were not there and into the kitchen. A moment later he wandered back out chugging a beer from a bottle.


    Kim looked amused, especially by the expression on my face as I watched Tim walk over to the couch and flop down into it, speaking like we were all in the middle of a discussion. “So was it the good news or bad news that you wanted first?”


    We walked over, Kim holding my hand, I cautiously said, “Ummm... the bad news?” He reached in the bag and pulled out parts of my prostheses, some mangled and the core of the bolt block and threw them on the coffee table. “Bloody hell!” I exclaimed as he said, “I kinda had to tear that piece of crap you gave me apart to make something worthwhile. And since I don't have the proper high density silicone on such short notice, my hack won't last more than a few months. If you give me that hunk of wood hanging off your leg there and a few weeks, I can do something lighter and more durable.”


    I was taken aback by his crude language about my SACH and would have been more shocked about him destroying my single-axis prosthesis if I hadn't already buggered it. Was Kim stifling a laugh? Cheeky bird! Then I had a thought.


    “You said there was good news?”


    He tossed the bag he was holding to me. I was so surprised that I almost dropped it. I reached in and pulled out a work of art. The artificial limb I pulled out looked like something from a steam-punk novel. But the carved wood sides and toes were all that was left intact from my old prosthesis, to keep the shape of the foot.


    He had used a wood burner on the sides to etch angel wings on either side. There was a ball joint looking thing and various metal pieces all interconnected. The most noticeable thing was that it was at least twice the weight of my old one.


    He shook his head as I stood there staring at it.


    “Sit,” he said in frustration.


    Kim spoke, “Tim, be nice.”


    He looked at her with a grin. “Sorry, ma'am. Could you please take a seat?”


    I mumbled, “Skylar,” to him as I sat.


    He grinned. “Skylar, would you allow me to attach your new foot?” He was being quite cheeky, but I found it humorous.


    I looked at Kim who was looking at me expectantly, she emboldened me, so I playfully slapped Tim's shoulder. “No need to get cheeky.”


    He chuckled and I removed my shoe and sock and flinched back when he reached for the SACH. I said, “I'll do it. I'm not a helpless git!” I removed the SACH and took a breath and connected the Frankenstein foot.


    I stood and almost went down as I swayed slightly to the side. Lightning fast hands shot out from both Kim and Tim to steady me. He chuckled. “Did I not mention I gave you multi-axis movement. Single-axis is so 1900's I put in a gimbal joint with angle stops for general flexibility. Return springs keep tension so it won't just flop around. You should find a big increase in dexterity and mobility. And I adjusted it to the proper length so you don't have that stupid limp.”


    “It's pretty much a cluster-fuck but the best I could do on short notice without the proper materials. But it's a hell of a lot better than what you had. All the flexors are high-temp silicone instead of high density like it should be, it's all I had here,” he finished. I understood one thing he said, 'multi-axis'.


    I took a test step and found I adjusted to the balance quickly. I had more natural flexibility and range of motion as I swayed side to side and twisted and jumped. This felt amazing. I didn't feel like I had a bloody chunk of wood cobbled onto my stump. The only thing negative I could possibly say is that the added weight made me feel like I had a heavy boot on my right leg.


    I looked at the two who were looking at me expectantly. Oh! “Oh! Thank you so very much Tim, it's brill!” That was apparently the right thing to say as Kim broke into a huge smile and Tim just snatched my SACH off the ground got up and left with the beer without a word before I could protest.


    “Odd bloke, but right brilliant!” I laughed out to Kim. She wiggled her eyebrows.


    “So... you like?”


    I smiled and danced around a bit, testing it out. “I like.” She laughed then said, “Well then, enough time wasted, let's get ready, we have to be at the hotel in an hour!”


    “Hotel?” I asked, wasn't it at a club? She nodded. “Yeah, even though we don't need rooms, we still have to check in at the bus. I guess it is how they track us.”


    After Kim disapproving of my same two club outfits, she dressed me in some of her clothes and my jeans. I won the long sleeve and hair veil battle though. Go me! Then she donned her Karaoke goddess look. It was doing marvelous things to me, heating my core. Then we were off in her Jeep back toward Seattle. Me secretly inhaling her scent from her shirt I was wearing.


    I kept finding myself wanting to clarify our relationship as I am so confused as to what WE are.


    


    


    Chapter 10 – Schooled in Seattle


    We arrived in downtown Seattle minutes later and found an outrageously priced car park near the hotel. As we walked Kim mentioned, “Hey, your adorable little limp is gone.” She frowned like a pouting child.


    I hadn't noticed the limp much. I had gone years with it that I never paid it much heed, I guess those extra couple millimeters do make a difference. I found myself marveling at the difference between single and multi-axis as I walked. My gate felt almost... natural? Well, as natural as not having a foot can be.


    I thought back about waking up in the hospital back then. The flames did so much damage to the tissue of my foot. The doctors fought infection and necrosis for a couple weeks. They kept repeating their mantra, “Death breeds death” as they continually removed the necrotized tissue, I lost track of the operations. Until they finally gave in and informed me they couldn't save my foot.


    I was still numb from the attack, I cursed the fire for not finishing me off. I didn't care what they did to me. I wasn't me anymore, I was just an empty shell. I didn't deserve to still be here after what he did to me. I was tainted and would never be clean.


    It was days later that the anger set in. I was mad at everyone and everything, lashing out. I wouldn't let them fit me for a prosthesis when I had healed enough. More than once I was found crawling on the floor or hopping to the cottage, refusing anyone's help. I refused to use the bloody wheelchair.


    It was when I learned that I pregnant with Samantha that my anger gave way to shame. I didn't want HIS spawn! Yet here I was, not even feeling human, feeling more like a creature, a disease. But then the most incredible thing happened, I saw Samantha in an ultrasound and heard her heartbeat. I suddenly had all of this love in my heart that I didn't know what to do with. I had cried for hours. Then finally accepted help.


    I constantly thought of ways I could end it all, end my pain and my confused feelings. But I promised myself I would wait. Wait until Sam was born, she was still innocent, still untainted. I hated the bloody prosthesis, it reminded me daily I was a circus freak.


    I tried to look for a job to help mum and prepare for Samantha's arrival, but people shied away from me, and so I started hiding my disfigurement. And took the only jobs I could find. Once Sam arrived, I didn't think it was possible to love another person so bloody much.


    That love stopped me on multiple occasions when it could have been so easy for me to end my pain. Then I heard Anabella West from the Americas doing a talk on teen suicide. She spoke passionately about weathering scars, and how they made us stronger. It was so profound, a new shame set in. How could I have thought of giving up like that. It was selfish, I had to think of Sam.


    I was snapped out of my memories with Kim waving her hand in front of my face.


    “You still with me, Sky?”


    I looked up into her swirling brown eyes, I felt this newly found love swell again, different than the love I had for Sam. I need to speak with Kim. I smiled. “Terribly sorry. Was just thinking of the past a bit.”


    We stood in the queue for the coach, with twenty contestants left. It was a single motor-coach and single venue. The Steam Plant Club. We'd each be singing twice tonight only with no second night. Two shots, that's all we had.


    We sat on the coach and I turned to Kim, I took a ragged breath. “Kimi, I... we need to talk tonight after. I want to... I need to, define? Us... bloody hell, I'm blathering like a wally.” She went into her stoic mode, infuriating!


    “OK. I've been wanting to talk too.”


    I hoped I didn't spook her. I looked at her inviting lips and started to lean in and stopped, pleading with her eyes. “May I?”


    Her unreadable face was gone and relief was visible in her eyes as she closed the gap and we were snogging again, our lips sliding against each others more passionately than ever before. I curled my toes on my left foot, my body abuzz. Someone behind us cleared their throat and we broke it off, gasping for air and giggling nervously.


    Her hand was in mine, fingers laced. My anchor, my strength. Fires burning inside.


    We disembarked, and entered the Steam Plant, by the gods it was the poshest venue we had performed in. There were hundreds of small tables set up in front of the stage over what was probably normally a huge dance floor. Tables were reserved for the contestants. There must be hundreds of people here!


    We checked in. Kim was number two in the first bracket. I was number twenty, but I still wasn't in any of the three brackets. The purse share for the top ten tonight was ten thousand dollars! I saw news reporters being turned away at the door, being told it was a private venue and no press allowed. Why would this be news? I can understand the finals in Vancouver, but here? They were asking to speak with 'her and her wife'.


    We sat at a table and before I could protest, Kim was off in search of a beer and a fizzy pop for me. I couldn't help but stare at her swaying hips as she trundled off.


    As she returned I noticed quite a lot of people staring over toward the bar. I followed their gaze as I accepted the fizzy with a smile. There was a brunette there, she had such a commanding presence and confidence that would even put Kim to shame. She was almost as stunning as Kim as well, she looked to be speaking with a tiny redhead who had her back to us using sign language.


    Did people think a disability was a spectacle? I turned to the front in a huff. Kim looked back and stared with a smile for a few long seconds before turning to me. “You ready?”


    I nodded with a confidence I didn't feel. But sitting next to this Native American beauty gave me strength.


    The lights dimmed to almost deafening cheering, the place was more packed than any venue before. The host announced the semifinals and went over the rules again, more for the audience than the participants. Then he called out the first singer, Stacy Milton. There was a moderate amount of cheers.


    She quickly scrolled to another Whitney cover, she wanted to showcase her range again, she was simply amazing. But nagging at the back of my head was that her power notes were slightly chopped. I think she was forcing it. Nine point six was announced. The announcer looked around the crowd intently, I think he was hoping for a challenge.


    Then his voice boomed over the sound system, “Kimi Solomon, number two to the stage.”


    The cheers were much louder for her, well maybe it was just me cheering loudly. She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze and I followed her to the stage and stood in the front as she went up.


    You could have tortured me at that moment and my smile still wouldn't have left my face as I watched this creature born of elegance an beauty own the stage already as she scrolled through the list. She stopped and looked at me and I could see her hungry smile. She chose to cover 'Always', by Honey Five. A love ballad!


    She locked eyes with me, and sang with her powerful, perfect soprano. Her confidence and grace were a force of their own as she reworked a familiar song and made it her own creation. She had such a commanding presence. Multiple times she pointed down to me as heartfelt lyrics passed her lips. I was swooning for this bloody woman!


    She hit the last note with a wink and tossed the mic to the announcer as she just jumped off the stage to my side. The cheers were deafening. She didn't even look back as she grabbed my hand and dragged me back to our table using her body as a shield for me so I didn't contact others. We sat and she was mouthing 'nine point eight' to me with a huge grin. Moments later the host announced, “Nine point eight!”


    I smiled and yelled over the crowd, “Cheeky are we?”


    “Challenge!” rang out. We all turned to see Stacy Milton making her way to the stage. Kim just grinned and shrugged at me. Now I have to admit, if I hadn't just heard Kim's rendition of this song, I would have said Stacy's was close to perfect. But she lacked the creativity. After a minute of deliberation by the judges, “The score stands! Amber LaLanie, number three to the stage!” We applauded for Amber.


    I had to stop a snort when we received Stacy's usual death glare. After Amber's spectacular cover, Kim had her eyes locked on mine. I was lost in their depths. There were multiple challenges throughout the night. Occasionally, I'd try to pay attention to the other contestants from time to time, but why when Kim was so much more fascinating. I still had no idea what she wanted from... us. She was the unobtainable prize. That's it! I knew my first song for the night!


    Nineteen went and stumbled trying to pull out a power note without enough breath. I cringed. I liked her voice but that alone could cost her the competition after such a strong performance. The crowd reacted the same at the announcement of seven point eight. I gave her a sympathetic look as she passed the table, she gave me a sad smile in return.


    “Skylar Roth, number twenty to the stage.”


    There was some moderate cheering. I stood and so did Kim, she, as she put it 'plowed the road' for me up to the stage and stood in front. I whispered to the host, he held up a hand for silence.


    “Number twenty would like to do an a capella cover.”


    He looked to the far back by the bar, “Mandy Fay Harris' 'Oceans of Blue'!” Everyone's heads swung to the back, it was like a wave that went through the crowd. I saw that strong brunette back there looking on in interest. She looked so familiar, I just couldn't place her.


    I sat down on the edge of the stage, my legs dangling down in front of Kim and brought up the mic and started to sing straight to her. The song was that of desperation, conveying the heartache of one who was so lost. Reaching to obtain the unobtainable. That light of love floating away on the oceans of blue. That light, the hope in the darkness. So much love to give. I didn't tinker with the song, to me it was the perfect embodiment of the emotions. I held that last note like it could reach that light and bring it to me. It was the light in Kim's eyes as I stared into them. Was she crying?


    I set the mic down on the stage and hopped down to Kim into the silence. Oh bugger! Then finally the crowd erupted in cheers, I had to cover my ears as Kim lead me by my arm back to the table. The crowd settled down a bit and long minutes passed, then finally the judges handed a paper to the host. “Nine point nine!”


    It was almost comical, there was no cheering. It was deathly silent as everyone swung their gaze to the back like a troupe of lemmings. The brunette stood off her bar stool and exclaimed loudly, “Oh hell! Fine... Challenge!” Everyone including Kim was laughing as she made her way to the stage, it was like the parting of the red sea as she made her way to the stage in her simple sundress, she shot me a wink as she passed.


    By the gods she had a commanding presence! I looked to Kim, “What the bloody hell is going on?” She just smiled and nodded toward the stage. I huffed. “You're right infuriating at times!” This got a chuckle from her as the brunette got to the stage. The host said, “It seems Mrs. West has something to say about that score.”


    She smiled at him and took the mic and put it in the stand then said as well as gracefully signed with her hands. “I was only here to watch since my wife is campaigning for congress in Seattle today. But...” She nodded toward me, “I guess I'm sort of obligated to challenge here.” This got a chuckle throughout the crowd. Why does everyone seem to know what is going on here except me? I truly felt like a bloody git.


    She dragged the mic stand over to a speaker on the side of the stage and adjusted the mic down as she sat on the speaker and closed her eyes.


    Wait, that's just like... “Oh Bloody hell!” I exclaimed a little too loudly and slapped my hands over my mouth as I realized what everyone else knew. That got another chuckle through the crowd.


    Then she sang. It was quite possibly the most perfect thing I had ever experienced. Such power and emotion. She controlled the crowd with merely her swaying and her gracefully signing hands. It was like a pantomime of the feelings buried in the words. I couldn't keep my eyes off her performance. The depth of her emotion seared into my soul. When she finished, the crowd, including me cheered like maniacs. I didn't even realize I was crying. I saw that Kim was too.


    The brunette made her way back to the bar, shooting me a smile in apology as she passed. Kim grabbed both my hands with a smile sparkling in her tear swelled eyes. “So, Sky, how does it feel to have your ass handed to you by Mandy Fay Harris?” She had such a gleeful smile. I dropped my head in in embarrassment but couldn't stop my own chuckle and excited smile as I said, “You could have at least warned me, Flower!”


    “Weeeeeell,” came over the PA. “It seems the judges have reevaluated number twenty's performance.” Another chuckle rolled through the crowd. “Nine point eight.” This still got me some cheers. But I felt like laughing like a bloody madwoman. I was sufficiently schooled. I raised my hand in acknowledgment then pointed and nodded toward her in the back, she grinned back then went back to her conversation with the little redhead.


    The second round began with Stacy scoring another nine point six. She was challenged and won the challenge. My girl... Where did that come from? My girl did a sinfully naughty cover by her favorite, Leather and Heels. I swear she lit a fire in my knickers. Her second nine point eight. Keeping her in first.


    As we made our way back to the table, I saw Mandy writing on something and catching my eye. She started making her way over holding a sheath of papers. She walked right up to our table and placed a hand lightly on Kim's shoulder. “Hello, ladies. Miss Solomon, I was wondering if I could have a word with Skylar here.”


    I never thought I'd live to see Kimi Morning Flower Solomon at a loss for words, yet there she was, nervously nodding with a smile and grabbing our empty glasses and headed to the bar for refills.


    Mandy locked eyes with me. Did I mention her commanding presence?


    “May I?” She gestured to a chair. I nodded shyly. She sat down and looked like she was studying me. She stared at the right side of my face like she could see right through my hair to the twisted flesh, then met my eyes again.


    She started speaking, “After my lawyer's blonde explosion of a daughter sent me a video of you singing in London, I just had to meet you.”


    I smiled, that was such an apt description of Victoria Davenport. She continued, “The depth of emotion in your singing is what I've been looking for. And watching the feeds from this competition, I know I'm right. I want you to record a single for me.” She deadpanned.


    She slid some handwritten music and lyrics to me from the sheath she was holding to her like a precious child. 'Unstoppable Force' it read. “I don't understand,” I sputtered. “The competition is not over.”


    She smiled. “I don't give a flying fart in space how the competition turns out. I want you to sing my song.”


    I kept blinking like a git. “There are better singers than me in the competition... Kim.” I slid the music back toward her.


    She smiled again, “Yes. Kimi is a much better singer than you, and I'm sure I'll be producing her album at the end of this competition. I can see how much she is holding back, just toying with the rest. But there is something more important... emotion. You sing with more emotion than anyone here. That's what I want. It is what this song deserves. Kimi is the thunder, you are the satin.” She slid the music back toward me.


    “I want you in Vancouver at Harmony Trax tomorrow afternoon. So practice as much as you can before then. I need this done tomorrow.”


    I nodded dumbly. This was THE Mandy Fay, she wanted me to sing for her. Who the bloody hell was I to say no. Am I in a dream? A nightmare?


    She continued, “Bring your girlfriend with you.” She nodded toward the approaching Kim.


    I whispered, “She's not my girlfriend.”


    Mandy laughed a truly heartfelt laugh. “Does she know that?” She paused and looked into my eyes, “Do you know that?”


    Kim arrived with the drinks and Mandy stood and took out a business card and scribbled a script 'M' on the back of it. “Give this to Nick, this is his card. And ONLY to Nick!”


    She smiled at Kim. “Good luck. I'm sure I'll be seeing you later.”


    Kim looked stunned and Mandy walked around the table to me. She reached to my cheek, I didn't flinch and I noticed that I didn't flinch. She swept the hair back, exposing my burns and said, “Don't hide away your scars, they make you beautiful. They show that you took the worst the universe could throw at you and you survived.” She leaned down and kissed my cheek, right on the scars and then walked off.


    I couldn't speak, I knew those words. She offered her elbow comically to the redhead at the bar who took it with equal drama and they walked out together. It hit me. OH MY GOD! Her wife is Anabella West!


    Kim looked at me excitedly, looking toward the card and the music. “So? Spill girl!”


    I was still in shock and mumbled out, “She... I... Ummm... I think I got a record deal?? She wants me to record a single for her at Harmony Trax tomorrow.” I was blinking like I was off my trolly and Kim was squealing. I slid the music to her and she thumbed through it.


    “Whoa ... this is right in your wheelhouse! Like it was written for you!”


    I looked at the card, Nick Sebastian, manager of Harmony Trax. The back had nothing but the 'M' Mandy had scrawled on it.


    “Kim?” I whispered. She looked at me. I croaked out, “What's happening?” She laughed with a genuine smile. “Well apparently you are going to Vancouver tomorrow.”


    I was so stunned the rest of the night, I can't even remember my last set, but apparently I got a nine point four, being knocked down to nine point three after a challenge. Putting me in fifth overall. Kim was number one, Stacy was number two, and Amber was number three. The duet was a replay of the first night in New York, with Stacy trying to out sing Kim. I looked intently and finally saw what Mandy saw, Kim WAS holding back!


    We checked in at the motor-coach and were handed our envelopes. Kim lead me to our bench and sat there studying me. The entire night was keeping me in shock.


    “Are you OK, Sky?” she whispered to me.


    I tried voicing what was going through my head, but it was all a jumble just like my mind. “Mandy Fay, Anabella West! I... record deal... but... this! ...and finals?” I held the envelope toward her. She grabbed it quickly from my hand, looking around and put it in my purse.


    “Sky... breathe,” she said through a smile.


    I took several ragged cleansing breaths. Then looked at her. “Am I dreaming? If I am I have a question for you.”


    She chuckled with sparkling eyes. “Not dreaming.”


    I nodded. “OK, I'll ask later.”


    I didn't speak again until we were back at her place. She let me have the time. I must have looked in the envelope at the ten thousand dollars at least twenty times to make sure it was real. I kept staring at the music in my other hand.


    We arrived back at Kim's flat and she walked around and guided me in and to the couch. She looked at me with that damned unreadable expression. “Spill. What's your question?”


    I took a deep breath and locked eyes with her and asked timidly, “What... are we? Together... are we friends?”


    She cautiously answered, “I was hoping more than that.”


    I nodded and whispered, “Are we... girlfriends? I mean like, dating? Are we an US?”


    Her unreadable expression melted into sparkling hope and she whispered back, “If you want us to be.”


    Tears were slowly making their way down my cheeks as I nodded like a git. “I... I don't know how. I've never... But I do know... oh God I'll just say it. I think I'm falling in love with you Kimi Tup Ceqayseb Solomon.”


    She laughed and I saw tears on her cheeks too. “That's good seeing as how you stole my heart in New York, Duchess.” I laughed at the memory of our 'duchess' fight.


    The white sparks that filled my vision as our lips met were as wonderful as the girl I was kissing. Our lips meshed and slid together in perfect harmony. I opened my mouth slightly and her gently probing tongue found mine and dominated me. I melted into her arms. When she broke the kiss so we could gasp for air I whispered, “I've never been... intimate with anyone. I don't know what to do.”


    She smiled and brushed my hair to the side so she could see my full face. “So beautiful,” she whispered and kissed my cheek. “You'll know what to do when you are ready. This is at your speed. Remember, you already have me.”


    More tears fell, I couldn't believe how understanding, loving, perfect she was. And she did choose me didn't she?


    I nodded and just cuddled into her, she held me protectively. The door opened and Tim walked in with Clunky causing Kim and I to break out in fits of laughter. I don't know why it struck us as funny, but it just did. He set a pristine looking Clunky down by the door and went into the kitchen and came out chugging a beer and left through the door again without saying a word. Causing us to break out into another fit of laughter.


    Kim grinned. “OK... now that the mood is ruined. Spill woman! What's going on with this single?” She reached over and held up the music.


    I smiled at her softly... OMG I have a girlfriend! Oh... I guess that makes me gay. Brill! Then I said, “She said she wanted someone who sang with emotion to record this single for her. It has to be done tomorrow at Harmony Trax for some reason. I don't know any more than that.”


    Then I cut her off before she could interject. “Oh! And she said I could bring my girlfriend!” I giggled. “I have a girlfriend now, you know?” She laughed and gave me a quick shiver inducing kiss.


    “Oh my god! I have to practice... she wants me there tomorrow afternoon!” I blurted.


    She grabbed my hands, lacing our fingers and said seductively. “No, you need to sleep. We are both exhausted, and you'll need it for tomorrow. Besides, I want to cuddle with MY girlfriend.” She pouted. I melted. She led me to her room.


    She handed me a half shirt and some boxers and she took a pair herself and we changed in front of each other. By the gods it was hot in there, I swear I was drooling. We laid down in bed and she looked down at my leg expectantly. I followed he gaze. “Oh!” I took my prosthesis off and dropped it to the floor. Moments later she was pulling me back into her protectively. I could live in her arms!


    I realized just how knackered I really was when I started nodding off right away. “G'night, Sky.” I heard a sleepy Kim mumble. “G'night, Flower,” I mumbled back as a peaceful sleep took me.


    


    


    Chapter 11 – Harmony Trax


    I woke up to someone leaving a warm trail of kisses on my belly and then blowing across the trail, causing a wave of goosebumps in its wake. “What an alarm! I could get used to that.” I giggled. I looked into her sparkling eyes in adoration. She was holding something. My mobile! Did I mention this woman was a goddess?


    I grinned and took the mobile, and rang mum. “Mum!? Good morning. I have news. Yes... no. In order of importance to me. First...” I smiled into Kim's eyes. “...mum, I have a girlfriend now who I'm pretty much in love with.” Whoa, did Kim just melt as she blushed? “No... no... yes, as in romantically attached. Yes it is Kim. How did you know? Really? I'll tell her. Thanks mum.”


    I put my hand over the receiver and whispered, “She thinks you're one of the prettiest birds she's seen and thanks you for putting me straight.” Kim laughed. I went back to my mum. “Secondly, I will be sending along almost ten thousand US dollars for you and Samantha today! I made the purse last night in competition... mum... mum... don't cry. Mum? Are you right now? Grand. OK. Yes... there's still news.”


    I got distracted as Kim started tracing the flesh along my burns with soft kisses. “Ummm...” I tried swatting her away but it felt just so bloody good. I took a deep breath and steeled myself against her onslaught. “I have a one off record deal apparently. That's what I'll be doing today. And... ummm...” I gasped, quite distracted now. “Ummm... yes she is. She's... umm... she's a right naughty bird.” I put my hand over the receiver. “Mum wants to speak with you.”


    I handed her the mobile, she looked terrified. I never thought I'd see her afraid. She nervously said, “Hello? Yes ma’am. Pleased to speak with you too. Yes... OK... yes, ma’am. OK... Here she is. Bye.” She covered the receiver as she handed the mobile back grinning from ear to ear. “I'm to leave the molesting for after the phone call.”


    This got a laugh from both of us as I got back on as Kim laced our fingers on my other hand. “Mum? Right. Well I met Mandy Fay Harris. No I'm not putting you on. I'm serious. Well it is her record label. Yes... Oh.. and lastly, as you probably sussed from the second, I'm moving on to the finals with Kim! Yes! OK... May I speak with Sammie, if you please?”


    My heart started beating even faster if that was possible, I could feel my smile getting bigger. “Hi, baby! Mummy misses you! Only a few more days baby. Yes. Yes. I love you so much! Would you care to say hello to mummy's special friend? Kim? OK, baby, here you go.” I held the mobile out to a super smiley Kim.


    “Hello? Why hello Sammie. Yes. Really! Well that's just wonderful! OK... Oh alright, goodbye Sammie.” With her grin doubled in size she handed the mobile back saying, “Way too adorable, she's getting macaroni for a snack. She's putting your mom back on.”


    I took it back. “Mum? Yes, really? Smiling that big? OK... yes mum. I'll call you tomorrow with news. Watch for the lolly transfer. Love you, too. Cheerio.” I rang off the mobile feeling happier than I have felt in years. I grinned at Kim.


    She looked suspiciously at my mischievous look as I set the mobile down. “What you up to, Sky?” I pouted. “Wasn't there some promise to mum of molesting?” She giggled and locked our lips into a passionate kiss. Bloody hell, this woman is going to be the death of me!


    After a steamy snogging session. This woman can kiss! We took turns in the shower and getting dressed for the day. It took longer than normal to prepare for the day as Kim made it her duty to take advantage of the 'girlfriends can touch' rule in the bloody “Let's Make Skylar a Right Hot Mess” handbook.


    She looked at me with that adorably sexy pout. “Hungry,” she stated.


    I laughed and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Shall I do a fryup?”


    She laughed, “Not much in the way of groceries in here unless you like ummm, beer, coffee or water. Let's hit the pancake house!”


    I rolled my eyes and we were off in the jeep.


    She kept glancing over at me, I couldn't stand it. “What are you on about now?”


    I smiled in frustration. She grinned with pride.


    “Nothing. I just can't believe you chose me. I have to keep checking to see if you are really there.” I could feel the heat of a blush covering my entire body. “Don't say such sweet things like that. I'll die of bloody embarrassment. Besides, I'm the one that has to keep pinching herself to be sure I'm awake. Have you seen yourself in a bloody mirror, woman? You are one right fit bird, and I can't believe my luck in you choosing me!”


    She winked, “That mirror comment cuts both ways, Sky.” Before I could blush myself into the pits of Tartarus we pulled into a pancake house. Before we got out I said, “Do you think we could find a bank after this to wire some quid to mum and Samantha?” She smiled. “Of course, then we have to get you practicing for this afternoon!”


    I put my hand on her's before we got out on a scary thought. “Kim... what happens... with us. After the competition?” I looked down, she raised my eyes to hers with a finger on my chin, she was smiling. “Well, first lets see how the competition ends. Then we can make a plan afterword. But either way, do you want me?”


    I nodded. “And I want you.” She stated matter-of-factly, “So we'll figure it out. Because I sure as hell am not going to lose you after I finally just found you!”


    I smiled at her confidence and strength. “Do you have a book titled 'The Right Thing To Say' hiding in your pocket or do you just have a bloody knack for making me fall for you over and over?”


    She leaned in. Oh my God! She rewarded me with a soft kiss. Then we got out and she led me in my happy daze into the pancake house.


    One word. “Yum.” That sums up breakfast. I swear Kim is trying to fatten me up or something. I don't know how she keeps her bloody perfect figure!


    We stopped at her bank on the way back and wired nine thousand five hundred US dollars to mum. Let me say that again. That is such a mind boggling amount of lolly for my mind to comprehend. Nine thousand five hundred!


    I was really feeling terrible now. I had squirreled away over a thousand in my wallet over the past few days! They could use this quid more than me, but Kim reminded me that we still had to go clothes shopping, we had pinky sworn back in New York.


    Before I knew it we were back at her flat, going over the song. Her singing just does something wonderful to me, it induces the best collywobbles in my stomach.


    We toyed with the harmonics and dynamics, but settled on leaving it as is. It seems Mandy is a right genius when it comes to emotional rock. Kim found fitting spots to introduce some dynamic backing harmonies. We had so much fun laughing and singing.


    She had pizza delivered for lunch and we sang right through. I could sing this brilliant song in my sleep now. As I walked through it three more times she just sat back on the couch and watched me while sketching in that bloody mysterious pad!


    Kim looked at me. “Time to go, Sky. It'll take about two hours to drive down the coast to Vancouver.”


    I smiled. I still loved it when she called me Sky. “OK, Flower. Let's go.” I grabbed my notebook and she brought her sketchbook. I thought of some finishing lyrics for my last song, it was going to be a long drive and I needed to keep myself from staring at my Native American goddess the whole trip. Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine. I like that!


    I wrote the final lyric and added the corresponding notes on the treble clef staff then started singing my song. When I finished, Kim looked to be tearing up.


    “Again,” she said simply in a husky voice. She joined in on the chorus and lent backup at various points. Our voices meshing in the perfect harmony.


    When we finished, I was so amazed. Then before I could do or say anything, she husked out, “Again!”


    I looked over at her, she had her stoic look on her face, staring straight ahead at the motorway.


    I stared at her as we sang again, this time we played with the harmonics, knowing each others range. I kicked down into contralto at the bridge then back to mezzo for the chorus. The resonance of our voices made an almost ethereal tone.


    I didn't know what she was getting on about, but she made me sing it with her two more times before she was satisfied. If only she knew what she was singing, this perfect creature.


    Then her expressive face was back and we talked more about our childhoods. She finally shared that when she came out to her mother, she had disowned her. And Bobbi from Silent Bob's sort of took her in until she was eighteen and could get a flat of her own. I thought of the contrast to my mum, she seemed almost gleeful that I found someone, regardless of which sex.


    We exited into Vancouver, Washington, and made our way to the address on the card. There was a gorgeous blue music school that took almost half the block, Harmony. Inset into it was a little space with a sign 'AWK Headquarters', the small print read Ana West's Kids. Attached to the end of the building was a newer space, the same colour blue, that read Harmony Trax and a huge record hanging on the sign.


    Kim shot me a comical look and said, “I think we might have found it.”


    I chortled as she parked her Jeep on the road. It still confounds me that they drive on the wrong side of the bloody road here. She ran around and helped me down.


    I looked at the card and music in my hands then at the building and I turned back toward the Jeep. Kim's arm snaked around my waist and spun me back to the building. “Oh no you don't, Sky.”


    I pouted to no avail, she was immune to my lower lip as she dragged me to the door. She opened it and I stood there so she shoved me in. If I wasn't so over the moon for her, she'd be on my list!


    We walked up to a young bloke, 'Jimmy' his name tag read. I spoke, “Good afternoon. I'm. Well... I'm supposed to see, ummm...” I looked at the card, “Nick Sebastian, if you please.”


    Jimmy said, “I'm sorry but you'll have to make an appointment. I can help you if you need assistance now.”


    I shook my head. “No, she said ONLY Mr. Sebastian.”


    He quirked an eyebrow. “She who?”


    I whispered, “Mandy Fay”


    The young man was on his feet, ringing someone on the phone. “Hey Nick, you're going to want to come up here now... no... Mandy sent someone!” Then he calmed down and said, “Nick will be up in a moment, ladies.”


    If I wasn't so terrified the whole thing would have seemed comical.


    A man who looked to be in his early thirties with some sort of bloody boy band complex and a reverse mullet, with his hair flopping stupidly into his face came walking out briskly. He stopped in front of us, eying us suspiciously. “Mandy sent you?”


    I nodded, then handed him the card, he flipped it over and whispered, “Holy shit!” He shot his hand out to shake my hand and I flinched back and Kim was magically between us. She stepped aside telling him firmly, “She's shy.” I reached forward and timidly took his hand. “Nick Sebastian,” he said, handing me back the card after we shook. “Skylar Roth, and this is my girlfriend, Kimi Solomon.” They shook.


    He turned to me again. “What else did she give you?”


    I handed over the music, he glanced at it and his eyes went wide. Then he looked at the top where a number was written. He looked over to Jimmy, throwing him a key. “Number thirty one.” Jimmy's smile was huge as he went to an interconnecting door into the music school.


    Nick was all smiles now. “Ladies, please follow me.”


    We quietly followed him into an office where he offered us seats and coffee or water. We accepted water. He sat behind his desk and stared awkwardly at us. He realized it and laughed. “Sorry, I just didn't think she'd ever pick someone. You kind of took me by surprise.”


    Then he stood suddenly. “Oh! You have to sign this.” He grabbed a contract and a non-disclosure agreement from a file and put it in front of me. Kim and I looked them over and Kim spoke, “What are we looking at here?”


    He replied, “A recording and distribution contract for the single we're about to make. And a non-disclosure agreement saying you wont share any details from the contract.”


    Kim looked at him while I was reading, “What's Sky's cut? Is she locked in to future agreements?” He actually laughed at us, it wasn't a cruel laugh but one full of mirth.


    “You really don't know what you are holding there do you?” Pointing at the card with the 'M' on it.


    “That's the golden ticket. You own the chocolate factory there. Our normal contracts give ninety percent of all proceeds to the artist. Which is different from any other record label. After production and distribution costs, we make about two percent profit just to pay employees here. The artist's have all the power here, so that we can never exploit them the way Mandy was when she was an artist.” He took a deep breath.


    “But that,” he pointed at the card, music, then the contract, “Gives you one hundred percent ownership of that song and ALL proceeds. She always promised she would find people to sing her unreleased titles. And well, here you are!”


    I finished reading the contract and was nodding my head in shock at Kim. She had an equally shocked look. Floppy hair was just smiling at us. “So what did she tell you?”


    I shrugged, “Not much, just that I HAD to come record it today.” I signed in shock and he had both of us sign the NDA. Just then Jimmy came walking in and handed the key and an old reel to reel tape to Nick, then quickly left the room.


    “OK, ummm I gotta call her. Follow me to the sound booth and then I'll be back in like ten minutes.” He lead us down the hall and into a pristine recording room, he kicked the board operator out, “Out! I'm doing this one!” The man quickly exited and Nick turned to us. “Make yourselves at home and I'll be back in a few.” We nodded.


    As soon as he went out, Kim looked deep in thought. “Hey, Sky? Can I see your phone?”


    I looked at her with a cocked eyebrow and handed her my mobile. She grinned and said, “I'll be back before him.” And she scooted off down the hall leaving me sputtering, “But... but...”


    About seven minutes later she was back and handed me my mobile. I looked at it... last number dialed, mum. OK I did that this morning, so what the bloody hell was she doing? Her coy look doing nothing but arousing me. “You're so infuriating!” I whispered.


    She grinned back. “All part of my charm, Sky.”


    Oh! Even more infuriating that she is right! “Cheeky bird.” I bumped our hips to her laughing delight.


    Nick came in looking a little pale and rushed. “OK, we gotta get started. There isn't much time. She wants this damn thing released digitally online, the local radio stations and clubs before Monday! I don't know what has her panties in a twist. This will be almost impossible, the physical releases like vinyl 45s and CDs will still be about three weeks out.


    He stopped suddenly and pulled out his mobile. I saw the calendar pop up and he snorted. Then speaking to the air he laughed “Monday, the anniversary of their first meeting. Unstoppable Force!” He was laughing in mirth so hard he was crying now, “Leave it to her to spend a million to organize a competition that ends on that day, solely to find someone to sing THIS song.”


    He realized we were staring at him like he was off his trolly. He composed himself and looked directly at me. “Congratulations, you are Mandy's anniversary present to her wife.”


    Cryptic much Mr floppy haired git?


    “OK, lets look at this. Hmm... want to do a run-through before we start?” he asked.


    I smiled. “Kim and I did that all morning.” I started to sing a capella and Kim joined in simply for fun. We played off of each other and had a right good time of it. He seemed gobsmacked.


    “Oh,” he uttered. Then he said, “OK, now I know what she saw. Now shoo! Into the booth! I don't want to be prodded with salad tongs again!”


    I'm thoroughly certain now that Nick truly is off his trolly.


    I went into the booth and sat on the stool and he started reaching to put headphones on me I flinched back and almost fell off the stool. Kim was stepping forward. I reached out. “Here, I'll put them on.” He released them and I put them on. He nodded and shut the booth door and ran around to the console and waved Kim over.


    She hustled to his side with a look of awe at the console then shot a knee buckling seductive smile at me. Thank the gods I was sitting or I'd have fell on my bum! I heard Nick through the headphones, “OK, I'll play the backing track through first so you can get a feel for it, feel free to sing and test it out. Then we'll start recording takes and get some A/Bs.”


    I had no clue what he was babbling on about, but I nodded. He hit a couple switches and the tape started spinning. A solo piano came through, the disjointed melody and cascade of notes was inspired. I hummed along and found the harmonies and resonance with the notes of my voice were nothing short of genius. Who was this pianist? Brilliant was the only word that came to mind.


    I'm sure I had a huge smile as I tested a chorus with the music, it was almost transcendental. When it was over Nick was back.


    “OK, ready when you are.”


    Kim was nothing but smiles, sketching in her book. The music started and I closed my eyes and willed the lyrics out of my being.


    I sang the song of insurmountable obstacles, of the strength from within. The love that was a pillar of that strength. I thought of Kim. How the world couldn't stand up the the unstoppable force of that love in the heart. To me it was as if this song was written about Kim, and I sent every ounce of passion in my soul radiating out to meet her. I held the last note as a testament to my love of her, beyond the instrumental and and beyond my usual limit, I choked on my tears as I finally dropped it.


    I looked up to see Kim crying freely with her hands together in front of her mouth and Nick pretending he had something in his eye.


    Nick hoarsely said, “I think it's safe to say we don't need any A/B takes with that... I think that was it. He looked a question at Kim and she was nodding vigorously in agreement. Nick motioned me out. I took off the headphones and exited the booth over to their sides.


    He looked at me. “OK, so what you got for me for the flip side?” I looked at him in confusion. “We're pressing physical singles besides the digital release, so we need a flip side or do you just want the same track on both sides? You're the boss here, we'll do anything you want, but we're dedicated to bringing unknowns and their music into the public eye.”


    I shrugged. “The same track on both sides, I guess, I don't have anything else.”


    Kim stood quickly. “No, she has this!” She grabbed my notebook from beside my purse and flipped to the last page and stabbed it with her finger solidly. I was shaking my head no. Kim was suddenly the strong pillar feeding her strength to me again,


    “You can do this, Sky.”


    I tried to argue. “I don't have any backing music.”


    She locked her glistening eyes on mine, I could float away into those gorgeous brown pools.


    “I'll back ya a capella. You have no idea how good this is, Sky!”


    Nick stepped in. “Whoa, hold on a second. Hit me with a few lines.”


    Kim nodded at me with so much confidence, how could I let my goddess down? I nodded back.


    I took a deep breath and began, Kim hopped in just like in the Jeep and we played with each other through the lyrics. Then we stopped a few lines in and looked at Nick.


    “Shit,” he said with a shocked look, “I'll be right back.” He was on the mobile as he walked out of the recording room.


    “What the bloody hell are you on about, Kim? I can't do this! This is a real record!” I sputtered. She just grinned seductively and leaned in and owned my lips with hers. I was curling my toes when she broke the snog. God I wanted more. “Trust me,” was all she said...


    “OK,” I squeaked my body tingling with arousal.


    Nick returned with a duplicate of my contract and thrust it in front of Kim with a pen. “Sign.”


    Kim looked at the git and took the pen and signed. Then Nick relaxed. “OK, ladies, load it on up!” He motioned to the booth. I reached for the headphones, he stopped me by saying, “You won't need those, there's no instrumental.” I nodded as he shut us in and returned to the mixing board.


    I was nervous but then in an instant I was calm as fingers laced with mine. Nick's voice came over a speaker. “Whenever you ladies are ready, just begin. Sing as many takes as you need, I'll split them and remix later.”


    I smiled at the woman I loved, knowing that this song was about her, she still hadn't realized. I looked deep into her sparkling eyes. They held nothing but love, and I began. I began and sang a song of darkness and despair, of the seed of hope that was planted in my soul. Kim chiming in in support like a pillar of strength.


    I sang of the flower blossoming in my heart, clearing away the tainted parts of me. We were both crying as we sang to each other. I sang of finally feeling clean. Of mending my soul with that flower that burned with the white hot heat of passion.


    We ended on a muted, choked note and I whispered, “I love you, Flower.”


    She whispered back, “I love you too, Sky.” Then we looked up. “Oh bugger, did we ruin the end?” Nick was looking away like he was trying to find something, I saw him wiping his face with his sleeve then he turned around. “No... no actually those words were the perfect end. I'd say another single take here. Unless you disagree ladies.”


    He walked over and opened the booth door. “OK, what's the title of that track?” he asked as he started typing in information on the computer. I looked nervously over at Kim as I took the keyboard from him and typed it in-- “Tup Ceqayseb (Morning Flower)”. Looking anywhere but at Kim, I heard a gentle gasp from her followed by a gasp from me as our lips met again. I could just live in this heaven.


    He was furiously typing stuff into the forms, looking at our contracts from time to time, then he looked up. “Want a generic cover? Or do you have any graphic or photo you'd like used?”


    I was about to say to use a generic when Kim said, “Yes. Use this.” Surprising me again.


    She took her precious sketchbook and tore the picture she had just sketched out of it. I grabbed it before Nick could take it and gasped. It was me... it was beautiful. It was my right profile. My hair was pulled back in a ponytail and my scars were a beautiful mix of vines and blooming flowers that looked to be a part of me. It was... I was... I looked at Kim tearing up a bit, “Is this how you really see me?”


    She reached forward and swept my hair to the side, suddenly I didn't care that Nick could see. She rested her hand on my cheek and I leaned into the warmth. She smiled one of her cocky smiles.


    “Of course. Didn't I tell you already?”


    I nodded and pulled her into a tight hug. While we were embracing, Nick was removing the picture from my hand with two fingers.


    He looked at it and smiled, then looked at me. “Huh, I can see it.”


    We pulled apart and Nick said, “OK ladies, I'll personally hand this to our graphic artist. Let's get all your contact and payment information set up in my office and that about does it. She want's it mega rushed. You should see these online by tomorrow night or Sunday morning at the latest. The local radio stations and clubs should be playing it by Monday as per HER request.”


    “Why would they want to play my music? I'm a nobody,” I said.


    He just had this silly grin under that floppy hair and he stabbed his pen at the track name. 'Skylar Roth – Unstoppable Force – Lyrics by Mandy Fay Harris'. He was tapping his pen on Mandy's name and he uttered, “Welcome to the Chocolate Factory Charlie!”


    A few minutes later we were both walking out of Harmony Trax with stunned looks on our faces. It was four o'clock, we hadn't even been there two hours. I looked over at Kim. “What the bloody hell just happened?”


    She grinned, “I think you just became famous love.”


    We spent the entire ride back to Snoqualmie Falls in smiling silence, just soaking in each others presence. Until we were almost into Seattle and she asked quietly, “Was that song really about me?” I nodded with a smile of pure adoration for this woman then asked, “Was that picture really me?” She gave me the same nod and smile back.


    The comfortable silence continued with our fingers laced until we got back to her flat seemed more intimate that anything else we had done to that point. Our eyes were locked and our hands were clasped all the way to her bed. She swept my hair to the side. I bit my lower lip. “I... I think... I think I'm ready. If you'll have me...”


    I looked down just to have her raise my chin back up with a finger. “No hiding.” I nodded and our lips found their rightful places... on each others again.


    She was slow and loving, making it fun, and sexy, and erotic. Making sure to ease into things if I shied away. She made me a woman, a full person. All may shame was gone, all there was left was passion. All we had for each other was our love as we bared our souls. I didn't know it could be like this. I cried through the whole thing. It was beautiful.


    If I thought she was gorgeous before, but being able to see her whole body... and be able to touch it, to worship it, was something else altogether, she was breathtaking. I made sure to give as good as I got. I take pride in the look on her face as I brought her to climax.


    She spent as much time on my right as she did on the left, she didn't see me as incomplete. I knew she was the only one for me as I didn't know where my body ended and her's began. Hours later I remember mumbling, “I love you, Flower,” as my happy exhaustion claimed me.


    


    


    Chapter 12 – Kim's Big Surprise


    I woke to those hot kisses on my belly again. My eyes fluttered open and the memories of last night came rushing back to my smiling face. God, I felt sexy for the first time in my life. I stretched like a cat. “I want to wake up this way forever!” I confessed to the ever so sexy Kim staring up at me from my stomach with a hungry look and messy morning hair.


