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The View From Up Here
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Tasha peeled the rose petals off layer by layer, letting their velvety touch soothe her fingers.  Behind her, two men power walked down the bridge, chatting about last night's dinner at Nene's.  The commuter traffic had faded and Tasha felt the wind had died down enough to cast her petals into the cold waters below.  Her back was stiff and her butt was numb from sitting for so long.  But it was the least she could do for Kevin.  They never found his body and she didn't want to bring flowers to an empty grave in a somber cemetery.

"He loves me," she whispered, her voice sounding ragged from unshed tears.  The petal caught flight and flew left, swirling a dance around pole sixty-nine.  He had been a handsome black man, with a smile that was her sun.  Tasha was WASPy white, with a family who made Archie Bunker look like a bleeding-heart liberal.

"He loves me not." She cocked backed her hand and flung a handful out to the Bay.  She half expected them to come sailing back in her face.  But each took off like a miniature space ship in opposite directions of red flighted fancy.  

A chill cramped up her lower back.  The wind shouldn't have done that.  Tasha got up, using the bridge railing for leverage.  She peered over the side.  The distance to the water gave her vertigo and she pulled back and looked out at the horizon until she got her equilibrium back.  Kevin had probably swung his long legs over.  Maybe he even sat on the railing and kicked his feet up and down a few times.  Tasha pictured him doing a "I'm the King of the World" pose, before leaning over and letting gravity take effect.  She would have married him.  To hell with her family.  To hell with every look they received when they were together.  He hadn't wanted to come between her and her family.

The note he left said he was going to fly.  Maybe he got a hold of some fairy dust instead of the angel dust they found in his apartment.  Tasha ran her hand over the railing, feeling some paint chip off.  Second star to the right and straight on until morning?  Or did he break every bone in his face when he hit the water below?  She balled up her hand into a fist and pounded on the railing, making a hollow metal gonging sound. Tasha sniffed loudly and blinked back tears that she refused to shed for the selfish bastard who left them all.  

The note said he believed that there was a better world just beyond our own.  Where there was no war, no pollution, no hatred of differences.  Kevin had seen it in his tarot cards, and his psychic confirmed that there were great forces of energy stirring in the San Francisco Bay.  

"Yeah," Tasha said, her voice startling her in the stillness of the mid-morning.  "Like we're lemmings," she choked out.  "And we're just going to jump off the bridge because he said so."

Except, no one had heard from his sister, Karen, in three days.  Or his roommate, Chris.  And now here she was on the bridge, wondering if she was the fourth in line to take the Nestea plunge off the Golden Gate Bridge, or if everyone had just forgotten to charge their cell phones.

"I believe," she whispered, touching the pole.  Was that a frisson of energy she felt?  Did Kevin find paradise in his incenses and crystal visions?  Could he have found a portal to another dimension and left this world behind?

"I - I believe," Tasha said in a normal voice.  This time a humming sound, almost too high for her ears to pick up chimed.  Or did the drugs fry his brain and the pressure of too much credit card debt and working double shifts at the Café Expresso make him end it all in an act so irretrievable that he couldn't change his mind at the last minute?

"I believe!"  Tasha shouted and the bridge vibrated beneath her feet. The light on Pole 69 came on and off in a rhythmic pattern, like it was signaling something. Opening a portal or was it just bad wiring. 

She stopped believing in Santa Claus.  She stopped believing in the Tooth Fairy.  She stopped believing that Prince Charming would come and rescue her.  And Tasha had long since stopped believing in herself.  

"I believe!"  She climbed over the railing, but leaned back over to hug the light pole.  It was warm.  "I believe."

She believed, but she couldn't look.  "Kevin!"  

Screaming, Tasha pushed off from the light pole with all her might.  She went bungee jumping once.  They all had.  Tasha closed her eyes and opened up her arms and legs.  It was cold and freeing, and she laughed as her hair whipped into her face.  She was flying, plummeting, the wind loud in her ears.

"He loves me!"  Tasha shouted at the top of her lungs, and forced her eyes open to see the view of the bridge on the way down.  The light pole exploded in an incandescent rage, and the world became dark and the whistling sound filled her as her body fell faster.