    “Hi,” she said cutely. I almost giggled and said, “Hi back.” She got shy suddenly. “Are you OK... you know, with everything that we did last night? She was stroking my sides as she asked, putting me in a happy fog.


    “OK with it? By the gods Kim, it was brilliant!” This was apparently the correct response as she enthusiastically kissed and nipped her way up my body to my lips. Yum!


    As she straddled me she grabbed my mobile from the nightstand and handed it to me with a twinkling in her eyes. I rang up mum... bloody voice mail. I checked the time, did a quick calculation. She didn't have to be at the diner for two more hours. They must be out and about. I left a quick status update and rang off.


    Kim was hopping off of me, and swaying seductively away, my jaw dropped. She called back, “If we're going to go shopping and see some tourist-y things for you in Seattle, we better get OUR shower and get a move on, Sky.”


    I caught the implications behind the OUR. I'm not a bloody muppet. I was tripping over myself getting my foot put on and rushing off after her with a hungry smile on my lips. The lawn chair she had waiting in the shower elicited a giggle from me.


    After we finally got dressed through many distractions, I sat on her bed while she put on some sexy black ankle boots with a three inch heel. I grabbed her sketchbook from the nightstand. She started to make a move to take it from me but then relaxed and sat beside me.


    I thumbed through the amazing artwork, it was beyond amazing. Then the last few pages I found sketches of me... her idealized version of me, with those organic tattoos. Some were feathers, some, birds... flowers seemed to dominate. I let out a short giggle, in one looked like the Sara from Witchblade. I was amazed, was she really seeing this when she looked at me?


    She reached over and gently closed the book without a word and took it from me. Then she shot a cocky grin at me and said with childlike excitement, “Let's go see the Emerald City!” Gawd it was adorable!


    As we were getting into the Jeep, Tim called out from his garage, “How much do you weigh?” I find it amusing how I seem to have already gotten used to his demeanor and outbursts and just replied, “Eight stone six.” I chuckled as Kim shut my door on the Jeep.


    She wanted me to tell her all about Samantha along the way in. What she liked, what she did. Her favorite things and my favorite things to do with her now that she was able to speak with full sentences. I told her how that was the most amazing thing, when I could actually communicate with my shining star and see just how smart, and beautiful and amazing she was. “And she's quite the girly girl!”


    I found myself missing her again, Kim seemed to pick up on this. “Let's buy her some birthday gifts while we're out and about today! We can mail them off tonight before the post office closes,” she said cheerfully. That did it, my smile was back with a vengeance.


    We stopped for strawberry waffles on the way in, which made me shake my head, this girl needed to get some groceries in her flat!


    The city was amazing, so many facets. I love London with a burning passion, but I was quickly becoming enamored with Seattle too. We hit the Ballard Locks to watch the ships, then Pike Place Market for lunch, a quaint little bakery called The Pike. Then we went below to the boardwalk. We saw the most amazing metal mural of a woman across the side of a building, done by a local artist, Mia Jacobs. Another one of Kim's heroes.


    We toured the underground city then to the MAC. Kim loved art! Finally we took the monorail from the Space Needle to a shopping mall. We spent most of the afternoon getting me a new wardrobe and gifts for Samantha.


    Kim snuck off twice for conversations on her mobile. I saw a dress in a risque boutique while she was away, I'd never have the courage to wear it, let alone any dress, but I bought it anyway and squirreled it into one of my bags before she returned. I also bought a little bottle they had at the till.


    The second time she came back with a huge bag from a childrens store but wouldn't let me peek inside. Then she looked at me and said, “Sorry, I keep running off on my phone. A friend of mine is arriving in town and she needs a ride from the airport. She didn't have anyone else to call. Would you mind if we gave her a ride?”


    Kim was everyone's hero. She spends her time fawning over all these other heroes without realizing that she didn't need to look farther than the mirror. I grinned. “Don't be daft. Of course I don't mind. It's right nice of you to help out.” I got rewarded with a quick peck on my lips which just reinforced my smile.


    She looked at the time on her mobile. “OK, we better hop the monorail and go get the Jeep. Her plane lands in a little over an hour.” We struggled through the door of the monorail with all of our purchases and rode back with our fingers laced.


    Before you could say tallyho, we were back at the Jeep and heading to SeaTac Airport. We sat by the baggage claim area chatting and laughing, and a few minutes later Kim's mobile rang. “Hello? Yes, we're here. We're at baggage claim. OK... see you in a few! Bye!”


    She was grinning like a git. What was she on about now? Any curiosity was swept away when a tiny blonde girl in a frilly pink dress came running at me calling out, “Mummy!” I was all tears and blubbering as I lifted my baby, seeing mum walking up quickly behind her. I grabbed her, pulling her into a family hug.


    I was crying openly. “Mum! How did you? When? I don't...” Kim was sporting one of her cocky grins and rocking back on her heels. I glanced over and opened our hug wider. “Oh you bloody beautiful woman!” Kim joined in our hug.


    When we finally got over the tearful reunion I said, “Where are my bloody manners? Mum, Samantha, let me introduce to you the woman I love, Kimi Solomon.” Sammie blurted out, “You're pwetty!” The adults chuckled at that. Kim responded, “And you are even more adorable than your pictures!”


    Mum and Kim exchanged pleasantries and we retrieved their luggage and ushered them out to the Jeep. Me holding Samantha on my hip the entire time, not wanting to let go. I was flooded with so many emotions, so many questions, I didn't know where to start to sort them out. Was this real? Were mum and Sam really here? I stared at Kim in adoration, my hero, my heart.


    After loading the luggage and pulling out that mysterious big bag, Kim grinned at me and pulled out a child booster seat with a wink. “Cheeky bird!” I laughed with her. After getting the booster unpacked and in the back seat and strapping everyone in, it was off to Kim's flat.


    Everything was happening so fast at the airport there wasn't time for explanations. But time slowed back down to a normal pace as we drove. “Mummy look!” my shining star called out. I turned to see her proudly displaying little wings pinned to her cute pink dress. “Da airplane man gived them to me!” I smiled. “So pretty, baby!”


    Then I took a deep breath and turned back toward mum with an accusing look. She held her hands up in defense. “Don't go on like that about me, talk to this lovely woman.” She nodded toward the conveniently far too innocent looking Kim. Mum continued, “She was all about this conspiracy when she called us from your recording session, we left that night. I think I right like her sneakiness! She paid for our travel and quick as you please, here we are to watch you compete in the finals.”


    I was in awe of this marvelous woman I could call mine. I grabbed her right hand and laced our fingers. “You know I bloody love you, Flower. I'd paddle you for being so frivolous if I didn't think you'd like it!” She gave me her best cocky smile. “Well I had all this extra cash floating about from winning so many purses in the competition, I figured you could use the family support as I beat you on Monday.” She winked at me and my mum laughed. “You're right, she is a cheeky bird!” We all laughed.


    Kim looked over to me sheepishly. “Ummm... so order in takeout or stop at a restaurant for dinner. I guess I really do need some groceries some day.” I laughed and looked back at an already sleeping Sam, what an angel, and my zoned out mum. “We better just do take away, they look positively knackered.”


    We went straight to the flat, my mother commenting on the beauty of the mountains. Kim ushered my mother in and to the couch saying, “Just make yourself comfortable, ma'am, and I'll get everything in for you.” Mum said, “Oh Kim, just call me Prudence or Prue. No need to be all formal.”


    I brought Sam straight back to the guest room and tucked her in then helped Kim bring in all the luggage and shopping bags. Then like clockwork, Kim was ringing for Chinese takeaway as she went to retrieve a beer for mum from the kitchen.


    Mum smiled a conspiratorial smile and said, “You said she was exotic, Skylar, but my God! And efficient, too. You really care for her?” I nodded with pride as she continued, “Brill! It is so good to see your smile again!” Kim came in and handed me a water and opened their beers, handing mum one.


    Mum thanked her and I said to Kim, “Thank you, love.” She smiled and brushed my hair back and laid a hand on my cheek for a moment. I leaned into the warmth of the contact before she sat between us on the couch. Mum was watching this all with great interest.


    As we all sat there on the couch, we talked about things. Life here, back in London. Current events. How they've been getting on, and the excitement of their hop over the pond. How I've missed them so.


    The front door opened and Tim walked in carrying an iPad and some sort of scale looking device and didn't seem put off that mum was there or that we were talking. He just walked to me. “Stand up.” I stood absently as Kim kept talking like he wasn't there.


    He slapped my foot. “Shoe off.”


    I removed it without a thought. Mum had a decidedly WTF look on her face.


    “Left foot here.” He patted the device, I stood on it and saw a colourful depiction of my foot on his iPad.


    Kim was asking mum what kinds of snacks and food Sam liked, as mum split her attention between Kim and this apparent interloper.


    “Up on your heel.”


    I complied as I listened to Kim, I noticed the colours shift on the iPad.


    “On the ball of your foot.” I complied and the colours shifted. He pulled at the device indicating I should get off then like a shot, he was off to the kitchen for his beer as I replaced my shoe.


    Mum whispered, “Who was that?”


    I'd gotten so used to him, I practically ignored him like Kim did. I chuckled. “That's just Tim. He's a harmless intellectual.” He came out chugging a beer and heading to the door.


    Kim called out, digging in her purse, “Tim, can you pick up some soda, chips and a few general groceries for me? I have guests.” He snatched the fifty spot from her hand and was out the door mumbling about force vectors, reactions and stability.


    We all shared a chuckle, which quickly turned into a full laugh as Tim poked his head back in and looked over at mum. “Nice to meet you.” And he popped back out. Then we continued our discussions until the food arrived.


    We ate in a comfortable silence. I excused myself to check on my sleeping angel and move my stuff into Kim's room so mum could use the dresser. From the hall I overheard part of their discussion. Kim was asking mum about my night terrors.


    “How frequent are they? She had one just the other day in Denver. What can I do for her?” she asked. Mum had shock in her voice. “Not a night has ever gone by without one. Are you saying that some nights she doesn't?” Kim replied, “Only three times since the competition started that I know of.”


    Mum almost whispered, “Good God, woman, you are so bloody good for my Skylar! You have no idea how happy it makes me that she found you.” Kim just replied in her strong confident voice, “You have no idea how happy it makes me that she chose me.”


    I made sure to make some noise as I came back out. “Did you miss me?” I grinned like a git. Kim put her arm out so I could snuggle against her on the couch. “More than you know, Sky,” she replied sweetly. I pulled up my pant leg and took off my prostheses, dropping it to the ground so I could cuddle in closer. Kim started massaging my leg with her free hand. It felt heavenly.


    I looked at mother, who seemed shocked. I said softly, “It truly is good to see you here mum, it means the world.” She gave us a genuine smile. “I'm bloody knackered girls. I'm going to retire with Sammie if you don't mind.” She stood and leaned down to give each of us a warm hug. Then she was off to the guestroom.


    I looked at my perfect girl in amazement. She brought my family to me. If I weren't head over bloody heels for her already, I'd be falling for her again right now. I leaned in for a snog. It was a beautifully soft kiss, I tried to send my love and my appreciation for her through it.


    We just cuddled and tenderly kissed there, basking in our closeness for around an hour, before putting my foot back and making our way back to Kim's bed, for yet another peaceful night's sleep, safe in her strong, protective arms. “I love you, Flower,” I whispered to her. “I love you, too, Sky,” she replied as we dozed off.


    


    


    Chapter 13 – Birthday Time


    I awoke once more to Kim's stomach kiss alarm, eyes fluttering. By the gods was I aroused! I whispered, “Woman! My mum is in the next room! You're going to turn me into a puddle here!” She giggled. We took turns sneaking into the loo to get ready for the day. I wouldn't let my temptress lure me into a shared shower... we'd wake the whole bloody flat!


    We walked out to the kitchen to start the coffee and stopped when we saw Tim laying on the floor playing pickup sticks with Sammie, explaining the structural integrity of the mess of sticks as he tried unsuccessfully to dislodge one. Sammie was clearly winning.


    Sam noticed us and came running over on her tiny legs, squealing, “Mummy! Kim!” Giving each of us sneak attack hugs from below, to our giggling delight. “Do you know Tim? He's neat!”


    We laughed, are we talking about the same man? He stood and put his hand out to Kim and dropped some lolly in hers. “Came in to stock your kitchen this morning and found this cute little thing playing with the TV remote. Thought I'd teach her chaotic mass realignment theories until an adult was up.” Pointing at the pickup sticks.


    We couldn't stop from grinning. “Looks like you are losing,” I said with an arched eyebrow. He smiled, the first real smile I've seen on the man as he defended, “She cheats.” Gaining a cute giggling rebuttal, “Nuh uh! It wuz you cheatin', Tim!” He pompously said, “Don't argue with grownups.” But his laugh slipped out. We all started howling with laughter when she screwed up her little face and looked at me. “He don't act like no growed up.”


    He grabbed a bag on the ground and thrust it at me. “I don't need this anymore. I made my own. Carbon fiber... Gimme two more weeks.” Then he turned and walked out, stopping to tiny high five Samantha on his way. I looked in the bag to see my SACH.


    “He's fun!” Sam said. We regrettably agreed with my angel. He actually was starting to grow on me. An acquired taste like American coffee. Speaking of which, Kim went to start the coffee.


    Sammie was looking out the window with eyes full of awe and wonder. “I wanna make a snowman!” I frowned a bit. “Sorry, Sammie. Let mommy get you a coat and mittens first. I promise we will before we go.” She held up a tiny pinky and I sealed our pinky swear. Kim returned, warm arms wrapped around my waist.


    Just then, mum came wandering out in a robe and slippers, following the smell of the coffee brewing. She shooed us away and continued into the kitchen, a minute later she came back out sipping a cuppa. “OK, ladies, much better. Good morning,” she mumbled. I grinned, mum and her caffeine, “Good morning, mum.” Then Kim piped up, “Hi, Prue!”


    My mother grinned and rolled her eyes. “Too chipper. Let me catch up on my first cuppa.” She flopped down on the couch. And we all joined her to plan the day. Kim grabbed her sketchbook and started drawing as we spoke. Sam was doing somersaults through the room.


    We lowered our voices a little, using conspiring tones. “So what are we to do about little ones, ummm... special day?” I inquired. Mum said, “I could whip up a cake or bickie.” Kim was grinning and reaching over to type on the iPad on the arm of the couch beside her. Mum looked at her. “What are you on about over there, love?” Kim wiggled her eyebrows at us. “Secret decoder ring.” That got a snort from me.


    Mum shot a questioning look at me, I explained, “Kim here doesn't believe we are speaking English, so deems to look up common terms as she hears them.” This got a chuckle from mum.


    We were about to go on when Kim sat up putting her sketchbook on the coffee table and grabbed the iPad, looking intently. “Umm... baby?” she said. I quirked an eyebrow. She handed me the iPad, she had an entertainment news website up with a headline that read: 'Who is Skylar Roth?'. “What the bloody hell!?” I exclaimed, shooting an apology at my mother as I read.


    [The entertainment industry is abuzz about a song that hit online sales today. An unknown artist, Skylar Roth has released a single, Unstoppable Force, that professes to feature unreleased lyrics by none other than Mandy Fay Harris, who left the stage for good four years ago.


    Lending credence to the claim, is that the song was released by the Indy label owned by the rock legend herself, Harmony Trax. There is no escaping the similarity of this highly emotional track with Harris' other works.


    Since going live just three hours ago, digital download counts have topped seventy five thousand with no signs of slowing. If this proves to be indeed a lost track from Mandy Fay, numbers could go into the stratosphere. This begs the question that is on everyone's mind. Who is Skylar Roth?]


    There was a picture of the cover of the single, Kim's sketch with My name prominently displayed at the top by the song title 'Unstoppable Force', then at the bottom 'Lyrics by Mandy Fay Harris' I collapsed back farther into the couch in shock. Almost dropping the iPad, mum grabbed it from me and started reading. She smiled with pride. “Skylar, this is brilliant!” Kim was nodding agreement. “Baby, that's like a hundred thousand dollars to you already!”


    Hearing this, mum looked to be about to faint. Kim reached over me to grab her hand. “You OK, Prue?” Mum sounded a world away and in about as much shock as me. “Fine, I'm fine. Bloody hell!” She echoed my earlier statement. Kim snorted, and pulled her hand back to cover her mouth.


    I would still probably be in shock if I hadn't noticed Kim's sketchbook still open on the coffee table. My jaw dropped as I reached for it. I took in every line of the drawing, absorbing it. It was a picture of Sammie, in an angel dress and angel wings. It was so pure and innocent. “By the gods, Flower!” I exclaimed, “It's beautiful!” She shrugged, closing the book in my hands and taking it away. “I just draw them like I see them.”


    I'm sure my eyes were glistening on the verge of tears as I stared at this amazing woman, this object of my affection. I just snuggled in. Sam came running through with her arms stretched out making airplane noises as she jumped up on us to join in the snuggle.


    She looked up at Kim with a cute grin. “It's my burfin day.”


    Kim smiled huge and stood up, lifting Sammie with her and then flew her around like an airplane saying, “Yes, I know little one, and we're going to have such fun!” Sammie giggled with that news.


    Mum had apparently recovered and watched the spectacle then turned to me. “She truly is an amazing woman, Skylar. I can see why you fell for her.”


    I grabbed mum's hand and gave it a little squeeze. Then I whispered, “I can get us a right proper flat now mum!” She gave me her “Now Skylar.” look... she hated how I doted.


    Then I brightened. “Kim and I need to run to the store to pick up some wrapping paper and a snow suit for Sammie. She wants to make snowmen. Then we can have a right happy party for my baby. Will you be right on your own for a tad?” She nodded and looked at the iPad again.


    Kim and I said our goodbyes after mum looked through the groceries that Tim had brought, and found enough to make a breakfast for her and Sammie and a proper cake. She drafted Sam as her helper and official taste tester as Kim and I made our break to the Jeep. She held me prisoner with her enchanting brown eyes, I'm quite hoping it's a life sentence.


    We hit a large chain store and selected some pretty wrapping paper and bows. Then it was off to the toddler's section and found a darling pink one-piece snowsuit with a built in hood and matching mittens hanging from strings on the sleeve. I found some warm looking snow-boots and we picked up various nick knacks and baubles. I was enjoying just how in tune we seemed to be with each other. On a lark, Kim grabbed two picture frames.


    When we were loading up the Jeep, my mobile buzzed. I looked at the screen, it was a text from Nick that simply read [ 96.6 FM ]. Kim turned on the radio and tuned it there just as I heard my own voice finishing the single. Our eyes snapped wide. [That was Skylar Roth singing Mandy Fay Harris' Unstoppable Force], the disc-jockey said. To this day, I am ashamed to admit that we squealed like bloody schoolgirls. We sang and laughed all the way back to the flat.


    The place smelled divine when we returned. I couldn't keep Sammie still as she almost vibrated herself out of existence in excitement as I suited her up for outside. We all went out behind the apartment block, mum borrowing a coat from Kim. We rolled snowballs and assembled a veritable army of snowmen.


    Then I watched as my two favorite girls walked over to a plant that had a light dusting of snow covering it. Kim pulled out her keys and flipped a little magnifying glass out of a tiny leather pouch. She explained to Samantha that no two snowflakes were the same, that each was a work of art. Sammie was enthralled as she looked at one after the other. Then Kim whispered something to her and she ran over to me and cutely motioned for me to lean down.


    She had a serious look on her face for such a little girl and she pushed my hair aside and looked closely at my burns. I've never minded Sammie seeing them, she's never cringed and liked touching them. She got a huge smile on her face and kissed me on the tip of my nose and ran giggling back to Kim saying in her precious voice, “You're right, Kim. Dey da same! So pwetty!”


    I had to go in, I was tearing up. I sat on the couch and composed myself. What are they seeing that I'm not? I grabbed Kim's iPad and pulled up my email, nothing. Of course not, everyone I know is here. I giggled to myself.


    I wanted to see if there was any more news about the single. So I typed my name in the search box, then my blood ran cold. I had never searched my name before this. The first link was to a music download service as expected, the second was an old London news article about my attack. Bloody hell! Now everyone will know!


    I just sat there with my hand covering my mouth when everyone came in. Kim caught my look and was immediately concerned and ran over to sit by me and looked at the search results. She understood and took the iPad from me and just held me. She caught my eyes with hers, I fed off of her strength, she whispered, “It doesn't matter baby. That was the past, you are strong and beautiful. Stronger than me. You're my hero... and you know how I love my heroes.” Her eyes were twinkling, I laughed a little in spite of myself.


    I nodded. As long as Kim was with me, I had the strength to face anything. Mum came over, “Everything OK, ladies?” I nodded. “Fine mum. Let me go wrap some presents and we can make a right go at my girl's party.”


    Kim grabbed her sketchbook and we went back to her room. She shut the door then leaned down and kissed me so passionately I'm pretty sure I forgot my name through the tingly heat building inside. Then she playfully skipped to the bed to start wrapping presents... “Bloody tease!” I giggled and followed her with what I'm sure was a goofy look on my face.


    We were just about done when she thought of something with an, “Oh!” She grabbed her mobile and rang the organizers again. “Hello? Yes, hi, this is Kimi Solomon, Skylar Roth and I will not require transportation nor lodging in Vancouver tonight. Yes, the same. OK. Thank you. Goodbye.” She rang off and smiled at me sheepishly. “Almost forgot.” I gave her what I hoped was a seductive smile and I bit my lower lip in retaliation for her earlier tease.


    She blushed and bit her lower lip as I walked toward her keeping eye contact until the last second when I veered off and grabbed the presents and headed out the door. I heard her calling, “You are so going to pay for that, Sky! Mark my words woman!”


    I just chuckled. “Payback.”


    A few minutes later Kim came out with two more presents, I quirked an eyebrow when she put them under the little stack.


    We had some sandwiches and fizzy pops my mother produced from the slim pickings in the kitchen. We're used to not having much around and she is quite inventive. Then we brought out the cake with it's three candles. After four tries Sammie got them all out.


    Then we had a right good time doing the birthday presents. Lots of the girly clothing that she loves. Some toys and a cute little kindergarten style art set that Kim insisted on, saying that Sammie had a very artistic eye. Sam seemed most excited about that.


    Then the last two presents were from Kim to Sammie; a framed sketch of me with beautiful snowflakes trailing down my face where my scars were, and the framed angel sketch of Samantha from earlier. They were perfect. This got Kim a super hug from my baby... and a hungry look of all things promised from me.


    We went into Seattle to the permanent amusement park at the Space Needle so Sammi could ride some rides. She loved the carousel, she said the “horsies are painted pwetty.” Maybe Kim was seeing something I didn't in her. Then after far too much giggling accompanied by far too much cotton candy, we headed back to the flat.


    We spent the rest of the day visiting and chatting. Kim and I gave mum and Sam an impromptu concert as we sang a few songs for them. Kim was beyond amazing, I could tell she wasn't holding back there.


    Kim took us to Burger Shack for dinner much to mummy's amusement and Sammie's delight. Then we had a relaxed evening. Kim helped Sam doodle with finger paints as mum and I watched them with the telly playing in the background. This felt like family more than ever for me. I wonder if Kim felt the same.


    Before long, mum retired with a sleeping Samantha in her arms. Kim whispered, “Let's go back to our room. I'm missing you in my arms, Sky.” Our room? She could lead me anywhere and I would follow if she kept saying things like that. Bloody hell, she wouldn't even need to speak and I'd follow her anywhere.


    We undressed and before I could get some bedclothes on, she shook her head no and lead me to the bed by my hand, taking in every millimeter of my body as I was doing the same to her perfect form. She sat me down then reached down and detached my foot and pushed me back and intertwined our bodies, pulling the covers over us then just snuggled in, pulling me close with as much skin contact as possible.


    I thought we had been intimate before, but this simple contact was the most intimate feeling I had ever experienced with her. We slowly drifted off, exchanging our I love yous.


    


    


    Chapter 14 – I'm Skylar Roth


    My normal wake up call had me curling my toes, feeling her lips on my stomach. She looked up to me, our eyes locked and she chirped, “Hi.” I giggled. “Hi back! You're going to be the death of me.” This got me those famous wiggling eyebrows I loved so much. She sat up and straddled me, her naked form was that of a goddess on top of me.


    Then the tease hopped off and grabbed a robe. “We got a competition to win today, my love. Get that cute ass up and moving!”


    I said in a husky voice that went down to my contralto, “You are so going to pay when I finally get you alone, Flower.”


    She giggled as she put the robe on then went out to the cottage trilling behind her, “Promises, promises.”


    Mum and Sammie were already up and had a fryup waiting. We ate and chatted as Kim pulled up the rules for the final. It was at the opera house tonight across from the hotel, so no motor-coaches, check in was at the venue. The rules were radically different than before. No purse obviously since the top three took the prizes, the top two from the first round did the duet since in the end the awards were given. Multiple people could challenge. Meaning multiple successful challenges could severely effect your score. But if you fail a challenge you can not challenge in that round again.


    I had a thought and rang up Nick. “Yes, please, good morning. This is Skylar Roth. Yes... well thank you, Nick. No... I just needed to know what you were on about that I was Mandy's anniversary present to her wife?”


    He went on to explain how Mandy had vowed to never sing in the music industry again. How today was the fourth anniversary of her first meeting her wife Anabella West. How Anabella was a legend here, known as the Unstoppable Force. That song I recorded, Mandy had written for her wife, she just needed someone to sing it TODAY. So apparently this entire competition was organized solely to find that one person with enough emotion to sing it... me.


    I thanked him, gave a cheerio and rang off. By the gods! That sounded like a grand gesture that Kim would do! I now had a new appreciation for Mandy. But how would I be able to sing the song tonight? Maybe it being on the radio was enough for her.


    The day went by staggeringly slow, it was like the competition was looming like a great beast ready to pounce. Every time I started getting nervous, Kim's hand or soft lips would be upon me, feeding me strength. I wanted to be strong like her, to be confident like her.


    After lunch I made up my mind, I WOULD be like her! I asked her to join me in the bedroom in a couple minutes, to start getting ready even though it was hours away. She switched to stoic mode and studied me, studied my eyes with that damnable unreadable expression, then agreed.


    When she came into the room I was standing there wearing a robe, holding her sketchbook, holding a little bottle. Kim looked between me and the sketchbook nervously. I whispered hoarsely to her as I started flipping through her drawings of me. “Is this really how you see me? I need to know the truth.” She nodded, her eyes radiating nothing but love.


    I dropped the robe, baring my naked form to her, “Show me. I need to see.” I croaked out handing her the henna ink applicator. She placed a warm hand on my cheek, I leaned into the warmth of our contact. Then she tied back my hair and let me finally see myself through her eyes.


    Hours later we emerged into the living room ready to go. I had Kim's long overcoat on with my hair hanging over my face, more heavily than normal. Kim was in a very short, tight black sequined evening dress with fishnet stockings and black thigh high leather boots with four inch stiletto heels. She towered over me. By the gods, did I want that girl!


    Her raven hair was done in curling waves across her shoulders, cascading down her back. Her signature earring hanging on her cheek. Her makeup done heavily and so seductively sexy, it made my knees week and the delightful collywobbles return.


    The four of us piled into the Jeep and we were off on the two hour trip to Vancouver. Kim and I kept mum and Sammie entertained by singing and toying with original songs from my notebook.


    When we arrived at the Opera House, Kim dropped us at the door and went to find parking. As we waited for her to join us with Sammie on my hip, mum said, “She really is good for you, Skylar. You're... different with her. Happy.” She gave me an approving smile. I just smiled and nodded in agreement.


    Kim came strolling up the walk to join us. Exuding more charisma and confidence that one woman should command. “You ready to get in there and take second place, Sky?!” God, if that cockiness didn't make me so aroused, I would have slapped her arm. Oh bloody hell, why not. I slapped her arm playfully.


    We bypassed the queue and up to the contestant check in. Kim got her number... one of course, I was assigned number... ten? I guess it is really random. I thought I'd get number five. We got guest passes for mum and Samantha and we entered the main hall.


    It was packed! Literally thousands of people were in attendance. There were news crews and cameras from almost every national entertainment channel. Suddenly I wasn't feeling as brave as I was earlier, I started to turn back. Until that is, some warm fingers laced with mine. I could take on the world!


    We saw mum and Sam to their seats then went to the area reserved for the contestants. I couldn't suppress a huge grin when we saw a familiar pink haired girl waving enthusiastically at us and pointing at two seats beside her that she saved.


    We got up to Amber and she gave Kim a hug and held back looking for permission from me. I just grinned and pulled her into a hug. She squealed, “This is so exciting!” We all started to feed off of her enthusiasm. It was exciting wasn't it? Stacy looked over toward us from the end of the row with a sneer, then huddled with two girls pointing at Kim then Amber with a contempt.


    Amber looked intimidated. “I heard her talking with some other girls about everyone challenging anything Kim or I sang. I think she wants a stacked deck.” Kim's stoic look returned as she swung her eyes at Stacy, the fire in her eyes was a stark contrast to the calm on her face. I think it had the proper effect as I saw Stacy's face visibly pale.


    Kim and I exchanged silent understanding of what we needed to do... more for Amber's sake than Kim's. I looked at the now visibly nervous Amber and said with Kim's confidence, “Don't worry about her, we got your back.” Getting me a perfectly sculpted eyebrow raised and nod of agreement from my Native American goddess.


    The host got up on stage and spoke, news and entertainment cameras rolling. The huge screen behind him displayed a live feed of him and all the smaller screens around it showed the news and entertainment channel feeds.


    He welcomed everyone to the first Karaoke Queen competition finals, then laid out the rules and did a quick recap of each of the ten finalists, showing a short compilation of our performances thus far. I saw clearly now in each cut of Kim that she WAS holding back. I smirked at that. Maybe I'll get to see the real her tonight on stage.


    I wanted to melt away when mine came onscreen, but instead I sat tall with my head held high. Kim taught me to be strong and I wouldn't let her down tonight. I looked around at all the cameras. Bloody hell. Why did I have to choose tonight to be brave?


    “Kimi Solomon, number one to the stage,” boomed out across the PA system, the crowd was going wild as Kim stood with all the confidence in the world. She strode with purpose to the stage projecting a wall of charisma in front of her as the cameras followed her and we saw it on the big screen to the loud cheering.


    She took the mic, raised an arm while lowering her head, causing the crowd to settle. I was shocked, she was commanding the crowd as easily as Mandy had in Seattle.


    She started scrolling through the tiles and she stopped, raising her gaze back toward me. The cocky smirk she shot almost made me orgasm on the spot. She selected 'Make You My Girl' by, of course, Leather and Heels.


    Before she started she pointed across the crowd to me. “This is for you, Sky!” The music started and she dropped to her knees, arching her back with the most powerful, pitch perfect growling scream “Mee—yeeeeooooow!” Getting the crowd on their feet.


    She was back up strutting the stage, owning it, commanding the crowd. There was absolutely no sign of holding back in this one as she banged her head and swayed to the music. She totally remastered the song, it was the familiar but it was also pure Kim. Strong, bold, fun. She gifted me another power note in the end. That seems to be 'our thing' now.


    There was so much energy in the crowd and the place exploded into deafening cheers. She spoke into the mic with a cocky grin, “That's all I got.” She dropped the mic to the stage with two fingers and jumped off of it then made her way back to me through the thunderous cheering. She got to me and I hugged her and gave her a passionate kiss that left me warm and tingly. Then I yelled in her ear, “Nice to finally meet the real you. I'm glad you aren't holding back anymore.”


    She looked a little surprised that I knew she was just playing with everyone until now. The host was back on stage, getting a card from the judges and announced, “OK, everyone! What a way to begin! Kimi Solomon, everyone!” This got another round of cheering. When it died down he said, “How bout we start things out with a nine point nine!” More cheering ensued.


    The two girls with Stacy started to stand to challenge but Stacy pulled them quickly down with a pale look, she knew nobody could top that. She pointed at Amber and they all nodded. We all watched this interaction. Kim said to us, “So, that's how she's going to play this. We won't let her knock you out, Amber.” She winked at Amber and nodded at me.


    “Stacy Milton, number two to the stage.” Stacy got up, trying to mimic Kim's approach to the stage but just coming across as pompous. As soon as she took the mic and started scrolling through the titles, Kim winked at Amber and stood yelling, “Challenge!”


    All heads swung our way, the host spoke, “She hasn't even sang yet.”


    Kim shrugged. “I'll wait.”


    Stacy was shooting Kim a death glare. The manky bint!


    I stood and yelled, “Challenge!”


    The crowd was now laughing. We walked up to the stage hand in hand to wait.


    Stacy suddenly didn't look too confident. She scrolled through the titles then stopped on one and sneered at me. 'Suddenly Undone' by Miranda Keys. She was going to try to intimidate me with my own selections. Kim snorted.


    I must say, Stacy did quite a phenomenal job on the song, she made it her own and she commanded the crowd well, yet it was missing one subtle thing. Emotion. This song was all about emotion. But the judges apparently disagreed as they awarded her a nine point nine just like Kim. I was nervous now, I seriously didn't think I could top that. I'd lose my right to challenge anymore in this round.


    Before the host was done announcing that score Kim was already on stage grabbing the microphone from from Stacy who stomped off the stage. Kim made a mockery of Stacy's performance, mostly because she sang with more emotion than I have ever seen her sing with, she was singing to me, for me. I let a tear fall. The score was reduced to nine point eight.


    I took the stage, how was I going to top Stacy? Maybe my cocky challenge was a bad move. Then I had it. Strip it to it's bare elements. I whispered to the host. “The challenger is going to sing the cover a capella!” This got the crowd cheering and Kim winking at me. I pointed in front of the stage and Kim moved over to there.


    I sat down on the edge of the stage in front of her and just looked deeply into her sparkling brown pools of strength, feeding off of them as I started singing. I took in her beauty, her awe of the world and reflected that through my singing. The depth of my feelings for this woman radiated from my being, I willed my voice to forge it into a offering for her love.


    Keeping with our private tradition, I gifted her the final note, I wanted her to know that she made me strong, she gave me courage. I ended it with each of us letting a tear run down our faces as I put the mic on the stage and jumped down into her arms. I walked hand in hand with her through the cheering, back to a crying Amber. “You two were awesome!”


    The judges deliberated for over five minutes then finally the host announced a nine point seven for Stacy. The crowd cheered for her.


    Amber was next and tore up the stage with an inspired performance. She was a ball of energy and fun, and the crowd agreed as they were on their feet. She scored a nine point eight and Stacy's two lackeys challenged, but Stacy didn't, instead she was pointing at me while she spoke to them. Oh, scary. I snorted.


    The girl's challenges failed and Amber's score remained, with the bonus that the lackeys couldn't challenge in this round again. The rest of the singers had their turns, with a moderate amount of challenges, but most of them were uninspired. Technically they were great but performing is more than just getting the notes right.


    My heart started beating faster as, “Skylar Roth, number ten to the stage,” boomed out. I was surprised at how much cheering that announcement received. I could feel panic rising... a hand on mine calmed me instantly. “Go get em, Sky,” Kim whispered hotly into my ear. That happy warm buzz it induced, stayed with me to the stage. As I grabbed the microphone I heard Stacy shout from almost right behind me, “Challenge!” The manky bint had followed me to the stage.


    I started scrolling through the list of titles, which was also displayed on the huge screen behind me. I was so nervous with Stacy standing on the steps beside the stage that I couldn't think of what to sing. When I reached the bottom of the list I froze. Two titles with yesterday's date were blazing away.


    I had to blink a couple times then I turned to the host and spoke into the mic since the cheering had doubled. “Umm... can I pick these?” He affirmed it in his mic, “If it's on the list, it is fair game.” I smiled hugely, Stacy suddenly looked a little nervous. I whispered into the microphone like a git, “May I say something first?” He nodded.


    I walked to the center of the stage and stood up tall. My eyes were locked on Kim up in our seats, channeling her strength. “Ummm... hi everybody.” This got cheers for some reason and caused my anxiety to peak. “Most of you don't know who I am, and these past few years, that's how I liked it. I felt like a freak, an outcast. I hid in the shadows.”


    I paused as the crowd settled a bit, I pointed at the object of my affection.“But Kimi Solomon, the woman I love, showed me what true strength and beauty is.” This got off the charts cheering as I continued, “She saw something in me that I couldn't... until now. She's my hero in every sense of the word and my heart goes out to her.”


    I paused and took a deep breath then said loudly, “I'm sick of hiding. I'm not hiding anymore!” I pulled my hair back and pulled the band I had on my wrist over it to fasten it into a loose ponytail and dropped my overcoat then took a step forward with my right side forward.


    I was wearing a tight white mini dress with an open right side that was held together by white satin straps laced along it. I proudly displayed the henna tattoos Kim had drawn, tracing the full length of my burns. From the butterflies on my cheek blending into the flowers going down my neck which in turn blended into the feathers down my arm and the leaves down my side, ending with the flowering vines around my leg. She had even covered the receiving socket on my prosthetic foot, which itself proudly displayed the angel wings Tim had made.


    I took one more step forward and yelled into the mic, “Hello, everyone. I'm SKYLAR ROTH and it's bloody fine to meet you!” I was almost deafened at the roar of the crowd as I saw myself on every screen surrounding the stage. I was seeing myself through Kim's eyes on them... I felt... sexy.


    I held a hand into the air and lowered my head. Bringing the noise level down, by the gods, I was commanding the crowd like my love did. “Well, I'd be a right muppet if I didn't pick this,” I said as I highlighted 'Unstoppable Force' by Skylar Roth to the chuckling of the crowd.


    But before I clicked on it, a sudden thought hit me. Mandy did... she managed to set this whole thing up... bloody genius! I looked at all the national news and entertainment cameras trained on me. This was being broadcast to the world. This whole thing is just a bloody romantic love note for her wife. I almost laughed.


    “Let me tell you a little story about this before I sing.” I looked to the host and he nodded. I smiled to the crowd, pacing the stage like I owned it, keeping people engaged. “Four years to this very day, Mandy Fay Harris met her future bride.” The crowd got louder. “Her wife, Anabella West is local activist legend here known as the Unstoppable Force. She inspired so much love in Mandy that she wrote this song for her. I'm just the messenger. Anabella, happy anniversary from Mandy!”


    If I thought I was going deaf before from the cheering, I'm sure my ears were bleeding now as I clicked the title and the music started. I locked my eyes with Kim's across the sea of people and started with probably the strongest, purest, most powerful note that had ever come from my mouth. I didn't sing the song, I channeled it. I commanded the stage and the masses.


    I allowed all the emotion contained within the words to use me as an amplifier to broadcast it to the universe. I sang of the pillar of strength and love and beauty... only now it was me, it was Kim. Of the indomitable spirit. Of all things good in this world. I sang of one of my personal heroes, Samantha, who shows me everyday that there is still pure innocence in this world.


    Then to finish by our new-found tradition, I singled out my love, and pointed directly at Kim to hit that powerful last note, dropping down onto my knees and carrying that note with that indisputable truth in my heart. I loved Kimi Solomon.


    I smiled at the roaring crowd and confidently strode off the stage with a smirk on my face, tossing the microphone to Stacy shouting, “Do your worst.” Is she crying? I strode up the aisle to where my heart was waiting, Kim was all smiles and tears. The judges deliberated for quite some time as they played silent replays of my finish on the screens. Finally the host announced, “Our first perfect score of the finals! Ten point zero!”


    The crowd again went crazy as I caught on a screen the live feed of Kim and I passionately kissing. I broke it and giggled and pointed at the screen, she saw us and shrugged and kissed me again. Amber was smiling hugely at us. Then I heard Stacy's hoarse voice over the speakers, “Challenge withdrawn.”


    We looked back at the stage and Stacy made her way back to her seat. I made a decision as I stood and made my way to her with Kim and Amber shooting me questioning looks. I stood in front of Stacy, she had a stoic look on her face. I put my hand out to her. “Truce?”


    She looked me up and down spending longer looking at my foot and the works of art Kim had made of my scars. She smiled a little and shook. “Truce.” I smiled and hugged her. “Brill! Now let's all just do our best.” She nodded and I returned to Kim, all smiles.


    


    “She won't act like a bloody tosser anymore. We called a truce.” Kim looked at me in amazement. Is it wrong that that was making me bloody hot? Amber was staring at me reaching her hand toward my cheek, looking for permission. I nodded and she touched it, tracing the art, following it down. She finally said, “It's beautiful! I... I can really see it.” Kim winked with her sexy cocky smile. “I know, right?”


    Kim and I, being the top two, were called to the stage to end round one. I was so excited I could have vibrated a hole to the Earth's core. I was going to sing on stage WITH HER! We took our mics and before I could do or say anything, Kim was smiling hungrily at me as she clicked 'Take Me On The Floor' by the Veronicas. Cheeky bird!


    I got her message, we weren't on that stage to sing, we were there to tease and play with each other and have fun! As she took the first verse, I strutted around her doing the da-da-da-daah's trailing a finger along her collarbone.


    We toyed with the dynamics and traded off lead from verse to verse. Strutting on stage. We had so much fun! She was amazing! When we got to the 'I wanna kiss a girl' lines she switched up the third iteration from 'I wanna kiss a boy' to 'I wanna kiss my Sky'. I returned it on my third with 'I wanna kiss my Flower'. She nudged her eyes to me I caught her meaning and I was once again on my knees arching my back doing the scream I thought for sure she would have claimed for her own. We finished, laughing out the final lines.


    I would not be lying if I said this was the most fun I had ever had in my whole bloody life. I could sing with this woman forever! The crowd seemed to agree! The cheers went on for quite some time and a fifteen minute intermission was called before the final round.


    Kim grinned and grabbed my hand, and Amber's too, and dragged us back to where mum and Sammie were seated. My mum was beaming! “My god, can you girls bloody sing! You look right beautiful, Skylar! I don't have the words!” she exclaimed as Sam put her arms out for me and I hoisted her on my hip. She started playing with the temporary tattoos. I smiled and said, “Mum, this is our friend, Amber LaLanie. Amber, this is my mum, and this adorable creature is my daughter, Samantha.”


    She shook my mother's hand then simply beamed at Sammie. “God, she's perfect, Skylar!” I smiled with pride then Sammie said, “Your hair is pwetty! I wike pink hair.” Which made Amber's smile double in size. Then Sam looked at Kim. “You drewed dis part wrong.” She was pointing at some leaves on my scars on my side. “Dey dagonfwies.” Kim looked and said, “You know, you're completely right, it looks more like dragonflies there. You have such an artistic eye little one.”


    By the gods my girls are amazing!


    They called everyone to their seats. Kim was called to the stage to start us out, and she made it seem like she was just playing with her first performance as she made my jaw drop with possibly the most perfect performance I had seen her sing. If her ten point zero was in doubt, nobody dared voice it. She was firmly commanding the lead with her nine point nine five average.


    Stacy did something I wouldn't have expected and performed her final with deep emotion and passion. We all cheered for her, giving her smiles and thumbs up as she returned. There was a failed challenge, leaving her with a nine point eight giving her a nine point seven five average.


    Amber went next, and she sang the most playful cover of the evening. It was blatantly obvious that she was having the time of her life and was bringing us all along for the fun and happy ride! Nine point nine. Stacy stopped her girls from challenging with a smile to me. So Amber held second at nine point eight five average.


    I looked around and almost laughed as I could see all of us contestants doing the math in our heads. Only two of the remaining singers, number nine and myself had any chance of placing and knocking any of the girls out. And I was the only one who could possibly unseat Kim from number one. I was so proud of my girlfriend.


    Number nine gave an inspired performance. It was solid but I still don't think it deserved the nine point nine. Bugger, that knocked Stacy out of the running as number nine now had a nine point eight average. Or so I thought as Kim leaned around me to catch Stacy's eye and winked at her as she yelled, “Challenge!”


    I don't think number nine really appreciated her nine point seven just five minutes later. That just left me. I knew Kim was safe and so did she, there was no way to duplicate my original performance. But second or third place were still a possibility.


    “Skylar Roth, number ten to the stage.” A deafening roar erupted. I got to the stage and laughed into the microphone. “Don't get too excited everyone, that first song took all that I had. But let's see what I can pull out here.” A chuckle went through the crowd. I didn't even look at the screen as I comically looked to the crowd as I held the scroller down til it hit the bottom of the list and couldn't go anymore, I clicked blindly with a huge smile.


    This got another chuckle from the crowd as 'Tup Ceqayseb (Morning Flower) by Skylar Roth' was displayed on the giant screen behind me. “This is for you, Flower!” I said as the music began.


    I sang with all my heart going out to the woman I loved, this song didn't do her justice, she was so much more than the words I could sing. I wanted her to know my heart. Every emotion I had went out to her... I couldn't finish the last line in the song as I slumped into sobs. Kim is my everything. I handed the mic to the host and ran off the stage.


    I ran into Kim's arms who was already coming up to the stage to to protect me, to share her strength. Her face was streaked with tears. I looked up at her in embarrassment and yelled over the deafening cheers, “Hi!” She laughed a genuine laugh that reached her sparkling eyes. “Hi back!”


    As we sat I got smiles from all the contestants, I said in Kim's ear, “I right buggered that last line. I just love you so much and the bloody words weren't enough to tell you.” She kissed me gently and spoke in my ear, “It doesn't matter. The message came through loud and clear love.”


    My deserved nine point four came across the speakers. I nodded with a smile of understanding as did Kim and Amber. Stacy made her way over and yelled over the crowd, “I don't care about the technical deduction for the ending... you deserve to be up there more than me.” She hugged me and made her way back to her seat. That was shocking.


    I had to cover my ears as they called, “And our third place winner for the first Karaoke Queen competition is Stacy Milton!” She went up on stage to the intense cheering and took the third place trophy and the huge cheque for one hundred thousand dollars.


    Then to another round of intense cheers. “Our second place winner for the first Karaoke Queen competition is the playful Amber LaLanie!” She hugged us both then almost skipped up to the stage to accept a hug from Stacy and her second place trophy and the cheque for two hundred thousand dollars.


    “And now, our champion and the first Karaoke Queen, and winner of a Harmony Trax recording contract... Kimi Solomon!” I gave her a quick peck on the lips then she smiled and strode confidently up to the stage, exuding charisma. I was bursting with pride for her.


    She accepted hugs from Stacy and Amber and took her first place trophy, which she always knew she would get... Cheeky bird! ...and her half million dollar cheque to the deafening roar of the crowd. MY bloody dishy cheeky bird!


    


    


    Epilogue


    As the deafening roar of the spectators continued, Kim and I strutted around the stage commanding the crowd. It seemed only fitting that our Satin Thunder Farewell Tour ends here where we call home in London, since that was where my journey began. This was possibly the most powerful performance in our seven years together. My wife has only grown more beautiful, more... dishy... over these years. My Native American goddess! Our passion has only grown to epic proportions over those same years.


    I find it strange to think of who I was before Kimi Tup Ceqayseb Solomon came into my life all those years ago. That bloody competition, that I almost didn't attend, brought me the love of my life. My secret morning flower. With her first solo album and the proceeds from my singles going double platinum and platinum, we gave our daughter Samantha and my mum a happy life free of worry here in London. One that I could only have dreamed about.


    And now with the huge international success of Satin Thunder these past seven years, they'll want for nothing. I stood pointing to the sky, the permanent colourful tattoos of Kim's art covering my scars, clearly visible in the stage lighting... walking on the most advanced foot from Tim Phearson Prosthesis and Robotics. I spoke into my mic with the confidence and strength that I was gifted by my wife, “THANK YOU LONDON AND GOODNIGHT!!” The stage lights cut to blackness...


    


    “I love you Flower.” “I love you too Sky.”


    


    


    


    Other Books in the Music of the Soul universe...


    (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)
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    Sample Chapter from the Valkyrie Chronicles: Return of the Asgard


    Chapter 1 – The Tavern


    Five thousand Earth orbits completed around its star, Sol. Five thousand years I have awaited the return of my kind. How I long to be home again. I could feel Asgard approaching like the hammering of a relentless drum in my head foreshadowing the dimensional alignment that would allow Valhalla and Earth to co-exist in this realm during a 'transition' once again. That once again I may take my place in our citadel as the daughter of Odin. Or... it could just be a headache from the copious amounts of alcohol I have consumed this night.


    I clumsily backhanded the largest of my attackers while kicking the feet out from underneath another, sending him unceremoniously to the ground on his ass again while I sat on my bar stool. I took the second I had gained to take the last gulp from my heavy beer mug, before finally pushing away from the bar and standing from my uncomfortable bar stool to actually fight these ruffians. I'm sure they think we have been fighting these past couple minutes, but I just wished to finish my drink before dispatching them.


    I staggered as I stood. Even in my impaired state with my reflexes slowed by the alcohol, it wouldn't take but a minute to take down these three. They really should have picked a different neighborhood to rape that young woman earlier tonight.


    I had arrived too late to stop it, but I recognize their dim red auras. I caught a glimpse of them as they entered McGregor's Tavern two blocks down. I called for an ambulance and the police from the girl's cell phone which I had pulled from the purse on the ground beside her crumpled and sobbing body.


    I dropped her phone and comforted her the best I could until I heard the sirens approach, then I followed the three gang-banger wannabes with their idiotic bandanas into the bar. What a dive... it reeked of cigarettes, sweat and stale beer. Neon beer advertisements flickered, casting multicolored glows across the room.


    If there's one thing us Asgard truly enjoyed, it was our mead. Earth's beer is an acceptable substitute.


    I sat at the bar where I could see their booth by the pool table through the cigarette smoke haze in the back of the run down tavern. Then I just watched the men through the huge mirror mounted behind the bar as I drank a pitcher to see if there were any others I should worry about when I take these three down. They are going to pay for what they did to that girl.


    The smaller, weasel-like man in his worn out leather jacket and torn jeans would be the most dangerous since he posed no real physical threat, and he knew it, which is why he sat at the back of their booth, a man on either side as a buffer.


    So more likely than not, he carried a weapon. Probably tucked into his waistband at the small of his back, judging by the way he sat. His nose was crooked like a bird's beak and his patchy stubble looked like a ridiculous attempt to look masculine. Hard to do for a 5'-3” man. Even my small stature at 5'-7” made me tower over him in my heavy one and a half inch heeled boots.


    The big guy on his right was imposing and probably stood a chance of doing a little physical damage to me if he got his hands on me. But it wouldn't be anything my enhanced strength or nano-lattice couldn't handle. The dull look in his eyes told me he wasn't much of a thinker.


    My guess is that he hadn't really been accepted by his peers because of his brutish appearance and that's how he got mixed up with these guys as their enforcer. He stood maybe 6'-4” and around three hundred pounds of muscle. He had a thick brow which kind of reminded me of the Neanderthals I had seen on Earth when I was a small child seventy Earth transitions ago. Now those men were strong!


    The third one was the loudmouth of the bunch. He looked to be a thinker, but just barely. Standing around 5'-10” with a moderate build. He'd be the second to attack after watching my reactions to the big guy. His moderately sharp eyes sat below his greasy black hair on his long, unattractive face.


    This is one dynamic I have never understood about the degenerates of the human world. It is usually the smaller, weaker of the bunch who is the leader that the others simply blindly follow. Whereas the humans representing justice stand tall and lead by example.


    But of the three, the smaller man had the darker red aura telling me he quite probably was their leader. Red indicates the reservoir of anger and violence in a person, and the strength of the aura shows the willpower or strength of conviction of the individual.


    Blue on the other hand indicates someone's capacity for good, justice and strength of character. Like the bartender and his dim blue glow with it's hints of red trailing it.


    None of the three men I was watching were consequential, with their dim glows and posturing mannerisms all bluster and no substance. I was finishing my second pitcher when they finally noticed I was watching them. Slow much, guys? I've only been staring for an hour.


    The weasel sent them over a couple minutes ago. Greasy hair stood slightly back from the brute and asked loudly, “What ya lookin' at sugar? You want maybe we take you somewhere for some fun?”


    I just turned on my stool to look at him, trying to display my boredom. “You mean the kind of fun you had with that girl down the street tonight?”


    Their eyes looked alarmed as I hissed and narrowed my eyes. “You shouldn't have done that in my neighborhood, boys.”


    The bruiser looked to greasy hair, who nodded almost imperceptibly. People were starting to clear out a bit. I slapped away the incoming blow from the brute as I felt my nano-lattice harden my skin. The magnetic and electrical net energized by the nanites in my body, which in turn were powered by the Earth's magnetic field. I took a large swallow from my mug as I kicked the brute soundly in the stomach, forcing him back a step, tripping over his buddy. It sent them both, gracelessly onto the ground.


    They stood and split up and attacked in a predictable manner. Why don't they teach simple tactics in school here on Earth? A kick to the knee of greasy hair and simply ducking the next blow from the brute and tugging on him to use his momentum to tumble into his friend again was all it took.


    I caught the bartender on the phone out of the corner of my eye, most likely calling the police. I had better wrap this up, but not before I finish my beer. I allowed them to posture before their next attack as I drank. I watched as the weasel stood and advanced half way to us, looking nervously between us and the back door.


    After that third attack and I finished my beer then stood, I almost laughed at the men. Did they really think they could do battle with a Valkyrie of the Asgard? The thought was ludicrous. I have fought beside some great humans in my five thousand years of waiting for my home to return. They were great men and women, worthy of respect. But these men were nothing... the scum of the human world that even their society shunned.


    I allowed my nano-lattice to extend around the mug I was still holding by the handle, hardening it. Back in the day, this is how we did did hand to hand battle against the Ragnarok race when the quarters were too close to use our energy weapons. Grabbing anything we had handy and hardening it into a weapon that could pierce their tough hides.


    The brute swung again and I caught his arm under mine with a thud to my ribs, and trapped it as I quickly struck him multiple times in the face with my beer mug. He went down to his knees, his face bloodied, before his eyes rolled back in their sockets and he fell back unconscious.


    There was a moment of pain after I heard a gunshot as the bullet tore through my left shoulder. I looked over to the weasel with his drawn gun in the middle of the bar. I felt my nanites already attacking the damage to my flesh. People were running or hitting the floor in panic. “Kroth.” I hissed. This would probably hurt more if I wasn't so drunk. I know I'll ache for a week.


    I threw the beer mug at him with as much force as I could manage. It struck simultaneously with a round from another gunshot behind me, the now non-hardened glass shattering on his skull as his shoulder erupted into a bloody red mist. It was hard to tell which had actually sent him to the floor.


    I twisted toward the second gunshot just to be almost blinded by the aura of a woman who was running full tilt to the bar while holstering her gun yelling, “SPD! Everyone down!” She jumped over the brute I had downed earlier and her military style boot shot out and caught the greasy haired buffoon who was quickly scrambling up, on the jaw. Effectively rendering him unconscious.


    She was crouched over, handcuffing greasy hair when she suddenly drew her weapon aiming it confidently behind her without looking, her rich raspy voice called out, “I wouldn't.”


    I smiled... she had seen it too. Weasel was reaching along the floor to his gun, leaving a blood trail in his wake.


    He stopped as she turned and walked toward him with a steely look on her face. Her weapon was trained steadily between his eyes. I watched as she placed a boot on his back while producing a heavy zip-tie from her waistband. She roughly pulled his arms behind him, causing the weasel to scream in pain because of his wounded shoulder as she secured his hands. I dropped a twenty on the bar and discretely made my exit as I heard her calling for backup with shots fired and an ambulance for two gunshot wounds.


    I passed an older detective on the sidewalk as he was sprinting toward the tavern with a hand on his holstered gun. I looked at my shoulder as I walked to the alley and saw the bullet fall out of the rapidly healing wound as I made my way down that garbage strewn corridor between the buildings. The sound of my footsteps echoed off the stained brick walls as my skin pulled together showing a ragged scar, it would take the nanites a couple days to repair all the internal damage to my tissues before they worked on the cosmetic damage to remove the scar.


    “Kroth!” I cursed as I looked at the hole in my favorite jacket. If I hadn't been so drunk I could have easily avoided it. Or if I had just allowed the nano-lattice to harden my skin farther, the small caliber round wouldn't have been able to pierce my skin so easily.


    I chose discretion over safety. People would have seen the blue glow of the net pattern across my skin if I had used more energy. But now I'll pay for it, my shoulder will be sore until the nanites complete the repair. This was quite a minor thing compared to some of the damage I suffered on the battlefield.


    I continued walking toward my apartment. I chose this part of Seattle because of its high crime rate. Something that has been ingrained into me since birth was my sense of justice and the knowledge that the strong should always protect the innocent and the weak, no matter the cost. So this was the perfect area for me to wait for the return of the Asgard.


    When the Earth started its five-thousandth orbit around its star, I did the quick calculation of its rotational axis at the time of transition to determine that the citadel would breach the dimensional divide somewhere in the vicinity of Seattle within a fifty mile radius. The simple computers the humans have are not powerful enough to pinpoint the exact location, so I had to go off of the rough calculation in my head.


    So here I wait, and hide from the relentless Ragnarok on this planet until Father returns. Cleaning up this neighborhood is a good distraction, it keeps my mind off of my situation. I bit my lower lip in anticipation of going home again. I'm so very tired.


    My mind drifted to the incident in the bar. That woman. I have never seen a human aura so strong. But that wasn't the thing that struck me the hardest. Her control and sense of justice rivaled that of a Valkyrie, causing her bright blue aura to be so intense it was almost blinding, I couldn't focus on her.


    Her choice of profession was not surprising to me. No, it was that she had a second aura billowing behind her like the shadow of wings that was just as bright, fighting to get out. It scared me. It was such a dark red it was almost black, full of anger and vengeance held in check only by her willpower. It looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place it.


    This ability to see and read auras is the curse of the Valkyrie. It is an evolutionary step that few among the Asgard have, and only women seem to have developed it. It has caused some to become reclusive, so they don't see the capacity each person has for good or evil or how close the balance is in some. The ones that can handle it, most likely will become Valkyrie as this ability best allows us to select from the six worlds of this realm we visit, the individuals most suited to join the Asgard if they so wish.


    I was knocked out of my thoughts by the distinct impression that I was being watched, it was not the cold shiver that accompanied the arrival of the Ragnarok that I seem to have developed during my time on Earth. I turned the corner out of the trash littered alley as I jumped up ten feet to a rusty fire escape and my nano-lattice activated.


    I shielded my eyes as a familiar blinding aura emerged from the alley. The officer quickly scanned the street then relaxed her back against the worn brick building. She crossed her arms, staring straight ahead as her raspy voice called out, “You might as well come down. I'm with SPD, you need to get that shoulder looked after... let me get you to the hospital. Then I have some questions for you.”


    I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, threatening a smile. I liked this human, she had moxie and great situational awareness. I sighed and deactivated my nano-lattice, I didn't need this, not when transition was so close. But she struck me as the sort of woman that would track me and hound me until I spoke with her. I silently jumped down and landed lightly in front of her.


    She didn't even flinch, though I could tell that her muscles were at the ready to react if she needed to. Like a wolf, ready to strike. I looked directly into her steel gray eyes as the rest of her was too bright to look at at the moment, she locked onto my blue eyes as I softly said, “I'm fine... and I didn't see anything. You have me confused with someone else.”


    I turned to leave and she reached out and gently grabbed my arm, turning me toward her. Her eyes softened to genuine concern as she said, “We need to get your shoulder looked at miss.”


    I reaffirmed, shaking my head. “I'm fine.”


    She reached out tentatively toward my jacket, I sighed. May as well get this over with. When humans see what they don't understand, they generally opt for the simplest explanation, that they were mistaken. I gave silent permission with an almost imperceptible nod as she lowered my jacket off my left shoulder.


    She looked, then her eyes narrowed as she reached out and ran a warm finger across the new scar. It sent a shiver down my spine. I generally avoid contact with people since attachment breeds sorrow in my case. I have watched countless friends and lovers quickly age and die over the millennium I have spent here on Earth. My heart aches for each and every one of them. With our molecular nanotechnology, we Asgard have extended our lives to hundreds of thousands of Earth years.


    I am weak. I can never stay true to my convictions and wind up befriending someone only to watch time take them away from me. A terrible aspect of lengthened lifespans.


    She shook her head. “I can't quite place your accent...” Suddenly her hand was on her weapon on her hip. “You got a permit for that?”


    I followed her gaze, my pistol grip was visible at my waistband. She reached out and I allowed her to pull it from its holster.


    I nodded. “Yes, I do. I'm a private investigator. And the closest you would have to my accent is Norse.” I reached slowly to the pocket of my jacket and tilted my head in question. “May I?”


    I hated owning a pistol, but the modern world has long range weapons like this that my close combat skills cannot easily counter. The energy weapon I had when I was originally trapped here, has long since lost its charge. I can charge it with my nanites, but it takes weeks with constant contact with my skin to charge it enough for even a single shot. I took the time a while back to have one at the ready in case the Ragnarok find me again.


    She nodded, keeping one hand on the weapon at her hip, tucking my pistol into her waistband with the other. With two fingers I slowly pulled my wallet out of my pocket, then pulled out my concealed carry permit and held it out to her.


    She took it and looked at it. “Kara Wodanaz? You're kidding right?”


    I quirked an eyebrow at her.


    She continued. “I've seen fake names before, but I gotta hand it to you. This is creative. I could believe one or the other, but not both together lady.”


    I almost laughed, she was a smart one, and educated. I decided to see if she was as smart as I was giving her credit for and played dumb. “What do you mean by that?”


    The corners of her mouth quirked as she held back a smile. Was she playing too?


    “Well seeing as how Kara is a name out of Norse legend and Wodanaz is a synonym for Odin... come on now. What are the odds?”


    I grinned at her, I was liking this game. “Well, seeing as how that IS my name, I'd have to say one hundred percent chance. You can call it in if you like, but only if you want to eat your own words. And I didn't catch your name detective...” I left the question hanging.


    She shook her head, not breaking eye contact as she handed the permit back to me and took her hand off her weapon, keeping mine in her waistband. “Detective Kate Summers. What made you think I was a detective, Miss Wodanaz? And how did your gunshot wound heal in a matter of minutes?” Ahhh, she WAS playing.


    I laughed a little, then noticed I was almost sober again, krothing nanites can't leave me that one pleasure. I quirked an eyebrow. “Well, let's see. A plain clothed officer, in quite stylish clothing except the military boots, doesn't scream beat cop to me. And as you well know, it is quite impossible for a gunshot wound as you say, to heal so quickly. Thus, you are mistaken. I'm obviously not the person you are looking for.”


    She shook her head with a little smile as she stuck her finger through the blood stained hole in my jacket and said, “Don't insult my intelligence. I know what I saw, Miss Wodanaz. I'm going to need a statement from you. You can either talk here or down at the station. You didn't do anything wrong except leave the scene in the bar. The choice is yours. You are aware that those men raped an innocent girl tonight aren't you?”


    My blood chilled at the mention of the rape, I still felt guilty for not arriving in time to stop it. “No. That's terrible! I'm sure the men who did it will be caught and brought to justice. And please, call me Kara.”


    She shook her head sadly. “I don't understand – Kara. But have it your way.” She pulled a zip-tie out from her waistband. “Please put your hands behind your back. You are under arrest for impeding a police investigation.”


    I shook my head sadly as she tightened the zip-tie around my wrists behind my back and said, “If you do this, they will find me again.”


    She grabbed me gently by my wrists and led me back into the alley toward the tavern. I caught a hint of her heady scent with her walking so close to me, it was intriguing.


    “Who will find you? We already have the three men in custody, and I won't let them hurt you. Though, judging by your moves in the bar... you don't need much protection,” she asked.


    I sighed. “I just wish to go home detective. If the Ragnarok find me here, it will start a bloodbath when my people arrive. So... please, do not take this personally.” I easily snapped the zip-tie as I twisted around removing my pistol from her waistband. Completing my twist I vaulted over a dumpster onto another rickety fire escape above. She drew her weapon. I looked down at her as I tucked my pistol back into its holster behind my left hip.


    My eyes had finished adapting to the intensity of her aura and I could finally see her clearly. I inhaled sharply. I would have to say that she was one of the most stunning human women I had laid my eyes on. Not a traditional beauty, but something... different. Something strong. She had unmistakable... charisma?


    She was taller than me, possibly 5'-10”. She appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She exuded a dangerous combination of strength and feminine grace. Her long straight brunette hair tied in a professional ponytail to keep it out of her line of sight. Her slight build just lent to her elegance. Her Germanic face was strong but flawlessly feminine, at least to me. Her large eyes and small nose hinted at some Asian heritage, and her full lips were quite alluring, even with their current crease of determination.


    I pulled a card out of my wallet. Blank except for my real address printed on it. I dropped it to her as I started climbing the creaking fire escape steps toward the roof. The metallic clanging of my footsteps echoing in the alleyway. She wouldn't shoot.


    “Stop!” she commanded as I kept climbing. Then she added quietly, “What are you?”


    Kroth but she's intelligent!


    I called down to her, “Meet me there at midnight and we can talk. But please, I cannot go to the station nor be in your reports. I'll explain everything... truthfully... but you won't believe it. Come alone. I'll know if you don't and I'll disappear for good.” Or at least until home arrives.


    I heard her holster her gun as I climbed over the roof parapet. How the kroth did I get things so messed up when the transition was so close? I leapt from rooftop to rooftop on my way to my apartment. I couldn't get her face out of my head. This human was remarkable.
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    Chapter 1 – Foreign Soil


    I timidly made my way through customs. This was my first trip to another country... no, my first trip away from London, period. And here I am in the customs queue across the pond in America... my stomach is all collywobbles as I approach the heavyset uniformed woman at the counter when my turn had arrived. She looked like an emotionless zombie, I'm sure this job is mind-numbingly boring.


    As I reached her with my almost unnoticeable limp and a slight creaking sound (I'll have to take care of that later), she held her hand out on the overly high counter.


    “Passport. Customs form. Do you have anything to declare.” She rattled off like an automaton.


    I handed her the requested paperwork saying softly, “Nothing to declare.”


    She looked at the passport then at me, reading my name out loud, “Skylar Roth.” She looked at me, then the picture. “Can you please move your hair so I can see your face?”


    Oh bollocks! I stiffened a bit, I never show my face outside of authority figures. I moved the hair I kept covering the right side of my face... my blue eyes downcast in embarrassment, revealing the mangled and twisted flesh from my cheek trialing down my neck.


    She winced at my scars as I dropped my hair back in place and then her eyes softened in the pity I hate to see on people's faces.


    “Purpose for visiting? Business or personal?”


    I shrugged. “I'm not sure really... I'm here for the Karaoke Queen singing competition, so a little of both?”


    She smiled slightly. “Business.”


    She stamped my passport with a flourish and slid it back to me as she slipped back into her robotic speech and dismissed me, “Enjoy your stay,” as she turned to the next person in line. I heard her droning, “Passport. Customs form. Do you have anything to declare,” as I creaked off in search of the women's loo.


    I found the cottage and looked in the stalls, the bog wasn't as manky as I would have imagined. So I locked the stall and turned to sit on the lid. I pulled my hex key and oil out of my bag and raised my right leg over my left and pulled my shoe and sock off then oiled and adjusted the pin joint on my single-axis prosthetic.


    The damn thing was loose again, it felt like the threads were starting to strip. I'd have to bodge it, I didn't want to have to use the bloody SACH while I was here. I did the best I could and got the creak out. I stared at the white ceiling tiles in frustration. I'm right knackered! The bed at the hotel was sounding lovely about now. I looked at the time on my mobile as I put the tools away and put my sock and shoe back on. “Bloody hell!” I spat.


    I had spent too much time on the repair, I was going to be late for the last coach and I didn't want to waste lolly on a taxi. My funds were extremely limited as it was, what little I had was all my mum and I could scratch together or borrow.


    I just thank the stars that room and board was being provided by the organizer of the competition. I still couldn't believe I was even here I thought as I made my way out to the baggage claim to retrieve the buggered up old suitcase I had borrowed from my mum. Me cringing away from coming into contact with people as I went.


    I picked my way through to the street, dragging my suitcase with its dodgy wheel clacking behind me, just to witness the coach pulling away from the curb. “Damnation!” I yelled in frustration. I really can't catch a break!


    I looked down the walk a bit to where the taxi's were queued, and pulled out my wallet from my purse and looked at the money I had converted into US dollars. A little less than two hundred dollars for two weeks. Damn, my cockup was going to put a big dent in my funds.


    I felt like crying in frustration, and I missed my daughter already. She was the love of my life. Samantha was going to celebrate her third birthday with my mum while I was away on this pie in the sky competition that I had no way of possibly winning. But the tiniest chance that I could get some of the prize money by making it to the top three was worth the risk.


    That kind of money could help my mum, Prudence, and I immensely. Living on the dole at twenty one like me and taking odd jobs here and there was no life for my daughter.


    Third place was a hundred thousand US dollars, second place two hundred, and the unobtainable first place being a half a million dollars and an actual real record deal with that hot new Indy label in Vancouver, Washington, Harmony Trax.


    They were the ones promoting this Karaoke Queen competition. It was backed by none other than Mandy Fay Harris! Her idea was to have a label that produced records for unknowns and market them to the world, taking only a small percentage and leaving the bulk of the profit to the singers and not lock them into any long term contracts. It's an idealized dream for any singer.


    This contest was offering that once in a lifetime chance to the winning girl singing Karaoke covers, to record their own music.


     To live that kind of dream was was exciting to everyone in the competition. I still didn't know what I was doing here. Did I even stand a chance? I'd love to do my own songs.


    As I made my way to the taxi queues I was moving past the private cars and I stutter stepped as I passed a driver holding a sign 'Skylar Roth'. What the hell? I looked at him, then back behind me for some reason before tilting my head and saying, “Ummm... I'm sorry, please sir, I'm Skylar Roth.”


    The tall redheaded, freckled man in a proper driver's uniform and cap smiled and lowered the sign. “Hello, ma'am, I'm Heath, I'll be your driver tonight.”


    He reached toward me and I flinched my head back and quickly regained my composure as I shook his hand.


    He reached toward my suitcase, asking permission with his eyes. I released it to him. He nodded slightly then quickly put it in the boot of the black sedan and returned to my side and opened the back door for me. I still had no clue what was happening as I slid into the seat, speechless, and he shut the door. I watched as he ran around to drivers side and got in.


    “The hotel, ma'am? Or would you like me to suggest a club or two?”


    I regained my ability to speak and I shyly said, “I'm right knackered, the hotel please.” Which was the truth but also saved me the embarrassment of not admitting a club would pretty much cripple my finances. I checked my mobile again 11:21pm.


    He grinned as we pulled away from the curb and tried to make smalltalk, “Yes, ma'am. You're from England? I like your accent.”


    I crooked an eyebrow. “I don't have an accent. Though you do.”


    He chuckled a bit, “I suppose it is a subjective thing depending on where you're from.”


    I looked down at my hands, I've never really been good at talking to people since the incident.


    He took this as him being too cheeky and taking liberties as he straightened up. “Sorry, ma'am. Want me to raise the partition?”


    I glanced at him, “No, I'm sorry. I just truly am exhausted.” This placated him and he grinned.


    “No problem. We'll be at the hotel soon.”


    We continued on to our destination in a comfortable silence. I almost dozed off a couple times before he pulled us up to the doors of a nice, mid-range hotel in downtown New York City. He popped the boot and jumped out of the sedan and ran around to my side and opened the door for me. My ankle went a little wonky and I had to catch myself as I shied away from his offered hand to help steady me.


    The bellhop that seemed to materialize out of the ether, took my suitcase from the boot and I looked to him.


    “I'll take that, thank you.” I don't know why I'm so protective over it, but then again it did contain about half of everything that I owned in this world. He extended the handle and slid it over to me with a smile.


    I looked at the driver. “Thank you for the ride, Heath.”


    He smiled warmly. “No problem, Miss Roth. Have a nice visit. I'm at your service while you are here” He handed me his card then tilted his head to say goodbye. I watched the car pull away from the curb then turned to the revolving door of the York Royal Hotel.


    I was feeling the collywobbles again, not being a worldly person, I wasn't exactly sure what to do. So I timidly walked up to the front desk and addressed the well coiffed blonde woman in her forties, Tiffany her name badge read, with my right side angled away from her, “I'm sorry. Please, missus, good evening. I believe I have a room reserved. The name is Skylar Roth.”


    She smiled and typed something on her iPad. “Yes, Miss Roth, the contest organizers have you rooming with Miss Kimi Solomon in room 509.” She pulled a key card from under the desk and held it out with a hotel card that had 509 written on it and the checkout instructions to me. “Enjoy your stay at the York Royal.” She offered me a genuine smile.


    I smiled at her and took the offerings. “Thank you, missus.” I turned to the lobby to look around for the lifts. I made my way over, my suitcase wobbling and clacking behind and pressed the button to call the lift and made my way in when the door opened. I pressed five and leaned back tiredly against the wall as I rode up.


    The soft chime announced my arrival as the doors slid open. I wheeled the suitcase into the hall with me. The stark red carpeting in the hallway was complimented by the textured white and gold walls. I saw a plaque on the wall that announced 501-510 were to the left and 511-520 to the right. So I clunked the suitcase down to the end of the hall and put the key card in the lock and a green light lit.


    I pulled myself and the suitcase through the door and looked around. It was a mid sized room with two twin beds. Everything looked and smelled clean, that's a plus. There were three large suitcases in the center of the room. I wheeled over to the first bed and sat on it as I lifted my dodgy suitcase to it so I could get out my pajamas, just as a girl came walking out of the lavatory in a fluffy white hotel robe, drying her long, raven black hair with a towel.


    “That's my bed.” she stated matter-of-factly.


    I stood quickly in embarrassment, pulling my suitcase off of the bed blurting out, “My apologies, miss.”


    She laughed. “Just messing with you, duchess. I haven't claimed one yet.”


    I just stood there not knowing what to say.


    I took a second to look her over. She was actually quite stunning, slim and much taller than my 154cm, maybe 179cm or so. Her face was gorgeous with full lips and a slightly exotic look, showing Native American features and brown eyes flecked with gold slivers. And from what I could tell from what the robe didn't obscure, quite fit, and well endowed judging by the upper bulging of the robe.


    She walked right up to me, maybe a little too close as I turned my right side away from her. She had a stoic look on her face like she was sizing up the competition. Which I guess was truly the case. I flinched my head back as she raised her hand.


    “Kim.” she said coldly.


    I took her warm hand timidly, she had a firm shake, I replied, “Good evening... Skylar.”


    She scowled at me, “What was that about, princess? Think I'm going to hit you or something?” Then she added as she dropped my hand, “Just stay out of my way here and in the competition and we won't have a problem.”


    I averted my eyes and silently went to the other bed with my suitcase and grabbed my pajamas, socks and toothbrush from it then turned to the bathroom. I stopped, she hadn't moved and was just staring at me, like she was trying to figure me out. I looked down and shuffled past her into the bathroom.


    I took a deep breath. She intimidated me, she was just so... strong... confident. Unlike me. I dressed in my flannel pajamas with their long sleeves and legs. I put on my socks and finished getting ready for bed. I entered the room and she had her back to me doing something with her mobile.


    My breath hitched and I blushed a little. She was wearing only some skimpy pink knickers and a matching pink babydoll shirt with spaghetti straps. Neither of which did anything to conceal her perfect curves. I looked away as I made my way to my bed and set the alarm on my mobile. Kissing my finger and pressing it on the wallpaper background of my daughter on the screen. I glanced back at Kim. Yes, she's definitely much stronger AND braver than me.


    She glanced back over at me and sneered in apparent disapproval of my sleepwear. We're not all freaking models that sleep in our satin knickers, chippie! I turned off my bedside lamp. She slipped under her covers and did the same.


    She mumbled, “G'night, duchess”


    I've just met her and she's already so bloody infuriating. I sighed, just wanting to sleep. “G'night, Kim,” I said softly.


    I waited until her breathing had evened out then I reached under the covers and released the suction from the receiving socket and slid my prostheses off. I unwrapped the padding and rubbed my aching and sweating stump and massaged the twisted and scarred flesh of my leg for relief. I discretely left the artificial limb under the covers with me. I laid back and was out before my head hit the pillow.


    I woke up screaming from my night terrors again, reliving the incident. Someone was shaking my shoulders I think I could hear my name, I tried to fight the hands off as best I could as the fog of sleep left and my eyes fluttered open, coming fully to my senses. Kim was standing above me shaking my shoulders with a look of annoyance tinged with a touch of concern. “Skylar! Wake up!”


    I sat up as she retracted her hands. “I'm terribly sorry,” I whispered. She just, walked back to her bed saying, “Your fucking nightmare woke me up! Now get back to sleep, princess, and don't wake me up again!”


    That was new. Usually people pity me for my night terrors. Which always infuriates me, I don't want anyone's pity. Even though she's quite rude, I think I appreciated her attitude for some reason. I looked at my mobile, 3:15am. I sat there shaking for a minute then laid back down and let sleep slowly claim me again.


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 2 – Catfight


    I woke to the soft chiming of my mobile's alarm and reached over to the side table and shut it off. 6:00am. I wanted to wake up early so I could get in some sightseeing on foot today, the first round of the competition wasn't until 5:00pm tonight at the Golden Tones Karaoke Club tonight.


    There are one hundred entrants. The first two rounds are here in New York at two separate clubs simultaneously. Before the top fifty scorers go to Denver for the next set. From Denver the top twenty move on to Seattle. The last city for the top ten is the hometown of Harmony Trax, Vancouver, Washington.


    I re-wrapped and slid my stump back into the receiving socket of my prosthetic foot, checking the position and suction and pulled my sock over it. Then I grabbed one of the four outfits I had packed from my suitcase, the least ratty of my wardrobe from home, and my toothbrush then made my way into the loo.


    I started the shower and removed my foot again, then sighed when I realized there was no chair in the shower. I'd have to remember to request one. I didn't want to take a bath so I just hopped in resting my stump on the edge of the tub so I didn't have to try to balance throughout my shower.


    Then I did the one thing that gave me peace since the incident... I sang. I chose 'Throw Away' and I let the water and the melody wash away the grime from my body and my soul. Neither of which will ever be clean again. I ran my fingers all along my right side past the mangled side of my right breast, tracing the burn scars my entire length. I looked at the skin on my right arm, the burns there weren't quite as bad since it was pinned under me when it happened.


    I let the song take me away before the memories could come rushing back in as I continued to wash. For a couple years after IT happened I had contemplated suicide almost daily. I was such a coward. But then I heard a talk by that Anabella West from the Americas. My God she was inspiring. When she spoke of her wife's take on how emotional and physical scars make us stronger, I had cried for hours.


    That gave me the strength to start putting the past behind me and live for my Samantha and myself. That's when I found music. It was pretty much my salvation. But nobody wants a circus freak in their band, so I ghosted all the Karaoke bars in London.


    I met a girl from Uni at a bar one night, an extremely hyper blonde yank girl named Victoria Davenport, who never even reacted when she caught a glimpse my facial scars once. She heard me sing and was gushing about the emotion I sang with, and told me about this invitation only competition. But there was no way a girl like me, one quid away from being a street urchin, could enter... even if they accepted someone from overseas.


    That tiny blonde somehow got a hold of the promoters through her father in Seattle, sending a video of me singing at the bar. Then bobs your uncle, I received a letter from Harmony Trax inviting me to participate with a stack of plane tickets and itinerary including hotels and room service.


    I'm still in a little bit of shock over it. I didn't want to be away from my baby girl but this was a once in a lifetime chance for me to do something good for her future. Living on the dole... government assistance... is no life for my girl. If only I could just get to third place, that would make all the difference in the world.


    I was almost crying with all these thoughts and emotions tumbling through my head as I sang. Then I wound it down and finished the song and my shower on the same note.


    I dried off being sure to take extra time getting the moisture off my stump before wrapping it and sliding it into the receiving socket. Now that I could stand steadily again, I went to the mirror and looked at my face. My left side was my idealized self.


    Actually very pretty, with an almost innocent girl next door quality. Most of my right side was the same until my cheekbone, where my burn scars ran from there, twisting down my neck to merge with the rest. I dried my long brunette hair and pinned it up into a half bun leaving my right bangs hanging over my right side like a veil, hiding my shame. It gave the illusion that I was a normal girl.


    I keep myself in pretty good and tone shape, and if you looked at my left side, I felt I was pleasing to the eye. I shrugged then put on my bra and pulled on my long sleeved black tee and then my worn union jack t-shirt over it. Then stepped into my knickers and put on some white knee socks to cover my prosthetic and pulled on some tight jeans.


    I washed my shirt and knickers from yesterday in the sink and hung them over the shower rod to dry. I could save a quid or two doing them myself like this.


    Satisfied with the look, I slipped on my worn tennis shoes and grabbed my stuff and opened the cottage door then gasped as I almost ran into Kim. She was leaning against the door frame. She had an unreadable look on her face. She had something warring around in her sparkling brown eyes that looked like they had been crying.


    “Not bad, duchess. You really have some pipes. But the stage is nothing like the shower, you better stay out of my way there.”


    She pushed past me with her clothes, I shied away from contacting her as she passed. She stopped for a second, a hard look on her face, but then continued on and shut the cottage door behind her. I exhaled and went over to my bed and folded my pajamas and put them back in my suitcase.


    I was famished, I hadn't eaten anything since the plane on the hop across the pond. So I grabbed the room service menu. I was about to ring down on the room's phone to order, but decided that just because SHE was a barbarian, I didn't need to be.


    I walked over to the loo and knocked lightly, she opened the door with a toothbrush in her mouth and nothing else and she turned back to the sink to keep brushing. Didn't she have any modesty? I blushed and averted my eyes.


    I stuttered out, “I'm, I'm sorry. I was about to ring for a fryup and a cuppa. Did you want anything?”


    She spit into the sink and looked over, I was trying hard not to look at her naked form. I hated that she looked so... perfect. It made me acutely aware of my imperfection.


    She smirked. “I'd ask you to speak English, but you obviously are. I'm assuming you're asking if I want breakfast. In that case, sure. I'll just have whatever you're having, duchess”


    I turned toward her but averted my gaze quickly. “Why do you have to be so infuriating? I'm trying to be polite and you just have to be a right tosser.” I stopped, ashamed of my outburst. “I'm terribly sorry.”


    She snorted back, “Stop saying you're sorry. That was the first backbone you've shown me... I liked it.”


    I blushed and shut the door. “I'll order up,” I said as I walked back to the room phone and ordered.


    Just as room service knocked, Kim came out of the loo looking absolutely stunning in tight jeans and three short, loose layered tank tops. Black on the bottom, pink next covered with a white one. She showed an enticing amount of stomach with tight abs. I went to get my purse for the gratuity and pulled out a fiver from my wallet... shite at this rate I'll run out of lolly just on tips alone three times a day.


    But Kim got to the door first and gave the man a fiver after he rolled the cart in. I put my quid back in my wallet and joined her at the cart. She grabbed a bacon strip off a plate and started nibbling on it while she sipped on one of the mugs of coffee she had poured from the pot.


    “What's with the clothes on the rod in there?” she mumbled out with her mouth full.


    I shrugged. “Just saving a few quid.”


    She squinted. “How many changes of clothing you bring with you?”


    I lowered my eyes as I ate. “Four.”


    She responded, “That wasn't thinking ahead, princess. You could just use the laundry in the basement.”


    I replied even quieter, “Jut trying to save lolly.” She left it at that thankfully, she didn't need to know I was practically destitute.


    She changed the topic. “So what you doing till I trounce you at the bar tonight?”


    I brightened a little, keeping my left side toward her as I said, “I was going to walk around and see the sites. I've never been to New York before, it's as big as London! Well I've never been anywhere before.”


    She smiled. “Sweet, I'll go with. We can hit Central Park Zoo, the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building and the whole lot!” That sounded expensive, I glanced at my purse then back at her. I shook my head. “No, you go ahead. I'm just going to walk around.”


    “Fine, whatever, duchess,” she almost spat in disdain. I don't know what made me do it... maybe because I felt she kept on belittling me, but I finally snapped, “Stop being such a wanker! What's your problem? Why can't you use my name? What's with the bloody duchess and princess shite?” I was immediately sorry and lowered my eyes.


    She was instantly in front of me, towering over me, her face red in anger, I felt extremely intimidated as she started, “You really want to know my problem? Well SKLYLAR, not all of us come from posh families that can send their kids half way around the world to a Karaoke competition. Some of us actually could use the prize money! Not all of us look like little miss perfect and have a rich snobby accent that can make girls cream their jeans!”


    “I mean like really! What's with the, I'm cuter than you with my swoopy emo hairdo!?” She reached over to brush my hair aside and I flinched back. “Then there's that! What, can't I touch you? You can't be seen in public with someone like me? Am I below your station? It's just sightseeing, PRINCESS!” she sputtered, and took a breath then like a switch was flipped. She was her normal cold, emotionless self. “That's my problem.”


    She turned and started marching toward the door to leave. As the shock of what she had said started to sink in, I started laughing, almost hysterically. She stopped and turned to look at me like I had lost it... maybe I had.


    I gasped out between breaths and between my laughter, “You think I'm a toff? Rich? I am one step away from the streets back home. We live on the dole. Public assistance! Because I can't hold a job long because of my condition, too many people freak out or need me to do things I physically can't. I'm supporting my daughter on next to nothing! I wouldn't even be here if the organizers of the competition weren't paying for the plane tickets, hotel and food! I brought four changes of clothes because they are the only ones I own without holes!”


    My laughter was gone now and I was crying. She looked concerned with her brow furrowing. “My mum and I scraped, begged and borrowed to get me a hundred quid, that's a hundred ninety dollars, for spending money while I'm here! That's less that ten quid a day! I'm bloody terrified to cockup here and not finish in the top three so I can give my baby-girl a better life!”


    Then my tears stopped and anger replaced all my other feelings and I did something I never had done outside of customs at the airport. I yanked up my right sleeve then pulled my hair to the side to show her my disfigurement and hissed, “Look like little miss perfect? I'm a goddamn freak! THIS is why I'm scared of people, afraid of touching... because of what happened...” I stopped before I said too much. Then I whispered, “That's why I can't go with you. I can't afford it.” The tears started falling again.


    I sat on the bed and cried silently. “I'm terribly sorry, Kim. I shouldn't have blown up.” I was such a git. She was in front of me again. I didn't notice her reaching out until her warm hand was against my right cheek. I didn't pull back, I didn't have the strength anymore. I wanted to lean into it for some reason. Besides my daughter, nobody, not even my mother had touched my scars.


    I looked up into her watery brown eyes, there was no pity there, just concern and... apology? Then a stray thought crossed my mind, 'GIRLS cream their jeans?'


    She stood tall and dropped her hand to her side then offered her right hand. “My name is Kimi Solomon. Welcome to America. I'm very pleased to meet you.”


    She was... she was starting over? After I showed her who I really was? I smiled shyly and shook the offered hand. “Skylar Roth, pleased to make your acquaintance as well.”


    Then she smiled. It was a beautiful smile, the collywobbles were back as she said almost shyly, “By the way, I really do like your accent.”


    It was cute. I grinned back and said slyly. “I don't have an accent. You do.”


    She chuckled then asked, “Shall we go sightseeing? My treat.”


    I looked at her with a sad smile. “I don't take charity. No... that's a lie, I'm on the dole. But I couldn't.”


    She tilted her head. “How about a compromise. We go on foot and anything I get for us, you reimburse with your second place winnings after I kick your ass?”


    I laughed. “I'm not that good. You may be waiting for a long time.” The next thing I knew, she was grabbing my right hand and dragging me out the door with my almost unnoticeable limp, I was barely able to grab my purse in time. I noted that she had grabbed a sketchpad from her side table on the way. “First stop, Central Park!” she laughed out.


    


    


    Chapter 3 – New York New York


    We were heading down the walk from the York Royal toward the entrance to Central Park just two blocks away, still holding hands. She slowly laced our fingers as we went, I didn't even notice at first as we chatted about the competition. When I did notice, I didn't really mind, actual human contact felt nice. She was easy to talk to, and her bravado seemed to be a shield. I was catching glances behind her armor. I liked what I saw.


    She never left my right side, I've always instinctively kept that side away from people but she genuinely didn't seem to care one bit. Not once did I see the pity that I hate in her eyes. She seemed to be studying me though.


    We crossed 59th Street and into the park. It was amazing, the bizarre contrast. I had to look behind us to the city then back at the park and said softly, “It is like two different worlds.” I took some pictures in each direction with my mobile. Kim looked between at the city and to the park as well, nodding with my assessment with a faraway look.


    She said quietly, almost to herself, lost in the thought, “The chaos of a busy urban concrete jungle, bustling with hectic energy giving way to the serenity and majesty of nature. The Yin and the Yang, coexisting, and the juxtaposition giving balance in the most unlikely of places.”


    I couldn't pry my eyes from her as she shared her inner thoughts. I took a picture. There was more to this dishy woman than the hardass she tries so hard to project.


    She snapped out of her reverie and looked over toward the horse drawn carriages lined up at the curb then over to the signpost pointing toward the Central Park Zoo. I could see her soaking it all in, then she asked, “Zoo?” Her swirling brown eyes sparkling with mischief.


    “That sounds brill, Kim!” I was starting to hear that bloody creak again as we walked but there was sod all I could do about it right then. I looked at her and asked, “You prefer Kim over Kimi? I like the sound of Kimi.”


    She looked at me, seemingly sizing me up then replied, “Kimi is Native American for 'secret', it was my mothers joke because she was a single woman and she tried to hide her pregnancy as long as she could so her family wouldn't think ill of her. So I'm not too fond of it. I don't even think the word is from our tribe.”


    I nodded sadly, that was almost cruel. “Do you have a middle name?” She was looking uncomfortable and I felt like a right tosser for pushing.


    “Of sorts.” she sighed. Then she said with downcast eyes, “Tup Ceqayseb... Morning Flower.”


    I smiled at that revelation, I'm sure my eyes were twinkling, “That's brill!” Then I had a sudden thought and smiled even bigger, “Secret Morning Flower... how beautiful!” Then added almost silently, “And fitting.”


    She heard and blushed, it looked amazing on her exotic complexion. She looked around quickly and changed the subject, “Here we are, the zoo!”


    We walked up to the ticket queue. Bloody hell! Eighteen dollars? I was digging in my purse for my wallet when Kim put her hand softly on mine, stopping me. I wasn't expecting it and didn't have the chance to flinch. I didn't want her to take her hand away, I enjoyed the warmth of her touch again.


    She turned to the attendant. “Two please,“ she said as she slid the lolly.


    We entered and I was feeling self conscious. That is, until her fingers were laced in mine again. It was like she was channeling her strength to me through that contact. Were we becoming friends? I certainly hoped so. I felt so comfortable with this woman who scares me so very much, another exciting dichotomy.


    After looking at some of the amazing animals and taking pictures, my stump was starting to ache from all the walking, so I begged off to a bench. She joined me on the bench, sitting close and watched over my shoulder as I thumbed through the pictures on my mobile. She placed a hand on mine to stop me when a photo of Samantha came up.


    She asked, “May I?”


    And I handed the mobile timidly to her. She looked at my little blonde haired blue eyed toddler with a smile on her face.


    “Your daughter?”


    I grinned and nodded with pride. “She's my light. Samantha Prudence Roth.”


    The sparkling brown eyes that she turned to my blue were radiant. “She's perfect, Skylar. She has your eyes.”


    I gushed as she handed my mobile back, “Thank you.”


    She looked carefully at me. “You miss her, don't you?”