"He loves me not?" she whimpered, and tilted her body to see the water rushing up towards her.

Tasha covered up her face and curled into the fetal position, tensing for impact.  "I believe.  I believe.  I believe," she muttered.

"Cannonball!"  Kevin shouted and then they were both in the water.  It was soft and warm. Her clothes were sodden and sucked her to the bottom of the ocean. She opened her eyes and could see clear Caribbean blue.  Kevin stuck his tongue out at her underwater and kicked up to the surface.

Tasha followed him, shrugging out of her coat and reaching up with wide strokes.  "Kevin!"

"He loves you," Kevin said, hugging her to him.

-End-
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Surrender the Pale
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Dawn watched her namesake come into full bloom over the sepulcher.  Her hand left a bloody print on the concrete where she braced her full weight against it.  Once upon a time, birds would have been starting their morning arias.  Nothing living thrived anymore, not even in the early daylight.

Ever since the comet came through and energized the dead, the balance of power had been slowly shifting to the night creatures.  Nothing stayed dead.  Food was scarce.  The entire world had reverted to city states and demilitarized zones.  She tried to keep law and order.  It was her duty after all.  She still owed a debt from her stupidity that wasn't yet paid.

When she felt her legs could support her, and that the dead would remain in the ground for another twelve hours, Dawn pushed herself off and staggered like a zombie to her car.  She triggered the remote engine and winced in preparation for the explosion that never happened.  Easing into the bucket seat that had seen more blood than an ER, Dawn drove to the next cemetery.

The shaman stood lone and proud, surrounded by headstones and cement angels.  He rattled his staff at her.  Dawn nodded, and drove on to the next stop.

The gates had been blasted off the Peaceful Meadow Resting Place.  Dawn parked the car with a sigh, rubbing her temples that were throbbing from exhaustion and pain.  Clipping on a microphone pack, she set it so it would amplify her voice.

“You are in violation of the boundaries of the undead covenant.  No day walking is allowed and you must stay contained within the cemetery.”

The car rocked as the revenant rammed his shoulder with the force of a linebacker into the passenger’s side door.  Dawn reached into the back for her roll of stakes.  The passenger’s window spider webbed at the next blow and she lost her grip on them.  The stakes scattered like pick up sticks in the backseat amongst the crumpled Styrofoam cups and her hazmat suit. 

“Hell with this,” Dawn said and hit the electronic force field on the outside of her car.  It hummed to life.  The revenant, already committed to his charge, fried on impact that rocked the car up on two wheels.

It teetered for a moment before falling back to the ground on a secure four wheels.  Dawn grabbed a handful of stakes and kicked open her door.  She slammed one through the revenant’s chest, avoiding the arcing electricity.  He spasmed and clawed at her before lying still.  

“Well done, Officer.”

Dawn looked up and saw a man who literally looked like death warmed over.  He wore Levi’s as faded as his smile, and he stood with a shotgun pointed casually at her knees.

“Are you the new Guardian?”  Dawn asked, moving so that the bulk of her car was still between them.

“I guess so.  The last one is spaghetti over by the fence.”

“Consider yourself appointed,” Dawn said.  “What happened?”

“I live in the farmhouse across the way.  The zombies started battering at my door around two a.m.”

“Did you shoot them with regular shells?”  Dawn started walking towards the farmhouse.

“Rock salt.”

“Oh.” She stopped.  “Good.  Continue.”

“After I took care of them, I walked on over and saw that they had started digging up reinforcements.”

“And you took care of them too?”

“I didn’t have to.  This vampire guy commanded them to stop and they did.  He kept them under control until dawn.  Since then, I’ve been chasing around the revenants that were being stubborn about the whole thing.”

“What did the vampire want?”  Dawn asked.

The man inclined his neck and showed two puncture marks.

Dawn’s breath hissed out between her teeth.  “That was stupid.”

He shrugged.  “Better protection than what the city offered.”

“What orders did he give you before he went down for the day?”

“That’s between him and me.”  The man raised the shotgun.  “You’d better be along now.  There are other graveyards for you to check before you go down for the day.”

Dawn slowly walked around to the driver’s side door.  She watched the man’s dead eyes as she pulled out.  Her own bite throbbed in phantom pain, and she rubbed at it.  The marks had faded when her master had been staked two years ago.  Two years of freedom.  Dawn looked at herself in the rear view mirror and shook her head in disgust.  After having serviced the vampire for eight years, she still wasn't free of the taint.  Sometimes she could still hear his silky commands in her mind, as if a part of him still lived within her.

When she was eighteen, Dawn thought she knew what loss and pain was.  The vampire took advantage not only of her innocence, but of the chaotic times.  She allowed him to seduce her, and eventually bleed her.  He had convinced her that the humans' time had come to an end.  

"Evolution," he said.  

Dawn shivered.  It had sounded like revolution.  In her youthful exuberance, she embraced the new world order as a scion of destiny.  But she was merely human and the things she did for him...

Closing her eyes, she laid her head on the steering wheel until the guilt faded.

The last stop on her rounds was the city morgue.  It hadn't been a bad night.  The status quo had been kept.  And although she was worried about the new vampire activity, she was sure that the newest thrall wouldn't buck the system.

Dawn walked into the building and down the stone stairs to the offices below.  She filed her paperwork, drank her coffee, and for a moment let herself wallow in the normalcy of the moment.  Then she hoisted herself up on the metal slab drawer and signaled for the clerk to close it.  While the monsters still held sway over the night, the day was no longer hers to enjoy.  

-End-
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Vacation
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Kelli backed her car into the power outlet and looked in her rear view mirror with irritation as her hair flew upwards in dry stray wisps as the electricity hummed through the vehicle. Maybe the tailored nutrients were making her impatient, but she just wanted to be out on the open road. Taking a compact out of her purse, Kelli smoothed some anti-wrinkle cream across her forehead and the frown lines disappeared. 

A tap on her window startled her into dropping the bottle onto her silk pants suit. 

“Sorry about that, Ma’am,” the station attendant said and handed her a brown towel from the dispenser. 

Kelli dapped at the stain the cream made and watched in relief as it soaked up and into the towel. “That’s OK. I must have been in another world.” 

“Ten credits, just beam here.” 

Kelli pointed her ring at the tablet he held, shivering a little at the vibration it gave out. The tablet chimed that the transaction was finished and the station attendant waved her off. 

“The journey of a thousand miles starts with a lead foot,” she thought, pressing the accelerator to the floor as she merged on to the New York Interstate. 

“Reminder,” a rugged, sexy male voice intoned. 

Kelly toggled a flashing switch so she could communicate with her PDA and still drive. 

“Go ahead.” 

“Birthday present for your nephew Keith.” 

“Go to Toys-R-Fun.com and pick out an educational gift under $25 credits. Cross reference it with his acquisition list. If you can find something that fits on his wish list, perfect. Charge my personal account.” 

Kelli swerved into the transporter lane. She hoped she wouldn’t hit traffic. “What time is it?” 

“9:30.” The voice had a husky growl that sounded like it just got out of bed. 

Kelli closed her eyes briefly to do the travel calculations. She should make it to Hawaii in less than two hours. 

“Reminder,” its sexy voice whispered. 

“What now?” 

“Are you wearing your sunscreen?” The voice sounded like it hoped that was all she was wearing. 

A brief moment of panic hit Kelli, but she glanced down quickly and was relieved that she was wearing the shield bracelet that would protect her from the harmful UV rays. 

“Yes,” she sighed. 

“See you soon.” 

Kelli gave a double take. “I’m sorry, repeat?” 

There wasn’t an answer. 

She gave a deep shuddering sigh. It was now official. She was losing it. It was only a matter of time. Her job was high pressure, and she had just finished the Ramirez’ deal, which had been three months of sheer hell. Her PDA had been her lifeline. She would have been dead in the water seven times over if it wasn’t for that little device. It kept her organized, reminded her to eat and sleep. Storing all her information on it had been brilliant. The corporate hackers crashed her system, but never expected where the data really was. When it was over, Kelli had been the last one left standing on the hill, pistolas smoking, the victor. Except, her chest still felt constricted in steel bands and she had trouble sleeping. And now she was hearing things. 