    I nodded, misting up a bit. Her eyes softened.


    “Why don't you call her, it's only like 2:30 in the afternoon there or something like that right now.” I held up my mobile like a git. “My mobile has no service here. I'm just using it for the clock, pictures and music while I'm here.”


    She handed me her mobile without hesitation. I looked at her. “I can't.”


    She looked frustrated and squinted, her eyes boring into me. “Just use the damn phone. I have unlimited international so it isn't costing me a thing!” She thrust it into my hand. Then she softened and said, “I'll be right over there.” She pointed at a bench on the other side of the path.


    I was tearing up and nodded then she turned and walked across to sit down, giving me the illusion of privacy as I rang home. Kim pulled out her sketchpad, studying me with that unreadable expression and started drawing.


    After a few seconds there was an answer and I gushed out, “Mum! Yes... good afternoon! Oh I miss you both so terribly. It is intimidating... Yes. No I haven't, the first competition is in a few hours. No... Yes I believe I have made a friend though.” I saw Kim's eyebrow quirk at that admission but she concentrated on her drawing.


    “Kim. She is another contestant... no... she's most likely much better. May I speak with Sammie, if you please?” I looked up to watch Kim work as I waited. A few seconds later. “Hi baby! Mummy misses you something fierce. I love you so much. I'll be home in a few days baby. OK...” I was crying now. God how I missed her terribly. “Mum? Yes. I'll try to contact you again to let you know progress. Yes... I love you too. Kisses. Cheerio.” I rang off and took a deep breath, clearing my head and wiping the tears.


    Kim stood and walked across the path and sat to my right then pulled me into a hug.


    “You'll see your girl soon. And with the second place prize money!” She shot my one of her bloody cocky grins.


    I couldn't help but smile back. “Thank you, Kim.” I handed her mobile back to her.


    She looked at me with an odd look on her face. “That's the fourth time you didn't flinch when I went to touch you.”


    I shrugged. “I forgot how good human contact felt... I guess I've just gotten used to you.” I looked down.


    “Coool,” she said calmly, stretching the word out slightly, then asked, “So... the dad still in the picture.”


    I was appalled and pulled back a bit, “Bloody hell! God, no! I'm hoping that wanker is doing porridge or burning slowly in hell about now.” I almost spat.


    She held her hands up in surrender. “Sorry... touchy subject I see. I won't bring him up again.”


    I shook my head. “No, my apologies. I shouldn't lash about like that. He's... he's just not even in the equation, never was.” I stopped, I was saying too much. I offered her an apologetic smile while I shuddered in my mind trying to push the memory out before it took root again.


    She stood with a smile and offered her hand. “Plenty of animals left to see.”


    I grinned at her diversion and grabbed her hand, letting our fingers find their comfortable configuration. We chittered like schoolgirls about blather and tosh. Getting to know each other.


    


    I learned she was from the Pacific Northwest, someplace called Snoqualmie in Washington state, her local tribe was there in the Cascade Mountains. She was the same age as me, twenty one, and worked at an outdoor outfitters a little way down the mountain called Silent Bob's.


    Her favorite colour was green. She was an only child who had lived with her mother until they had some sort of falling out and she used to own a cat, Sir Purrsalot when she was little. She has a dream of being a real performer one day instead of just singing covers in bars like we do.


    She had wanted to be a singer for as long as she could remember. She would frequent the Karaoke clubs in Seattle, just thirty minutes away. And she had won an invitation to this competition by competing in a qualifier, single elimination contest a month ago. I felt more intimidated by her now, she had competed before. I felt like a right imposter. I was no professional, if there is such a thing in Karaoke.


    Things started moving to more serious topics as we left the Zoo. My foot's creaking was getting obvious and my limp getting more pronounced as I was getting sore again. It was near noon and I was a little peckish when I spotted a frank cart near an outdoor loo. Ahh... two birds, one stone. Though I hated depleting my funds I said, “Fancy a frank?”


    She looked confused for a second and followed my gaze. “Sure, a hot dog sounds great.”


    I got my wallet out and told the bloke at the cart, “Two please.” Shoving a tenner at him before Kim could protest. I looked at the drinks and biscuits, “Please, if you would, I'll have a water too.” Then I glanced at Kim. “Drink? Afters?”


    She told the man, “I'll have a water too please.” Then she turned to me. “I'm going to need a secret decoder ring to hang out with you. What the hell are afters?”


    I couldn't help but chuckle a bit. “Dessert... biscuits. They have some divine looking chocolate chip just there.”


    She smiled then winked. “OK, much closer. Biscuits are something different here. But I got your drift this time. No cookies for me thanks.”


    The nice bloke slid my change back and I left two quid for him. Putting what little lolly remained in my wallet. We loaded our franks and found a nice shaded bench nearby to eat.


    “Two bucks was an awful lot to tip. Especially on your budget,” she said to me.


    I shook my head. “I read that anything less than twenty five percent is an insult in the Americas according to the information card on the plane.”


    She smiled at me with an unreadable expression. “What the hell kind of card was that? Maybe at some fancy restaurant or something. But a hot dog cart, not so much. If any at all, five to ten percent at the most. What am I going to do with you?”


    I felt like a git once again and felt the urge to defend my honor to this woman that I couldn't stop smiling at just now. “As before, this is my first time anywhere. I throw myself at your mercy. Teach me, oh wise one!” Then I feigned capitulation. This got the desired giggle from her, her laugh made me feel... it made me feel... right warm inside.


    While we ate, she brought up the topic of dating. “So is there someone special back home?”


    A dodgy subject for me. I sighed, “Never has been... and never will be now.” Motioning toward my face. She looked genuinely cross at me as she said coolly, “Stop putting yourself down! You are your own worst enemy! Anyone would be lucky to have you! You want me to slap you?”


    I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks traveling down my neck. I looked down, and decided to get the focus off of me. I looked up and crooked my eyebrow. “And you? Anyone special?”


    I could tell she was trying to read me, but getting frustrated and resigning. “No, my last girl decided to move on to greener pastures a couple months back. I'm 'too intense' or some other nonsense like that.”


    I blushed and bit my lower lip at her revelation about being gay for some reason. I don't know if I should have been shocked or not, but instead I just found her more fascinating suddenly as my pulse quickened. What the heck is wrong with me?


    I could tell she was measuring my response as I replied, “Her loss, the git. You're a right fit bird.” She grinned with a raised eyebrow. “You think?”


    I nodded with an affirming smile, “Quite.”


    She smiled broadly, causing me to lower my eyes and blush again as we finished our meal. I looked to the cottage where I could bodge the pin on my prosthetic. “I need to hit the loo. I'll be just a flash.” Then I stood and made my way into the kahzi.


    I opened a stall and flinched, the bog was bloody manky. I laid strips from the bogroll across the lid then took off my shoe and sock and grabbed my hex key and oil from my purse. I raised my right leg over my left and started my repair. It was hard to get the threads to purchase. Bloody hell! I pray it isn't shafted.


    Finally I felt it grip and finished bodging it. The cottage door opened.


    “Hey, Skylar you OK in there? You've been in here for quite some time.”


    I froze. Then spoke, “I'm fine, be right out.”


    She moved back toward the door but then turned back. “You might not want to take your shoes off in here like that, the floors are pretty disgusting.”


    Shite! She could see it under the stall, I grabbed my shoe from the floor and called out, “Just massaging my sore leg.” Then she wordlessly left. I took the sock out of the shoe and put it over my prosthetic and replaced the shoe then hurried out to Kim's side. “Sorry it took so long.”


    She looked at me and shrugged with a smile. “No worries here. What next? Empire State Building?” she asked as she grabbed my hand and we started walking.


    I looked at her, my stump was aching from all the walking. “My leg is getting pretty sore. Maybe it's best if I go back to the room to rest for tonight so I can last out the first competition. I don't know if I can walk over there.” I motioned to the Empire State Building rising into the sky about a kilometer away.


    She had a look of concerned understanding on her face, mixed with disappointment.


    “OK, let's get you back to the York Royal.”


    We started off then I had an epiphany and stopped short, pulling her to a stop by our clasped hands.


    “I'm a bloody muppet,” I said foolishly. I dropped her hand and started digging in my purse and produced a card. “If you please, could I see your mobile?” I said with a little conspiratorial grin. She handed it over with the cutest squinty eyed squished up look on her face, trying to figure out what I was on about.


    I rang up Heath. “Hello? Good afternoon. Heath, this is Skylar Roth. Yes. I'm well thank you. Were you just putting me on about having your services during my stay? No? Brill! How soon can you be at the 59th street Central Park entrance? Thank you, Heath.”


    I rang off and handed Kim's mobile back with a toothy grin on my face. “And bobs your uncle, we have a motorcar!”


    She looked at me like I was daft and I handed her Heath's card as we walked.


    “The organizers apparently hired me a motorcar for the New York duration. I had forgotten Heath had informed me his services continued after he dropped me at the York Royal. Now I won't have to walk! Fancy seeing the sites like we're on holiday?”


    She was smiling and nodding. “Of course!” Then she comically squinted an eye at me.


    “Hey... why didn't they get me a car too?”


    I shrugged and she laughed, her gorgeous eyes sparkling. I caught myself rubbing the back of her hand with my thumb as we walked and stopped myself before I upset her.


    As we got back to the park entrance I saw the black sedan and Heath johnny on the spot. He jumped out and opened the door for us to slide into the back seat before he got back in the drivers seat quick as you please. As we pulled away into traffic he said, “I'm happy you called, ma'am. Where to?”


    I looked over to a smiling Kim, who hadn't released my hand and she spoke up, “We've got till like 4:00 to see as many touristy things as possible before we have to get back to the York Royal. Then the same tomorrow. What do you suggest? We were thinking starting with the Empire State Building.”


    Heath smiled at us in the mirror and said, “That's a good start. And since you don't have much time left today maybe just Times Square afterward? I can give you ladies a better tour tomorrow if that's OK.”


    I squeezed Kim's hand in excitement, it was nice to have a friend again. I couldn't stop myself from biting my lower lip as our eyes locked. She did the same then spoke, “That sounds great, Heath. I'm Kim, by the way.”


    He glanced in the mirror with an odd look as he appraised us. “OK. Ummm... you ladies want the partition up?” We looked at each other and both broke up laughing. “No, we're right, Heath.” I giggled.


    I was about to look out the window to enjoy the view when I realized that since we got to Central Park Kim hadn't been her usual guarded, cold self. I was enamored with this new happy, laughing side of her. She was a mufti-faceted woman. We shared a warm smile that started the collywobbles again. This was a feeling I wasn't accustomed to. I think I liked it.


    As we progressed, just for fun I started singing 'Forever Do' by Pink Fang, smiling at Kim and bobbing my head. To my surprise, she joined in and I was right floored. Her soprano was the sweetest sound that my ears had had the pleasure of listening to. Her harmonies meshed seamlessly with my deeper mezzo to contralto range.


    I played with her, throwing in some ad-libs and toyed with the dynamics a bit. Her smile reached her twinkling eyes as she threw her own twists at me, chopping notes to extend others seamlessly. Bloody hell, she's brilliant! Point to counter point we sang, this was so much fun! My smile was huge and I laughed with her when we finished.


    Before I realized it, her hand was on my right cheek, I leaned into the heat as she stroked my scars with her thumb. I was starting to tear up, then I realized what I was doing. Why am I so bloody emotional? Then pulled back a bit, casting my eyes down.


    I could see in her eyes that I had hurt her somehow so I just beamed a smile at her and squeezed her hand. “That was so much fun! My God, Kim. You were brill! I don't even know what I'm doing in this competition with people like you in it! I felt like a plonker singing with you.”


    Her smile returned with that adorable blush of hers, I glanced at her lips as she spoke, “What the hell are you talking about? Your tone... your... the way you toyed with the melody on the fly, like you were part of the music. You're a natural, Skylar.” She returned a gentle squeeze of our hands.


    We both suddenly came to the realization that the sedan wasn't moving. We looked out to see we were at the curb by the Empire State Building and Heath was turned around in his seat watching us. He noticed our attention on him.


    “Oh, sorry ladies. We're here, but I didn't want to interrupt. That was one of the most incredible things I had ever heard. How long have you been a duet?”


    I blushed and Kim's armor went up as she coolly replied, “We're not a duet. We're opponents in the competition, this is the first time we sang together.”


    It was emotionless and matter of fact as she stated it. Part of me cringed inwardly, did she still see me only as an opponent? I was hoping we were getting to be friends.


    Heath jumped out and opened the door for us. We slid out, Kim still cold and emotionless. Heath said, “I'll be circling the block so you won't have to wait when you are done in there. Enjoy, ladies.”


    I nodded. “Thank you, Heath.” Then watched him drive off.


    I turned to Kim and suddenly she had a huge grin on her face as she grabbed my hand and started dragging me into the building giggling out, “Let's go to the top of the world!”


    Her mood swings were giving me bloody whiplash. But I didn't care as long as she never let go of my hand.


    She dragged me to the ticket queue, we were both laughing and smiling, then I saw the price. “Bloody hell!”


    She followed my gaze. Twenty five dollars! That's a lot of lolly!


    She raised her hand and stopped, asking permission with her eyes, when I didn't object she brushed my hair aside and said, “Remember our deal. My treat. You pay me back after I kick your ass in the competition. Second place won't look too bad on your ribbon.” She winked and bit her lower lip as she released my hair. Why do I allow this person to keep touching me? I don't let anyone do that if I can help it.


    I almost caught myself leaning in toward her lips. What the hell is wrong with me? Have I gone off my trolly. There isn't a man nor woman that would want me. I'm unclean, damaged goods.


    Her eyes were searching mine, trying to read me, she surrendered and turned to the counter with a smile. “Two, please!” she excitedly said. We looked at the information sheet and made our way to the lift queue.


    When the lift doors opened, the guide allowed twenty five people on. Quarters were getting tight, I was almost panicking trying to avoid contact, flinching and cringing from the people packing in. Kim had a distressed look on her face when she saw this and pulled me into a corner and put her body between me and the throng.


    I relaxed immediately, shooting her an embarrassed meek smile. She made me feel safe. Someone behind her knocked her into me, our bodies were against each other. I could smell vanilla and her own unique scent, it was tantalizing.


    Instead of allowing her to step back to give me space, I just held her shirt bottoms. Keeping her in place. I laid my head on her chest and whispered, “Thank you, Kim.” She nodded blankly, her body was stiff. Was she even breathing?


    The guide had been all drivel and tosh about the facts of the building on the lift ride up. I wasn't listening, I was just letting the sound of Kim's heartbeat feed me strength. I felt like a person around her, not a circus freak. I appreciated a right friend like this.


    The doors opened on the 80th floor everyone filed out. Kim was looking down at me expectantly. Oh... I released her shirt and she gave me a smile and led me out to the queue to the next lift. This time she didn't hesitate and just pinned me in a corner when we entered and looked down into my eyes with a protective look in hers. My heart was beating outside my chest. I inhaled her scent deeply and the lift doors slid open.


    It took a moment for me to come out of the haze I was in as we walked out onto the observation deck. I gasped. I felt like I could see the whole world from there! Kim had the same look of amazement on her face that I'm sure I had as she dragged me over to the fencing to look down. We were acting like little kids as we ran from edge to edge on the observation deck to look in different directions. Taking in the stunning views.


    I rode the London Eye once and I thought that was high. This was positively the top of the world as Kim had said! I could literately see for kilometers here!


    I pointed at the Statue of Liberty in the harbor in awe. The iconic Chrysler building looked so close! We were snapping pictures of the scenery and of each other on our mobiles. Then we fished out some coins and started looking through the coin op binoculars. We laughed and chittered like schoolgirls.


    After a bit, I stood in the farthest right corner of the observation deck and closed my eyes, allowing the wind to blow through my hair, so others couldn't see my face. Letting my shame and my sins be carried away on the breeze. Then I staggered back at the unbidden memories creeping in. I was breathing hard as I looked around for Kim, and my panic dissolved instantly when I saw her leaning against the wall across from me smiling and sketching in her book.


    As I approached, she quickly closed the sketchpad and smiled and said, “You looked so innocent there.”


    I looked to her sketchbook. “May I?”


    She hugged it to her chest eyes downcast. “They aren't good enough for anyone to see.”


    I didn't want to push so I let it drop. Mysteries upon mysteries was the puzzle that is Kim Solomon.


    After the first lift ride in our now customary configuration, we hit the gift shop. I found a little plastic New York snow globe for Samantha for six quid and a postcard for mum. This day was taking a bloody hit on my wallet.


    I felt like a little kid here, in awe of this brilliant place. Then we were back on the lift. I looked up into her eyes, she had so much compassion, pain, intelligence, twinkling around in them. I was absently playing with the bottoms of her tank tops and pulled her close by them so I could listen to her heart again. She was so strong.


    She bit her lower lip as the lift doors slid open in the lobby and took a deep breath. We stepped out hand in hand. She laughed and dragged me outside to the curb playfully. Her armor came back up as the sedan pulled up and Heath jumped out to open the door for us.


    She coolly said, “You know, I'm feeling a little tired. Do you mind if we skip Times Square until tomorrow?”


    There was that whiplash again. I said, “Not at all.” Then I turned to Heath. “To the York Royal, if you please.” He nodded and I turned to Kim, she was just staring out the window, ignoring me.


    I took a deep breath and went to turn away from her but a hand shot out and grabbed mine, stopping me, while she sat still staring out the window. I was confused but didn't want to press. Did I do something wrong? We just sat in silence the whole way back, me rubbing the back of her hand with my thumb.


    After we disembarked and saw Heath off, she was back to the warm, smiling version of her self that I wanted to be so close to. She smiled and dragged me through the revolving door and up to the lift. She playfully pushed me into the corner for the short ride, reliving our Empire State rides. I giggled at her humor.


    When we entered our room, she sat on her bed and took her shoes off as I went to sit on mine. She was massaging her feet and looked at me. “Kick your shoes of, relax a bit. I'm sure your feet are sore.” I looked at the floor. “No, I'm right.”


    She paused then shook her head and was quiet. I couldn't stand it anymore and blurted, “Did I do something wrong? We were having a brilliant time then you wanted to come back.”


    She stared at me for a minute, I was fidgety, then she spoke, “I don't know. You're so damn infuriating, I can't get a read on you! I'm getting mixed signals across the board. You...” she exhaled then looked at me, her brown eyes searching for something.


    I stood and walked to her timidly. “We're... friends right?” She nodded. I continued, “You make me feel happy... and safe. And you confuse the bloody hell out of me too.” I placed my hands on her cheeks, and searched her eyes. “You wear that bloody armor, not letting people peek through to the beautiful soul beneath... yet you keep giving me peeks at it. Then close yourself away again! I want to just scream when you do that.”


    My voice got shaky. “And I just want to...”


    She tilted her head waiting for me to finish. I didn't know what I was trying to say, finally I snapped in a frustration I didn't understand. “Oh bloody hell!” and kissed her lips eagerly, it felt heavenly. I felt my body responding, my stomach was all collywobbles. I got suddenly scared and pulled back walking quickly to my bed whispering, “Terribly sorry.” Leaving her sitting stunned on hers.


    I glanced up as she shoved a pillow in her face and screamed into it then punched it a few times. Before regaining her stoic manner and grabbing the clicker and switching on the telly like nothing had occurred. God, did I just ruin our friendship?


    


    


    Chapter 4 – First Night


    The rest of the afternoon, Kim didn't say a word to me. I was afraid to say anything to make it worse. So like a plonker, I just sat there working on the lyrics of some of my original songs that would never see the light of day. I glanced over to see Kim staring at me and sketching again.


    Then like a switch was flipped, she was grabbing the room phone and speaking to me cheerfully like nothing had occurred. God she's frustrating!


    “I'm ordering room service, want something, Sky? We need the energy for the competition tonight.”


    Two things happened at that point. One, I about melted into a sodding puddle at her use of my nickname. I bit my lower lip. And two, my voice cracked as I rushed my answer, happy that she was talking to me again. “Sure! Whatever you're having would be brill, Kim!” I cast my eyes down shyly.


    She ordered up some burgers, chips and some fizzy pops. A girl after my own heart. I smiled at her. She grinned back and tilted her head in curiosity then sat beside me on my bed, grabbing my notebook. I resisted for a brief moment but her smile broke every defense I tried to mount and I released it to her with a sigh, slumping my shoulders.


    She silently read a few pages, her delightfully sculpted eyebrow cocked. She went to the last page then back to the first... thumbing through to the middle. Flipping between the regions. Now what's she on about?


    Then she looked at me thoughtfully, and carefully said, “These are amazing...” She flipped to the front. “But what happened? So much pain...” She went to the middle of the book. “Acceptance...” To the more recent songs. “...joy.”


    She was back to the front. “What happened to you for these words to come? It's like your soul was torn.”


    I was tearing up as I replied, “I... I can't... I promise I will share... not now... please?” I pleaded with her with my voice and my eyes. She smiled and hugged me then handed the notebook back. “Promise?”


    I nodded, fighting the tears and the memories, holding up a pinky. She accepted the pinky swear.


    “You really should get those out. They are worth sharing whether you win this thing or not.” Then she put her cocky, silly grin back on her face. “Not that you stand a chance with me in it.”


    This got the laugh from me that I think she was pulling for.


    There was a knock at the door, and I reached for my purse, but Kim darted away and grabbed hers and let the bloke in with our supper, handing him a fiver as she saw him out the door. “God woman, you make me feel like a destitute!” I nervously laughed. She smirked in triumph. “Hey, a deal is a deal!”


    I snagged a chip from the tray and bit in. “Mmmm... these chips are divine,” I murmured then checked the tray. “No vinegar?”


    Kim screwed up her face in disgust. “Ewww... one, they're called fries here. And two, we use ketchup on our steak fries.”


    I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Horses for courses.”


    She nicked her burger shaking her head, and went over to the computer by the telly and powered it up. “What are you on about now?” I asked. She grinned with a mouthful of burger, “I need a damn translation program for when we're talking.”


    I giggled at her. Then I asked sheepishly, “Isn't it expensive to use the Internet here?”


    She wiggled her eyebrows and said, “Well we're not paying for the room now are we?”


    She was a scallywag! I laughed and joined her, I hadn't even thought of that.


    She was typing 'horses for courses' then rolled her eyes.


    “Why couldn't you have just said 'to each his own'?” I slapped her shoulder and laughed as she stated typing normal words like 'brill'.


    She stuck her tongue out at me. “Ha, now I have my secret decoder ring!”


    I'm sure bits from my bite of burger went flying as I couldn't stop the sudden laugh. I was so embarrassed.


    After a bit I asked if I could use the computer. If I hadn't of been so dense I would have used this contraption sooner. I was so worried about my lolly I didn't think that the competition was paying for everything associated with the room. I checked my email and hooked my mobile up to the USB and sent a few pictures and description of our adventures to mum and Sam, being sure to include snaps of Kim as well.


    Kim looked at the alarm clock. “4:45 we need to get ready,” she said as she wandered to her luggage.


    I stood. “Get ready? You aren't going like this?” I saw a lot of things flash through her swirling brown eyes, they finally softened.


    “Here.” She dug around in a suitcase and flung a black sequined vest at me and a chain belt. “At least throw that over what you're wearing.”


    I looked down in embarrassment, then nodded and headed toward the cottage. “I need a quick shower, I'm smelling a little manky.”


    She pinched her nose and pretended not to hear me with a tiny smirk fidgeting at the corner of her mouth. I threw a pillow at her then ducked into the lavatory before she could retaliate. I heard her voice full of mirth calling, “You trying to start another American revolution?”


    I detached my prostheses and repeated my previous shower. Like a git I had forgot to ask the front desk for a shower chair. I sang one of my songs and wished away the filth in my soul. I was about done when there was a knocking on the bathroom door.


    “Hey Sky, what you lock the door for? Some of us need to get ready too!”


    I sputtered out, “Terribly sorry. I won't be a second!” I was quickly drying my stump as fast as I could and re-wrapped it and slammed it in the socket. I pulled on some socks and my knickers and fought with my jeans, I wasn't fully dry so it took some effort. I clasped my bra and yanked the door open.


    She was standing there pretending to look at a watch as I turned from her, hiding my scars as I struggled with my shirt. She placed a hand on mine, preventing me from continuing.


    She whispered, “Stop.”


    It was just one word. I froze. I was panicking but for some reason I couldn't bring myself to continue.


    She stepped back and pulled the shirt gently away from me. I stood there with my eyes downcast as she made me stand up straight. She lifted my chin with a finger as I turned my left side toward her.


    She tilted her head with a warning in her eyes like a mum would give her child.


    “Don't” she said simply. Then she turned me to my right. Her hands were warm, I wanted to lean in. I'm sure I looked like a frightened doe.


    She brought a hand up to my right cheek, brushing the hair back, she looked closely at my face, both sides, rubbing her thumb on my twisted flesh almost lovingly. There wasn't disgust or horror or pity in her eyes. My emotions were everywhere, I didn't have the foggiest how I was feeling.


    She slid her hand down my cheek and neck, following the burns, leaving a warm tingly trail in her wake. Her other hand joined on my left side, mirroring her other. She went down my shoulders then down my arms, taking in all the twists and curves in the scars. I wasn't breathing, I was right terrified.


    She moved her hands to my sides and gently moved down to my flat stomach, tracing the path of the scarring. Finally resting her hands on my hips as a tear fell from my eye. She took her hands away shaking her head in wonder.


    “You're fucking beautiful Sky. You shouldn't be ashamed.”


    Then she was gone, starting up her own shower and I started breathing again, gasping for air. I had... let her touch my scars. I had let her see them, see my shame. Why couldn't I pull away? I didn't want to pull away. Nobody had ever touched my scars except Samantha. Kim wasn't repulsed.


    I heard her getting undressed, and entering the shower. I finally snapped myself out of it and put on my two shirts, then her vest. I caught her scent on it and smiled. I threaded the chain through my belt loops and stood at the mirror staring at myself. I was tainted, why was she not repulsed?


    After a couple minutes of staring, I resigned myself to do up my hair again, I thought of Kim and did a full bun and looked at my face, then pulled my right bangs out of the bun and looked again. I hadn't noticed the shower had stopped until I heard, “You should keep it up.”


    I spun and then averted my eyes to the floor as I saw her naked, patting herself dry with a towel. “Terribly sorry.” I whispered and exited the cottage quickly, my heart pounding. The woman was a goddess.


    I let my breathing slow, then looked at my reflection in the mirror above the dresser. I pulled my hair up again and then let it fall down, over and over. What is she seeing that I'm not? I'm no better than a manky bint... dirty, tainted.


    I lowered my face and deeply inhaled her scent from her vest. It had a calming effect, making me almost lightheaded. I heard her come out of the loo and turned around and gasped. She was dressed all in black. From her kitten heels to her leather pants to her black jumper. Her shiny black tresses gathered in a high ponytail.


    She had silver bangle bracelets adorning each wrist and five or six silver chains around her long, sensuous neck. A single silver dream-catcher styled earring dangled to her left with a single feather. Her makeup was done dramatically, accentuating her skin tone and making her sparkling eyes pop. I actually had to sit. She was beyond gorgeous. She radiated strength and beauty like I wish I could.


    I opened my mouth to say something but I couldn't.


    She walked over with a smirk and put a single finger on my chin and shut my mouth.


    “I take it I look OK? Like what you see?”


    I snapped myself out of it and tried to recover. “Oh, I guess you look OK, Flower. I mean, if you're into the whole Native American goddess taking your bloody breath away, then I guess you'd pass muster. Barely...” Then I mouthed “Oh my God!” to her.


    She blushed at the nickname.


    She giggled and twirled for me. It was adorable how playful she suddenly was. Then she sat beside me with a booklet for the competition like the one I had been given.


    “You all up on the rules?”


    I nodded, I had virtually memorized them on the way over the pond. I recited the big three, “One. Everyone is graded one through ten by the three judges at each venue. First venue we each sing once per night. Subsequent venues we sing twice per night and scores are cumulative at each venue.”


    She nodded and I continued, “Two. When called to the stage you have five minutes to appear, if you fail any call you get a zero score for that song. And Three, which confuses me a bit. Anyone in attendance can 'challenge' a score not just a participant. I know sod all what that means.” I looked at her for clarification.


    She nodded. “After you finish a song, if someone, even an audience member thinks they can do better, they can take the stage and sing the same song. If they do better than you, the judges can reevaluate and possibly deduct points from your score for that song.”


    I crinkled my nose in disgust. “That seems harsh.”


    She shook her head and responded, “It's pretty cutthroat out there. Nobody will show anyone any quarter. But this levels the playing field and is pretty effective. If you are good, you never worry about a challenge succeeding. And it could backfire on the challenger, the judges may adjust your points higher if they lose.”


    Then she added, “The judging is on three aspects of your performance. Singing, originality and how well you can play the audience, stage presence. Most of the girls are just wannabees, they mimic the singing of whoever's song they are covering. They won't last long, zero originality knocks your score down in points. I know you won't have that problem after what I heard today. But I worry about your stage presence. You are way to insecure, worried about hiding your true self. Just pretend you are singing only to me. Don't hide in that damn shell and hide away your scars, Sky!”


    I nodded, that was going to be the hardest thing. But if she was there maybe I could use her strength. “I'll try.”


    She smiled and grabbed my hand and squeezed it.


    “You better, I need some competition out there or this is going to be a boring win for me.”


    I rolled my eyes at her and slapped her arm with a giggle for her cockiness. “You are so full of yourself, missy! If you weren't heating up the room right now I'd say you were full of bullocks.”


    She stood and ran a finger along my chin seductively as she sauntered toward the door and said, “You're just easy.” Then winked at me sitting there with my mouth hanging open again like a git. She grabbed her purse and walked out the door. A moment later she stuck her head back in, “You coming Sky?” Just about. I blushed and stood, grabbing my purse and rushing out after her.


    In the lobby, a group of girls from the competition that were staying at this hotel were congregating around the reps for the organizers. Announcing the coaches had arrived, one for Golden Tones and one for Van Allen's and everyone must check in as they got on. Kim just dragged me along in the proper queue with her and we gave our names at the coach and boarded.


    She instinctively let me slide into a seat first so she could be my buffer. I again marveled about how she made me feel so safe. The whole ride to Golden Tones I was getting more and more tense. What the bloody hell was I doing here? Did I think I actually stood a... my mind went blank as she started caressing my hand. Taking me out of my head.


    She had laughter in her voice when she whispered, “Sky. Breathe.”


    I exhaled a breath I didn't know I was holding then looked at her sheepishly. “Thanks for that, Flower.”


    She rolled her eyes. Before I knew it we were disembarking and being checked in at the Golden Tones. I saw the ranking brackets that they had applied to the list as I checked in.


    Kim was of course in the number one bracket, I wasn't even ranked, I was labeled 'walk on' at the bottom of the list, which meant sod all to me. I looked at the number placard they gave to me to pin to my shirt, number forty nine, second to last singer. Kim was pinning number thirteen to her hip.


    This was going to be a long night, the club was standing room only for the event. Kim found us a seat in the contestant area and grabbed my hands to calm my nerves.


    “Breathe. There's nothing to be nervous about. Most of these posers will score in the five to seven point range. You can do that in your sleep.”


    I smiled a weak thanks. “This coming from a silver tongued siren.” I giggled, my nervousness growing.


    The host announced the contest and reiterated the rules, then brought up something that piqued my interest. The top ten finishers each night get a share of the purse. For tonight, each would get five hundred US dollars. The top two finishers each night would get to perform a duet cover with each other to showcase their talent. This was less exciting to me than the first subject since I wouldn't be in that situation.


    I ordered a fizzy pop to keep my mouth from drying out as we watched the first couple singers. Four dollars for a fizzy!? That's two quid! They weren't anything spectacular, mimicking the singers from the covers they sang, just like Kim had predicted. Five point three and six point eight respectively. The others progressed down the line, some OK some right dreadful.


    But number eleven was pretty brill with a Whitney number. She lit up the stage and got the crowd into it. She did some tinkering with the dynamics but nothing flashy. Stacy Milton, eight point nine. I'm curious how Kim will fare against her. The cheering finally settled.


    The announcer was looking to the back and pointing, we have our first challenge. The crowd went wild again when the girl, number eight I believe, who had the next highest score took the stage. The song went well for the most part, but wasn't as dynamic. The judges agreed and the score stood. The pissy look on the challengers face was priceless.


    Finally, the announcer said, “Kimi Solomon, number thirteen to the stage.” She grinned at me and walked to the stage like she already owned the place. She flipped through the numbers on the Karaoke screen until she smirked and selected 'Slapped' by Leather and Heels. Cheeky bird! That was a tough one with all the power notes and near screaming in key at others.


    I moved to the front of the stage. She looked like she was born to be there as the music started and she started swaying and head banging. I've said it before, but she looked like a bloody goddess on that stage, her ponytail bouncing behind her. When her voice first came across the speakers, I could have been blown back fifty paces.


    Such power and perfect tone and pitch! She worked the crowd, she owned us, and I gladly let myself be taken by her melody. She arched her back parallel to the floor and screamed the trademark mee--yeeeeooooow of Penny from Leather and Heels and something inside me melted. She LOVED what she was doing up there. She ad-libbed and tweaked the dynamics the whole way through, forging something familiar into a creation of her own with every strike of her vocal hammer.


    She looked directly down at me, locking eyes and pointing at me as she hit the final power note, pitch perfect, sustaining it beyond the end of the instrumental. It was deafening, the cheering, whistles and cat calls ran rampant until the judges flashed the numbers.


    “Nine point five!” the announcer said as Kim jumped off the stage beside me with a huge grin on her face.


    I grabbed her in a tight hug and stopped myself when I realized I was about to kiss her.


    “That was fucking brill, Kim!”


    She quirked an eyebrow as she grabbed my hand and dragged us back to our table. “Ooooo... Little Miss Innocent and her mouth.” She laughed at me.


    I blushed.


    Some Ken doll looking bloke came up to our table and I tried to fade back into the shadows as he spoke to Kim, “Can I buy you a drink? That was awesome up there.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Lesbian,” she stated.


    He shrugged. “Cool with me.”


    She glanced over at me and gave me a scolding look for hiding and grabbed my hand, pulling me closer to her as she looked at the guy.


    “Can't you see I'm with someone here?”


    She glared at him.


    “All the more fun,” he smiled.


    Something in me snapped, guys like this that can't take no for an answer, they can't force themselves on people!


    I snarled at him, “Sod off, you git! She's not interested!”


    He shook his head in disdain toward us and walked off. I felt immediately self conscious and needed a place to hide until I met Kim's sparkling eyes and toothy grin.


    “That's the fire I enjoy seeing so much!”


    I smiled back and blushed.


    We had fun watching all the rest of the singers and just talking and joking and laughing through the night. Why is she so bloody easy to talk to? I caught myself twice almost saying too much about myself. It amazes me that she is the only person who never asked the dreaded “What happened?” when they saw my scars. It was the emotional stuff in my songs that she had asked that about.


    I froze up when they called, “Skylar Roth, number forty nine to the stage.”


    Kim grabbed my hand. “You'll do fine. Remember, just sing to me. You only need an eight point one to hit the top ten.”


    I nodded woodenly and made my way up to the stage.


    I nervously scrolled through the list on the screen and glanced down to see Kim smiling up at me. I took a deep breath and selected 'Suddenly Undone' by Miranda Keys. Nobody tonight did an emotional ballad, so hopefully my song choice would help a little with the judging.


    I stood with my right side away from the crowd, trying to hide in the shadows as I started to sing. I couldn't get things to click, I was bloody terrified. I missed a trill and continued on, I heard the disappointment in the crowd. But then I glanced down and locked eyes with Kim, she just exuded strength for me and she sexily mouthed, “Hi,” with sparkling eyes.


    I couldn't stop smiling, and I started swaying seductively to tease her and sang to her, I slid into the zone, where my emotions were washed away through the melody, attempting to repair my broken soul.


    I wandered the stage, letting the music take root and ad-libbed and modulated the melody. I was singing only for her, I realized this. Is she crying? Then as a thank you to her for the note she gifted to me at the end of her song I pointed at her and hit my last note, the only power note of the song and held it for her, pulling in her strength and radiating it out to the room... past the instrumental... then I cried.


    The place went wild and the announcer started talking as Kim ran onto the stage and grabbed me by the shoulders and led me toward our table.


    He said, “What an amazing comeback after a shaky start! There's not a dry eye in the place!”


    I turned toward him, not meeting Kim's eyes.


    The judges flashed their scores. “Eight point one!”


    There was more cheering, I looked at Kim stunned.


    Her eyes were red, she HAD been crying! She smiled with sparkling eyes.


    “Told you you could do it.” she said with her cocky grin.


    I smiled back, still in shock. I leaned in and whispered, “You gave me strength. Thank you,” against her ear, then sat back in my chair.


    We had a scare as the last singer took the stage and did a solid performance and scored and eight point two, throwing me out of the top ten. I was fine with that, there was always tomorrow night.


    But then the announcer said, “And we have a challenge from number eleven!”


    Stacy Milton tore the stage up with the same number and the judges marked number fifty down to and eight point zero! I was shocked... and happy. I hugged Kim again. We had to draw lots to see which half of us would be shuffled to Van Allen's and who would perform here tomorrow. To my sorrow, I'd pulled Golden Tones while Kim pulled Van Allen's.


    Then Kim and Stacy, being the nights top two, were called up for the duet. They picked 'Blatant Lies' by Placebo. I didn't much fancy the set. Where Kim had fun and tinkered with the song, Stacy was just trying to out sing her. She did know they weren't judged on this cover right? It was just in fun to showcase their talents. Kim seemed to be amused by Stacy's antics. Stacy even snubbed her when Kim offered a handshake when it was over.


    Back at the coach, Kim and I were handed envelopes when we checked in for the ride back to the hotel. I looked inside. Five crisp one hundred dollar bills! That's more money than I have ever seen in one place in my entire life. At the hotel I dragged Kim into the gift-shop with me and I bought one of those prepaid mobiles with unlimited US minutes and five hundred international minutes so I could call home during the competition and stay in touch with Kim whenever we were separated.


    I felt like a wanker dropping quid like that on something frivolous, it was almost a hundred dollars! But Kim admonished me saying it was necessary. She of course was right. I paid with one of those crisp hundreds.


    Then I dragged her in all her giggling glory to the concierge and asked if there was some way I could wire money home from the hotel. I gave him three crisp one hundreds and my mothers bank routing information. Then gave him a tenner for his trouble and whispered a question if he could get a shower chair sent to our room.


    We finally got to the room I was chuffed and I made a grand show of putting the last hundred into my wallet with a silly grin on my face. She chuckled, “That money really makes that much of a difference for your family?” I nodded, “Quite.” Then when she went to the loo to get ready for bed, I slipped forty three American onto her bedside table. Now I didn't feel like such a bloody street urchin. And I was slightly ahead of where I started in my finances!


    I was knackered. When Kim came out of the cottage, I averted my eyes again. Her body was starting to do some pleasant things to mine whenever I saw it now. What did this mean? I made my way into the loo and got myself ready for bed and brushed my teeth.


    When I entered the room again Kim was at the computer, I looked over her shoulder and she had the night's rankings onscreen. Overall Kim was ranked number one, Stacy was number three. Someone from the other venue must have scored higher than her. I was ranked number twenty! I wanted to do a happy dance. That was much better than I could ever have hoped!


    Kim turned to me with her cocky grin. “Once I get that shyness beat out of you, you'll climb those ranks!”


    I smiled at her confidence, I wasn't so sure. I grabbed my new mobile and looked at the time and did a quick calculation in my head and frowned as I put it down. Way too late to call home to share the news.


    Kim read me like the proverbial book. “Just call them first thing in the morning.”


    I smiled at her, she grinned back as she moved to her bed and slipped under the covers. I'd be a liar if I said I didn’t look at her dishy swaying hips as she walked. I'm learning things about myself I never was aware of, with her near me.


    There was a soft knock at the door and I walked over and opened the door and there was a small wire chair there, but nobody to be seen. I brought the chair into the bathroom with Kim's eyes following me the whole time with a squinty look on her face. I just shrugged at her as I made my way back to the computer.


    I pulled up my email and alerted mum to the deposit in her account and sent a picture of Kim on stage with a quick message. I just about switched the screen off when I noticed the last search in the Google search bar in the browser 'British slang git' and I snorted and slapped my hands over my mouth hoping she didn't hear.


    No such luck, I heard her sleepily mumble, “Secret decoder ring. G'night, Sky.”


    I switched off the screen and slid into my bed. “G'night, Flower.” Again, I waited until her breathing normalized then removed my prostheses, leaving it under the covers. I rubbed and massaged my leg, all that walking really made it sore today.


    


    


    Chapter 5 – Mini Holiday


    The next morning, my 6:00am chime sounded. I saw Kim was already awake and sketching. Bugger! She glanced over at me and waved cutely. I smiled. “Good morning.”


    She went back to her sketching and I managed to blindly get my bloody foot back on without drawing her attention.


    I grabbed a change of clothes and brought my shirts from yesterday as well. I started the shower with the chair in place. I was chuffed, I didn't have to do the bloody balancing act as I cleaned this time.


    I started singing one of my newer songs. Letting the melody take me so I wouldn't have to think. So I could relax and not think about tonight. I had a little fun with it. Wait... I was in a good mood in the morning? That's when it hit me. Last night was the first night in years that the night terrors didn't wake me.


    After the shower and getting my foot situated and hidden away by my only other pair of pants and some socks. I put my bra on and started washing my clothing from yesterday in the sink and hanging them over the bar. Taking my shirt and knickers from yesterday down.


    There was a knock at the door.


    “Skyyyyy. You gotta stop locking me out. Some of us want to get ready too!”


    I giggled at the childlike tone in her voice and I reached over and unlocked the door, not even thinking about not having my scars covered until she was already in and I was quickly grabbing at my shirt.


    She slapped my hand. “Dammit, Sky! Stop already with the poor self image! You are beautiful! Want me to show you!?”


    I shot her a confused look and she grabbed an eye liner angrily from her purse and reached for my arm.


    I pulled back a bit and she slapped my shoulder and held her hand out. I gave her my arm.


    “What are you on about now?” I asked shakily.


    She brought the eye liner to the scarred flesh on my arm and started drawing only in the contours, slowly a deer emerged in the twists and turns of the scars. She moved down and a flower appeared and she tied it all together with a large tree sweeping past both.


    I stood there with my mouth hanging open. She put her eye liner away then locked eyes with me with anger still burning in them.


    “People see only what they want to see. There are infinite possibilities just there alone!” She pointed at my arm and continued a little softer, “So stop with the hiding. Embrace the endless beauty instead. You'll be a happier person because of it.”


    She closed her eyes and took deep breaths to purge her anger. I just stared at my arm, at what she saw when she looked at me. I started tearing up and she was suddenly washing it from my arm with a warm soapy washcloth. I stood there like a child as she did. Then she ran her fingers along the scars on my side, looking at them wistfully.


    I placed a hand on her cheek, she leaned into it and I whispered, “Who are you?” in wonder.


    She smiled then turned and started the shower and stopped.


    “What's this?”


    She pulled the chair out and sat it down by the wall.


    I looked at the floor. “It's so I can rest my leg while I shower.”


    That was apparently enough for her and she just started stripping from her barely there night clothes. I turned my head away and blushed as she entered the shower. Is it bad that I peeked? I put on my blue long sleeve turtleneck and grabbed all my stuff and left the cottage.


    I smelled my pajamas. They were getting a little manky so I left them out on the bed to air and packed my other stuff back in the suitcase. I'd have to wash them my next chance. I took a minute to write a lyric I had just thought of in my notebook.


    Then I remembered something and I laid the vest and chain belt Kim had lent me on her bed. As I turned toward my bed, I froze when I saw her sketchpad sitting on her pillow. I almost reached out to grab it to peek, when I heard the shower stop. I snapped my hand back. Bloody hell I'm jumpy!


    I sat on my bed and pulled out my new mobile and rang mum. After a few seconds she picked up. “Mum! Good morning. Yes... no calm down. I placed in the top ten on the first go. That's part of the prize money they give to the top ten each night. Yes. Thanks, mum. It is exciting. Yes those are snaps of Kim. Yes, she is. May I speak with Sammie, if you please? – Hi, baby! Mommy misses you! Are you being good for Grams? I can't wait to see you in a couple weeks! I love you too, Sammie! OK baby, put Grams back on. – Mum, I miss you two so much... I'll see you soon. Love you too, cheerio!”


    I rang off with a smile on my face. My Samantha has that effect on me. I glanced over to the loo and Kim was just standing there in the doorway in her bra and knickers, watching me intently. “You'll see her soon. Remember you are doing this for her. You'll be great.”


    My heart soared. Was it because of what she said or because of her? Those two things are blurring together in my head recently.


    I smiled meekly as she started getting dressed.


    “Thanks. It's like she recharges me just by hearing her little voice.”


    She looked over with an unreadable smile. “Good! Hold onto that. Use that tonight. Just visualize the feeling since I won't be able to be there to cheer you on. Think of only the good things in your life and you can't lose, Sky.”


    She was so confident. I felt myself taking in her strength again.


    Kim was so amazing. I caught myself biting my lower lip again as I watched her every move as she prepped for the day. I've been trying to define just what it is that being near to her is doing to me. But whatever it is, I like it, so it couldn't possibly be anything bad.


    “Thanks. I needed the pep talk. I'm so bloody nervous. But enough about me. You are going to be brilliant tonight! You know what cover you will choose?”


    She smiled and shook her head.


    “No, I just go with the moment. Let my feelings and emotions guide me.”


    She bit her lower lip, mirroring mine. Is she still talking about the competition? I snapped myself out of that thought.


    I rang room service, and ordered a fryup and cuppa for the two of us. To which I proudly accepted, since I handed a gratuity to the eager bloke that delivered it. Kim just rolled her eyes playfully my antics.


    We sat in a comfortable camaraderie, eating our offerings as I giggled at Kim looking up British slang on the Internet. Assuring me that she always got the gist of what I was saying but wanted to “make sure”. I thought she was adorable... I mean, it was adorable.


    When we finished up our breakfast I grinned. “You still up to some sightseeing like we're on holiday today?”


    She nodded with glittering eyes. I couldn't help smiling at how she looked like a little kid full of excitement. I made a show of taking out my new mobile and rang Heath.


    “Good morning. This is Skylar Roth again, I'm not bothering you am I? Brill. We could use you today for more touristy activity. See you in ten. Cheerio.”


    “I feel terrible for abusing Heath's services. Should we just take the tube instead?” I asked sheepishly.


    Kim rolled her eyes. “The New York subway isn't going to be the same experience as the London tube, Sky. Just be thankful that you somehow rated a car and driver so we can skip that particular... umm, experience.” She winked, which only caused the heat of a blush to bloom on my cheeks.


    I grabbed my purse and walked over to her, she did the same and we marched out to the lift.


    Kim was mumbling, “I wonder if we can find another long elevator ride while we're out today.”


    I smiled and slapped her shoulder. “Cheeky bird!”


    She mocked surprise, “What?”


    Then we both laughed. The lift opened and with a playful grin she led me into the corner and pretended to protect me from an invisible throng of people. God help me if I didn't smile hugely at that.


    I was staring at her inviting lips and caught myself starting to lean in when the lift doors slid open. I straightened up, breathing a little heavy as we exited to the lobby with the heat of a blush on my cheeks. Was she blushing too?


    Just as before, Heath was johnny on the spot at the curb when we exited the hotel. He grinned at us and opened the door for us to slide in.


    “Good morning, Heath.” I said after he ran around and jumped into the driver's seat.


    He was beaming in the mirror, “Good morning, ladies. What's the plan today?”


    I smiled and said with mock haughtiness, “Please, Heath, regale us with your vast knowledge of this bustling metropolis and bring us to where all shamefully touristy individuals visit while on holiday here.”


    He fake bowed his head, playing along. “As you wish, Majesty.”


    We all shared a laugh as he pulled into traffic. Kim playfully rolled her eyes, which I rewarded with a playful slap on her arm.


    A couple minutes later, Heath pulled over a block from Times Square and turned back to us before he got out of the sedan.


    “OK, ladies, take your time. There is a lot to see here. I'll be driving around and will pass this exact spot every ten minutes, so whenever you are ready, meet me here.”


    We nodded understanding and he jumped out and ran around to help us out of the motorcar.


    With a quick goodbye he was pulling away, leaving us to look in wonder at Times Square as we proceeded down the walk toward it. I'm used to hustle, bustle, glitz and bauble, being from London proper, but this was bloody amazing! There were lights and signs everywhere fighting for your attention, and even early as it was, there were thousands of people crowding the walks of the square.


    I made sure to drop a quid at all the street performers and homeless blokes we passed... making sure to acknowledge them with a good morning and a look in their eyes... knowing how close I have been to their situation my entire life.


    Kim seemed to be watching my actions intently. Her face inscrutable as she followed suit. I hate when her face does that. I prefer her expressive and relaxed face better, at least then I knew what the bloody hell she's thinking. I made a note to get more singles, I only had a couple left.


    While Kim was looking at the buildings, my attention at the moment was on the street vendor tables that seemed to line every available inch of curb. Maybe I could do better than a post card for mum. I looked at an I heart NY shirt and snickered, oh this would be brilliant as long as I stayed out of striking distance when I gave it to her.


    I looked at the ten dollar price card in front of the stack and winced a bit, that was still much cheaper than the shirts were at the Empire State gift shop. I could just be frugal for a day. I was pulling a tenner out of my wallet when Kim whispered, “What are you doing?”


    I looked at her like she was daft. “Buying a tee for mum,” I whispered back.


    She put her hand out still whispering, “And you're from a big city? Could have fooled me. Give me that.”


    I was equal parts curious and confused as I handed her the tenner. She turned and got the vendor's attention, holding up the shirt.


    “How much?”


    The guy pointed at the card. “Ten.”


    She exhaled like she was disappointed with the bloke. “For these factory seconds? I can get a box of them just a few tables down for two fifty each! I'll give you three!”


    He looked down toward where she was pointing, then countered, “Five.”


    She just put the shirt down and grabbed my arm and started dragging me away to my shock. The bloke spoke quickly, “Four.”


    She grinned a predatory grin before turning us back around and handed him the tenner. “Done. And could I get the change in singles?”


    The man had a look on his face that was one part amused and one part resigned as he handed the change and nodded to Kim as she took it and the shirt. Then she pulled me away from the table with a triumphant grin. “Welcome to America, Sky.”


    I snorted in amazement and accepted the offered shirt and change. Affirming to me that she was indeed reading me earlier by getting the singles.


    “You're a natural,” I said.


    She wiggled her eyebrows and replied, “Well thank you.”


    I snorted. “Don't thank me yet. I'm not sure if it was meant as a compliment or not.” This got me one of her patented eye rolls as she grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers and drug me along. She noticed a sign on a little door next to the golden arches and exclaimed, “Oh cool!”


    She opened the door and shot me a smile as she dragged me up a flight of stairs into a comic shop on the second level.


    “What are you on about now?”


    She smiled and started perusing the isles of funnies, nick knacks and bramble. “Heroes!”


    I couldn't stifle a giggle at her enthusiasm and the sparkling wonder in her eyes. “Tell me you don't read these. Funnies are for kids.”


    She squinted an eye at me biting the tip of her tongue and grabbed a book from a box in front of us and said, “Look at this while I find me some Mantra. Then try to say that again.”


    I looked at the title, 'Witchblade'. I was about to set it down as she wandered off but the woman on the cover caught my eye. She had mangled, twisting and turning metal that seemed to be part of her covering her right side.


    I looked around feeling self conscious... why did this make me think of my disfigurement? Did Kim pick this on purpose? But the woman on the cover was beautiful. Before I realized it I was opening the publication and reading the first few pages.


    She was a hero, not a monster! Fighting evil and injustice! For a reason still unknown to me, I looked at the spot this came from and found a thick 'graphic novel' of Witchblade, a collected work of the first twenty issues. I picked it up but balked at the price, I glanced over and saw Kim studying me again from another isle with that bloody unreadable expression of her's.


    I blushed and looked down... I thumbed through the large box that Kim had pulled this magazine from and located issue one, two and three for a reasonable price. Then hustled over to the register. I felt so guilty wasting lolly on the frivolous again. I put my mum's NY tee in the bag with the books.


    Kim came up to the register and paid for her things with a frustratingly unreadable cocky smile on her face.


    “You're so infuriating!” I whispered as she paid for hers. Eliciting and slight chuckle from her. Then heat was spreading up my arm and through my core again as she grabbed my hand and started dragging me down the steps with her.


    I had to pull back a bit and take the stairs a lot slower than her. Going up stairs is always easier for me, going down is more precarious on my bloody prostheses. She was watching my legs intently as I made my way down slightly clumsily. She seemed to be in her godforsaken unreadable studying mode. “Don't watch,” I said, exasperation tinging my voice, blushing in embarrassment.


    She stuck out her tongue at me and turned away. The ends of my bloody traitorous mouth twitched up in a smile. We reached the bottom of the steps and I hugged her arm and stayed like that as we exited to the street again.


    “Sorry,” I whispered. She pretended that nothing had happened.


    We stood for a second gaining our bearings when she blurted out, “Nirvana!” pointing to the next block. I followed her gaze.


    “Bloody hell!” I exclaimed with a smile, nodding in agreement. A Hershey's Chocolate store! We shared a conspiratorial grin and made our way to the chocolaty goodness. God, I was having so much fun with her doing virtually nothing! I snapped pictures of all that nothing and Kim on my mobile as we went.


    The rest of the morning went that way, visiting shops, talking and laughing. Around noon, we found an amazing pizza place and stepped in for a slice. This must be what I hear people in London speaking about when they talk of New York pizza. It was, please pardon my terrible pun in advance, a slice of heaven.


    We located Heath after that and had him bring us past ground zero. I couldn't bring myself to look at the memorial, I already felt so sad from a distance. So we continued on to Battery Park to jump a boat to Liberty Island. We looked at the ticket prices and just got the basic tour tickets since I'd never make it up to the crown. I had apologized profusely to Kim but she just chastised me for apologizing again.


    Up close, that statue on its pedestal was an amazing sight, simply gorgeous! I was quite awestruck. After snapping a few pictures of it we asked a passing couple if they would take a shot of us with the statue in the background. I was taken by surprise as Kim playfully picked me up in her arms for it... both of us giggling and laughing and having a right brilliant time as the bloke took some snaps.


    My foot was squeaking again, the bloody piece of rubbish, and my leg was feeling some fatigue. Kim again was studying me, could she tell? I don't know if her scrutiny made me uneasy or not... when she was like that I couldn't tell what she was about.


    When we rejoined Heath, my suspicions were confirmed when she said, “That's about all we can do today, Heath. The hotel, please.” He just grinned and nodded and we were off. I shot her a questioning, probing look. She just acted all sweet and innocent. Frustrating!


    When we arrived at the room after another smiling ride in the corner of the lift. I went directly to the loo and locked the door. I spent a few frustrating minutes trying to get the threads on the pin to bite. Finally I removed the pin from it and shook the foot and metal shavings came out.


    I carefully replaced the pin, twisting slowly while applying a lot of pressure. Finally I felt the slightest bite of a thread and tightened it as far as I felt I could without further stripping. I hated bodging it together like this, but I refuse to wear the bloody SACH in my suitcase. I might as well wear a damned peg leg then.


    The flexing felt stiff but useable and I pulled up my sock and replaced my shoe before going back out. I stopped dead again when I almost ran into Kim leaning against the door frame shaking her head. “Locking me out again... I'm beginning to think you don't like me,” she said dramatically with an amused twinkle in her eye as she pushed past me and darted toward the bog. I shut the door behind me as I left.


    We joked around the rest of the afternoon then predictably she rang up some hamburgers and chips and two divine chocolate milkshakes for our supper. She reminded me... ketchup not vinegar, getting us both chuckling. I sent off email to mum with some pictures from our mobiles as we ate.


    Kim looked up more British slang to my extreme amusement. Her grin and sparkling eyes daring me to say anything about it.


    She stood finally. “Well, Sky lets get ready for the competition!”


    I stood and stretched. “If you insist.” I grabbed my purse with a smirk. “Done. That was strenuous.”


    She shook her head in disagreement, crooking her finger, beckoning me and pointing at her suitcases.


    Almost everything she had was short sleeved and I declined until she pulled a pretty black scoop neck jumper with long sleeves. I nodded with a grin, but flat refused any and all skirts she offered up. “My pant's absolutely stay... no skirts or dresses!” I think I was a little too sharp as she looked deflated and her shoulders slumped as she surrendered.


    “You're going to have to show off your assets sooner or later, Sky,” she reprimanded with an equally sharp look, her spectacular eyes burning into me. She grabbed a couple extremely long silver chains and draped them multiple times over my head, creating the illusion of multiple necklaces.


    I think she was having far too much fun dressing me up me like her life sized doll. Then a terrifying thing popped up as she pulled her makeup from her purse, staring at me like a hungry predator. I helplessly squeaked, “Oh bloody hell! Somebody help me!”


    It was no use and she sprang into action with the eye liner and the purple and brown eye shadows. Then it was my lips with two different overlapping colours that feathered into each other. Then she grabbed some bangle bracelets and anklets... I stopped her with the anklets and did them myself.


    We fought over my hair for quite some time until she gave up and let me leave my right side veiled. Then she stood with a grin and motioned to the mirror on the cottage door and making a grand show of announcing, “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Skylar 2.0” I nervously stood in front of it and looked up. My breath caught. I turned to her gobsmacked. “Is that me?”


    She affirmed it with her cocky smile and no words. Then she grabbed a tiny piece of material and dropped her current clothing. I stopped breathing and averted my eyes with a blush. I peeked as she shimmied into that little slip of material, which turned out to be a form fitting little black dress. She wiggled her eyebrows at me then went on to accessorize and put her makeup on.


    She put on her signature earring and then turned to me. I forgot how to breathe, the goddess had come out to play again. I opened my mouth to tell her but nothing came out. She struck a coy pose as she put on some impossibly high black stilettos. “Is it passable?”


    I tried speaking, nodding was easier so I did that. I licked my lips hungrily. She smiled. “Good, that's the reaction I wanted. Shell we go down?”


    I nodded silently as she grabbed my hand and drug me out the door, allowing me to snag my purse along the way. We were in the lift in 'our' corner, away from the other couple already there, when the word I tried to voice minutes ago finally found my lips. “Gorgeous,” I whispered. She smirked. “Thanks, Sky. I was doing it mostly for the shock value for you.” She chuckled. I straightened up in humor and deadpanned, “I guess you're passable.”


    She leaned in close, I could feel her hot breath on my face.


    “Is that all? Passable?”


    I finally gave in and started leaning in as the lift doors opened and she was gone in a giggle. I was breathing raggedly as I followed her swaying hips into the lobby. It was so bloody sexy the way she simply towered over me with her natural height compounded with those heels.


    We said our goodbyes and went to our separate queues. Suddenly I felt vulnerable as I checked in to the coach and hid in the back seat away from everyone for the ride to Golden Tones, shying away into the shadows.


    


    


    Chapter 6 – First Competition Ends


    When we arrived, I checked in at the front and received my number, I saw I was still listed as 'walk on' and received number forty five. That means I'm moving up doesn’t it? Or are the numbers assigned randomly?


    I found a two seat table in the back and ordered one of those sell your kidney priced fizzy pops again and just sat back to watch. I pulled out my new mobile and texted [ 45 ] and got an instant [ 6 ]. I sent back [ call when u up. i wnt 2 listen ]. She sent back a cute [ kay ].


    The announcer told the crowd that the top ten purse tonight was a thousand dollars each. That was exciting, but there was no way I'd get lucky twice.


    Some of the girls were either nervous or worse than last night. We started with a four point nine, a six point three, and a five point eight. But then there were a few passable ladies. Number eight was Stacy Milton who scored an impressive nine point two with a Vargas Twins, 'Rock Til Dawn' cover.


    My mobile was buzzing and I answered, “Flower!” There was no reply but I could hear the crowd, then the music start, another Leather and Heels, a 'Who's Got Your Girl' cover. Even over the tinny speaker on the mobile I recognized the powerful, pitch perfect soprano. I could feel her cockiness and confidence through the mobile. She was brill! Those power notes are her forte, and once again she crafted the song into her own creation.


    Then all too soon it was over and all I could hear was cheering. Finally an out of breath Native American goddess was on the line. [So?] I gushed back, “You were bloody brilliant, Flower!” Then I heard [Nine point six!] and more cheering. Then she said, [Call when you're on Sky, I can't wait to hear you!] I blushed, “OK, Kim... cheerio!”


    I was distracted most of the night by thoughts of Kim. Some of the girls were great, others just lukewarm. I found myself getting more nervous as my turn approached. What was I doing here? I felt like a right git again for thinking I could compete with these girls.


    When I heard, “Skylar Roth, number forty five to the stage,” my blood ran cold. I numbly dialed Kim, [Sky! You up?]. I nodded like a muppet like she could see me, then spoke up, “I'm on... I'm scared.” She replied, [You are singing only to Sammie and I. Now go make us proud.]. I set the phone down on the table facing the stage as second call went out.


    I got up on the stage to some mild applause as I scrolled through the songs on the screen. I wish I was brave like Kim! Wait... that's bloody it! I selected 'Hero of My Heart' by Melody Seven. Another ballad, but this was a power ballad. It had strength and emotion just like I feel with Sammie and Kim.


    The music started and I turned my right side away from the crowd, and began almost with a whisper, that built quickly as the song progressed. I closed my eyes and visualize nothing but Kim and Samantha in the audience. My strength, my inspiration, my heroes!


    I let this feeling go out to the world through my singing. I toyed with the harmonics and created a syncopated rhythm then snapped it back into harmony with the music for the clear, sustained power notes, pushing my damaged soul out through the notes. Cleansing me for the moment, giving me fresh life.


    I used my confusion over Kim to guide the chorus, and the pure love in my heart for Samantha sustain the final note beyond my normal capacity, to prove my love, well past the end of the instrumental. The crowd went insane, it was deafening to me.


    I hobbled off the stage as quickly as I could through the cheers and to the table where I cried again. By the gods I'm a right mess. I was clearing my tears when I realized Kim was still on the mobile. “K-Kim?” I stuttered into it. [On my God! That was one of the most moving things I've ever heard, Sky!], she shouted. I was beaming with pride, the compliment coming from one of the only three people that mattered to me, was a boost to my confidence.


    “You think so? I was terrified!”


    She mimicked me and said, [Quite,] with a laugh.


    The announcer said, “Nine point three!” and there was more cheering. I saw Stacy Milton start to raise her hand to challenge, but then she put it back down, giving me a death glare. [I'll see you back at the elevator later. And Sky, I'm proud of you. Bye.]. I smiled. “Cheerio,” and rang off.


    The last five singers did their thing... leaving me in fourth for the night. Oh my God! This with last nights score guaranteed that I'd move on to Denver!


    I was handed my envelope as I checked in at the coach. I hustled to the back seat and just held it to my chest, afraid to look. Finally I just shoved it into my purse and hyperventilated until we arrived back at the York Royal. I think I was experiencing a mild panic attack.


    I took a minute to breathe and I saw Kim get on the empty motor-coach with concern etching her face. The moment our eyes met, she gave me a glittering smile that somehow washed away all the anxiety in a moment. I smiled shyly back as she just held out a hand expectantly. I timidly took it and she laced our fingers and pulled me gleefully out of the coach.


    Once we hit the lobby, she stopped and just looked at me with a cute expression.


    “Hi!”


    I bit my lower lip and couldn't stop my own smile. “Hi back.” Then I remembered something and pulled the envelope proudly out of my purse and held it out proudly for her to see.


    I whispered, “A thousand dollars!” as if it would evaporate if I said it out loud. She showed me hers with that bloody cocky grin that was starting to do some interesting things to me. I hugged my envelope then grabbed her hand and dragged her to the concierge with me.


    “Terribly sorry sir, but I was wondering if you might help wire some more money to my mum,” I said quietly, so the universe wouldn't reveal that this was just some twisted joke. He smiled cordially and I gave him the routing information again and opened the envelope.


    A thousand dollars! This was like six hundred quid! Right here! In my hands! I wanted to dance a happy jig as I counted out seven crisp one hundreds in front of him. Kim seemed to be watching the spectacle I was making of myself in great wonder.


    I stood there like a git staring at the envelope after the concierge left, staring at three hundred dollars that was mine! I heard a slight chuckle as a hand took the envelope from me and fished my wallet from my purse and slid the crisp bills into it. “Sky, you act like you've never seen money before.”


    I looked at her with a grin. “Not so much at once. I can... I can get a new outfit!”


    Her laugh made it to her twinkling eyes. “First thing when we hit Denver tomorrow.”


    I put up a pinky and she took the pinky swear then we were off to the lift. I was so excited and she seemed to be feeding off my enthusiasm.


    While we were in our customary position in the elevator, I whispered, “You were bloody amazing tonight, Kim.”


    She blushed a little. How I craved that blush on her cheeks, it made her already exotic complexion look that much more dishy. Then she surprised me by voicing, “I wish I could sing with your emotion.”


    The bloody traitorous lift once again broke our moment with the doors sliding open at the third floor and a fairly dressed up middle aged couple got in, giving us an odd look. Oh sod off! We exited on our floor and were quickly through the door and zeroing in on the computer.


    Kim had the standings onscreen in moments. Overall Kim was ranked number two, Stacy was number four... and I was number eight!


    “You are a right spectacular woman! Second overall!” I giddily said.


    She bit her lower lip, heating my core. “Well I better be, since I'm winning this. You don't have much farther to reach your second place finish.”


    There was that bloody cockiness that's been driving me crazy. I hugged her then made my way to my bed and sniffed my pajamas again. Eww, still manky! Kim caught this and rolled her eyes and dug around in one of her suitcases and pulled out a spaghetti strap belly shirt and some boxer knickers and threw them at me.


    I looked at them then to my pajamas, then threw back the boxers and grabbed my pajama bottoms, some socks and my toothbrush. She squinted her eyes at the pajama bottoms as I passed by to the loo to get ready for bed.


    I locked the door and instantly there was soft incessant knocking.


    “You're doing it again, Skyyyyy. You're locking me out.”


    I quickly took off my jeans, the ankle bracelets and socks then put on my pajama bottoms and the fresh socks, unlocking the door.


    She slid in with a smile, quickly examining me. Her stoic look returned when she saw I had the pajama bottoms on, studying them. What is she looking for? What is she seeing?


    I nervously said, “What?” As I turned my back and took off the black jumper and my bra, then smelled her nightshirt. God, it had her scent!


    She mumbled, “Nothing.”


    And stopped me before I could put her nightshirt on. My breath hitched as she placed her hands on my hips, then ran her fingers gently up my sides. Tracing the route of my burns on one side, and mirroring the motion on the other.


    If I wanted to, I couldn't have put a sentence together at that moment. My head was buzzing and warmth was spreading in some embarrassing places. Her hot breath was on my neck next to my ear, sending goosebumps racing down my flesh.


    “Do you want me to stop?”


    I didn't say anything. Her hands brushed the sides of my breasts delicately, I was getting dizzy.


    I could feel her giving pressure to feel the contours of the mangled flesh through the bra material on one side, compared to the smooth skin under the other. Though this was so intimate, it felt almost innocent, she never went beyond the sides. Then an electric shock traveled through my body as she kissed first the left side of my neck, then the right side, her moist, hot lips lingering on the scars.


    A fire was burning inside me, and I was so bloody confused and terrified, I wanted her to stop but at the same time, I wanted to scream for her to never stop. Then she reached out and lightly grabbed the nightshirt I was holding and gently lifted my arms then pulled it over my head.


    “So beautiful.” I heard her whisper almost too quietly to hear.


    I was still standing in place as I heard her changing into her night clothes.


    “Psst,” she whispered. “Sky, I'm pretty sure you're going to need to breath at some point or another.”


    I exhaled sharply and took in another shuddering breath.


    I meekly turned and started brushing my teeth beside her as she did the same. I avoided eye contact. I started washing my day's clothing and she laughed, lightening the mood. She grabbed my clothes from my hand and wandered out and grabbed my pajama tops and whatever other discarded clothing she could find, mine or hers.


    I had come out to shyly watch what she was doing, she grinned at me.


    “You've got to splurge every once in a while, Sky.” Then wiggling her eyebrows, she rang room service.


    “Hi, I've got some laundry here that needs to be done before 7:00am. Thanks, it'll be in the basket in the hall.”


    Then she put it all in the small plastic hamper by the loo door and put it outside our room's door and turned to me with a smile and saying, “Taa-daa! I bet you didn't know I was such a domestic goddess.”


    I couldn't stop the bloody smile I returned, even if I had wanted to. I made my way over to the computer, saying under my breath, “Goddess is right.”


    She got a funny look on her face. Dammit she heard! Then she joined me as I emailed mum and gave a quick heads up about the lolly and sent my love. Then I turned to Kim and was finally able to make eye contact. Her eyes were sparkling pools of brown that I just wanted to get lost in. I tilted my head and bit my lower lip in want. She looked nervously at my lips.


    “What's up, Sky? You been quiet too long.”


    I couldn't fight my impulses any longer and just grabbed the back of her head and brought her in for a crushing kiss. She seemed shocked for just a moment but then she was kissing back, passionately, hungrily. This must be what heaven is like! I was floating, my body was burning with a desire I had never known in my life.


    I needed to breathe so I broke our kiss, gasping for air. I could still taste her lips on mine, feel their softness. This is what it's like? I've never thought I'd be intimate with another person, especially after the incident.


    “Hi,” I whispered.


    She smiled broadly, her eyes darker than normal and she replied with a hoarse, “Hi back.”


    I stood and dragged her to her bed where we sat down. I timidly leaned in for a whisper soft kiss, sharing another moment of intimacy then pulled back. I hesitated, not knowing what to do.


    “I... I don't know what to do, I've never been with anyone before.” I looked down in shame.


    She said, “But... Samantha.”


    I shook my head. “Not even then.”


    She gently grabbed my shoulders and laid me on her bed and started kissing me. I never wanted this to end. Every emotion I had bottled up inside for so long was released all at once. I started crying softly as I returned her gentle, probing kisses. Our hands started exploring each others bodies as our lips and tongues danced and slid across the other.


    Her lips were gone. I was missing them for a millisecond before my mind went blank as she was suddenly kissing and sucking and nipping at my neck. I was curling my toes on my left foot as I started panting raggedly.


    I pushed her back and straddled her, switching our roles as I attacked her neck with tiny kisses, then nipping and breathing my hot breath on the trail, being rewarded with the gooseflesh that I ran my tongue across then continued my kiss assault down to her shoulders. I whispered, “You are so beautiful, Flower.”


    Her hands were roaming my body between her happy moans. I started running my hands up her sides, lightly brushing the sides of her breasts, when I felt her hands on my hips, slowly running down my legs.


    About a thousand thoughts shot through my mind. My foot. Her reaction. The incident. How I was unclean. Damaged goods. She would hate me. I didn't deserve her. Suddenly I relived the terror of that night. Once that crack in my psyche appeared again, it crashed through my soul like a runaway fright train and I pushed away from her... crying.


    She had a look of concern on her face. I didn't deserve her compassion! I cringed away when she tried to touch me. “Stop!” I almost yelled. She retracted her hand and stood and shouted in frustration, “God damn it, Skyler! Don't toy with me like this! This isn't a fucking game to me! Just make up your goddamn mind already!”


    I was only seeing that night, her words barely registered as I stood sobbing and ran to the loo. I locked the door and started the shower. Tearing off my clothes and my bloody prostheses, throwing it at the wall. Then I crawled into the shower and curled up in a ball and let the water run over me. I'll never be clean! “Why can't I ever get myself clean?” I sobbed until the tears didn't come. There was pounding on the door for at least ten minutes, then I was left to the sound of the water falling and my disgusting, filthy skin.


    Long after the water had turned cold, I laid there shivering, trying to get clean. I'd never deserve someone as perfect as Kim. Finally I reached over to shut the water off. I pulled a towel around myself, shivering as I dried off. I hopped to my foot and put it back on, checking for damage. I got dressed and stood by the door, listening.


    I opened the door slowly and peeked out, she was on her bed sketching. She ignored me, ignored my presence as I timidly made my way to my bed. It was no more than I deserved. I slid under the covers and softly said, “Kim?” She ignored me.


    “I'm so dreadfully sorry,” I whispered, on the verge of tears again. She just turned further away from me and I silently cried myself to sleep.


    Then I was in that room again. I couldn't fight. The flames started consuming me. I had to get out! Someone was grabbing my shoulders. I tried so hard to fight them off! I was screaming for help, nobody was coming. I was hearing my name. The hands wouldn't leave my shoulders. I was coming out of a haze.


    I was in bed, someone was shaking my shoulders.


    “Skylar! Wake up!”


    I looked up into Kim's eyes. What was wrong with her cheek? It looked red like she had been struck. For a split second I saw compassion and fear in her eyes, then she may as well have been carved from stone as her stoic look returned and she wordlessly went back to her bed.


    I stared at her back, deserving her disdain as I slowly drifted off again.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7 – Denver Alone


    When I woke to my mobile chiming, Kim was already gone. Her luggage and any trace of her were nowhere to be seen. I was too exhausted to start another round of tears. I realized I was peckish so I rang for a fryup.


    Before I got dressed for the day of travel before me, I put her nightshirt up to my face and inhaled deeply, taking in her scent. The last part of her that I had. It was no better than I deserved, it was just a pipe dream thinking I could be with anyone. Now I've even ruined our friendship.


    Room service arrived with my food and our laundry. I'd have to get this to her somehow. I gave the chap a fiver, then sat down at the computer to eat as I checked my email. Mum had replied, she seemed ecstatic, we could square with the bloody bill collectors now with some left for savings.


    She was going to bring Sammie out for a nice lunch at the golden arches to celebrate, a rare treat. Sam was over the moon for chips. This brought a smile to my lips. I daren't call or my quavering voice would give away my bloody emotional night, so I replied to her email. Saying we had to leave early for Denver.


    I packed the suitcase with its dodgy wheel. I could barely get it closed with the addition of Kim's things. Then made it down to the lobby. They had two coaches to bring us to the airport. I stood in a queue and I saw Kim come in later. I watched as she got in the queue for the other coach when she saw me and avoided eye contact. I understood.


    When I went through security at the airport, the bloke wouldn't read my medical card when I repeatedly set off the metal detector. He pulled me aside and had a female agent pat me down. I flinched back whenever she went to touch me. Only upsetting her more until she got down to my prostheses.


    Suddenly she looked embarrassed and showed me that look of pity that makes me seethe inside. Then she quickly cleared me through the queue for my belongings and reprimanded the other agent.


    We got our room assignments on the chartered plane. My heart sped up as they explained that wherever possible, they were keeping the same people together throughout so you didn't have to acclimate to new roommates at each venue.


    But my heart quickly fell when I saw beside my name, Kim's was scratched off and handwritten lower with someone who had previously had a single. She obviously requested to be reassigned. I looked back five isles to see her sketching in that bloody book again.


    We took a small convoy of shuttles to the Denver Regent Peaks Hotel. I was trying to retreat into nothingness as we were packed in shoulder to shoulder. I was on the verge of hyperventilating when we arrived and filed out of the tight quarters.


    I waited until everyone else had retrieved their luggage and gone inside before I got mine. The bloody clasp was broken! I had to carry it in my arms, holding it closed as I sat in the lobby, waiting for everyone to check in before I would. I glanced at the gift shop and forked over the lolly for some packing tape.


    I use a few strips of tape to hold the suitcase closed. Happy with my bodge, I looked up to see the lobby almost cleared, so I pulled up the handle and dragged the suitcase behind me to reception, its dodgy wheel clunking away.


    I addressed the elderly woman behind the counter with a smile. “Hello please, Missus. Good morning. I believe you have a room for me... Skylar Roth?” She gave me a card key and an information packet for the hotel. I thanked her and made my way to the lifts and to room 302.


    I rang the front asking for Kimi Solomon's room number-- 605. Then I asked if they could please send a room service with a shower chair and to deliver some property to Kim's room. I gave the over enthusiastic boy a fiver and a stack of Kim's clothing with instructions to deliver them to her room. He bounded off and I felt relief that besides ruining our friendship, she wouldn't think I nicked her clothing too.


    Which... to be honest, I did... I kept the nightshirt. It still had her scent on it.


    After ringing for a light lunch, I sat down and read the rules for the Denver portion of the Karaoke Queen competition. It read identical to the New York leg, but we would be singing two songs per night since it was only twenty five singers per venue. The venues were Mike's Mic and The Stage. Denver seemed more literal than New York in their business naming.


    I spent time writing a new song about loss and longing. It flowed easily from me and I caught myself singing my other songs as I went. Trying too bleed off the anxiety and stress from the past night. I was calm enough to ring up mum now.


    I got bloody voice mail. They must be out, so I left a message. “Mum, it's me. Good afternoon. I hope you and Sammie are having a brilliant time. I miss you both and love you. I'll ring again in the morning. Kisses! Cheerio!”


    I took off my foot and rubbed my leg, I hadn't had the evil thing off since yesterday and my stump was bloody sore. I laid down for a nap, I was knackered, but set my alarm for 5:00 just to be safe. I'm glad I did, because the next thing I knew, I was waking up to the soft chiming.


    


    I felt a little more human and relaxed now. I rang down to room service for a hamburger and chips because I was already feeling nostalgic. God help me if I didn't put bloody ketchup on my chips! The woman has corrupted me!


    I found a wireless keyboard and it took me some time to figure out that the computer was hooked to the telly but had no bloody clue how to use it. I looked at the hotel information packet and there were easy to follow instructions. I felt like a muppet not checking there first.


    I surfed the Internet, reading drivel and tosh to pass the time. Then I got ready to go, my black long sleeve and my Union Jack tee, and made my way down to the lobby, my foot creaking badly but I daren't try another repair. I doubt I'd be able to bodge it together again. To top it off, my limp was more pronounced as my leg was still sore from wearing the prostheses for so long the past 24 hours. This day just keeps getting better.


    I wound up on the motor-coach for Mike's Mic and Kim was on the other, I'm sure she was happy about that. I was getting mad at her now, couldn't my emotions make up their bloody mind already?


    When we arrived, the place was simply HUGE! It was twice the size of Golden Tones, and was packed to the gills. They were billing this as the “quarterfinal” so the competition was generating a good deal of interest.


    I checked in, number twenty three, still not in a bracket. Purse cut tonight was eighteen hundred for the top ten. I was twitching and cringing away from contact as I made my way to the back to hide against the wall.


    I spent most of the time really listening to the girls singing, picking up things they did right and things that I felt dragged their scores to the bog. With a lot of the low talent mimickers out of the running, I was starting to like quite a few of the voices.


    Challenges were popping up almost every three singers, it was getting cutthroat. One challenge came from the crowd instead of a challenger, and to everyone's surprise, they did much better and the singer was docked two tenths of a point.


    How could I compete against people like this? I was lost in thought when I heard, “Skylar Roth, number twenty three to the stage.” My blood ran cold again, I looked at my mobile... no help from Kim tonight. I made my way through the crowd, trying not to touch anyone. I made it there as they were issuing second call.


    There were some mild applause. I shrank back and scrolled through the titles on the screen. What was I going to sing? I just kept scrolling. I was so lost... that's it! 'Find Myself' by Miranda Keys. I know I had already covered her, but it was so full of hurt and pain, the struggle to find what you had lost. That's how I felt. That's what I'd sing!


    I cowered over the mic as the music started, I reached deep for my emotions at the time. I felt lost and broken. I let the song convey it, pull it from my stained soul. I radiated it to the universe to see if it had an answer for me. I changed all of the dynamics of the song, thinking of how I hurt Kim because I was broken.


    I wanted hope to exist, I tried to will it into existence but failed... as I breathed out the final note in defeat. A tear dropping unchallenged down my cheek. The crowd went wild, it was twice as loud as Golden Tones. I just wanted to get out of there. I got off the stage and made my way through the bar to my hiding spot at the back wall to hide until my second cover.


    The announcer said in a husky voice, “That very emotional rendition pulled Miss Roth a nine point zero!” The cheering increased for a bit. A girl, number two, stood and yelled, “Challenge!”


    I didn't care. I did what I came to do, she couldn't take that from me. Music was cathartic to me. I felt more at peace now that I bled off some of my emotion through the music. She did a 'lovely' job, but my score stood.


    The second round, when number four, Amber LaLanie, did a Shannon Sister's cover that just lit up the crowd, I was floored. She was brill! Her singing was almost Kim's caliber. Nine point eight, coupled with her previous nine point four, put her into first overall.


    She walked back to the back, and leaned with her back on the wall close to me. I heard her say, “I like your style, you have more emotion than any of us out there. Just wanted you to know.” Then she wandered off, I watched her bright pink hair disappear into the crowd.


    When I was called to the stage, I had nothing. I just endlessly scrolled trying to find inspiration. Wait, that was it, my own feelings seemed to be guiding me tonight, I pulled up 'Nothing' by Random Chains.


    The acoustic guitar came over the speakers, soft and slow. I sang of the emptiness inside, the need to be filled, the longing for anything to fill the endless void of a hollow soul. The light of promise so far away. That hope in the shadows. Was it a cruel joke or could it really be reached? I changed the harmonics and dove down deep in my register. Pulling out my true contralto to portray the sea of aloneness.


    When it was over I just ran off the stage as fast as my gimpy leg could carry me in the silence. I was ten feet from the stage when the applauds finally came. People parted for me to get to my shelter in the back of the room. The judges were talking amongst themselves. The announcer got off the stage to speak with them. They all seemed to be arguing.


    The announcer got back on the stage. “It will be just a minute everyone. The judges aren't sure how to score this one. She seemed so... broken.” I cried and hid my face. Yes, that's me. Broken. I made my way to the loo.


    I got into a stall and sat on the bog lid and just forced myself to breath through the panic attack that was threatening. I may as well just go to the hotel and pack, I knew I was fooling myself thinking I even stood a chance. I heard someone leave the adjoining stall and out the door.


    Then I listened to the crowd suddenly going insane outside, they must have already done the next cover. A few seconds later, I saw feet under the stall door and a soft knocking. “Skylar? Skylar Roth?” the familiar alto voice of Amber LaLanie asked. “You OK in there?”


    I nodded like a git like she could see and replied, “Yes, just composing my bloody self. Terribly sorry.”


    She chuckled and said, “Well they are about to do the last two covers then we need to get on the bus. Take your time. Congratulations.” I snickered and asked, “For what? Acting like a bloody git and making a fool of myself?”


    She seriously laughed at me this time, what was she on about? “No, for getting the first perfect score in the competition. I must have cried for five minutes after you sang.”


    I was in shock. What the bloody hell is she talking about?


    She was quiet for a second then spoke again, “Don't forget the bus.” Then she walked off. Once again I found myself almost hyperventilating. I forced my ragged breathing to slow.


    I exited the cottage as the last singer was finishing up. I clapped with the crowd and she was awarded with a seven point three.


    The announcer was speaking again, “Tonight's top two are number four, Amber LaLanie and number two, Annie Cumberland, tied with an average of nine point six.” I cheered with the crowd. Way to go Amber! I couldn't help wondering how Kim was doing. I missed her strength... and smile... and lips.


    The girls picked an old throwback hit, 'Painted Walls', and did a right amazing job of it. None of that awful infighting like Stacy Milton did with Kim.


    When we boarded the coach, I was handed my envelop for ranking number three tonight and I drew a lot for Mike's Mic again. I hid in the back and just stared at the envelope. The things I could do with this money for Samantha rushed through my head. It wasn't much in the long run but it could do plenty in the short term.


    After everyone disembarked from the coach I made my way out, my foot creaking badly. I made my way to the concierge, an older woman this time. “Please, Mum, if you would, I'd like to wire some money back home.” She helped with a smile as I gave the information and fifteen crisp hundred dollar bills and a tenner for her.


    I put the last three in my wallet, looking at how my original funds had multiplied since my arrival in the Americas. I was feeling guilty holding this much back, but if I didn't use it I would be bringing it back with me anyway.


    I made my way back to my room, staring longingly at the corner of the lift as I went up. Once in the room, I quickly disrobed and grabbed Kim's nightshirt and some clean knickers then made my way to the cottage to prepare for the night.


    It actually felt nice not having to hide my disfigurements away. I wonder how Kim would have reacted? By the gods I missed her. How did I get so attached to such an infuriating woman? But that was half of her charm. I felt an empty spot inside when I thought of her. But it is better this way, she deserves someone who isn't tainted.


    I checked the night's standings. Kim was in second, I was in sixth overall. There were links to the performances! I looked at her links, She had scored a perfect ten as well on her second cover! I quickly clicked it and watched her sing 'Take You On' by Rebel Riot. It was such an angry song, and she made it even angrier... I didn't like seeing her like that. But like everything she does, it was bloody perfect. I knew why she chose the song and it saddened me.


    I sent an email to mum and jumped into bed, pulling my prosthetic foot off and laying it on the floor by the bed. I rubbed and massaged my sore leg for a few minutes then set my alarm on my mobile, then on a lark I texted [congratulations, you were brill, as usual] to Kim and drifted off to sleep.


    I was in that room again, the kerosene lantern flickering. I was trying to fight, I couldn't move my arms. I needed to get away! I was thrashing and kicking my feet. I awoke in a cold sweat to an insistent knocking at the door. “Yes?” I called out.


    A man spoke through the door, “Are you alright in there miss? The next room called because you were screaming.”


    I called out again, reaching for my foot in case I needed to get up, “I'm so terribly sorry. It was only a nightmare.”


    The man was silent for a second then said, “Alright miss. If you need anything, just call the front desk.”


    I sighed in relief, “Thank you. Cheerio.”


    Then I closed my eyes and let sleep slowly claim me again.


    


    


    Chapter 8 – The Cats Out of the Bag


    I awoke to the soft chiming of the mobile alarm. I shut it off and immediately rang mum. She was amazed at how much had been transferred into her account. I still held a little guilt that there was more. I cried after speaking with Sam. I missed her so terribly. My beautiful child was the only other person besides Kim to care for me even with all my scars. Not even mum can bring herself to look at them.


    We said our goodbyes and I sat in a quiet room, a whole day of nothing in front of me before the competition. I wasn't particularly hungry, so didn't ring down. I was bored already, so I grabbed my notebook and wrote some lyrics to convey my heart. I sang my own songs the whole morning as I scribbled, toying with my own melodies.


    I was feeling a might peckish around lunch so I showered and dressed in my long sleeved blue jumper, then rang down for a sandwich, crisps, and because I betray my own conviction to not think about Kim, a chocolate milkshake. I doodled in my notebook, 'Secret Morning Flower', I drew a little heart to dot the I. Then I had to mentally kick myself for my schoolgirl behavior.


    Then it hit me, I turned to a new page and started jotting down lyrics and musical notes like a bloody madwoman. I was so lost in it that I slightly jumped at the sound of my mobile's alarm gently chiming. I had frittered away the entire afternoon! I rang down and had a pasta salad and a fizzy pop sent up.


    As I ate, I spent time on the Internet researching the Snoqualmie tribe and the beautiful Cascade mountains of the region there. God, if I'm not an obsessed git!


    Then I made my way down to the lobby. I got in the queue for the Mike's Mic coach and stopped dead when I saw Kim a few people in front of me. She glanced back but then averted her eyes. The gods certainly have a bad sense of humor.


    I checked in and made my way to the back of the coach, as I passed Kim I tried to make eye contact but she wasn't having any of that. In my distraction I tripped myself up and she started to stand as I caught myself, then she sat again, looking out the window. I hurried to the back and sat, cocooned in my shadowed shelter.


    I let everyone disembark before I moved. I checked in. Kim sang first and was in the first bracket, and I was twenty two tonight, still not ranked. The night's purse for the top ten was three thousand! I made my way to hide myself at the back wall by way of the bar, picking up a fizzy. I noticed Amber at a table not far from me, it was hard to miss her short pink hair. She glanced over and waved before turning back to the front.


    The announcer spoke, laying down the rules again and then calling out, “Kimi Solomon, number one to the stage.” I excitedly twisted and turned my way through the crowd, avoiding all contact with others. I stood at the base of the stage when she confidently strode onto it.


    She was stunning! She was wearing tight, knee high leather boots with a low heel, a barely there black mini with a chain belt and a black spaghetti strap half shirt. Her silver jewelry and baubles accentuating her beauty. Her makeup was smoky and sexy and her raven hair was flowing across her shoulders and down her back.


    She scrolled through the screen and glanced down and froze when she noticed me then she looked away and got an almost cruel smile on her lips and chose a love ballad, 'I'm Yours' by the Wave.


    The music kicked in and she swayed seductively and singled out a girl by the stage, a little bit down from me and sang to her, never looking once at me. I got the message, loud and clear. She was done with me, throwing me out with the trash. I turned and fought the tears as I wove my way back to the back wall.


    Despite myself, I couldn't help but notice just how perfectly she executed the song. Though something was wrong with it, it lacked any emotion at all. But still, the way she re-crafted the melody and made it hers was nothing short of incredible. The crowd went crazy, I cheered with them. I sort of tuned out the night after a nine point six was announced.


    I had already selected my next song... the only appropriate one, 'Throw-Away' by Mandy Fay Harris. It was the only song that held the pain in my heart at the moment. So I just waited numbly through the night until, “Skylar Roth, number twenty two to the stage.”


    As I started to the stage, Amber caught my attention, shooting me a thumbs up. I smiled numbly as I went to my doom on the stage. I quickly selected the song and turned my back on the audience. I sang the melody that was crafted by someone as broken as me. The words were as if they came from within my own heart. I turned around with tears threatening, and retooled the harmony and mechanics, letting my pain bleed out through my song.


    The words were an echo of my hopelessness, that nobody could desire. I sobbed out the last note and left the stage quickly. I got back to my shelter and waited... nine point eight. I was exhausted, not sure if it was even worth finishing this competition. Was it worth what remained of my heart to put myself through this pain?


    When the last singer was called, I made my way to the cottage to hide until Kim finished her second set. Maybe she could find a song with real emotion if I weren't there for her to punish. I still wanted with all my heart for her to do well. I didn't need to be the one to make her music suffer.


    I made my way back out about twenty minutes later, they were on singer three. I saw Kim near the stage scanning the crowd with a concerned look on her face, when her eyes scanned past me. She looked away, but the concerned look was gone. What is she on about?


    A few singers later, I saw a commotion at Amber's table. I moved near and caught her yelling at some tosser, “I said NO, now leave me alone. Or do I have to call security over?”


    The bloke was grabbing her arm. “Come on, honey. You don't have to be playing it like that! You know you like what you see.”


    Memories were flooding me, extreme panic and anger hitting me like a hammer. I went with the anger and took two steps to them. I struck his wrist hard, knocking his hand from her arm.


    “Sod off, you bloody wanker! No means NO! You can't force yourself on someone!”


    He reached out to push me saying, “Mind your own business, bitch! She want's me.”


    I flinched back avoiding contact. I could see Kim rapidly approaching.


    Predators like this shouldn't be able to treat others like this. She said NO! I couldn't fight before, I can now! I kicked him in the shin as hard as I possibly could as Kim arrived. I was screaming, “She said NO!” There was a horrible crack when I connected with him, he went down like sod all and I almost fell when I put my foot back down, as it flopped to the side at a bloody odd angle.