Kelli fumbled for the coffee maker and pressed the double espresso button with extra sugar. She needed this vacation. Two weeks on an island all alone. No cell phone. No PDA. 

The smell of Blue Mountain Jamaican coffee wafted through her car. She eagerly pressed her mug against the spout on the dashboard. 

“Look out!” Her car swerved sharply to the right avoiding several safety beacons that had popped up to alert drivers of road conditions. Kelli grabbed the wheel in both hands, glad that she purchased the auto pilot program. A robotic arm lifted her rescued coffee to her lips and she took a big slurp. 

“That was close,” she said, squinting to read what the beacons were warning her about. 

Pirate activities in the area. Proceed with caution. 

“Damn them. Can’t the authorities start cracking down on these things?” 

“They can’t be everywhere,” her PDA said in its deep, dark voice. It sounded smug. 

“I don’t remember purchasing the personality program,” Kelli said. “I went with the ‘hubba hubba’ voice because Madelene conned me into it. But I definitely didn’t want back talk from yet another entity in my life. I get enough of that at work.” 

“Ahargh, avast and prepared to be boarded.” It was her PDA’s voice, but with an erotic pirate’s growl. 

“No, no, no!” Kelli slammed the wheel with the palm of her hand as her car’s controls locked. 

Her car switched lanes and she was no longer going towards the Hawaii teleport station. 

“Look,” she said, trying to reason with the pirate. “Ramirez is a done deal. The data has been purged. If you’re looking for revenge, can’t you drain my bank account or something fun like that? This is my first vacation in five years. I want to see Hawaii before the volcanoes swallow it up. I want to bury my toes in the black sand beaches until it’s too hot for me to dig any farther. I want...Tahiti?” 

Her car flew over the tire nubs into the farthest lane and horns blared. Accelerating into the jump, she closed her eyes, but it was over before her brain could comprehend it. With a slight brimstone smell, her car came to a halt in a parking lot of a grand hotel. Her car door opened. The crash of the ocean drew her attention to the blue green surf. She stumbled out and was hit by tropic heat. 

“You forgot to pack your bikini,” a familiar seductive voice said from a hammock across from her. 

“I don’t wear a two piece,” Kelli said and stared at the man in blue jean cutoffs with a patch over one of his cybered blue eyes. “Who are you?” 

“A gift from Ramirez. You can call me P.D.” 

“Petey?” 

He grinned and held out his hand, “Close enough.”

-End-
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The Day After
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Alana piked up from her bed, her hand reaching for the scimitar.  It was quiet in the unfamiliar room, and panic crept in while her eyes got used to the dark.  A gong sounded out in the distance, ringing in the dawn.  She let out a shaky sigh.  She was in the Iradescius monastery.  She was alive, and Bishop Serenos was dead.

Falling back onto the pillow, Alana let the sword clang to the ground.  She couldn’t resist a slight wince at the abuse of the weapon.  But since the Bloody Bishop was vanquished, there wouldn’t be a need for swords anymore.  

Still flat on her back, she raised her arm and looked at the burn scars that crisscrossed over her palm and up to her elbow.  She flexed her fingers that could no longer sew or plant, but worked just fine clenching hilts and punching evil monks.

Alana got out of bed and got dressed slowly, cradling her cracked ribs.  The door to the monastic cell flew open and she pulled a dagger from under the pillow, bracing for battle.

The serving girl dropped the pail of water she had been carrying and backed out of the door in fear.

“Wait,” Alana said.  “Don’t go.  I was just leaving.”  

The girl eyed her warily as Alana bent over to pick up her weapon, and sheathed the scimitar into its scabbard that was hanging off the bed post.  

“Your bath, milady?”  The girl curtsied, eyes downcast.

“Not today,” Alana said.  “I need to speak to my Captain.”

“Captain James, the handsome one with the mustache?”  

Alana rolled her eyes. “I suppose.”

“He’s the one who sent me to you.”

“You?  You have our new orders?”  

“He says you are to have a fresh, hot bath and then to meet him in the garden for breakfast.”

She wondered if her shield mates were getting similar treatment.  Somehow, she doubted they found a brave enough servant to awaken Ox the axe man.  Nor did they have a container big enough to fit him in.  Alana eyed the brass tub and shook her head at the luxury. “If that’s what the Captain wants,” she said, shrugging.