    Someone was supporting me or I would have fallen on my bum. I looked back to see Kim holding me, staring at my foot in horror. Amber was up and by my side. “I'm fine!”, I almost spit at them feeling bad immediately, my anger shouldn't be directed toward them. “Just get me to the bloody loo.” Kim was nodding in concern.


    I hobbled off, my foot flopping all over as we walked. I was supported between them, being more carried than led, as security was arriving, people that saw the events were pointing at the tosser on the floor and explaining as they were dragging him off.


    We got into the cottage and Kim was throwing everyone out as Amber supported me. They locked the door and led me into a stall and I sat on a bog lid. Kim asked Amber to stay by the door. I pulled my shoe off, and worked the sock off. “Bloody hell!” I whispered. Not only had the pin finally sheared, but the wood had cracked on the body.


    Kim was studying my prosthesis. She didn't look appalled like I thought she would. I threw the stripped pin on the ground, it bounced away. There was no way I could think to bodge this mess back together. I was outright bawling now and saying, “I can't even finish the night here! It's bloody over! Because of my temper! But she said no. And no means no! He shouldn't be able to get away with it!!”


    Kim put some fingers on my lips to quiet me as she stared at my foot with that damned unreadable expression. She walked over to the pin and picked it up then back to me and reached for the prosthesis, I pulled my leg back, she didn't need to be seeing my shame. She finally spoke, “Sky, goddammit! Let me see your fucking foot! I told you to stop hiding!”


    I stopped crying and slowly extended my leg as she grabbed my buggered up appendage. She looked at the joint and pushed the pieces together and slid the pin in and wiggled it to feel the slop. It would never hold together. I heard my name being called. “Shit!” I heard her say under her breath. She tore a strip of material from the bottom of her shirt and pulled the pin back out.


    I heard second call and she asked sharply, “What are your scores?”


    I looked at the like a git. “Pardon?”


    She calmed down a bit. “Your scores here in Denver.”


    I looked at her like she was an alien. “Nine point zero, ten point zero, and nine point eight.”


    She did some quick math. “OK so 28.8, that's a 7.2 average. Stay here!”


    She got up and went over to Amber and they discussed something then Amber slipped out the door as I heard my forfeit of the song announced. Kim re-locked the door and came back shaking her head. “Oh, Sky... what did you do...” she spoke more into the ether than at me as she slid the strip of fabric through the holes where the pin usually resided, then looped it over the prosthesis three or four times before tying it off.


    She checked the motion, a lot less slop.


    “This will never hold,” I whispered.


    She shot me a grin. It was a grin, not that stoic look! And said, “I'm not done. Just sit back and relax while I work.”


    I sighed. “Just what are you getting on about now?”


    She grabbed my discarded shoe and held it to the sole of her knee high boots. She snapped her fingers at me to hurry. “Other shoe, come on!” I was taking off my shoe as she started unzipping her boots. I was more curious than anything right then as I handed over my shoe and she thrust her boots at me.


    She had a mischievous smile now. “Put em on!” I put the left one on and as I zipped it up, I got it! I smiled back at her as I slid on the right boot and forced the zipper up, the constriction holding my buggered foot in place. “Brilliant!” I said as she put my tennis shoes on. It looked an odd contrast on her. I'm sure these boots over my pants looked even worse.


    I stood, her holding her hand out in case I needed to be steadied and I experimentally took a step. It was very sloppy and it hurt like hell but was stable enough. I walked around carefully with a pronounced limp but I DID walk around. I smiled at Kim and started to move in for a hug but stopped myself. I didn't want to make her mad again.


    There was a knocking at the door. Kim rushed over and let Amber in. Kim asked, “So?”


    Amber smiled at her. “You were right. With her score now she's in twentieth place. The last two singers need a seven point three and a seven point six to knock her out.”


    Kim did some math. “OK, let's get out there ladies.”


    What are these two getting on about now?


    Amber glanced over. “Hey, Skylar, thanks, you're my hero.”


    I blushed as we walked out, Kim slightly supporting my gimpy gate to the back wall when Kim and Amber started off toward the stage as the second to last girl was finishing up. Kim called back to my confused look. “Stay there. We got your back, Sky!”


    My heart fell when seven point four was announce. That was it. I was going home to... before my thought was finished Amber was already jumping on stage yelling “Challenge!” the other girl looked to be shooting fire from her eyes as she got off the stage.


    Amber tore that song up and recreated it into something stunningly beautiful like it was nowt. No effort expended, like she was just strolling down the lane. The judges conferred then the announcer said, “Seven point two.” By the gods! I knew what business the girl were on about now! They were bloody amazing!


    Amber made her way back to me with a Little Miss Sweet and Innocent look on her face and leaned silently against the wall by me with a little grin. As the final girl was singing. Kim was already going up the steps as she was finishing and the announcer said, “Seven point six,” simultaneously with Kim already grabbing the microphone calling out, “Challenge!”


    The music started before the other girl was completely off the stage. Kim said, “This is for Sky,” and started with that powerful, perfect soprano. Now if Amber made it look easy, Kim was definitely on a whole different level. She pulled out power notes where none existed and toyed with the cadence and harmony. The last power note ended and she just held out the mic from her with two fingers and let it drop to the stage as the crowd went wild.


    I'm sure the other girl was not happy with her new seven point three. Amber looked over and winked at me and said, “Be right back.”


    I sat back as I watched the number one and number two finishers for the night, my friends, sing an inspired feel good song. I liked that. My friends.


    Kim was beside me in the coach queue murmuring, “This doesn’t mean I'm not still mad at you.” I nodded, afraid to speak and have her pull away. We checked in and she got her envelope. I felt odd not getting one. She grabbed my hand and pulled me into a seat near the front of the motor-coach when I was heading toward the back.


    I don't think I was breathing. I still didn't want to do the wrong thing as she wove our fingers together. I finally exhaled. I looked over at her. “Hi.” She didn't look at me but got a huge smile on her face as she stared straight ahead. “Hi back.” It was the most comfortable silence on the ride back to the hotel. I just reveled in the feel of her hand in mine. My heart was finally beating again.


    She got me to my hotel room and I sat down on the bed. She just stood there studying me with that damned stoic look. Is it wrong of me to be thinking that it is starting to look sexy to me? I looked at her timidly. “I don't know what to say. I don't want to say the wrong thing.”


    She understood and took the lead as I was unzipping the boots and removing them. “Is this why you pulled back that night? Why you freaked out?”


    I stood, and grabbed some boxer shorts from my suitcase and timidly unzipped my pants, letting them fall and I stepped out of them and put on the shorts. Sitting down again.


    “Partially,” I whispered in shame. I continued, “The rest I will share, I promise. I already promised. Just... please, not tonight. I'm so bloody knackered.” I locked eyes with her as I reached down and released suction and slid the prosthesis off, my shame increasing as I unwrapped the stump.


    Then I gasped at the unexpected warmth on my leg as Kim's hands were on me, massaging away the terrible aches and pains. I looked and our eyes locked as she spoke, “I won't rush you. You must be so sore having to walk on that busted foot.” I moaned. God this felt great.


    “You're not appalled?” I barely croaked out my tears threatening. Bloody hell I was an emotional wreck. I didn't even know which emotions they were anymore. She looked like she was going to slap me. “You really need to work on your self image. Why would I be appalled? You are beautiful and this is just a part of you, making it beautiful.”


    She grabbed my foot off the floor. “You got a way to fix this?”


    I looked at here through bleary eyes. “No, I'll have to get a new one once I'm back home. I have a SACH here in my suitcase.” I pulled it out. “But it may as well be a bloody peg leg, there is no motion to it.” I pulled out an aluminum peg with a rubber tip. “I have one of those too.” I laughed nervously.


    She examined the foot and discovered the coupler at the receiver on the cup and took the broken foot off of it then grabbed the SACH and locked it in place with a self satisfied smile. Then she set it down and started studying my leg, running her fingers along the twisted flesh. Causing shivers to run through me and a heat to spread from the contact.


    I lowered my eyes and she frowned, firmly saying, “Don't.” I looked at her. Then her frown turned into a smile. “There she is. Please don't feel ashamed or think you ever need to hide from me.”


    I just nodded, and laid down. She stayed! She situated herself behind me and wrapped her arm around me, pulling me to her possessively. Why was I so terrified? Why was I so excited and... aroused? She was so strong, so sure of herself, I want to be that way one day. My breathing slowed and I slowly dozed off in her arms.


    I was back there! This time reliving the entire thing! I was seventeen. He pulled me into the alley. I was kicking and screaming as he threw me in an open door and shut it behind us. I was begging and pleading as he hit me. I can still feel the blows. I could see his disgusting face with its rotting teeth in the flickering of the kerosene lantern on the stool. Still smell his stench.


    He tore my clothing off and tied my hands behind me. I was kicking and screaming. I pleaded No! over and over as he... took me... took my innocence, took my soul. I was crying through the pain, flailing my feet about when I kicked the stool over, the kerosene splashing onto my right side as it ignited. It was all pure terror, my heart felt like it was exploding. I could smell the burning flesh, I could still feel it, still hear my screaming as I woke up to Kim holding my flailing arms, pulling me into a hug.


    I bawled into her shoulder like a child, screaming, “I said no Kimi. I tried to escape! I said no! I fought as hard as I could! I promise! I promise I fought!” She was rocking me, stroking my hair. All my terror was still there. Still fresh as I pushed away from her and literally crawled toward the bathroom on the floor, Kim was trying to stop me.


    “Sky, what are you doing?”


    I collapsed whispering raggedly in residual fear, “I have to get clean... why can't I ever get clean?” She was holding me on the floor again, shushing me. She felt good. Strong. Safe. Then my total exhaustion claimed me as I dozed off again.


    I woke up in bed again to my mobile alarm chiming, feeling safe and warm with Kim holding me tight to her. I didn't want to move. I looked back sheepishly to her smiling eyes. “I'm sorry,” I whispered. She looked like she was about to tear up. “You have NOTHING to be sorry about.” She knew... oh god... she knew.


    She leaned in and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. God she tastes delicious! Then she said, “We gotta get up and ready for travel to Seattle!” She hopped up, her voice was gleeful when she said Seattle. I was gleeful because I could still feel her lips on mine.


    She said she'd be right back and left as I got in the shower and prepped for the day. I wandered back into the room clomping along on the SACH, in just my bra and knickers and rang my mum. I apologized for not sending lolly last night as I hadn't made the top ten, but I did get to move on to Seattle. The second to last venue. She was so very proud, I almost cried just then. I got to speak with Sammie just as Kim slipped back in the room with her three large suitcases.


    She playfully started running her fingers across all my exposed flesh, making it her sacred duty to touch every square inch as I tried to concentrate on talking to my baby girl. I finally squeaked out my cheerios and hug up. “God, woman! You are bloody terrible!” I was suddenly struck with the fact that I wasn't feeling self conscious at all as she toyed with me.


    “I must look a sight all knickers and peg leg!”


    She laughed at me and said, “You have no idea just how sexy you are do you?”


    I blushed and she shooed me toward my clothing on the bed with a laugh.


    She surfed the Internet as I dressed. I didn't get a chance to wash yesterday's clothing so I put then in a plastic bag, vowing to wash them in Seattle and placing them in my suitcase. I couldn't stop the bloody bird from laughing at me as I used the strapping tape to soundly bind the suitcase shut for the plane trip. Going round and round a dozen times.


    “If you weren't so dishy, I'd take offense to your mocking me!” I grinned. She smiled and turned to the screen and typed something, I blushed as the definition of dishy popped up. She wiggled her eyebrows. “I'll take that as a compliment,” she said with her far too sexy cocky grin. “As you should.” I laughed at her shenanigans.


    I felt right awful for indulging as we rang up room service for another fryup before we departed... me clunking along on that bloody SACH. But it didn't matter... we were friends again... weren't we?


    


    


    Chapter 9 – Snoqualmie!


    The moment the aircraft's wheels touched the ground in Seattle, Kim was full of so much energy and excitement. “I'm home!” she chimed out as she took a deep breath of the crisp air. I was dragging 'Clunky', yes... I had named my suitcase, to the coach queues when Kim said, “Where are you going?”


    I looked at her with an eyebrow cocked. “What are you on about now?”


    She shot her best cocky smile at me, which did wondrous things to me as I bit my lower lip, then she said, “Weren't you listening? I said... I'm home!” She held up her motorcar keys. I smiled in understanding as she led me into the parking structure while she rang a number from the competition packet. “Yes, this is Kimi Solomon. One of your contestants. Skylar Roth and myself will not need lodging for the duration of the Seattle leg of the competition... yes... it's my hometown... Yes. Thank you. Oh, OK. We'll be there. Goodbye.”


    Then she gave me the cutest look, like a child who just nicked a biscuit as she said, “We're free! Wanna see my home?”


    I'm not to proud to admit that I giggled at that. Then I got serious. “Why are you being so nice to me? You... know. And I'm damaged goods.”


    She got right in my face with that exasperating, unreadable look.


    “God damn it, Sky! I want to be with you because I WANT to be with YOU! Everything that makes up the incredible woman you are. Understand?”


    I looked down. “I... don't know if I can... you know...”


    She stopped me. “On your timetable. No rush. Just know that I'll be here no matter how long it takes.”


    I hugged her, not wanting to let go. Is she saying what I think she is? Or am I just wishing too much and reading more into her words than I should? Either way, I love this woman. Oh bloody hell! I do... I love this woman. Leave it to me to bugger things up like this.


    She led us to a beautifully rugged looking hard-shell Jeep and unlocked the doors and loaded up our suitcases. We hopped in and she started her up with a smile and we were off to the payment booth then driving into the city.


    Now Seattle is not even half the size of London or New York, but it was simply brilliant! I could see quickly falling for a city like this with those bloody spectacular mountains on one side and the water on the other.


    She veered away from the city and jumped us onto a motorway heading toward the towering mountains a short hop away. She grabbed an iPod from the glove box and cued up some some songs that played wirelessly through her speakers. I recognized them all and we sang along, having a right brilliant time. That girl can sing!


    I was simply amazed by the mountains! I had never seen anything like them except on postcards and the like. The sheer majesty of them took my breath away. Just as I noticed that we had climbed above the snowline, our twenty five minute journey was apparently at an end as we were trundling down an exit ramp. Snoqualmie Falls the sign read.


    She navigated the streets deftly and we pulled into an apartment block. She handed me a coat from the back seat. “You'll need this.”


    We got out, smiling into the crisp air... it felt like winter. Kim didn't seem to be bothered by the cold without a jacket.


    She grabbed a knife from a pocket in the door and cut the tape on my suitcase and dug out my gimpy foot. Looking over her shoulder and shouting to a handsome young bloke who was tinkering with the engine on a snowmobile a short distance away, “Hey, Tim, fix this up today would ya?!”


    I stopped breathing as she simply tossed it through the air. The young bloke just deftly caught it, and absently nodded at her as he examined it. She continued, “When you're done with that, see if you can't fix the latch on this poor excuse of a suitcase here.” Pointing at Clunky, he nodded again as Kim started grabbing suitcases, handing me one of hers as she grabbed mine under her arm and started walking up to a stoop.


    She opened the unlocked door and ushered me into the loveliest of flats. It was gorgeous. What did I expect from her anyway? The living room was bigger than my entire flat where I lived with mum and Samantha. Everything was right organized and very artistic looking. She had impeccable tastes.


    She stopped at the hall. Then turned to me, she looked nervous for once and looked down sheepishly. “Ummm... my room or the guest room?”


    I was gobsmacked, I didn't know if I was reading too much into things again so I tested the waters. “You... You'd share a bed with me?”


    She smiled like it was a stupid question then started moving, speaking quickly, “I'm pushing. Sorry... guest room it is.”


    I stopped breathing, she was so bloody confusing, what did she want from me? Was it the same thing I wanted to freely give to her? I hesitated in front of the first bedroom door looking in, then followed her to the next room.


    She put Clunky on the bed then retrieved her suitcase from me. She said, “You can put your stuff in the dresser, then leave the case outside. That's Tim. Tim Phearson. He will fix her up good as new.” She was looking everywhere but in my eyes as she started to leave the room.


    I grabbed her hand before she could escape, where was my pillar of strength? I locked eyes with her and I whispered, “Thank you, Flower,” and kissed her gently on the lips. I don't know if the moan came from me or her. This reanimated her and she was once again her old self as she shot me a huge smile that made me weak in the knees. Then she went to unpack in her room.


    I heard her calling from the next room, “If you want, we could stay here for the duration of the competition, Sky. Vancouver is only two hours away by car. Just a long commute!”


    I smiled at the thought and called out, “That would be brill, Kim!” I finished unpacking and clomped out to her living room to wait for her.


    I would be lying if I said I didn't peek into her room as I passed the open door to see her changing her clothes. Sonnets have been written about perfect bodies like hers. I sat blushing on her couch until she came out to join me in a heavy jumper and some tight jeans and her ever present sketch book.


    She stood in front of me with bright eyes. “So, you tired from the trip? Hungry? Or do you want to explore my world? It is lunch time.”


    She said the last as a prompt so I took her bait. “I am a bit peckish. Lunch sounds divine!” This was apparently the correct answer as she smiled widely and pulled me up from the couch and dragged me by the hand to the front door.


    Apparently lunch was not to be here. I chuckled at my impeccable logic as she dragged me back out to the Jeep. Lead on my goddess! I glanced over to where Tim was earlier, and the garage door was now open and I saw my prosthesis in a vise. He was taking some sort of grinder to it as sparks were flying. Bloody hell!


    We drove a few short blocks and parked in front of a tiny little cafe. She ran around to help me down out of the Jeep. Such chivalry. She's trying too hard to induce a swoon! Well... she's succeeding. Doesn't she know that I already gave myself to her?


    We walked in and the woman behind the counter waved as we just proceeded to a back booth.


    “So, what do you want to do the next few days. This is Thursday and Vancouver isn't until Monday since we have the weekend off. Tour the town, tour Seattle for another of your mini 'holidays'? Go snowmobiling? Do you hike? Or is hiking out?” She glanced down at my leg.


    I smiled, it all sounded fun. “Can we do it all? Except the hiking, I find it difficult, but maybe one day I'll have a proper prostheses and will be able to.”


    She grinned. “Everything it is!” Then she took on a serious note. “How much is a proper prostheses? And what are the differences?” I normally would avoid a conversation like this, but... this was... well this was Kim.


    So I voiced that. “Normally I wouldn't talk about this. But I feel so comfortable with you. I find it bloody hard to deny you anything.” She quirked an eyebrow, I was looking around for a menu as we spoke.


    “Well, the NHS covers the peg and the SACH, but the single axis like my buggered one is around two hundred quid, a multi-axis can go from five hundred to a thousand or more.”


    “A proper one with microprocessors and the lot can go from twenty five hundred to five thousand or more. That is my dream one day. I was hoping this competition prize money could help me with that if I could place top three... though I'd feel guilty being frivolous like that when it is better spent making life better for mum and Sam.” I finished, still looking for a menu, and where was the bloody server?


    She shook her head. “It isn't frivolous, when are you going to realize that YOU are important too? What's NHS?”


    I blushed at her assertion then replied, “The National Health Service. We have socialized medicine in the UK, but it covers just the basics.”


    I was about to continue when the blonde woman from the front put a plate with a bloody huge hamburger and chips in front of me and a the same for Kim. Then she smiled broadly at me. “What can I get you to drink, hon?”


    I couldn't stop myself from smiling back at, 'Rene' her name tag read. “Ummm... a chocolate milkshake, if you please?” I looked down embarrassed. Kim snorted then held up two fingers to Rene and winked.


    As Rene cheerfully left, I whispered at Kim, “You've bloody well corrupted me!”


    She laughed a genuine laugh that originated in her sparkling eyes. “Then my work here is done!” she said.


    I smiled then looked at the counter where Rene was busily making our milkshakes. “Why did she bring us hamburgers? Is this what you always order here?”


    The cocky grin that I wanted to kiss off of her face was back. “This is the only thing they serve here.” She pointed outside and I looked at the sign, 'Burger Shack'


    I snorted, “Truly?”


    She wiggled her eyebrows and took a huge bite then spoke with her mouth full. “What more could you want?”


    I surrendered and laughed as I took an equally huge bite of the heavenly smelling hamburger. The tantalizing aroma didn't lie. After making a right pig of myself but feeling ever so satisfied. Kim beat me to the check then we navigated the snowy roads back to the flat. Cracking up whenever we looked at each other like a couple of children.


    When we arrived, she grabbed my hand to drag me into the flat. I saw Tim welding some sort of ball to where the bolt block on my foot should be. I shook my head and followed Kim since she 'just had' to get me properly outfitted for snowmobiling. Tim called out as we hit the door, “Hold up!” We turned, he just looked me up and down. “Stand up straight.” I looked at him like he was a bloody git. “What are you on about?”


    He rolled his eyes and looked at Kim. “Can you have her stand up straight please?”


    Kim snorted. “Sorry about Tim, typical mechanical engineer, has no room left in his brain for manners.” She looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I couldn't stop the smile. “I AM standing up straight.”


    He nodded. “That explains the limp.” He took a knee and reached for my foot. I quickly backpedaled. “Bloody hell man!”


    Kim put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “He may have no social skills, but he knows what he is doing.” He reached again and I flinched back again but allowed him to pull up my pant leg and pull down my sock.


    He grabbed the receiving cup and looked intently at the connection point then nodded and pulled up my sock and dropped the pant leg. He pulled out a tape and measured from the ground to the bottom of each of my kneecaps. I flinched each time he touched me. He was mumbling something that sounded like, “The amputation is so low there's virtually no room for adjustment... couple millimeters off. Don't doctors think about this stuff before they act?”


    He finally looked at us. “If I'm going to kludge together something useable out of that piece of crap you gave me, I'm going to at least do it right.” He wandered back into his garage without so much as a 'how do you do'.


    Kim just laughed at the look on my face and pulled me into the flat and into her room. She idly chatted as she was throwing a coat and snow pants at me. “Tim is doing his post grad mechanical engineering at UW. All of us here in the complex let him tinker around with our vehicles, snowmobiles and the like... and drink our beer, in exchange for him being our resident handyman. He actually has a full shop and a CNC milling machine that he built himself in that garage.”


    “Sounds like a win win situation,” I said as I was trying to pull on the too long snow pants, still freaking out over showing Tim my foot. Kim smiled at my frustration and started rolling up the pant legs. I had a sudden tangent thought. “That's the second time I noticed that you don't lock your flat door.”


    She shrugged. “Why should I? We all look out for each other here.”


    This struck me as odd, in my neighborhood whatever isn't bolted down won't still be there if you blink too slowly.


    She handed me some yellow tinted goggles which I put on and she stepped in close to pull up the hood on the coat.


    “You ready for an adrenaline rush?”


    I'm having one right now with you so close! I stuttered, “Y-yes.” And once again my hand was in hers and she was dragging me out the door to the snowmobile Tim had been working on before. She handed me some heavy mittens as she jumped on and motioned behind her.


    I put the mittens on and slid into the seat behind her and timidly grabbed her hips. She laughed. “That won't do, Sky.” She grabbed my hands and pulled them so my arms were wrapped tightly around her waist. I sighed and laid my head on her back. I could get used to this.


    The beast roared to life and quick as you please, we were rocketing up the hills into the mountains behind the apartment block. The scenery was breathtaking and the ride did its billing and got my adrenaline pumping! It was such a rush! She let me try driving a bit. Such freedom!


    Then she took over and brought us downrange for a few minutes then stopped at the top of a ridge just above the snowline. She lowered her hood and took off her goggles, so I followed suit, then we sat sidesaddle on the snowmobile. We gazed out over the valley, overlooking a town she said was Issaquah. She motioned over to the left, above the town to a rustic lodge looking building.


    “That's Silent Bob's, where I work. She specializes in the mountain experience. We make magic experiences for people when they come to visit.”


    I whispered to myself, “Like this one?”


    She quirked an eyebrow and I silently cursed her bloody infernal hearing. I got lost in her sparkling brown eyes. How can someone so beautiful possibly be gifted with even more beautiful eyes? It seemed almost unfair to the rest of us.


    I noticed two small planes lazily flying into the mountains, banking and swooping, apparently playing follow the leader. One with purple wingtips, the other with red. Kim noticed my gaze and smiled.


    “That's just Jane and Crystal playing around.” She winked. “Kind of local heroes around here.”


    I smiled... I knew how Kim loved her heroes. Speaking of, this dishy bird is now on my list, I got quite addicted to the bloody Witchblade funnies on the plane ride from Denver.


    We spoke of our childhoods, and what we hoped to accomplish in life, our regrets, our dreams, our secrets. I honored our pinky swear and broke down and told her of the incident. I don't know why... she was just so strong and confident and I felt so safe with her. I was right, she had pretty much gleaned most of it. After a shared cry, I felt like the emotional purge had lifted a huge weight off of me.


    We got lost in other discussions about our views of life. Both heavy and light topics. We laughed and joked. I couldn't get enough of learning about her. Or listening to her fascinating take on things. I don't know how long we spoke, it was so comfortable. I had mentioned how I'd miss Samantha more than ever on Sunday, her third birthday. Then I caught Kim staring at me.


    She leaned in and the next thing I knew I was experiencing nirvana again as our lips met. She kept it passionate but short.


    “Sorry, Sky. Couldn't resist. I'm not trying to push.”


    I smiled in my happy daze, I missed her lips already. “S'ok, Flower.”


    She pulled out her mobile and checked the time. We had been out for hours. She shot a knee buckling smile at me and said, “Time to get going if we're going to get ready for tonight.”


    We donned our goggles and hoods and we were off! She took a few snowbanks to get us airborne a couple times on our return, no doubt just for the thrill for both of us. I didn't mind at all, it just made me hug her tighter.


    We parked the snowmobile and made our way into the flat joking and laughing. A moment later Tim just walked in the door with a bag and wandered past us like we were not there and into the kitchen. A moment later he wandered back out chugging a beer from a bottle.


    Kim looked amused, especially by the expression on my face as I watched Tim walk over to the couch and flop down into it, speaking like we were all in the middle of a discussion. “So was it the good news or bad news that you wanted first?”


    We walked over, Kim holding my hand, I cautiously said, “Ummm... the bad news?” He reached in the bag and pulled out parts of my prostheses, some mangled and the core of the bolt block and threw them on the coffee table. “Bloody hell!” I exclaimed as he said, “I kinda had to tear that piece of crap you gave me apart to make something worthwhile. And since I don't have the proper high density silicone on such short notice, my hack won't last more than a few months. If you give me that hunk of wood hanging off your leg there and a few weeks, I can do something lighter and more durable.”


    I was taken aback by his crude language about my SACH and would have been more shocked about him destroying my single-axis prosthesis if I hadn't already buggered it. Was Kim stifling a laugh? Cheeky bird! Then I had a thought.


    “You said there was good news?”


    He tossed the bag he was holding to me. I was so surprised that I almost dropped it. I reached in and pulled out a work of art. The artificial limb I pulled out looked like something from a steam-punk novel. But the carved wood sides and toes were all that was left intact from my old prosthesis, to keep the shape of the foot.


    He had used a wood burner on the sides to etch angel wings on either side. There was a ball joint looking thing and various metal pieces all interconnected. The most noticeable thing was that it was at least twice the weight of my old one.


    He shook his head as I stood there staring at it.


    “Sit,” he said in frustration.


    Kim spoke, “Tim, be nice.”


    He looked at her with a grin. “Sorry, ma'am. Could you please take a seat?”


    I mumbled, “Skylar,” to him as I sat.


    He grinned. “Skylar, would you allow me to attach your new foot?” He was being quite cheeky, but I found it humorous.


    I looked at Kim who was looking at me expectantly, she emboldened me, so I playfully slapped Tim's shoulder. “No need to get cheeky.”


    He chuckled and I removed my shoe and sock and flinched back when he reached for the SACH. I said, “I'll do it. I'm not a helpless git!” I removed the SACH and took a breath and connected the Frankenstein foot.


    I stood and almost went down as I swayed slightly to the side. Lightning fast hands shot out from both Kim and Tim to steady me. He chuckled. “Did I not mention I gave you multi-axis movement. Single-axis is so 1900's I put in a gimbal joint with angle stops for general flexibility. Return springs keep tension so it won't just flop around. You should find a big increase in dexterity and mobility. And I adjusted it to the proper length so you don't have that stupid limp.”


    “It's pretty much a cluster-fuck but the best I could do on short notice without the proper materials. But it's a hell of a lot better than what you had. All the flexors are high-temp silicone instead of high density like it should be, it's all I had here,” he finished. I understood one thing he said, 'multi-axis'.


    I took a test step and found I adjusted to the balance quickly. I had more natural flexibility and range of motion as I swayed side to side and twisted and jumped. This felt amazing. I didn't feel like I had a bloody chunk of wood cobbled onto my stump. The only thing negative I could possibly say is that the added weight made me feel like I had a heavy boot on my right leg.


    I looked at the two who were looking at me expectantly. Oh! “Oh! Thank you so very much Tim, it's brill!” That was apparently the right thing to say as Kim broke into a huge smile and Tim just snatched my SACH off the ground got up and left with the beer without a word before I could protest.


    “Odd bloke, but right brilliant!” I laughed out to Kim. She wiggled her eyebrows.


    “So... you like?”


    I smiled and danced around a bit, testing it out. “I like.” She laughed then said, “Well then, enough time wasted, let's get ready, we have to be at the hotel in an hour!”


    “Hotel?” I asked, wasn't it at a club? She nodded. “Yeah, even though we don't need rooms, we still have to check in at the bus. I guess it is how they track us.”


    After Kim disapproving of my same two club outfits, she dressed me in some of her clothes and my jeans. I won the long sleeve and hair veil battle though. Go me! Then she donned her Karaoke goddess look. It was doing marvelous things to me, heating my core. Then we were off in her Jeep back toward Seattle. Me secretly inhaling her scent from her shirt I was wearing.


    I kept finding myself wanting to clarify our relationship as I am so confused as to what WE are.


    


    


    Chapter 10 – Schooled in Seattle


    We arrived in downtown Seattle minutes later and found an outrageously priced car park near the hotel. As we walked Kim mentioned, “Hey, your adorable little limp is gone.” She frowned like a pouting child.


    I hadn't noticed the limp much. I had gone years with it that I never paid it much heed, I guess those extra couple millimeters do make a difference. I found myself marveling at the difference between single and multi-axis as I walked. My gate felt almost... natural? Well, as natural as not having a foot can be.


    I thought back about waking up in the hospital back then. The flames did so much damage to the tissue of my foot. The doctors fought infection and necrosis for a couple weeks. They kept repeating their mantra, “Death breeds death” as they continually removed the necrotized tissue, I lost track of the operations. Until they finally gave in and informed me they couldn't save my foot.


    I was still numb from the attack, I cursed the fire for not finishing me off. I didn't care what they did to me. I wasn't me anymore, I was just an empty shell. I didn't deserve to still be here after what he did to me. I was tainted and would never be clean.


    It was days later that the anger set in. I was mad at everyone and everything, lashing out. I wouldn't let them fit me for a prosthesis when I had healed enough. More than once I was found crawling on the floor or hopping to the cottage, refusing anyone's help. I refused to use the bloody wheelchair.


    It was when I learned that I pregnant with Samantha that my anger gave way to shame. I didn't want HIS spawn! Yet here I was, not even feeling human, feeling more like a creature, a disease. But then the most incredible thing happened, I saw Samantha in an ultrasound and heard her heartbeat. I suddenly had all of this love in my heart that I didn't know what to do with. I had cried for hours. Then finally accepted help.


    I constantly thought of ways I could end it all, end my pain and my confused feelings. But I promised myself I would wait. Wait until Sam was born, she was still innocent, still untainted. I hated the bloody prosthesis, it reminded me daily I was a circus freak.


    I tried to look for a job to help mum and prepare for Samantha's arrival, but people shied away from me, and so I started hiding my disfigurement. And took the only jobs I could find. Once Sam arrived, I didn't think it was possible to love another person so bloody much.


    That love stopped me on multiple occasions when it could have been so easy for me to end my pain. Then I heard Anabella West from the Americas doing a talk on teen suicide. She spoke passionately about weathering scars, and how they made us stronger. It was so profound, a new shame set in. How could I have thought of giving up like that. It was selfish, I had to think of Sam.


    I was snapped out of my memories with Kim waving her hand in front of my face.


    “You still with me, Sky?”


    I looked up into her swirling brown eyes, I felt this newly found love swell again, different than the love I had for Sam. I need to speak with Kim. I smiled. “Terribly sorry. Was just thinking of the past a bit.”


    We stood in the queue for the coach, with twenty contestants left. It was a single motor-coach and single venue. The Steam Plant Club. We'd each be singing twice tonight only with no second night. Two shots, that's all we had.


    We sat on the coach and I turned to Kim, I took a ragged breath. “Kimi, I... we need to talk tonight after. I want to... I need to, define? Us... bloody hell, I'm blathering like a wally.” She went into her stoic mode, infuriating!


    “OK. I've been wanting to talk too.”


    I hoped I didn't spook her. I looked at her inviting lips and started to lean in and stopped, pleading with her eyes. “May I?”


    Her unreadable face was gone and relief was visible in her eyes as she closed the gap and we were snogging again, our lips sliding against each others more passionately than ever before. I curled my toes on my left foot, my body abuzz. Someone behind us cleared their throat and we broke it off, gasping for air and giggling nervously.


    Her hand was in mine, fingers laced. My anchor, my strength. Fires burning inside.


    We disembarked, and entered the Steam Plant, by the gods it was the poshest venue we had performed in. There were hundreds of small tables set up in front of the stage over what was probably normally a huge dance floor. Tables were reserved for the contestants. There must be hundreds of people here!


    We checked in. Kim was number two in the first bracket. I was number twenty, but I still wasn't in any of the three brackets. The purse share for the top ten tonight was ten thousand dollars! I saw news reporters being turned away at the door, being told it was a private venue and no press allowed. Why would this be news? I can understand the finals in Vancouver, but here? They were asking to speak with 'her and her wife'.


    We sat at a table and before I could protest, Kim was off in search of a beer and a fizzy pop for me. I couldn't help but stare at her swaying hips as she trundled off.


    As she returned I noticed quite a lot of people staring over toward the bar. I followed their gaze as I accepted the fizzy with a smile. There was a brunette there, she had such a commanding presence and confidence that would even put Kim to shame. She was almost as stunning as Kim as well, she looked to be speaking with a tiny redhead who had her back to us using sign language.


    Did people think a disability was a spectacle? I turned to the front in a huff. Kim looked back and stared with a smile for a few long seconds before turning to me. “You ready?”


    I nodded with a confidence I didn't feel. But sitting next to this Native American beauty gave me strength.


    The lights dimmed to almost deafening cheering, the place was more packed than any venue before. The host announced the semifinals and went over the rules again, more for the audience than the participants. Then he called out the first singer, Stacy Milton. There was a moderate amount of cheers.


    She quickly scrolled to another Whitney cover, she wanted to showcase her range again, she was simply amazing. But nagging at the back of my head was that her power notes were slightly chopped. I think she was forcing it. Nine point six was announced. The announcer looked around the crowd intently, I think he was hoping for a challenge.


    Then his voice boomed over the sound system, “Kimi Solomon, number two to the stage.”


    The cheers were much louder for her, well maybe it was just me cheering loudly. She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze and I followed her to the stage and stood in the front as she went up.


    You could have tortured me at that moment and my smile still wouldn't have left my face as I watched this creature born of elegance an beauty own the stage already as she scrolled through the list. She stopped and looked at me and I could see her hungry smile. She chose to cover 'Always', by Honey Five. A love ballad!


    She locked eyes with me, and sang with her powerful, perfect soprano. Her confidence and grace were a force of their own as she reworked a familiar song and made it her own creation. She had such a commanding presence. Multiple times she pointed down to me as heartfelt lyrics passed her lips. I was swooning for this bloody woman!


    She hit the last note with a wink and tossed the mic to the announcer as she just jumped off the stage to my side. The cheers were deafening. She didn't even look back as she grabbed my hand and dragged me back to our table using her body as a shield for me so I didn't contact others. We sat and she was mouthing 'nine point eight' to me with a huge grin. Moments later the host announced, “Nine point eight!”


    I smiled and yelled over the crowd, “Cheeky are we?”


    “Challenge!” rang out. We all turned to see Stacy Milton making her way to the stage. Kim just grinned and shrugged at me. Now I have to admit, if I hadn't just heard Kim's rendition of this song, I would have said Stacy's was close to perfect. But she lacked the creativity. After a minute of deliberation by the judges, “The score stands! Amber LaLanie, number three to the stage!” We applauded for Amber.


    I had to stop a snort when we received Stacy's usual death glare. After Amber's spectacular cover, Kim had her eyes locked on mine. I was lost in their depths. There were multiple challenges throughout the night. Occasionally, I'd try to pay attention to the other contestants from time to time, but why when Kim was so much more fascinating. I still had no idea what she wanted from... us. She was the unobtainable prize. That's it! I knew my first song for the night!


    Nineteen went and stumbled trying to pull out a power note without enough breath. I cringed. I liked her voice but that alone could cost her the competition after such a strong performance. The crowd reacted the same at the announcement of seven point eight. I gave her a sympathetic look as she passed the table, she gave me a sad smile in return.


    “Skylar Roth, number twenty to the stage.”


    There was some moderate cheering. I stood and so did Kim, she, as she put it 'plowed the road' for me up to the stage and stood in front. I whispered to the host, he held up a hand for silence.


    “Number twenty would like to do an a capella cover.”


    He looked to the far back by the bar, “Mandy Fay Harris' 'Oceans of Blue'!” Everyone's heads swung to the back, it was like a wave that went through the crowd. I saw that strong brunette back there looking on in interest. She looked so familiar, I just couldn't place her.


    I sat down on the edge of the stage, my legs dangling down in front of Kim and brought up the mic and started to sing straight to her. The song was that of desperation, conveying the heartache of one who was so lost. Reaching to obtain the unobtainable. That light of love floating away on the oceans of blue. That light, the hope in the darkness. So much love to give. I didn't tinker with the song, to me it was the perfect embodiment of the emotions. I held that last note like it could reach that light and bring it to me. It was the light in Kim's eyes as I stared into them. Was she crying?


    I set the mic down on the stage and hopped down to Kim into the silence. Oh bugger! Then finally the crowd erupted in cheers, I had to cover my ears as Kim lead me by my arm back to the table. The crowd settled down a bit and long minutes passed, then finally the judges handed a paper to the host. “Nine point nine!”


    It was almost comical, there was no cheering. It was deathly silent as everyone swung their gaze to the back like a troupe of lemmings. The brunette stood off her bar stool and exclaimed loudly, “Oh hell! Fine... Challenge!” Everyone including Kim was laughing as she made her way to the stage, it was like the parting of the red sea as she made her way to the stage in her simple sundress, she shot me a wink as she passed.


    By the gods she had a commanding presence! I looked to Kim, “What the bloody hell is going on?” She just smiled and nodded toward the stage. I huffed. “You're right infuriating at times!” This got a chuckle from her as the brunette got to the stage. The host said, “It seems Mrs. West has something to say about that score.”


    She smiled at him and took the mic and put it in the stand then said as well as gracefully signed with her hands. “I was only here to watch since my wife is campaigning for congress in Seattle today. But...” She nodded toward me, “I guess I'm sort of obligated to challenge here.” This got a chuckle throughout the crowd. Why does everyone seem to know what is going on here except me? I truly felt like a bloody git.


    She dragged the mic stand over to a speaker on the side of the stage and adjusted the mic down as she sat on the speaker and closed her eyes.


    Wait, that's just like... “Oh Bloody hell!” I exclaimed a little too loudly and slapped my hands over my mouth as I realized what everyone else knew. That got another chuckle through the crowd.


    Then she sang. It was quite possibly the most perfect thing I had ever experienced. Such power and emotion. She controlled the crowd with merely her swaying and her gracefully signing hands. It was like a pantomime of the feelings buried in the words. I couldn't keep my eyes off her performance. The depth of her emotion seared into my soul. When she finished, the crowd, including me cheered like maniacs. I didn't even realize I was crying. I saw that Kim was too.


    The brunette made her way back to the bar, shooting me a smile in apology as she passed. Kim grabbed both my hands with a smile sparkling in her tear swelled eyes. “So, Sky, how does it feel to have your ass handed to you by Mandy Fay Harris?” She had such a gleeful smile. I dropped my head in in embarrassment but couldn't stop my own chuckle and excited smile as I said, “You could have at least warned me, Flower!”


    “Weeeeeell,” came over the PA. “It seems the judges have reevaluated number twenty's performance.” Another chuckle rolled through the crowd. “Nine point eight.” This still got me some cheers. But I felt like laughing like a bloody madwoman. I was sufficiently schooled. I raised my hand in acknowledgment then pointed and nodded toward her in the back, she grinned back then went back to her conversation with the little redhead.


    The second round began with Stacy scoring another nine point six. She was challenged and won the challenge. My girl... Where did that come from? My girl did a sinfully naughty cover by her favorite, Leather and Heels. I swear she lit a fire in my knickers. Her second nine point eight. Keeping her in first.


    As we made our way back to the table, I saw Mandy writing on something and catching my eye. She started making her way over holding a sheath of papers. She walked right up to our table and placed a hand lightly on Kim's shoulder. “Hello, ladies. Miss Solomon, I was wondering if I could have a word with Skylar here.”


    I never thought I'd live to see Kimi Morning Flower Solomon at a loss for words, yet there she was, nervously nodding with a smile and grabbing our empty glasses and headed to the bar for refills.


    Mandy locked eyes with me. Did I mention her commanding presence?


    “May I?” She gestured to a chair. I nodded shyly. She sat down and looked like she was studying me. She stared at the right side of my face like she could see right through my hair to the twisted flesh, then met my eyes again.


    She started speaking, “After my lawyer's blonde explosion of a daughter sent me a video of you singing in London, I just had to meet you.”


    I smiled, that was such an apt description of Victoria Davenport. She continued, “The depth of emotion in your singing is what I've been looking for. And watching the feeds from this competition, I know I'm right. I want you to record a single for me.” She deadpanned.


    She slid some handwritten music and lyrics to me from the sheath she was holding to her like a precious child. 'Unstoppable Force' it read. “I don't understand,” I sputtered. “The competition is not over.”


    She smiled. “I don't give a flying fart in space how the competition turns out. I want you to sing my song.”


    I kept blinking like a git. “There are better singers than me in the competition... Kim.” I slid the music back toward her.


    She smiled again, “Yes. Kimi is a much better singer than you, and I'm sure I'll be producing her album at the end of this competition. I can see how much she is holding back, just toying with the rest. But there is something more important... emotion. You sing with more emotion than anyone here. That's what I want. It is what this song deserves. Kimi is the thunder, you are the satin.” She slid the music back toward me.


    “I want you in Vancouver at Harmony Trax tomorrow afternoon. So practice as much as you can before then. I need this done tomorrow.”


    I nodded dumbly. This was THE Mandy Fay, she wanted me to sing for her. Who the bloody hell was I to say no. Am I in a dream? A nightmare?


    She continued, “Bring your girlfriend with you.” She nodded toward the approaching Kim.


    I whispered, “She's not my girlfriend.”


    Mandy laughed a truly heartfelt laugh. “Does she know that?” She paused and looked into my eyes, “Do you know that?”


    Kim arrived with the drinks and Mandy stood and took out a business card and scribbled a script 'M' on the back of it. “Give this to Nick, this is his card. And ONLY to Nick!”


    She smiled at Kim. “Good luck. I'm sure I'll be seeing you later.”


    Kim looked stunned and Mandy walked around the table to me. She reached to my cheek, I didn't flinch and I noticed that I didn't flinch. She swept the hair back, exposing my burns and said, “Don't hide away your scars, they make you beautiful. They show that you took the worst the universe could throw at you and you survived.” She leaned down and kissed my cheek, right on the scars and then walked off.


    I couldn't speak, I knew those words. She offered her elbow comically to the redhead at the bar who took it with equal drama and they walked out together. It hit me. OH MY GOD! Her wife is Anabella West!


    Kim looked at me excitedly, looking toward the card and the music. “So? Spill girl!”


    I was still in shock and mumbled out, “She... I... Ummm... I think I got a record deal?? She wants me to record a single for her at Harmony Trax tomorrow.” I was blinking like I was off my trolly and Kim was squealing. I slid the music to her and she thumbed through it.


    “Whoa ... this is right in your wheelhouse! Like it was written for you!”


    I looked at the card, Nick Sebastian, manager of Harmony Trax. The back had nothing but the 'M' Mandy had scrawled on it.


    “Kim?” I whispered. She looked at me. I croaked out, “What's happening?” She laughed with a genuine smile. “Well apparently you are going to Vancouver tomorrow.”


    I was so stunned the rest of the night, I can't even remember my last set, but apparently I got a nine point four, being knocked down to nine point three after a challenge. Putting me in fifth overall. Kim was number one, Stacy was number two, and Amber was number three. The duet was a replay of the first night in New York, with Stacy trying to out sing Kim. I looked intently and finally saw what Mandy saw, Kim WAS holding back!


    We checked in at the motor-coach and were handed our envelopes. Kim lead me to our bench and sat there studying me. The entire night was keeping me in shock.


    “Are you OK, Sky?” she whispered to me.


    I tried voicing what was going through my head, but it was all a jumble just like my mind. “Mandy Fay, Anabella West! I... record deal... but... this! ...and finals?” I held the envelope toward her. She grabbed it quickly from my hand, looking around and put it in my purse.


    “Sky... breathe,” she said through a smile.


    I took several ragged cleansing breaths. Then looked at her. “Am I dreaming? If I am I have a question for you.”


    She chuckled with sparkling eyes. “Not dreaming.”


    I nodded. “OK, I'll ask later.”


    I didn't speak again until we were back at her place. She let me have the time. I must have looked in the envelope at the ten thousand dollars at least twenty times to make sure it was real. I kept staring at the music in my other hand.


    We arrived back at Kim's flat and she walked around and guided me in and to the couch. She looked at me with that damned unreadable expression. “Spill. What's your question?”


    I took a deep breath and locked eyes with her and asked timidly, “What... are we? Together... are we friends?”


    She cautiously answered, “I was hoping more than that.”


    I nodded and whispered, “Are we... girlfriends? I mean like, dating? Are we an US?”


    Her unreadable expression melted into sparkling hope and she whispered back, “If you want us to be.”


    Tears were slowly making their way down my cheeks as I nodded like a git. “I... I don't know how. I've never... But I do know... oh God I'll just say it. I think I'm falling in love with you Kimi Tup Ceqayseb Solomon.”


    She laughed and I saw tears on her cheeks too. “That's good seeing as how you stole my heart in New York, Duchess.” I laughed at the memory of our 'duchess' fight.


    The white sparks that filled my vision as our lips met were as wonderful as the girl I was kissing. Our lips meshed and slid together in perfect harmony. I opened my mouth slightly and her gently probing tongue found mine and dominated me. I melted into her arms. When she broke the kiss so we could gasp for air I whispered, “I've never been... intimate with anyone. I don't know what to do.”


    She smiled and brushed my hair to the side so she could see my full face. “So beautiful,” she whispered and kissed my cheek. “You'll know what to do when you are ready. This is at your speed. Remember, you already have me.”


    More tears fell, I couldn't believe how understanding, loving, perfect she was. And she did choose me didn't she?


    I nodded and just cuddled into her, she held me protectively. The door opened and Tim walked in with Clunky causing Kim and I to break out in fits of laughter. I don't know why it struck us as funny, but it just did. He set a pristine looking Clunky down by the door and went into the kitchen and came out chugging a beer and left through the door again without saying a word. Causing us to break out into another fit of laughter.


    Kim grinned. “OK... now that the mood is ruined. Spill woman! What's going on with this single?” She reached over and held up the music.


    I smiled at her softly... OMG I have a girlfriend! Oh... I guess that makes me gay. Brill! Then I said, “She said she wanted someone who sang with emotion to record this single for her. It has to be done tomorrow at Harmony Trax for some reason. I don't know any more than that.”


    Then I cut her off before she could interject. “Oh! And she said I could bring my girlfriend!” I giggled. “I have a girlfriend now, you know?” She laughed and gave me a quick shiver inducing kiss.


    “Oh my god! I have to practice... she wants me there tomorrow afternoon!” I blurted.


    She grabbed my hands, lacing our fingers and said seductively. “No, you need to sleep. We are both exhausted, and you'll need it for tomorrow. Besides, I want to cuddle with MY girlfriend.” She pouted. I melted. She led me to her room.


    She handed me a half shirt and some boxers and she took a pair herself and we changed in front of each other. By the gods it was hot in there, I swear I was drooling. We laid down in bed and she looked down at my leg expectantly. I followed he gaze. “Oh!” I took my prosthesis off and dropped it to the floor. Moments later she was pulling me back into her protectively. I could live in her arms!


    I realized just how knackered I really was when I started nodding off right away. “G'night, Sky.” I heard a sleepy Kim mumble. “G'night, Flower,” I mumbled back as a peaceful sleep took me.


    


    


    Chapter 11 – Harmony Trax


    I woke up to someone leaving a warm trail of kisses on my belly and then blowing across the trail, causing a wave of goosebumps in its wake. “What an alarm! I could get used to that.” I giggled. I looked into her sparkling eyes in adoration. She was holding something. My mobile! Did I mention this woman was a goddess?


    I grinned and took the mobile, and rang mum. “Mum!? Good morning. I have news. Yes... no. In order of importance to me. First...” I smiled into Kim's eyes. “...mum, I have a girlfriend now who I'm pretty much in love with.” Whoa, did Kim just melt as she blushed? “No... no... yes, as in romantically attached. Yes it is Kim. How did you know? Really? I'll tell her. Thanks mum.”


    I put my hand over the receiver and whispered, “She thinks you're one of the prettiest birds she's seen and thanks you for putting me straight.” Kim laughed. I went back to my mum. “Secondly, I will be sending along almost ten thousand US dollars for you and Samantha today! I made the purse last night in competition... mum... mum... don't cry. Mum? Are you right now? Grand. OK. Yes... there's still news.”


    I got distracted as Kim started tracing the flesh along my burns with soft kisses. “Ummm...” I tried swatting her away but it felt just so bloody good. I took a deep breath and steeled myself against her onslaught. “I have a one off record deal apparently. That's what I'll be doing today. And... ummm...” I gasped, quite distracted now. “Ummm... yes she is. She's... umm... she's a right naughty bird.” I put my hand over the receiver. “Mum wants to speak with you.”


    I handed her the mobile, she looked terrified. I never thought I'd see her afraid. She nervously said, “Hello? Yes ma’am. Pleased to speak with you too. Yes... OK... yes, ma’am. OK... Here she is. Bye.” She covered the receiver as she handed the mobile back grinning from ear to ear. “I'm to leave the molesting for after the phone call.”


    This got a laugh from both of us as I got back on as Kim laced our fingers on my other hand. “Mum? Right. Well I met Mandy Fay Harris. No I'm not putting you on. I'm serious. Well it is her record label. Yes... Oh.. and lastly, as you probably sussed from the second, I'm moving on to the finals with Kim! Yes! OK... May I speak with Sammie, if you please?”


    My heart started beating even faster if that was possible, I could feel my smile getting bigger. “Hi, baby! Mummy misses you! Only a few more days baby. Yes. Yes. I love you so much! Would you care to say hello to mummy's special friend? Kim? OK, baby, here you go.” I held the mobile out to a super smiley Kim.


    “Hello? Why hello Sammie. Yes. Really! Well that's just wonderful! OK... Oh alright, goodbye Sammie.” With her grin doubled in size she handed the mobile back saying, “Way too adorable, she's getting macaroni for a snack. She's putting your mom back on.”


    I took it back. “Mum? Yes, really? Smiling that big? OK... yes mum. I'll call you tomorrow with news. Watch for the lolly transfer. Love you, too. Cheerio.” I rang off the mobile feeling happier than I have felt in years. I grinned at Kim.


    She looked suspiciously at my mischievous look as I set the mobile down. “What you up to, Sky?” I pouted. “Wasn't there some promise to mum of molesting?” She giggled and locked our lips into a passionate kiss. Bloody hell, this woman is going to be the death of me!


    After a steamy snogging session. This woman can kiss! We took turns in the shower and getting dressed for the day. It took longer than normal to prepare for the day as Kim made it her duty to take advantage of the 'girlfriends can touch' rule in the bloody “Let's Make Skylar a Right Hot Mess” handbook.


    She looked at me with that adorably sexy pout. “Hungry,” she stated.


    I laughed and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Shall I do a fryup?”


    She laughed, “Not much in the way of groceries in here unless you like ummm, beer, coffee or water. Let's hit the pancake house!”


    I rolled my eyes and we were off in the jeep.


    She kept glancing over at me, I couldn't stand it. “What are you on about now?”


    I smiled in frustration. She grinned with pride.


    “Nothing. I just can't believe you chose me. I have to keep checking to see if you are really there.” I could feel the heat of a blush covering my entire body. “Don't say such sweet things like that. I'll die of bloody embarrassment. Besides, I'm the one that has to keep pinching herself to be sure I'm awake. Have you seen yourself in a bloody mirror, woman? You are one right fit bird, and I can't believe my luck in you choosing me!”


    She winked, “That mirror comment cuts both ways, Sky.” Before I could blush myself into the pits of Tartarus we pulled into a pancake house. Before we got out I said, “Do you think we could find a bank after this to wire some quid to mum and Samantha?” She smiled. “Of course, then we have to get you practicing for this afternoon!”


    I put my hand on her's before we got out on a scary thought. “Kim... what happens... with us. After the competition?” I looked down, she raised my eyes to hers with a finger on my chin, she was smiling. “Well, first lets see how the competition ends. Then we can make a plan afterword. But either way, do you want me?”


    I nodded. “And I want you.” She stated matter-of-factly, “So we'll figure it out. Because I sure as hell am not going to lose you after I finally just found you!”


    I smiled at her confidence and strength. “Do you have a book titled 'The Right Thing To Say' hiding in your pocket or do you just have a bloody knack for making me fall for you over and over?”


    She leaned in. Oh my God! She rewarded me with a soft kiss. Then we got out and she led me in my happy daze into the pancake house.


    One word. “Yum.” That sums up breakfast. I swear Kim is trying to fatten me up or something. I don't know how she keeps her bloody perfect figure!


    We stopped at her bank on the way back and wired nine thousand five hundred US dollars to mum. Let me say that again. That is such a mind boggling amount of lolly for my mind to comprehend. Nine thousand five hundred!


    I was really feeling terrible now. I had squirreled away over a thousand in my wallet over the past few days! They could use this quid more than me, but Kim reminded me that we still had to go clothes shopping, we had pinky sworn back in New York.


    Before I knew it we were back at her flat, going over the song. Her singing just does something wonderful to me, it induces the best collywobbles in my stomach.


    We toyed with the harmonics and dynamics, but settled on leaving it as is. It seems Mandy is a right genius when it comes to emotional rock. Kim found fitting spots to introduce some dynamic backing harmonies. We had so much fun laughing and singing.


    She had pizza delivered for lunch and we sang right through. I could sing this brilliant song in my sleep now. As I walked through it three more times she just sat back on the couch and watched me while sketching in that bloody mysterious pad!


    Kim looked at me. “Time to go, Sky. It'll take about two hours to drive down the coast to Vancouver.”


    I smiled. I still loved it when she called me Sky. “OK, Flower. Let's go.” I grabbed my notebook and she brought her sketchbook. I thought of some finishing lyrics for my last song, it was going to be a long drive and I needed to keep myself from staring at my Native American goddess the whole trip. Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine. I like that!


    I wrote the final lyric and added the corresponding notes on the treble clef staff then started singing my song. When I finished, Kim looked to be tearing up.


    “Again,” she said simply in a husky voice. She joined in on the chorus and lent backup at various points. Our voices meshing in the perfect harmony.


    When we finished, I was so amazed. Then before I could do or say anything, she husked out, “Again!”


    I looked over at her, she had her stoic look on her face, staring straight ahead at the motorway.


    I stared at her as we sang again, this time we played with the harmonics, knowing each others range. I kicked down into contralto at the bridge then back to mezzo for the chorus. The resonance of our voices made an almost ethereal tone.


    I didn't know what she was getting on about, but she made me sing it with her two more times before she was satisfied. If only she knew what she was singing, this perfect creature.


    Then her expressive face was back and we talked more about our childhoods. She finally shared that when she came out to her mother, she had disowned her. And Bobbi from Silent Bob's sort of took her in until she was eighteen and could get a flat of her own. I thought of the contrast to my mum, she seemed almost gleeful that I found someone, regardless of which sex.


    We exited into Vancouver, Washington, and made our way to the address on the card. There was a gorgeous blue music school that took almost half the block, Harmony. Inset into it was a little space with a sign 'AWK Headquarters', the small print read Ana West's Kids. Attached to the end of the building was a newer space, the same colour blue, that read Harmony Trax and a huge record hanging on the sign.


    Kim shot me a comical look and said, “I think we might have found it.”


    I chortled as she parked her Jeep on the road. It still confounds me that they drive on the wrong side of the bloody road here. She ran around and helped me down.


    I looked at the card and music in my hands then at the building and I turned back toward the Jeep. Kim's arm snaked around my waist and spun me back to the building. “Oh no you don't, Sky.”


    I pouted to no avail, she was immune to my lower lip as she dragged me to the door. She opened it and I stood there so she shoved me in. If I wasn't so over the moon for her, she'd be on my list!


    We walked up to a young bloke, 'Jimmy' his name tag read. I spoke, “Good afternoon. I'm. Well... I'm supposed to see, ummm...” I looked at the card, “Nick Sebastian, if you please.”


    Jimmy said, “I'm sorry but you'll have to make an appointment. I can help you if you need assistance now.”


    I shook my head. “No, she said ONLY Mr. Sebastian.”


    He quirked an eyebrow. “She who?”


    I whispered, “Mandy Fay”


    The young man was on his feet, ringing someone on the phone. “Hey Nick, you're going to want to come up here now... no... Mandy sent someone!” Then he calmed down and said, “Nick will be up in a moment, ladies.”


    If I wasn't so terrified the whole thing would have seemed comical.


    A man who looked to be in his early thirties with some sort of bloody boy band complex and a reverse mullet, with his hair flopping stupidly into his face came walking out briskly. He stopped in front of us, eying us suspiciously. “Mandy sent you?”


    I nodded, then handed him the card, he flipped it over and whispered, “Holy shit!” He shot his hand out to shake my hand and I flinched back and Kim was magically between us. She stepped aside telling him firmly, “She's shy.” I reached forward and timidly took his hand. “Nick Sebastian,” he said, handing me back the card after we shook. “Skylar Roth, and this is my girlfriend, Kimi Solomon.” They shook.


    He turned to me again. “What else did she give you?”


    I handed over the music, he glanced at it and his eyes went wide. Then he looked at the top where a number was written. He looked over to Jimmy, throwing him a key. “Number thirty one.” Jimmy's smile was huge as he went to an interconnecting door into the music school.


    Nick was all smiles now. “Ladies, please follow me.”


    We quietly followed him into an office where he offered us seats and coffee or water. We accepted water. He sat behind his desk and stared awkwardly at us. He realized it and laughed. “Sorry, I just didn't think she'd ever pick someone. You kind of took me by surprise.”


    Then he stood suddenly. “Oh! You have to sign this.” He grabbed a contract and a non-disclosure agreement from a file and put it in front of me. Kim and I looked them over and Kim spoke, “What are we looking at here?”


    He replied, “A recording and distribution contract for the single we're about to make. And a non-disclosure agreement saying you wont share any details from the contract.”


    Kim looked at him while I was reading, “What's Sky's cut? Is she locked in to future agreements?” He actually laughed at us, it wasn't a cruel laugh but one full of mirth.


    “You really don't know what you are holding there do you?” Pointing at the card with the 'M' on it.


    “That's the golden ticket. You own the chocolate factory there. Our normal contracts give ninety percent of all proceeds to the artist. Which is different from any other record label. After production and distribution costs, we make about two percent profit just to pay employees here. The artist's have all the power here, so that we can never exploit them the way Mandy was when she was an artist.” He took a deep breath.


    “But that,” he pointed at the card, music, then the contract, “Gives you one hundred percent ownership of that song and ALL proceeds. She always promised she would find people to sing her unreleased titles. And well, here you are!”


    I finished reading the contract and was nodding my head in shock at Kim. She had an equally shocked look. Floppy hair was just smiling at us. “So what did she tell you?”


    I shrugged, “Not much, just that I HAD to come record it today.” I signed in shock and he had both of us sign the NDA. Just then Jimmy came walking in and handed the key and an old reel to reel tape to Nick, then quickly left the room.


    “OK, ummm I gotta call her. Follow me to the sound booth and then I'll be back in like ten minutes.” He lead us down the hall and into a pristine recording room, he kicked the board operator out, “Out! I'm doing this one!” The man quickly exited and Nick turned to us. “Make yourselves at home and I'll be back in a few.” We nodded.


    As soon as he went out, Kim looked deep in thought. “Hey, Sky? Can I see your phone?”


    I looked at her with a cocked eyebrow and handed her my mobile. She grinned and said, “I'll be back before him.” And she scooted off down the hall leaving me sputtering, “But... but...”


    About seven minutes later she was back and handed me my mobile. I looked at it... last number dialed, mum. OK I did that this morning, so what the bloody hell was she doing? Her coy look doing nothing but arousing me. “You're so infuriating!” I whispered.


    She grinned back. “All part of my charm, Sky.”


    Oh! Even more infuriating that she is right! “Cheeky bird.” I bumped our hips to her laughing delight.


    Nick came in looking a little pale and rushed. “OK, we gotta get started. There isn't much time. She wants this damn thing released digitally online, the local radio stations and clubs before Monday! I don't know what has her panties in a twist. This will be almost impossible, the physical releases like vinyl 45s and CDs will still be about three weeks out.


    He stopped suddenly and pulled out his mobile. I saw the calendar pop up and he snorted. Then speaking to the air he laughed “Monday, the anniversary of their first meeting. Unstoppable Force!” He was laughing in mirth so hard he was crying now, “Leave it to her to spend a million to organize a competition that ends on that day, solely to find someone to sing THIS song.”


    He realized we were staring at him like he was off his trolly. He composed himself and looked directly at me. “Congratulations, you are Mandy's anniversary present to her wife.”


    Cryptic much Mr floppy haired git?


    “OK, lets look at this. Hmm... want to do a run-through before we start?” he asked.


    I smiled. “Kim and I did that all morning.” I started to sing a capella and Kim joined in simply for fun. We played off of each other and had a right good time of it. He seemed gobsmacked.


    “Oh,” he uttered. Then he said, “OK, now I know what she saw. Now shoo! Into the booth! I don't want to be prodded with salad tongs again!”


    I'm thoroughly certain now that Nick truly is off his trolly.


    I went into the booth and sat on the stool and he started reaching to put headphones on me I flinched back and almost fell off the stool. Kim was stepping forward. I reached out. “Here, I'll put them on.” He released them and I put them on. He nodded and shut the booth door and ran around to the console and waved Kim over.


    She hustled to his side with a look of awe at the console then shot a knee buckling seductive smile at me. Thank the gods I was sitting or I'd have fell on my bum! I heard Nick through the headphones, “OK, I'll play the backing track through first so you can get a feel for it, feel free to sing and test it out. Then we'll start recording takes and get some A/Bs.”


    I had no clue what he was babbling on about, but I nodded. He hit a couple switches and the tape started spinning. A solo piano came through, the disjointed melody and cascade of notes was inspired. I hummed along and found the harmonies and resonance with the notes of my voice were nothing short of genius. Who was this pianist? Brilliant was the only word that came to mind.


    I'm sure I had a huge smile as I tested a chorus with the music, it was almost transcendental. When it was over Nick was back.


    “OK, ready when you are.”


    Kim was nothing but smiles, sketching in her book. The music started and I closed my eyes and willed the lyrics out of my being.


    I sang the song of insurmountable obstacles, of the strength from within. The love that was a pillar of that strength. I thought of Kim. How the world couldn't stand up the the unstoppable force of that love in the heart. To me it was as if this song was written about Kim, and I sent every ounce of passion in my soul radiating out to meet her. I held the last note as a testament to my love of her, beyond the instrumental and and beyond my usual limit, I choked on my tears as I finally dropped it.


    I looked up to see Kim crying freely with her hands together in front of her mouth and Nick pretending he had something in his eye.


    Nick hoarsely said, “I think it's safe to say we don't need any A/B takes with that... I think that was it. He looked a question at Kim and she was nodding vigorously in agreement. Nick motioned me out. I took off the headphones and exited the booth over to their sides.


    He looked at me. “OK, so what you got for me for the flip side?” I looked at him in confusion. “We're pressing physical singles besides the digital release, so we need a flip side or do you just want the same track on both sides? You're the boss here, we'll do anything you want, but we're dedicated to bringing unknowns and their music into the public eye.”


    I shrugged. “The same track on both sides, I guess, I don't have anything else.”


    Kim stood quickly. “No, she has this!” She grabbed my notebook from beside my purse and flipped to the last page and stabbed it with her finger solidly. I was shaking my head no. Kim was suddenly the strong pillar feeding her strength to me again,


    “You can do this, Sky.”


    I tried to argue. “I don't have any backing music.”


    She locked her glistening eyes on mine, I could float away into those gorgeous brown pools.


    “I'll back ya a capella. You have no idea how good this is, Sky!”


    Nick stepped in. “Whoa, hold on a second. Hit me with a few lines.”


    Kim nodded at me with so much confidence, how could I let my goddess down? I nodded back.


    I took a deep breath and began, Kim hopped in just like in the Jeep and we played with each other through the lyrics. Then we stopped a few lines in and looked at Nick.


    “Shit,” he said with a shocked look, “I'll be right back.” He was on the mobile as he walked out of the recording room.


    “What the bloody hell are you on about, Kim? I can't do this! This is a real record!” I sputtered. She just grinned seductively and leaned in and owned my lips with hers. I was curling my toes when she broke the snog. God I wanted more. “Trust me,” was all she said...


    “OK,” I squeaked my body tingling with arousal.


    Nick returned with a duplicate of my contract and thrust it in front of Kim with a pen. “Sign.”


    Kim looked at the git and took the pen and signed. Then Nick relaxed. “OK, ladies, load it on up!” He motioned to the booth. I reached for the headphones, he stopped me by saying, “You won't need those, there's no instrumental.” I nodded as he shut us in and returned to the mixing board.


    I was nervous but then in an instant I was calm as fingers laced with mine. Nick's voice came over a speaker. “Whenever you ladies are ready, just begin. Sing as many takes as you need, I'll split them and remix later.”


    I smiled at the woman I loved, knowing that this song was about her, she still hadn't realized. I looked deep into her sparkling eyes. They held nothing but love, and I began. I began and sang a song of darkness and despair, of the seed of hope that was planted in my soul. Kim chiming in in support like a pillar of strength.


    I sang of the flower blossoming in my heart, clearing away the tainted parts of me. We were both crying as we sang to each other. I sang of finally feeling clean. Of mending my soul with that flower that burned with the white hot heat of passion.


    We ended on a muted, choked note and I whispered, “I love you, Flower.”


    She whispered back, “I love you too, Sky.” Then we looked up. “Oh bugger, did we ruin the end?” Nick was looking away like he was trying to find something, I saw him wiping his face with his sleeve then he turned around. “No... no actually those words were the perfect end. I'd say another single take here. Unless you disagree ladies.”


    He walked over and opened the booth door. “OK, what's the title of that track?” he asked as he started typing in information on the computer. I looked nervously over at Kim as I took the keyboard from him and typed it in-- “Tup Ceqayseb (Morning Flower)”. Looking anywhere but at Kim, I heard a gentle gasp from her followed by a gasp from me as our lips met again. I could just live in this heaven.


    He was furiously typing stuff into the forms, looking at our contracts from time to time, then he looked up. “Want a generic cover? Or do you have any graphic or photo you'd like used?”


    I was about to say to use a generic when Kim said, “Yes. Use this.” Surprising me again.


    She took her precious sketchbook and tore the picture she had just sketched out of it. I grabbed it before Nick could take it and gasped. It was me... it was beautiful. It was my right profile. My hair was pulled back in a ponytail and my scars were a beautiful mix of vines and blooming flowers that looked to be a part of me. It was... I was... I looked at Kim tearing up a bit, “Is this how you really see me?”


    She reached forward and swept my hair to the side, suddenly I didn't care that Nick could see. She rested her hand on my cheek and I leaned into the warmth. She smiled one of her cocky smiles.


    “Of course. Didn't I tell you already?”


    I nodded and pulled her into a tight hug. While we were embracing, Nick was removing the picture from my hand with two fingers.


    He looked at it and smiled, then looked at me. “Huh, I can see it.”


    We pulled apart and Nick said, “OK ladies, I'll personally hand this to our graphic artist. Let's get all your contact and payment information set up in my office and that about does it. She want's it mega rushed. You should see these online by tomorrow night or Sunday morning at the latest. The local radio stations and clubs should be playing it by Monday as per HER request.”


    “Why would they want to play my music? I'm a nobody,” I said.


    He just had this silly grin under that floppy hair and he stabbed his pen at the track name. 'Skylar Roth – Unstoppable Force – Lyrics by Mandy Fay Harris'. He was tapping his pen on Mandy's name and he uttered, “Welcome to the Chocolate Factory Charlie!”


    A few minutes later we were both walking out of Harmony Trax with stunned looks on our faces. It was four o'clock, we hadn't even been there two hours. I looked over at Kim. “What the bloody hell just happened?”


    She grinned, “I think you just became famous love.”


    We spent the entire ride back to Snoqualmie Falls in smiling silence, just soaking in each others presence. Until we were almost into Seattle and she asked quietly, “Was that song really about me?” I nodded with a smile of pure adoration for this woman then asked, “Was that picture really me?” She gave me the same nod and smile back.


    The comfortable silence continued with our fingers laced until we got back to her flat seemed more intimate that anything else we had done to that point. Our eyes were locked and our hands were clasped all the way to her bed. She swept my hair to the side. I bit my lower lip. “I... I think... I think I'm ready. If you'll have me...”


    I looked down just to have her raise my chin back up with a finger. “No hiding.” I nodded and our lips found their rightful places... on each others again.


    She was slow and loving, making it fun, and sexy, and erotic. Making sure to ease into things if I shied away. She made me a woman, a full person. All may shame was gone, all there was left was passion. All we had for each other was our love as we bared our souls. I didn't know it could be like this. I cried through the whole thing. It was beautiful.


    If I thought she was gorgeous before, but being able to see her whole body... and be able to touch it, to worship it, was something else altogether, she was breathtaking. I made sure to give as good as I got. I take pride in the look on her face as I brought her to climax.


    She spent as much time on my right as she did on the left, she didn't see me as incomplete. I knew she was the only one for me as I didn't know where my body ended and her's began. Hours later I remember mumbling, “I love you, Flower,” as my happy exhaustion claimed me.


    


    


    Chapter 12 – Kim's Big Surprise


    I woke to those hot kisses on my belly again. My eyes fluttered open and the memories of last night came rushing back to my smiling face. God, I felt sexy for the first time in my life. I stretched like a cat. “I want to wake up this way forever!” I confessed to the ever so sexy Kim staring up at me from my stomach with a hungry look and messy morning hair.


    “Hi,” she said cutely. I almost giggled and said, “Hi back.” She got shy suddenly. “Are you OK... you know, with everything that we did last night? She was stroking my sides as she asked, putting me in a happy fog.


    “OK with it? By the gods Kim, it was brilliant!” This was apparently the correct response as she enthusiastically kissed and nipped her way up my body to my lips. Yum!


    As she straddled me she grabbed my mobile from the nightstand and handed it to me with a twinkling in her eyes. I rang up mum... bloody voice mail. I checked the time, did a quick calculation. She didn't have to be at the diner for two more hours. They must be out and about. I left a quick status update and rang off.


    Kim was hopping off of me, and swaying seductively away, my jaw dropped. She called back, “If we're going to go shopping and see some tourist-y things for you in Seattle, we better get OUR shower and get a move on, Sky.”


    I caught the implications behind the OUR. I'm not a bloody muppet. I was tripping over myself getting my foot put on and rushing off after her with a hungry smile on my lips. The lawn chair she had waiting in the shower elicited a giggle from me.


    After we finally got dressed through many distractions, I sat on her bed while she put on some sexy black ankle boots with a three inch heel. I grabbed her sketchbook from the nightstand. She started to make a move to take it from me but then relaxed and sat beside me.


    I thumbed through the amazing artwork, it was beyond amazing. Then the last few pages I found sketches of me... her idealized version of me, with those organic tattoos. Some were feathers, some, birds... flowers seemed to dominate. I let out a short giggle, in one looked like the Sara from Witchblade. I was amazed, was she really seeing this when she looked at me?


    She reached over and gently closed the book without a word and took it from me. Then she shot a cocky grin at me and said with childlike excitement, “Let's go see the Emerald City!” Gawd it was adorable!


    As we were getting into the Jeep, Tim called out from his garage, “How much do you weigh?” I find it amusing how I seem to have already gotten used to his demeanor and outbursts and just replied, “Eight stone six.” I chuckled as Kim shut my door on the Jeep.


    She wanted me to tell her all about Samantha along the way in. What she liked, what she did. Her favorite things and my favorite things to do with her now that she was able to speak with full sentences. I told her how that was the most amazing thing, when I could actually communicate with my shining star and see just how smart, and beautiful and amazing she was. “And she's quite the girly girl!”


    I found myself missing her again, Kim seemed to pick up on this. “Let's buy her some birthday gifts while we're out and about today! We can mail them off tonight before the post office closes,” she said cheerfully. That did it, my smile was back with a vengeance.


    We stopped for strawberry waffles on the way in, which made me shake my head, this girl needed to get some groceries in her flat!


    The city was amazing, so many facets. I love London with a burning passion, but I was quickly becoming enamored with Seattle too. We hit the Ballard Locks to watch the ships, then Pike Place Market for lunch, a quaint little bakery called The Pike. Then we went below to the boardwalk. We saw the most amazing metal mural of a woman across the side of a building, done by a local artist, Mia Jacobs. Another one of Kim's heroes.


    We toured the underground city then to the MAC. Kim loved art! Finally we took the monorail from the Space Needle to a shopping mall. We spent most of the afternoon getting me a new wardrobe and gifts for Samantha.


    Kim snuck off twice for conversations on her mobile. I saw a dress in a risque boutique while she was away, I'd never have the courage to wear it, let alone any dress, but I bought it anyway and squirreled it into one of my bags before she returned. I also bought a little bottle they had at the till.


    The second time she came back with a huge bag from a childrens store but wouldn't let me peek inside. Then she looked at me and said, “Sorry, I keep running off on my phone. A friend of mine is arriving in town and she needs a ride from the airport. She didn't have anyone else to call. Would you mind if we gave her a ride?”


    Kim was everyone's hero. She spends her time fawning over all these other heroes without realizing that she didn't need to look farther than the mirror. I grinned. “Don't be daft. Of course I don't mind. It's right nice of you to help out.” I got rewarded with a quick peck on my lips which just reinforced my smile.


    She looked at the time on her mobile. “OK, we better hop the monorail and go get the Jeep. Her plane lands in a little over an hour.” We struggled through the door of the monorail with all of our purchases and rode back with our fingers laced.


    Before you could say tallyho, we were back at the Jeep and heading to SeaTac Airport. We sat by the baggage claim area chatting and laughing, and a few minutes later Kim's mobile rang. “Hello? Yes, we're here. We're at baggage claim. OK... see you in a few! Bye!”


    She was grinning like a git. What was she on about now? Any curiosity was swept away when a tiny blonde girl in a frilly pink dress came running at me calling out, “Mummy!” I was all tears and blubbering as I lifted my baby, seeing mum walking up quickly behind her. I grabbed her, pulling her into a family hug.


    I was crying openly. “Mum! How did you? When? I don't...” Kim was sporting one of her cocky grins and rocking back on her heels. I glanced over and opened our hug wider. “Oh you bloody beautiful woman!” Kim joined in our hug.


    When we finally got over the tearful reunion I said, “Where are my bloody manners? Mum, Samantha, let me introduce to you the woman I love, Kimi Solomon.” Sammie blurted out, “You're pwetty!” The adults chuckled at that. Kim responded, “And you are even more adorable than your pictures!”


    Mum and Kim exchanged pleasantries and we retrieved their luggage and ushered them out to the Jeep. Me holding Samantha on my hip the entire time, not wanting to let go. I was flooded with so many emotions, so many questions, I didn't know where to start to sort them out. Was this real? Were mum and Sam really here? I stared at Kim in adoration, my hero, my heart.


    After loading the luggage and pulling out that mysterious big bag, Kim grinned at me and pulled out a child booster seat with a wink. “Cheeky bird!” I laughed with her. After getting the booster unpacked and in the back seat and strapping everyone in, it was off to Kim's flat.


    Everything was happening so fast at the airport there wasn't time for explanations. But time slowed back down to a normal pace as we drove. “Mummy look!” my shining star called out. I turned to see her proudly displaying little wings pinned to her cute pink dress. “Da airplane man gived them to me!” I smiled. “So pretty, baby!”


    Then I took a deep breath and turned back toward mum with an accusing look. She held her hands up in defense. “Don't go on like that about me, talk to this lovely woman.” She nodded toward the conveniently far too innocent looking Kim. Mum continued, “She was all about this conspiracy when she called us from your recording session, we left that night. I think I right like her sneakiness! She paid for our travel and quick as you please, here we are to watch you compete in the finals.”


    I was in awe of this marvelous woman I could call mine. I grabbed her right hand and laced our fingers. “You know I bloody love you, Flower. I'd paddle you for being so frivolous if I didn't think you'd like it!” She gave me her best cocky smile. “Well I had all this extra cash floating about from winning so many purses in the competition, I figured you could use the family support as I beat you on Monday.” She winked at me and my mum laughed. “You're right, she is a cheeky bird!” We all laughed.


    Kim looked over to me sheepishly. “Ummm... so order in takeout or stop at a restaurant for dinner. I guess I really do need some groceries some day.” I laughed and looked back at an already sleeping Sam, what an angel, and my zoned out mum. “We better just do take away, they look positively knackered.”


    We went straight to the flat, my mother commenting on the beauty of the mountains. Kim ushered my mother in and to the couch saying, “Just make yourself comfortable, ma'am, and I'll get everything in for you.” Mum said, “Oh Kim, just call me Prudence or Prue. No need to be all formal.”


    I brought Sam straight back to the guest room and tucked her in then helped Kim bring in all the luggage and shopping bags. Then like clockwork, Kim was ringing for Chinese takeaway as she went to retrieve a beer for mum from the kitchen.


    Mum smiled a conspiratorial smile and said, “You said she was exotic, Skylar, but my God! And efficient, too. You really care for her?” I nodded with pride as she continued, “Brill! It is so good to see your smile again!” Kim came in and handed me a water and opened their beers, handing mum one.


    Mum thanked her and I said to Kim, “Thank you, love.” She smiled and brushed my hair back and laid a hand on my cheek for a moment. I leaned into the warmth of the contact before she sat between us on the couch. Mum was watching this all with great interest.


    As we all sat there on the couch, we talked about things. Life here, back in London. Current events. How they've been getting on, and the excitement of their hop over the pond. How I've missed them so.


    The front door opened and Tim walked in carrying an iPad and some sort of scale looking device and didn't seem put off that mum was there or that we were talking. He just walked to me. “Stand up.” I stood absently as Kim kept talking like he wasn't there.


    He slapped my foot. “Shoe off.”


    I removed it without a thought. Mum had a decidedly WTF look on her face.


    “Left foot here.” He patted the device, I stood on it and saw a colourful depiction of my foot on his iPad.


    Kim was asking mum what kinds of snacks and food Sam liked, as mum split her attention between Kim and this apparent interloper.


    “Up on your heel.”


    I complied as I listened to Kim, I noticed the colours shift on the iPad.


    “On the ball of your foot.” I complied and the colours shifted. He pulled at the device indicating I should get off then like a shot, he was off to the kitchen for his beer as I replaced my shoe.


    Mum whispered, “Who was that?”


    I'd gotten so used to him, I practically ignored him like Kim did. I chuckled. “That's just Tim. He's a harmless intellectual.” He came out chugging a beer and heading to the door.


    Kim called out, digging in her purse, “Tim, can you pick up some soda, chips and a few general groceries for me? I have guests.” He snatched the fifty spot from her hand and was out the door mumbling about force vectors, reactions and stability.


    We all shared a chuckle, which quickly turned into a full laugh as Tim poked his head back in and looked over at mum. “Nice to meet you.” And he popped back out. Then we continued our discussions until the food arrived.


    We ate in a comfortable silence. I excused myself to check on my sleeping angel and move my stuff into Kim's room so mum could use the dresser. From the hall I overheard part of their discussion. Kim was asking mum about my night terrors.


    “How frequent are they? She had one just the other day in Denver. What can I do for her?” she asked. Mum had shock in her voice. “Not a night has ever gone by without one. Are you saying that some nights she doesn't?” Kim replied, “Only three times since the competition started that I know of.”


    Mum almost whispered, “Good God, woman, you are so bloody good for my Skylar! You have no idea how happy it makes me that she found you.” Kim just replied in her strong confident voice, “You have no idea how happy it makes me that she chose me.”


    I made sure to make some noise as I came back out. “Did you miss me?” I grinned like a git. Kim put her arm out so I could snuggle against her on the couch. “More than you know, Sky,” she replied sweetly. I pulled up my pant leg and took off my prostheses, dropping it to the ground so I could cuddle in closer. Kim started massaging my leg with her free hand. It felt heavenly.


    I looked at mother, who seemed shocked. I said softly, “It truly is good to see you here mum, it means the world.” She gave us a genuine smile. “I'm bloody knackered girls. I'm going to retire with Sammie if you don't mind.” She stood and leaned down to give each of us a warm hug. Then she was off to the guestroom.


    I looked at my perfect girl in amazement. She brought my family to me. If I weren't head over bloody heels for her already, I'd be falling for her again right now. I leaned in for a snog. It was a beautifully soft kiss, I tried to send my love and my appreciation for her through it.


    We just cuddled and tenderly kissed there, basking in our closeness for around an hour, before putting my foot back and making our way back to Kim's bed, for yet another peaceful night's sleep, safe in her strong, protective arms. “I love you, Flower,” I whispered to her. “I love you, too, Sky,” she replied as we dozed off.


    


    


    Chapter 13 – Birthday Time


    I awoke once more to Kim's stomach kiss alarm, eyes fluttering. By the gods was I aroused! I whispered, “Woman! My mum is in the next room! You're going to turn me into a puddle here!” She giggled. We took turns sneaking into the loo to get ready for the day. I wouldn't let my temptress lure me into a shared shower... we'd wake the whole bloody flat!


    We walked out to the kitchen to start the coffee and stopped when we saw Tim laying on the floor playing pickup sticks with Sammie, explaining the structural integrity of the mess of sticks as he tried unsuccessfully to dislodge one. Sammie was clearly winning.


    Sam noticed us and came running over on her tiny legs, squealing, “Mummy! Kim!” Giving each of us sneak attack hugs from below, to our giggling delight. “Do you know Tim? He's neat!”


    We laughed, are we talking about the same man? He stood and put his hand out to Kim and dropped some lolly in hers. “Came in to stock your kitchen this morning and found this cute little thing playing with the TV remote. Thought I'd teach her chaotic mass realignment theories until an adult was up.” Pointing at the pickup sticks.


    We couldn't stop from grinning. “Looks like you are losing,” I said with an arched eyebrow. He smiled, the first real smile I've seen on the man as he defended, “She cheats.” Gaining a cute giggling rebuttal, “Nuh uh! It wuz you cheatin', Tim!” He pompously said, “Don't argue with grownups.” But his laugh slipped out. We all started howling with laughter when she screwed up her little face and looked at me. “He don't act like no growed up.”


    He grabbed a bag on the ground and thrust it at me. “I don't need this anymore. I made my own. Carbon fiber... Gimme two more weeks.” Then he turned and walked out, stopping to tiny high five Samantha on his way. I looked in the bag to see my SACH.


    “He's fun!” Sam said. We regrettably agreed with my angel. He actually was starting to grow on me. An acquired taste like American coffee. Speaking of which, Kim went to start the coffee.


    Sammie was looking out the window with eyes full of awe and wonder. “I wanna make a snowman!” I frowned a bit. “Sorry, Sammie. Let mommy get you a coat and mittens first. I promise we will before we go.” She held up a tiny pinky and I sealed our pinky swear. Kim returned, warm arms wrapped around my waist.


    Just then, mum came wandering out in a robe and slippers, following the smell of the coffee brewing. She shooed us away and continued into the kitchen, a minute later she came back out sipping a cuppa. “OK, ladies, much better. Good morning,” she mumbled. I grinned, mum and her caffeine, “Good morning, mum.” Then Kim piped up, “Hi, Prue!”


    My mother grinned and rolled her eyes. “Too chipper. Let me catch up on my first cuppa.” She flopped down on the couch. And we all joined her to plan the day. Kim grabbed her sketchbook and started drawing as we spoke. Sam was doing somersaults through the room.


    We lowered our voices a little, using conspiring tones. “So what are we to do about little ones, ummm... special day?” I inquired. Mum said, “I could whip up a cake or bickie.” Kim was grinning and reaching over to type on the iPad on the arm of the couch beside her. Mum looked at her. “What are you on about over there, love?” Kim wiggled her eyebrows at us. “Secret decoder ring.” That got a snort from me.


    Mum shot a questioning look at me, I explained, “Kim here doesn't believe we are speaking English, so deems to look up common terms as she hears them.” This got a chuckle from mum.


    We were about to go on when Kim sat up putting her sketchbook on the coffee table and grabbed the iPad, looking intently. “Umm... baby?” she said. I quirked an eyebrow. She handed me the iPad, she had an entertainment news website up with a headline that read: 'Who is Skylar Roth?'. “What the bloody hell!?” I exclaimed, shooting an apology at my mother as I read.


    [The entertainment industry is abuzz about a song that hit online sales today. An unknown artist, Skylar Roth has released a single, Unstoppable Force, that professes to feature unreleased lyrics by none other than Mandy Fay Harris, who left the stage for good four years ago.


    Lending credence to the claim, is that the song was released by the Indy label owned by the rock legend herself, Harmony Trax. There is no escaping the similarity of this highly emotional track with Harris' other works.


    Since going live just three hours ago, digital download counts have topped seventy five thousand with no signs of slowing. If this proves to be indeed a lost track from Mandy Fay, numbers could go into the stratosphere. This begs the question that is on everyone's mind. Who is Skylar Roth?]


    There was a picture of the cover of the single, Kim's sketch with My name prominently displayed at the top by the song title 'Unstoppable Force', then at the bottom 'Lyrics by Mandy Fay Harris' I collapsed back farther into the couch in shock. Almost dropping the iPad, mum grabbed it from me and started reading. She smiled with pride. “Skylar, this is brilliant!” Kim was nodding agreement. “Baby, that's like a hundred thousand dollars to you already!”


    Hearing this, mum looked to be about to faint. Kim reached over me to grab her hand. “You OK, Prue?” Mum sounded a world away and in about as much shock as me. “Fine, I'm fine. Bloody hell!” She echoed my earlier statement. Kim snorted, and pulled her hand back to cover her mouth.


    I would still probably be in shock if I hadn't noticed Kim's sketchbook still open on the coffee table. My jaw dropped as I reached for it. I took in every line of the drawing, absorbing it. It was a picture of Sammie, in an angel dress and angel wings. It was so pure and innocent. “By the gods, Flower!” I exclaimed, “It's beautiful!” She shrugged, closing the book in my hands and taking it away. “I just draw them like I see them.”


    I'm sure my eyes were glistening on the verge of tears as I stared at this amazing woman, this object of my affection. I just snuggled in. Sam came running through with her arms stretched out making airplane noises as she jumped up on us to join in the snuggle.


    She looked up at Kim with a cute grin. “It's my burfin day.”


    Kim smiled huge and stood up, lifting Sammie with her and then flew her around like an airplane saying, “Yes, I know little one, and we're going to have such fun!” Sammie giggled with that news.


    Mum had apparently recovered and watched the spectacle then turned to me. “She truly is an amazing woman, Skylar. I can see why you fell for her.”


    I grabbed mum's hand and gave it a little squeeze. Then I whispered, “I can get us a right proper flat now mum!” She gave me her “Now Skylar.” look... she hated how I doted.


    Then I brightened. “Kim and I need to run to the store to pick up some wrapping paper and a snow suit for Sammie. She wants to make snowmen. Then we can have a right happy party for my baby. Will you be right on your own for a tad?” She nodded and looked at the iPad again.


    Kim and I said our goodbyes after mum looked through the groceries that Tim had brought, and found enough to make a breakfast for her and Sammie and a proper cake. She drafted Sam as her helper and official taste tester as Kim and I made our break to the Jeep. She held me prisoner with her enchanting brown eyes, I'm quite hoping it's a life sentence.


    We hit a large chain store and selected some pretty wrapping paper and bows. Then it was off to the toddler's section and found a darling pink one-piece snowsuit with a built in hood and matching mittens hanging from strings on the sleeve. I found some warm looking snow-boots and we picked up various nick knacks and baubles. I was enjoying just how in tune we seemed to be with each other. On a lark, Kim grabbed two picture frames.


    When we were loading up the Jeep, my mobile buzzed. I looked at the screen, it was a text from Nick that simply read [ 96.6 FM ]. Kim turned on the radio and tuned it there just as I heard my own voice finishing the single. Our eyes snapped wide. [That was Skylar Roth singing Mandy Fay Harris' Unstoppable Force], the disc-jockey said. To this day, I am ashamed to admit that we squealed like bloody schoolgirls. We sang and laughed all the way back to the flat.


    The place smelled divine when we returned. I couldn't keep Sammie still as she almost vibrated herself out of existence in excitement as I suited her up for outside. We all went out behind the apartment block, mum borrowing a coat from Kim. We rolled snowballs and assembled a veritable army of snowmen.


    Then I watched as my two favorite girls walked over to a plant that had a light dusting of snow covering it. Kim pulled out her keys and flipped a little magnifying glass out of a tiny leather pouch. She explained to Samantha that no two snowflakes were the same, that each was a work of art. Sammie was enthralled as she looked at one after the other. Then Kim whispered something to her and she ran over to me and cutely motioned for me to lean down.


    She had a serious look on her face for such a little girl and she pushed my hair aside and looked closely at my burns. I've never minded Sammie seeing them, she's never cringed and liked touching them. She got a huge smile on her face and kissed me on the tip of my nose and ran giggling back to Kim saying in her precious voice, “You're right, Kim. Dey da same! So pwetty!”


    I had to go in, I was tearing up. I sat on the couch and composed myself. What are they seeing that I'm not? I grabbed Kim's iPad and pulled up my email, nothing. Of course not, everyone I know is here. I giggled to myself.


    I wanted to see if there was any more news about the single. So I typed my name in the search box, then my blood ran cold. I had never searched my name before this. The first link was to a music download service as expected, the second was an old London news article about my attack. Bloody hell! Now everyone will know!