“Is it true you disguised yourself as a man in order to join the rebellion against the Bishop?”  The servant girl asked, pausing to catch her breath after fetching the fifth pail of water.

“Women aren’t allowed to defend their homes and their families.” Alana wrapped the blanket around her naked body and wished the girl would hurry up and leave her in peace.

“You don’t have a home or a family.”  The girl cringed under Alana’s look.  “At least that’s what the bards say.”  She scurried out to bring in more pails.

“The bards.” Alana sneered when she returned.  “And what else do they say?”

“They say you’re half demon, and those scars you have are from consorting with your devil brothers.”

“Let me guess, these were the Bishop’s bards?”  Alana stepped into the steaming tub, reveling in the heat on her frigid feet.  She eased her way into a sitting position, soaking the bandages on her ribs and not giving a damn.

“Yes.” The girl had the grace to look embarrassed.  “So where did you get those burns?  How did you survive them?”

“Do you believe in magic?”  Alana said.

“The Bishop said there’s no such thing.”

“And now there is no such thing as the Bishop.”

The serving girl tripped on her buckets as she scurried out of the room.

“You’re going to need to tone down that death glare of yours.” Giana glided into the room.

Alana didn’t change expression.

“That doesn’t work with me.  When you’re a whore you get much nastier looks.” Giana glanced over her shoulder. “And even ruder questions.  Want me to scrub your back, Lambchop?”

"You're no more a whore than I am." Alana sunk down to her ears in the tub.  Unfortunately, this made the tops of her knees cold.

"Yes, well no one centers an attack on the camp followers."  Giana laid down the mounds of cloth that were in her arms on the bed.

"What the hell are those?"  

"Your new clothes." Giana smiled.

Alana arched a look. "They don't look like breeches."

"No." Giana got up and pirouetted.  "You didn't even notice my new things."

"I figured you'd wear your mage robes, now that you don't have to dress like a doxy." Alana scrubbed a tenacious patch of dirt on her elbow.

"They weren't deemed respectable."

Alana snorted. "Neither are you."

"Neither are we, my dear."  Giana shook out a taffeta nightmare.  "Gossip is Captain James is taking the Bishop's commission."

"I hadn't figured him a man of the cloth."

"He's not.  The people are through with theocracy, and are ready to accept a government based on a military leader."

"Well, good for him.  He's worked hard enough and if it's what he wants." Alana shrugged.  "Do you think I'm up for a promotion?"

"In a way." Giana frowned and waggled the dress at her.  "Rumors are abounding that the good Captain will take a wife, and that he has his eyes on you."

"You've got to be joking."

"I've always thought he had a penchant for men. I guess you are the best of both worlds."

Alana splashed water at Giana.  "I'm a soldier."

"You're a woman, and we're no longer at war."

"I'm not marrying him, and I'll kick his arse until he gets that through his thick head."

"Alana, the militia is being disbanded.  The boys are going back to their plows."

Alana stepped out of the tub, and allowed Giana to cast a healing spell and remove the soggy bandages.  "Thanks," she said and rubbed the fresh skin because it itched.

Giana handed her a flyer.  "Wanted dead or alive:  Charles "the butcher" French.  Fifty gold pieces. I could use a good sword arm. Of course, you're going to have to play a man until we build up our reputation.  No one is going to hire two women."

The gong signifying the first Matins rang out.

"Let's go get him," Alana said.

-End-
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Chaos Theory


[image: image]




The garden existed in all dimensions, in all times, and in many different spaces.  Mary Queen of Scots trod upon the shale stones at the same time Penelope sulked among the zinnias waiting for Odysseus. It was in this place, Mailee crouched in the shadows of the ferns, listening to Queen Titania order the hit on the rap artist that broke her heart.  

Puck fluttered around them, spying for Lord Oberon.  Mailee eased the safety off her laser pistol and looked down the sites of the gun.  With a soft caress of the trigger, she blew the pretty little fairy's head off.  Puck took off, trailing pixie dust.  Energy rounds from her other pistol tracked him and imploded, sending each of his wings in a different direction. The rest of him, a fine red mist, dusted over the pink shell azaleas.

Mailee's chameleon suit winked and reasserted itself as she stood.  Titania's hit man stood with his hands on his head.  

"Bad Mojo, Christos," she said. "Wrong place, wrong time."

"Money never changed hands, Mailee.  As far as I'm concerned, Titania and Puck offed each other."  He cast a look over his shoulder at her, but whipped his head back to facing forward when she waggled the pistol at him.  "Still, Oberon's going to be pissed."

"Unless he hired me."  Mailee moved to take an executioner's stance on Christos.

Christos slowly moved his right hand up.  He was clutching a detonator.  "You won't get to spend the money.  Take your shot, and I'll take you with me."

"Go then."  Mailee lowered the gun slightly.  "We'll meet again."

He turned to face her and winked.  Still watching her, he crossed into the gazing pond and took a ley line to another dimension.

"Damned explosives," Gino said, buzzing around Mailee's head like an angry honey bee.  "Takes all the sport out of winning."

"I missed the detonator." She shook her head.  "Rookie mistake.  I should have known he'd have something to protect him from Titania double crossing him."

"Don't be so hard on yourself.  At least Christos won't go tattling to Oberon if he thinks he bankrolled us."

"I'm not worried about Oberon."  Mailee holstered her guns.  "I'm worried about that damned time demon, Christos."

"Then you should have taken him out first." Gino said.

"And blown us all up?"

"We might have survived."

Mailee raised an eyebrow at him.

"Hey, someone's coming.  Get back into the pachysandras."

Mailee eased herself prone into the thick, glossy green mass while Gino chased a butterfly with satyr-like intent.

The garden wasn't a stranger to trysts, but some of the foliage took an active part in the festivities.  Still other plants were man eaters.  Lovers who strolled down the garden path seldom returned unscathed or unchanged by the shifting magic of the area.  Gino forgot this as his aerial acrobatics pinned the writhing forest moth to the nearest branch.  

"Allow to me to sup the sweet nectar from thy lips," he said, grinding his mouth on the protesting insect.

She beat her more fragile wings against his arms in a vain attempt to free herself, but in the end, ripped and battered, she collapsed.

"Don't make those nymphs like they used to," Gino said, zipping up his trousers, sparing not a glance for the plummeting butterfly.

Her wings no longer flapping, a ripple shot through the time gate and a blinding light scorched through the gardens.  The energy pulse fragmented Gino and splattered his particles into oblivion.  The butterfly incandesced and was welcomed into the fiery fray before she hit the ground.  Time shifted.

***
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CHRISTOS STEPPED OUT of the pond, clipping a belt pack of plastique into the small of his back.  He strung the detonator up his armored shirt and down the sleeve so the trigger rested comfortably in his hand.

He felt rather than heard the royal fanfare as the honeysuckle trumpets announced their Queen.

Christos thought she looked like a tarted up Tinkerbell, draped in heavy robes and jewels that would have sunk a weaker Fae, but he wisely bowed low.  "Sweet Titania, you've had me summoned from the demon worlds and for that I am in your debt."

"We are in need of your unique skills."  She used the royal "we" and reclined on a lemon drop daffodil.

"Who and when?"  

Christos felt the explosion as heat when her head vaporized.  His gun tracked the flickering movement of the assassin.  He saw two energy balls light up the gloom of the garden and tag a fairy as it made its escape.  Without another moment's hesitation, he fired two flechette darts center mass into the shooter.  The rounds shredded the chameleon suit and the force of them slammed the assassin into the purple lupine perennials.

"Mailee," he said.  "Right place, right time."

"What?"  she whispered, clutching at the darts as the electrical current started frying her chest.  "Gino.  Gino was covering you."

"Nevermore." Christos smiled at her pain.  "One down.  How much were they paying you anyway?"

Mailee grimaced and arched as the voltage shook her.  "Ten grand."

"Each?"

"Total."

Christos tsked tsked.  "You're selling your skills too short.  I'll take the ten, and you'll work for me to pay the rest off."

"No," Mailee gritted and panted as the charged flechettes lost their current.  

He sighted the gun between her eyes, "Or I can kill you here and take the loss."
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