    I just sat there with my hand covering my mouth when everyone came in. Kim caught my look and was immediately concerned and ran over to sit by me and looked at the search results. She understood and took the iPad from me and just held me. She caught my eyes with hers, I fed off of her strength, she whispered, “It doesn't matter baby. That was the past, you are strong and beautiful. Stronger than me. You're my hero... and you know how I love my heroes.” Her eyes were twinkling, I laughed a little in spite of myself.


    I nodded. As long as Kim was with me, I had the strength to face anything. Mum came over, “Everything OK, ladies?” I nodded. “Fine mum. Let me go wrap some presents and we can make a right go at my girl's party.”


    Kim grabbed her sketchbook and we went back to her room. She shut the door then leaned down and kissed me so passionately I'm pretty sure I forgot my name through the tingly heat building inside. Then she playfully skipped to the bed to start wrapping presents... “Bloody tease!” I giggled and followed her with what I'm sure was a goofy look on my face.


    We were just about done when she thought of something with an, “Oh!” She grabbed her mobile and rang the organizers again. “Hello? Yes, hi, this is Kimi Solomon, Skylar Roth and I will not require transportation nor lodging in Vancouver tonight. Yes, the same. OK. Thank you. Goodbye.” She rang off and smiled at me sheepishly. “Almost forgot.” I gave her what I hoped was a seductive smile and I bit my lower lip in retaliation for her earlier tease.


    She blushed and bit her lower lip as I walked toward her keeping eye contact until the last second when I veered off and grabbed the presents and headed out the door. I heard her calling, “You are so going to pay for that, Sky! Mark my words woman!”


    I just chuckled. “Payback.”


    A few minutes later Kim came out with two more presents, I quirked an eyebrow when she put them under the little stack.


    We had some sandwiches and fizzy pops my mother produced from the slim pickings in the kitchen. We're used to not having much around and she is quite inventive. Then we brought out the cake with it's three candles. After four tries Sammie got them all out.


    Then we had a right good time doing the birthday presents. Lots of the girly clothing that she loves. Some toys and a cute little kindergarten style art set that Kim insisted on, saying that Sammie had a very artistic eye. Sam seemed most excited about that.


    Then the last two presents were from Kim to Sammie; a framed sketch of me with beautiful snowflakes trailing down my face where my scars were, and the framed angel sketch of Samantha from earlier. They were perfect. This got Kim a super hug from my baby... and a hungry look of all things promised from me.


    We went into Seattle to the permanent amusement park at the Space Needle so Sammi could ride some rides. She loved the carousel, she said the “horsies are painted pwetty.” Maybe Kim was seeing something I didn't in her. Then after far too much giggling accompanied by far too much cotton candy, we headed back to the flat.


    We spent the rest of the day visiting and chatting. Kim and I gave mum and Sam an impromptu concert as we sang a few songs for them. Kim was beyond amazing, I could tell she wasn't holding back there.


    Kim took us to Burger Shack for dinner much to mummy's amusement and Sammie's delight. Then we had a relaxed evening. Kim helped Sam doodle with finger paints as mum and I watched them with the telly playing in the background. This felt like family more than ever for me. I wonder if Kim felt the same.


    Before long, mum retired with a sleeping Samantha in her arms. Kim whispered, “Let's go back to our room. I'm missing you in my arms, Sky.” Our room? She could lead me anywhere and I would follow if she kept saying things like that. Bloody hell, she wouldn't even need to speak and I'd follow her anywhere.


    We undressed and before I could get some bedclothes on, she shook her head no and lead me to the bed by my hand, taking in every millimeter of my body as I was doing the same to her perfect form. She sat me down then reached down and detached my foot and pushed me back and intertwined our bodies, pulling the covers over us then just snuggled in, pulling me close with as much skin contact as possible.


    I thought we had been intimate before, but this simple contact was the most intimate feeling I had ever experienced with her. We slowly drifted off, exchanging our I love yous.


    


    


    Chapter 14 – I'm Skylar Roth


    My normal wake up call had me curling my toes, feeling her lips on my stomach. She looked up to me, our eyes locked and she chirped, “Hi.” I giggled. “Hi back! You're going to be the death of me.” This got me those famous wiggling eyebrows I loved so much. She sat up and straddled me, her naked form was that of a goddess on top of me.


    Then the tease hopped off and grabbed a robe. “We got a competition to win today, my love. Get that cute ass up and moving!”


    I said in a husky voice that went down to my contralto, “You are so going to pay when I finally get you alone, Flower.”


    She giggled as she put the robe on then went out to the cottage trilling behind her, “Promises, promises.”


    Mum and Sammie were already up and had a fryup waiting. We ate and chatted as Kim pulled up the rules for the final. It was at the opera house tonight across from the hotel, so no motor-coaches, check in was at the venue. The rules were radically different than before. No purse obviously since the top three took the prizes, the top two from the first round did the duet since in the end the awards were given. Multiple people could challenge. Meaning multiple successful challenges could severely effect your score. But if you fail a challenge you can not challenge in that round again.


    I had a thought and rang up Nick. “Yes, please, good morning. This is Skylar Roth. Yes... well thank you, Nick. No... I just needed to know what you were on about that I was Mandy's anniversary present to her wife?”


    He went on to explain how Mandy had vowed to never sing in the music industry again. How today was the fourth anniversary of her first meeting her wife Anabella West. How Anabella was a legend here, known as the Unstoppable Force. That song I recorded, Mandy had written for her wife, she just needed someone to sing it TODAY. So apparently this entire competition was organized solely to find that one person with enough emotion to sing it... me.


    I thanked him, gave a cheerio and rang off. By the gods! That sounded like a grand gesture that Kim would do! I now had a new appreciation for Mandy. But how would I be able to sing the song tonight? Maybe it being on the radio was enough for her.


    The day went by staggeringly slow, it was like the competition was looming like a great beast ready to pounce. Every time I started getting nervous, Kim's hand or soft lips would be upon me, feeding me strength. I wanted to be strong like her, to be confident like her.


    After lunch I made up my mind, I WOULD be like her! I asked her to join me in the bedroom in a couple minutes, to start getting ready even though it was hours away. She switched to stoic mode and studied me, studied my eyes with that damnable unreadable expression, then agreed.


    When she came into the room I was standing there wearing a robe, holding her sketchbook, holding a little bottle. Kim looked between me and the sketchbook nervously. I whispered hoarsely to her as I started flipping through her drawings of me. “Is this really how you see me? I need to know the truth.” She nodded, her eyes radiating nothing but love.


    I dropped the robe, baring my naked form to her, “Show me. I need to see.” I croaked out handing her the henna ink applicator. She placed a warm hand on my cheek, I leaned into the warmth of our contact. Then she tied back my hair and let me finally see myself through her eyes.


    Hours later we emerged into the living room ready to go. I had Kim's long overcoat on with my hair hanging over my face, more heavily than normal. Kim was in a very short, tight black sequined evening dress with fishnet stockings and black thigh high leather boots with four inch stiletto heels. She towered over me. By the gods, did I want that girl!


    Her raven hair was done in curling waves across her shoulders, cascading down her back. Her signature earring hanging on her cheek. Her makeup done heavily and so seductively sexy, it made my knees week and the delightful collywobbles return.


    The four of us piled into the Jeep and we were off on the two hour trip to Vancouver. Kim and I kept mum and Sammie entertained by singing and toying with original songs from my notebook.


    When we arrived at the Opera House, Kim dropped us at the door and went to find parking. As we waited for her to join us with Sammie on my hip, mum said, “She really is good for you, Skylar. You're... different with her. Happy.” She gave me an approving smile. I just smiled and nodded in agreement.


    Kim came strolling up the walk to join us. Exuding more charisma and confidence that one woman should command. “You ready to get in there and take second place, Sky?!” God, if that cockiness didn't make me so aroused, I would have slapped her arm. Oh bloody hell, why not. I slapped her arm playfully.


    We bypassed the queue and up to the contestant check in. Kim got her number... one of course, I was assigned number... ten? I guess it is really random. I thought I'd get number five. We got guest passes for mum and Samantha and we entered the main hall.


    It was packed! Literally thousands of people were in attendance. There were news crews and cameras from almost every national entertainment channel. Suddenly I wasn't feeling as brave as I was earlier, I started to turn back. Until that is, some warm fingers laced with mine. I could take on the world!


    We saw mum and Sam to their seats then went to the area reserved for the contestants. I couldn't suppress a huge grin when we saw a familiar pink haired girl waving enthusiastically at us and pointing at two seats beside her that she saved.


    We got up to Amber and she gave Kim a hug and held back looking for permission from me. I just grinned and pulled her into a hug. She squealed, “This is so exciting!” We all started to feed off of her enthusiasm. It was exciting wasn't it? Stacy looked over toward us from the end of the row with a sneer, then huddled with two girls pointing at Kim then Amber with a contempt.


    Amber looked intimidated. “I heard her talking with some other girls about everyone challenging anything Kim or I sang. I think she wants a stacked deck.” Kim's stoic look returned as she swung her eyes at Stacy, the fire in her eyes was a stark contrast to the calm on her face. I think it had the proper effect as I saw Stacy's face visibly pale.


    Kim and I exchanged silent understanding of what we needed to do... more for Amber's sake than Kim's. I looked at the now visibly nervous Amber and said with Kim's confidence, “Don't worry about her, we got your back.” Getting me a perfectly sculpted eyebrow raised and nod of agreement from my Native American goddess.


    The host got up on stage and spoke, news and entertainment cameras rolling. The huge screen behind him displayed a live feed of him and all the smaller screens around it showed the news and entertainment channel feeds.


    He welcomed everyone to the first Karaoke Queen competition finals, then laid out the rules and did a quick recap of each of the ten finalists, showing a short compilation of our performances thus far. I saw clearly now in each cut of Kim that she WAS holding back. I smirked at that. Maybe I'll get to see the real her tonight on stage.


    I wanted to melt away when mine came onscreen, but instead I sat tall with my head held high. Kim taught me to be strong and I wouldn't let her down tonight. I looked around at all the cameras. Bloody hell. Why did I have to choose tonight to be brave?


    “Kimi Solomon, number one to the stage,” boomed out across the PA system, the crowd was going wild as Kim stood with all the confidence in the world. She strode with purpose to the stage projecting a wall of charisma in front of her as the cameras followed her and we saw it on the big screen to the loud cheering.


    She took the mic, raised an arm while lowering her head, causing the crowd to settle. I was shocked, she was commanding the crowd as easily as Mandy had in Seattle.


    She started scrolling through the tiles and she stopped, raising her gaze back toward me. The cocky smirk she shot almost made me orgasm on the spot. She selected 'Make You My Girl' by, of course, Leather and Heels.


    Before she started she pointed across the crowd to me. “This is for you, Sky!” The music started and she dropped to her knees, arching her back with the most powerful, pitch perfect growling scream “Mee—yeeeeooooow!” Getting the crowd on their feet.


    She was back up strutting the stage, owning it, commanding the crowd. There was absolutely no sign of holding back in this one as she banged her head and swayed to the music. She totally remastered the song, it was the familiar but it was also pure Kim. Strong, bold, fun. She gifted me another power note in the end. That seems to be 'our thing' now.


    There was so much energy in the crowd and the place exploded into deafening cheers. She spoke into the mic with a cocky grin, “That's all I got.” She dropped the mic to the stage with two fingers and jumped off of it then made her way back to me through the thunderous cheering. She got to me and I hugged her and gave her a passionate kiss that left me warm and tingly. Then I yelled in her ear, “Nice to finally meet the real you. I'm glad you aren't holding back anymore.”


    She looked a little surprised that I knew she was just playing with everyone until now. The host was back on stage, getting a card from the judges and announced, “OK, everyone! What a way to begin! Kimi Solomon, everyone!” This got another round of cheering. When it died down he said, “How bout we start things out with a nine point nine!” More cheering ensued.


    The two girls with Stacy started to stand to challenge but Stacy pulled them quickly down with a pale look, she knew nobody could top that. She pointed at Amber and they all nodded. We all watched this interaction. Kim said to us, “So, that's how she's going to play this. We won't let her knock you out, Amber.” She winked at Amber and nodded at me.


    “Stacy Milton, number two to the stage.” Stacy got up, trying to mimic Kim's approach to the stage but just coming across as pompous. As soon as she took the mic and started scrolling through the titles, Kim winked at Amber and stood yelling, “Challenge!”


    All heads swung our way, the host spoke, “She hasn't even sang yet.”


    Kim shrugged. “I'll wait.”


    Stacy was shooting Kim a death glare. The manky bint!


    I stood and yelled, “Challenge!”


    The crowd was now laughing. We walked up to the stage hand in hand to wait.


    Stacy suddenly didn't look too confident. She scrolled through the titles then stopped on one and sneered at me. 'Suddenly Undone' by Miranda Keys. She was going to try to intimidate me with my own selections. Kim snorted.


    I must say, Stacy did quite a phenomenal job on the song, she made it her own and she commanded the crowd well, yet it was missing one subtle thing. Emotion. This song was all about emotion. But the judges apparently disagreed as they awarded her a nine point nine just like Kim. I was nervous now, I seriously didn't think I could top that. I'd lose my right to challenge anymore in this round.


    Before the host was done announcing that score Kim was already on stage grabbing the microphone from from Stacy who stomped off the stage. Kim made a mockery of Stacy's performance, mostly because she sang with more emotion than I have ever seen her sing with, she was singing to me, for me. I let a tear fall. The score was reduced to nine point eight.


    I took the stage, how was I going to top Stacy? Maybe my cocky challenge was a bad move. Then I had it. Strip it to it's bare elements. I whispered to the host. “The challenger is going to sing the cover a capella!” This got the crowd cheering and Kim winking at me. I pointed in front of the stage and Kim moved over to there.


    I sat down on the edge of the stage in front of her and just looked deeply into her sparkling brown pools of strength, feeding off of them as I started singing. I took in her beauty, her awe of the world and reflected that through my singing. The depth of my feelings for this woman radiated from my being, I willed my voice to forge it into a offering for her love.


    Keeping with our private tradition, I gifted her the final note, I wanted her to know that she made me strong, she gave me courage. I ended it with each of us letting a tear run down our faces as I put the mic on the stage and jumped down into her arms. I walked hand in hand with her through the cheering, back to a crying Amber. “You two were awesome!”


    The judges deliberated for over five minutes then finally the host announced a nine point seven for Stacy. The crowd cheered for her.


    Amber was next and tore up the stage with an inspired performance. She was a ball of energy and fun, and the crowd agreed as they were on their feet. She scored a nine point eight and Stacy's two lackeys challenged, but Stacy didn't, instead she was pointing at me while she spoke to them. Oh, scary. I snorted.


    The girl's challenges failed and Amber's score remained, with the bonus that the lackeys couldn't challenge in this round again. The rest of the singers had their turns, with a moderate amount of challenges, but most of them were uninspired. Technically they were great but performing is more than just getting the notes right.


    My heart started beating faster as, “Skylar Roth, number ten to the stage,” boomed out. I was surprised at how much cheering that announcement received. I could feel panic rising... a hand on mine calmed me instantly. “Go get em, Sky,” Kim whispered hotly into my ear. That happy warm buzz it induced, stayed with me to the stage. As I grabbed the microphone I heard Stacy shout from almost right behind me, “Challenge!” The manky bint had followed me to the stage.


    I started scrolling through the list of titles, which was also displayed on the huge screen behind me. I was so nervous with Stacy standing on the steps beside the stage that I couldn't think of what to sing. When I reached the bottom of the list I froze. Two titles with yesterday's date were blazing away.


    I had to blink a couple times then I turned to the host and spoke into the mic since the cheering had doubled. “Umm... can I pick these?” He affirmed it in his mic, “If it's on the list, it is fair game.” I smiled hugely, Stacy suddenly looked a little nervous. I whispered into the microphone like a git, “May I say something first?” He nodded.


    I walked to the center of the stage and stood up tall. My eyes were locked on Kim up in our seats, channeling her strength. “Ummm... hi everybody.” This got cheers for some reason and caused my anxiety to peak. “Most of you don't know who I am, and these past few years, that's how I liked it. I felt like a freak, an outcast. I hid in the shadows.”


    I paused as the crowd settled a bit, I pointed at the object of my affection.“But Kimi Solomon, the woman I love, showed me what true strength and beauty is.” This got off the charts cheering as I continued, “She saw something in me that I couldn't... until now. She's my hero in every sense of the word and my heart goes out to her.”


    I paused and took a deep breath then said loudly, “I'm sick of hiding. I'm not hiding anymore!” I pulled my hair back and pulled the band I had on my wrist over it to fasten it into a loose ponytail and dropped my overcoat then took a step forward with my right side forward.


    I was wearing a tight white mini dress with an open right side that was held together by white satin straps laced along it. I proudly displayed the henna tattoos Kim had drawn, tracing the full length of my burns. From the butterflies on my cheek blending into the flowers going down my neck which in turn blended into the feathers down my arm and the leaves down my side, ending with the flowering vines around my leg. She had even covered the receiving socket on my prosthetic foot, which itself proudly displayed the angel wings Tim had made.


    I took one more step forward and yelled into the mic, “Hello, everyone. I'm SKYLAR ROTH and it's bloody fine to meet you!” I was almost deafened at the roar of the crowd as I saw myself on every screen surrounding the stage. I was seeing myself through Kim's eyes on them... I felt... sexy.


    I held a hand into the air and lowered my head. Bringing the noise level down, by the gods, I was commanding the crowd like my love did. “Well, I'd be a right muppet if I didn't pick this,” I said as I highlighted 'Unstoppable Force' by Skylar Roth to the chuckling of the crowd.


    But before I clicked on it, a sudden thought hit me. Mandy did... she managed to set this whole thing up... bloody genius! I looked at all the national news and entertainment cameras trained on me. This was being broadcast to the world. This whole thing is just a bloody romantic love note for her wife. I almost laughed.


    “Let me tell you a little story about this before I sing.” I looked to the host and he nodded. I smiled to the crowd, pacing the stage like I owned it, keeping people engaged. “Four years to this very day, Mandy Fay Harris met her future bride.” The crowd got louder. “Her wife, Anabella West is local activist legend here known as the Unstoppable Force. She inspired so much love in Mandy that she wrote this song for her. I'm just the messenger. Anabella, happy anniversary from Mandy!”


    If I thought I was going deaf before from the cheering, I'm sure my ears were bleeding now as I clicked the title and the music started. I locked my eyes with Kim's across the sea of people and started with probably the strongest, purest, most powerful note that had ever come from my mouth. I didn't sing the song, I channeled it. I commanded the stage and the masses.


    I allowed all the emotion contained within the words to use me as an amplifier to broadcast it to the universe. I sang of the pillar of strength and love and beauty... only now it was me, it was Kim. Of the indomitable spirit. Of all things good in this world. I sang of one of my personal heroes, Samantha, who shows me everyday that there is still pure innocence in this world.


    Then to finish by our new-found tradition, I singled out my love, and pointed directly at Kim to hit that powerful last note, dropping down onto my knees and carrying that note with that indisputable truth in my heart. I loved Kimi Solomon.


    I smiled at the roaring crowd and confidently strode off the stage with a smirk on my face, tossing the microphone to Stacy shouting, “Do your worst.” Is she crying? I strode up the aisle to where my heart was waiting, Kim was all smiles and tears. The judges deliberated for quite some time as they played silent replays of my finish on the screens. Finally the host announced, “Our first perfect score of the finals! Ten point zero!”


    The crowd again went crazy as I caught on a screen the live feed of Kim and I passionately kissing. I broke it and giggled and pointed at the screen, she saw us and shrugged and kissed me again. Amber was smiling hugely at us. Then I heard Stacy's hoarse voice over the speakers, “Challenge withdrawn.”


    We looked back at the stage and Stacy made her way back to her seat. I made a decision as I stood and made my way to her with Kim and Amber shooting me questioning looks. I stood in front of Stacy, she had a stoic look on her face. I put my hand out to her. “Truce?”


    She looked me up and down spending longer looking at my foot and the works of art Kim had made of my scars. She smiled a little and shook. “Truce.” I smiled and hugged her. “Brill! Now let's all just do our best.” She nodded and I returned to Kim, all smiles.


    


    “She won't act like a bloody tosser anymore. We called a truce.” Kim looked at me in amazement. Is it wrong that that was making me bloody hot? Amber was staring at me reaching her hand toward my cheek, looking for permission. I nodded and she touched it, tracing the art, following it down. She finally said, “It's beautiful! I... I can really see it.” Kim winked with her sexy cocky smile. “I know, right?”


    Kim and I, being the top two, were called to the stage to end round one. I was so excited I could have vibrated a hole to the Earth's core. I was going to sing on stage WITH HER! We took our mics and before I could do or say anything, Kim was smiling hungrily at me as she clicked 'Take Me On The Floor' by the Veronicas. Cheeky bird!


    I got her message, we weren't on that stage to sing, we were there to tease and play with each other and have fun! As she took the first verse, I strutted around her doing the da-da-da-daah's trailing a finger along her collarbone.


    We toyed with the dynamics and traded off lead from verse to verse. Strutting on stage. We had so much fun! She was amazing! When we got to the 'I wanna kiss a girl' lines she switched up the third iteration from 'I wanna kiss a boy' to 'I wanna kiss my Sky'. I returned it on my third with 'I wanna kiss my Flower'. She nudged her eyes to me I caught her meaning and I was once again on my knees arching my back doing the scream I thought for sure she would have claimed for her own. We finished, laughing out the final lines.


    I would not be lying if I said this was the most fun I had ever had in my whole bloody life. I could sing with this woman forever! The crowd seemed to agree! The cheers went on for quite some time and a fifteen minute intermission was called before the final round.


    Kim grinned and grabbed my hand, and Amber's too, and dragged us back to where mum and Sammie were seated. My mum was beaming! “My god, can you girls bloody sing! You look right beautiful, Skylar! I don't have the words!” she exclaimed as Sam put her arms out for me and I hoisted her on my hip. She started playing with the temporary tattoos. I smiled and said, “Mum, this is our friend, Amber LaLanie. Amber, this is my mum, and this adorable creature is my daughter, Samantha.”


    She shook my mother's hand then simply beamed at Sammie. “God, she's perfect, Skylar!” I smiled with pride then Sammie said, “Your hair is pwetty! I wike pink hair.” Which made Amber's smile double in size. Then Sam looked at Kim. “You drewed dis part wrong.” She was pointing at some leaves on my scars on my side. “Dey dagonfwies.” Kim looked and said, “You know, you're completely right, it looks more like dragonflies there. You have such an artistic eye little one.”


    By the gods my girls are amazing!


    They called everyone to their seats. Kim was called to the stage to start us out, and she made it seem like she was just playing with her first performance as she made my jaw drop with possibly the most perfect performance I had seen her sing. If her ten point zero was in doubt, nobody dared voice it. She was firmly commanding the lead with her nine point nine five average.


    Stacy did something I wouldn't have expected and performed her final with deep emotion and passion. We all cheered for her, giving her smiles and thumbs up as she returned. There was a failed challenge, leaving her with a nine point eight giving her a nine point seven five average.


    Amber went next, and she sang the most playful cover of the evening. It was blatantly obvious that she was having the time of her life and was bringing us all along for the fun and happy ride! Nine point nine. Stacy stopped her girls from challenging with a smile to me. So Amber held second at nine point eight five average.


    I looked around and almost laughed as I could see all of us contestants doing the math in our heads. Only two of the remaining singers, number nine and myself had any chance of placing and knocking any of the girls out. And I was the only one who could possibly unseat Kim from number one. I was so proud of my girlfriend.


    Number nine gave an inspired performance. It was solid but I still don't think it deserved the nine point nine. Bugger, that knocked Stacy out of the running as number nine now had a nine point eight average. Or so I thought as Kim leaned around me to catch Stacy's eye and winked at her as she yelled, “Challenge!”


    I don't think number nine really appreciated her nine point seven just five minutes later. That just left me. I knew Kim was safe and so did she, there was no way to duplicate my original performance. But second or third place were still a possibility.


    “Skylar Roth, number ten to the stage.” A deafening roar erupted. I got to the stage and laughed into the microphone. “Don't get too excited everyone, that first song took all that I had. But let's see what I can pull out here.” A chuckle went through the crowd. I didn't even look at the screen as I comically looked to the crowd as I held the scroller down til it hit the bottom of the list and couldn't go anymore, I clicked blindly with a huge smile.


    This got another chuckle from the crowd as 'Tup Ceqayseb (Morning Flower) by Skylar Roth' was displayed on the giant screen behind me. “This is for you, Flower!” I said as the music began.


    I sang with all my heart going out to the woman I loved, this song didn't do her justice, she was so much more than the words I could sing. I wanted her to know my heart. Every emotion I had went out to her... I couldn't finish the last line in the song as I slumped into sobs. Kim is my everything. I handed the mic to the host and ran off the stage.


    I ran into Kim's arms who was already coming up to the stage to to protect me, to share her strength. Her face was streaked with tears. I looked up at her in embarrassment and yelled over the deafening cheers, “Hi!” She laughed a genuine laugh that reached her sparkling eyes. “Hi back!”


    As we sat I got smiles from all the contestants, I said in Kim's ear, “I right buggered that last line. I just love you so much and the bloody words weren't enough to tell you.” She kissed me gently and spoke in my ear, “It doesn't matter. The message came through loud and clear love.”


    My deserved nine point four came across the speakers. I nodded with a smile of understanding as did Kim and Amber. Stacy made her way over and yelled over the crowd, “I don't care about the technical deduction for the ending... you deserve to be up there more than me.” She hugged me and made her way back to her seat. That was shocking.


    I had to cover my ears as they called, “And our third place winner for the first Karaoke Queen competition is Stacy Milton!” She went up on stage to the intense cheering and took the third place trophy and the huge cheque for one hundred thousand dollars.


    Then to another round of intense cheers. “Our second place winner for the first Karaoke Queen competition is the playful Amber LaLanie!” She hugged us both then almost skipped up to the stage to accept a hug from Stacy and her second place trophy and the cheque for two hundred thousand dollars.


    “And now, our champion and the first Karaoke Queen, and winner of a Harmony Trax recording contract... Kimi Solomon!” I gave her a quick peck on the lips then she smiled and strode confidently up to the stage, exuding charisma. I was bursting with pride for her.


    She accepted hugs from Stacy and Amber and took her first place trophy, which she always knew she would get... Cheeky bird! ...and her half million dollar cheque to the deafening roar of the crowd. MY bloody dishy cheeky bird!


    


    


    Epilogue


    As the deafening roar of the spectators continued, Kim and I strutted around the stage commanding the crowd. It seemed only fitting that our Satin Thunder Farewell Tour ends here where we call home in London, since that was where my journey began. This was possibly the most powerful performance in our seven years together. My wife has only grown more beautiful, more... dishy... over these years. My Native American goddess! Our passion has only grown to epic proportions over those same years.


    I find it strange to think of who I was before Kimi Tup Ceqayseb Solomon came into my life all those years ago. That bloody competition, that I almost didn't attend, brought me the love of my life. My secret morning flower. With her first solo album and the proceeds from my singles going double platinum and platinum, we gave our daughter Samantha and my mum a happy life free of worry here in London. One that I could only have dreamed about.


    And now with the huge international success of Satin Thunder these past seven years, they'll want for nothing. I stood pointing to the sky, the permanent colourful tattoos of Kim's art covering my scars, clearly visible in the stage lighting... walking on the most advanced foot from Tim Phearson Prosthesis and Robotics. I spoke into my mic with the confidence and strength that I was gifted by my wife, “THANK YOU LONDON AND GOODNIGHT!!” The stage lights cut to blackness...


    


    “I love you Flower.” “I love you too Sky.”


    


    


    


    Other Books in the Music of the Soul universe...


    (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)


    


    Music of the Soul


    A Deafening Whisper


    Dating Game


    Karaoke Queen


    Silent Bob


    


    Short Stories in the Music of the Soul universe...


    Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker


    Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Super Spy


    


    Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...


    Return of the Asgard


    Bloodlines


    


    


    Sample Chapter from the Valkyrie Chronicles: Return of the Asgard


    Chapter 1 – The Tavern


    Five thousand Earth orbits completed around its star, Sol. Five thousand years I have awaited the return of my kind. How I long to be home again. I could feel Asgard approaching like the hammering of a relentless drum in my head foreshadowing the dimensional alignment that would allow Valhalla and Earth to co-exist in this realm during a 'transition' once again. That once again I may take my place in our citadel as the daughter of Odin. Or... it could just be a headache from the copious amounts of alcohol I have consumed this night.


    I clumsily backhanded the largest of my attackers while kicking the feet out from underneath another, sending him unceremoniously to the ground on his ass again while I sat on my bar stool. I took the second I had gained to take the last gulp from my heavy beer mug, before finally pushing away from the bar and standing from my uncomfortable bar stool to actually fight these ruffians. I'm sure they think we have been fighting these past couple minutes, but I just wished to finish my drink before dispatching them.


    I staggered as I stood. Even in my impaired state with my reflexes slowed by the alcohol, it wouldn't take but a minute to take down these three. They really should have picked a different neighborhood to rape that young woman earlier tonight.


    I had arrived too late to stop it, but I recognize their dim red auras. I caught a glimpse of them as they entered McGregor's Tavern two blocks down. I called for an ambulance and the police from the girl's cell phone which I had pulled from the purse on the ground beside her crumpled and sobbing body.


    I dropped her phone and comforted her the best I could until I heard the sirens approach, then I followed the three gang-banger wannabes with their idiotic bandanas into the bar. What a dive... it reeked of cigarettes, sweat and stale beer. Neon beer advertisements flickered, casting multicolored glows across the room.


    If there's one thing us Asgard truly enjoyed, it was our mead. Earth's beer is an acceptable substitute.


    I sat at the bar where I could see their booth by the pool table through the cigarette smoke haze in the back of the run down tavern. Then I just watched the men through the huge mirror mounted behind the bar as I drank a pitcher to see if there were any others I should worry about when I take these three down. They are going to pay for what they did to that girl.


    The smaller, weasel-like man in his worn out leather jacket and torn jeans would be the most dangerous since he posed no real physical threat, and he knew it, which is why he sat at the back of their booth, a man on either side as a buffer.


    So more likely than not, he carried a weapon. Probably tucked into his waistband at the small of his back, judging by the way he sat. His nose was crooked like a bird's beak and his patchy stubble looked like a ridiculous attempt to look masculine. Hard to do for a 5'-3” man. Even my small stature at 5'-7” made me tower over him in my heavy one and a half inch heeled boots.


    The big guy on his right was imposing and probably stood a chance of doing a little physical damage to me if he got his hands on me. But it wouldn't be anything my enhanced strength or nano-lattice couldn't handle. The dull look in his eyes told me he wasn't much of a thinker.


    My guess is that he hadn't really been accepted by his peers because of his brutish appearance and that's how he got mixed up with these guys as their enforcer. He stood maybe 6'-4” and around three hundred pounds of muscle. He had a thick brow which kind of reminded me of the Neanderthals I had seen on Earth when I was a small child seventy Earth transitions ago. Now those men were strong!


    The third one was the loudmouth of the bunch. He looked to be a thinker, but just barely. Standing around 5'-10” with a moderate build. He'd be the second to attack after watching my reactions to the big guy. His moderately sharp eyes sat below his greasy black hair on his long, unattractive face.


    This is one dynamic I have never understood about the degenerates of the human world. It is usually the smaller, weaker of the bunch who is the leader that the others simply blindly follow. Whereas the humans representing justice stand tall and lead by example.


    But of the three, the smaller man had the darker red aura telling me he quite probably was their leader. Red indicates the reservoir of anger and violence in a person, and the strength of the aura shows the willpower or strength of conviction of the individual.


    Blue on the other hand indicates someone's capacity for good, justice and strength of character. Like the bartender and his dim blue glow with it's hints of red trailing it.


    None of the three men I was watching were consequential, with their dim glows and posturing mannerisms all bluster and no substance. I was finishing my second pitcher when they finally noticed I was watching them. Slow much, guys? I've only been staring for an hour.


    The weasel sent them over a couple minutes ago. Greasy hair stood slightly back from the brute and asked loudly, “What ya lookin' at sugar? You want maybe we take you somewhere for some fun?”


    I just turned on my stool to look at him, trying to display my boredom. “You mean the kind of fun you had with that girl down the street tonight?”


    Their eyes looked alarmed as I hissed and narrowed my eyes. “You shouldn't have done that in my neighborhood, boys.”


    The bruiser looked to greasy hair, who nodded almost imperceptibly. People were starting to clear out a bit. I slapped away the incoming blow from the brute as I felt my nano-lattice harden my skin. The magnetic and electrical net energized by the nanites in my body, which in turn were powered by the Earth's magnetic field. I took a large swallow from my mug as I kicked the brute soundly in the stomach, forcing him back a step, tripping over his buddy. It sent them both, gracelessly onto the ground.


    They stood and split up and attacked in a predictable manner. Why don't they teach simple tactics in school here on Earth? A kick to the knee of greasy hair and simply ducking the next blow from the brute and tugging on him to use his momentum to tumble into his friend again was all it took.


    I caught the bartender on the phone out of the corner of my eye, most likely calling the police. I had better wrap this up, but not before I finish my beer. I allowed them to posture before their next attack as I drank. I watched as the weasel stood and advanced half way to us, looking nervously between us and the back door.


    After that third attack and I finished my beer then stood, I almost laughed at the men. Did they really think they could do battle with a Valkyrie of the Asgard? The thought was ludicrous. I have fought beside some great humans in my five thousand years of waiting for my home to return. They were great men and women, worthy of respect. But these men were nothing... the scum of the human world that even their society shunned.


    I allowed my nano-lattice to extend around the mug I was still holding by the handle, hardening it. Back in the day, this is how we did did hand to hand battle against the Ragnarok race when the quarters were too close to use our energy weapons. Grabbing anything we had handy and hardening it into a weapon that could pierce their tough hides.


    The brute swung again and I caught his arm under mine with a thud to my ribs, and trapped it as I quickly struck him multiple times in the face with my beer mug. He went down to his knees, his face bloodied, before his eyes rolled back in their sockets and he fell back unconscious.


    There was a moment of pain after I heard a gunshot as the bullet tore through my left shoulder. I looked over to the weasel with his drawn gun in the middle of the bar. I felt my nanites already attacking the damage to my flesh. People were running or hitting the floor in panic. “Kroth.” I hissed. This would probably hurt more if I wasn't so drunk. I know I'll ache for a week.


    I threw the beer mug at him with as much force as I could manage. It struck simultaneously with a round from another gunshot behind me, the now non-hardened glass shattering on his skull as his shoulder erupted into a bloody red mist. It was hard to tell which had actually sent him to the floor.


    I twisted toward the second gunshot just to be almost blinded by the aura of a woman who was running full tilt to the bar while holstering her gun yelling, “SPD! Everyone down!” She jumped over the brute I had downed earlier and her military style boot shot out and caught the greasy haired buffoon who was quickly scrambling up, on the jaw. Effectively rendering him unconscious.


    She was crouched over, handcuffing greasy hair when she suddenly drew her weapon aiming it confidently behind her without looking, her rich raspy voice called out, “I wouldn't.”


    I smiled... she had seen it too. Weasel was reaching along the floor to his gun, leaving a blood trail in his wake.


    He stopped as she turned and walked toward him with a steely look on her face. Her weapon was trained steadily between his eyes. I watched as she placed a boot on his back while producing a heavy zip-tie from her waistband. She roughly pulled his arms behind him, causing the weasel to scream in pain because of his wounded shoulder as she secured his hands. I dropped a twenty on the bar and discretely made my exit as I heard her calling for backup with shots fired and an ambulance for two gunshot wounds.


    I passed an older detective on the sidewalk as he was sprinting toward the tavern with a hand on his holstered gun. I looked at my shoulder as I walked to the alley and saw the bullet fall out of the rapidly healing wound as I made my way down that garbage strewn corridor between the buildings. The sound of my footsteps echoed off the stained brick walls as my skin pulled together showing a ragged scar, it would take the nanites a couple days to repair all the internal damage to my tissues before they worked on the cosmetic damage to remove the scar.


    “Kroth!” I cursed as I looked at the hole in my favorite jacket. If I hadn't been so drunk I could have easily avoided it. Or if I had just allowed the nano-lattice to harden my skin farther, the small caliber round wouldn't have been able to pierce my skin so easily.


    I chose discretion over safety. People would have seen the blue glow of the net pattern across my skin if I had used more energy. But now I'll pay for it, my shoulder will be sore until the nanites complete the repair. This was quite a minor thing compared to some of the damage I suffered on the battlefield.


    I continued walking toward my apartment. I chose this part of Seattle because of its high crime rate. Something that has been ingrained into me since birth was my sense of justice and the knowledge that the strong should always protect the innocent and the weak, no matter the cost. So this was the perfect area for me to wait for the return of the Asgard.


    When the Earth started its five-thousandth orbit around its star, I did the quick calculation of its rotational axis at the time of transition to determine that the citadel would breach the dimensional divide somewhere in the vicinity of Seattle within a fifty mile radius. The simple computers the humans have are not powerful enough to pinpoint the exact location, so I had to go off of the rough calculation in my head.


    So here I wait, and hide from the relentless Ragnarok on this planet until Father returns. Cleaning up this neighborhood is a good distraction, it keeps my mind off of my situation. I bit my lower lip in anticipation of going home again. I'm so very tired.


    My mind drifted to the incident in the bar. That woman. I have never seen a human aura so strong. But that wasn't the thing that struck me the hardest. Her control and sense of justice rivaled that of a Valkyrie, causing her bright blue aura to be so intense it was almost blinding, I couldn't focus on her.


    Her choice of profession was not surprising to me. No, it was that she had a second aura billowing behind her like the shadow of wings that was just as bright, fighting to get out. It scared me. It was such a dark red it was almost black, full of anger and vengeance held in check only by her willpower. It looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place it.


    This ability to see and read auras is the curse of the Valkyrie. It is an evolutionary step that few among the Asgard have, and only women seem to have developed it. It has caused some to become reclusive, so they don't see the capacity each person has for good or evil or how close the balance is in some. The ones that can handle it, most likely will become Valkyrie as this ability best allows us to select from the six worlds of this realm we visit, the individuals most suited to join the Asgard if they so wish.


    I was knocked out of my thoughts by the distinct impression that I was being watched, it was not the cold shiver that accompanied the arrival of the Ragnarok that I seem to have developed during my time on Earth. I turned the corner out of the trash littered alley as I jumped up ten feet to a rusty fire escape and my nano-lattice activated.


    I shielded my eyes as a familiar blinding aura emerged from the alley. The officer quickly scanned the street then relaxed her back against the worn brick building. She crossed her arms, staring straight ahead as her raspy voice called out, “You might as well come down. I'm with SPD, you need to get that shoulder looked after... let me get you to the hospital. Then I have some questions for you.”


    I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, threatening a smile. I liked this human, she had moxie and great situational awareness. I sighed and deactivated my nano-lattice, I didn't need this, not when transition was so close. But she struck me as the sort of woman that would track me and hound me until I spoke with her. I silently jumped down and landed lightly in front of her.


    She didn't even flinch, though I could tell that her muscles were at the ready to react if she needed to. Like a wolf, ready to strike. I looked directly into her steel gray eyes as the rest of her was too bright to look at at the moment, she locked onto my blue eyes as I softly said, “I'm fine... and I didn't see anything. You have me confused with someone else.”


    I turned to leave and she reached out and gently grabbed my arm, turning me toward her. Her eyes softened to genuine concern as she said, “We need to get your shoulder looked at miss.”


    I reaffirmed, shaking my head. “I'm fine.”


    She reached out tentatively toward my jacket, I sighed. May as well get this over with. When humans see what they don't understand, they generally opt for the simplest explanation, that they were mistaken. I gave silent permission with an almost imperceptible nod as she lowered my jacket off my left shoulder.


    She looked, then her eyes narrowed as she reached out and ran a warm finger across the new scar. It sent a shiver down my spine. I generally avoid contact with people since attachment breeds sorrow in my case. I have watched countless friends and lovers quickly age and die over the millennium I have spent here on Earth. My heart aches for each and every one of them. With our molecular nanotechnology, we Asgard have extended our lives to hundreds of thousands of Earth years.


    I am weak. I can never stay true to my convictions and wind up befriending someone only to watch time take them away from me. A terrible aspect of lengthened lifespans.


    She shook her head. “I can't quite place your accent...” Suddenly her hand was on her weapon on her hip. “You got a permit for that?”


    I followed her gaze, my pistol grip was visible at my waistband. She reached out and I allowed her to pull it from its holster.


    I nodded. “Yes, I do. I'm a private investigator. And the closest you would have to my accent is Norse.” I reached slowly to the pocket of my jacket and tilted my head in question. “May I?”


    I hated owning a pistol, but the modern world has long range weapons like this that my close combat skills cannot easily counter. The energy weapon I had when I was originally trapped here, has long since lost its charge. I can charge it with my nanites, but it takes weeks with constant contact with my skin to charge it enough for even a single shot. I took the time a while back to have one at the ready in case the Ragnarok find me again.


    She nodded, keeping one hand on the weapon at her hip, tucking my pistol into her waistband with the other. With two fingers I slowly pulled my wallet out of my pocket, then pulled out my concealed carry permit and held it out to her.


    She took it and looked at it. “Kara Wodanaz? You're kidding right?”


    I quirked an eyebrow at her.


    She continued. “I've seen fake names before, but I gotta hand it to you. This is creative. I could believe one or the other, but not both together lady.”


    I almost laughed, she was a smart one, and educated. I decided to see if she was as smart as I was giving her credit for and played dumb. “What do you mean by that?”


    The corners of her mouth quirked as she held back a smile. Was she playing too?


    “Well seeing as how Kara is a name out of Norse legend and Wodanaz is a synonym for Odin... come on now. What are the odds?”


    I grinned at her, I was liking this game. “Well, seeing as how that IS my name, I'd have to say one hundred percent chance. You can call it in if you like, but only if you want to eat your own words. And I didn't catch your name detective...” I left the question hanging.


    She shook her head, not breaking eye contact as she handed the permit back to me and took her hand off her weapon, keeping mine in her waistband. “Detective Kate Summers. What made you think I was a detective, Miss Wodanaz? And how did your gunshot wound heal in a matter of minutes?” Ahhh, she WAS playing.


    I laughed a little, then noticed I was almost sober again, krothing nanites can't leave me that one pleasure. I quirked an eyebrow. “Well, let's see. A plain clothed officer, in quite stylish clothing except the military boots, doesn't scream beat cop to me. And as you well know, it is quite impossible for a gunshot wound as you say, to heal so quickly. Thus, you are mistaken. I'm obviously not the person you are looking for.”


    She shook her head with a little smile as she stuck her finger through the blood stained hole in my jacket and said, “Don't insult my intelligence. I know what I saw, Miss Wodanaz. I'm going to need a statement from you. You can either talk here or down at the station. You didn't do anything wrong except leave the scene in the bar. The choice is yours. You are aware that those men raped an innocent girl tonight aren't you?”


    My blood chilled at the mention of the rape, I still felt guilty for not arriving in time to stop it. “No. That's terrible! I'm sure the men who did it will be caught and brought to justice. And please, call me Kara.”


    She shook her head sadly. “I don't understand – Kara. But have it your way.” She pulled a zip-tie out from her waistband. “Please put your hands behind your back. You are under arrest for impeding a police investigation.”


    I shook my head sadly as she tightened the zip-tie around my wrists behind my back and said, “If you do this, they will find me again.”


    She grabbed me gently by my wrists and led me back into the alley toward the tavern. I caught a hint of her heady scent with her walking so close to me, it was intriguing.


    “Who will find you? We already have the three men in custody, and I won't let them hurt you. Though, judging by your moves in the bar... you don't need much protection,” she asked.


    I sighed. “I just wish to go home detective. If the Ragnarok find me here, it will start a bloodbath when my people arrive. So... please, do not take this personally.” I easily snapped the zip-tie as I twisted around removing my pistol from her waistband. Completing my twist I vaulted over a dumpster onto another rickety fire escape above. She drew her weapon. I looked down at her as I tucked my pistol back into its holster behind my left hip.


    My eyes had finished adapting to the intensity of her aura and I could finally see her clearly. I inhaled sharply. I would have to say that she was one of the most stunning human women I had laid my eyes on. Not a traditional beauty, but something... different. Something strong. She had unmistakable... charisma?


    She was taller than me, possibly 5'-10”. She appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She exuded a dangerous combination of strength and feminine grace. Her long straight brunette hair tied in a professional ponytail to keep it out of her line of sight. Her slight build just lent to her elegance. Her Germanic face was strong but flawlessly feminine, at least to me. Her large eyes and small nose hinted at some Asian heritage, and her full lips were quite alluring, even with their current crease of determination.


    I pulled a card out of my wallet. Blank except for my real address printed on it. I dropped it to her as I started climbing the creaking fire escape steps toward the roof. The metallic clanging of my footsteps echoing in the alleyway. She wouldn't shoot.


    “Stop!” she commanded as I kept climbing. Then she added quietly, “What are you?”


    Kroth but she's intelligent!


    I called down to her, “Meet me there at midnight and we can talk. But please, I cannot go to the station nor be in your reports. I'll explain everything... truthfully... but you won't believe it. Come alone. I'll know if you don't and I'll disappear for good.” Or at least until home arrives.


    I heard her holster her gun as I climbed over the roof parapet. How the kroth did I get things so messed up when the transition was so close? I leapt from rooftop to rooftop on my way to my apartment. I couldn't get her face out of my head. This human was remarkable.
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Skylar hides herséﬁn the shadows

but is there more.going on than Shylar
believes? Something beautiful?





