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I was on fire. I itched, and I mean I itched everywhere! I was struggling to keep from tearing my expensive dress off and ripping my skin to shreds with my new nails. The feeling of tiny ants crawling and biting my flesh was so bad I bet my grandmother could feel it, and she was on a different world and probably long dead!

The worst of the itching was where they gave me the shots. Just my luck it was all over my body. Gene therapy, they called it. Even better, I had to ignore it and try to keep my cool because I was working. I wasn’t at my night job, where I slid up and down a pole at Twilight to make a few bucks and keep an ear out for anything my boss might be interested. This was my real job, the one that put a roof over my house, put food on the table, and allowed me to pay for my brother to learn how to have a real life and be better than me.

That meant I was carrying a half dozen shopping bags between both my hands while I followed the boss’s wife, Martina, around the strip mall full of boutiques. I didn’t even know people shopped at brick and mortar stores anymore. Well, we had to for food or something like a car. At least I think people shopped for cars that way. I didn’t really know, I’d never driven one.

Martina was school shopping for her daughters. Sofia was fifteen and the perfect chubby princess her peers secretly hated. She was mean and snotty, but I didn’t blame her for that. She’d learned how to treat others like shit from her mother. That woman was a natural at letting a person know they weren’t good enough to breathe the same air as her.

Lindy, on the other hand, still had a chance to be a decent human being. She was eleven, the same age as my brother Fenris. They were even in the same school now, a private school Mr. Martinez paid tuition for. Mr. Martinez was my boss. His first name was Gabriel but there wasn’t enough money, drugs, or alcohol in the world to make me to call him Gabriel.

Lindy was skinny, beautiful, and nice. I liked her, but I had to be careful I didn’t let Sofia know I’d pick Lindy over Sofia if I had to throw myself in front of a bullet to save one of them.

That was my current assignment. Protection. Officially it was to be Martina’s personal servant, but Mr. Martinez made sure I knew better. He knew his wife was a cunt and he let me know he knew it, but her life was still more valuable than mine. Fortunately, he also was doing his best to make sure that if I did have to stop a bullet with my face it wouldn’t kill me.

That was the reason for the treatments. I’d talked Mr. Martinez into making an investment in me. After that, I’d proved myself to him and he invested more. Now he had to protect that investment, and it was making me fucking miserable as the stuff they’d injected into me spread through my skin. 

Lindy liked me and Martina was only willing to accept me working for her husband if I was working for her too. She didn’t really have a choice, he was one of the founding crime lords of the Hijos de Martinez. The oldest brother, in fact. Their organization controlled a lot of businesses in Arizona and Mexico. Most of the business was illegal, of course, but they owned enough legal businesses to launder the money and legitimize things.

When Martina didn’t need me for something degrading and spiteful, Mr. Martinez gave me special assignments. The special jobs required someone with my unique talents. I looked young. Young enough that nobody took me seriously. My real name, Amelia Foster, was registered to a girl who was only fifteen years old. Truth was I was nineteen... I think. I had my mom to thank for the clerical error. It also meant in spite of being much older, I’d only been in the ninth grade when I dropped out so I could work for Mr. Martinez.

I didn’t really know my exact age. My birthday was in the winter sometime, but where I was born we didn’t have a good way of keeping track of what day or even month it was. I was Mayan, sort of. Mayan, as in born to a Mayan mother on Dark Earth, the other world through the portal that joined this reality to theirs.

In spite of being Mayan, I didn’t look all that Mayan. I was short, only a few inches over five feet tall, and I looked young in the face. I had a petite body and small boobs, but since I was so damn short and skinny I looked good. I figured it was because I never ate enough food and I danced my ass around a pole almost every night

Mayans had a calendar and knew when people were born. My mom had been on the run since before I was born. My dad had already been caught and killed, she said. She wanted nothing but for me to be safe, so we kept running until she managed to smuggle me through the new portal to this world. A few years later she got busted for being an illegal immigrant and was deported. She convinced them that my brother and I were born here, so we got to stay. The only problem was that meant I had to pretend to be four years younger. Fen had the right age, but his dad was Mayan.

Martina cleared her throat, forcing me out of my thoughts. I looked up at her and offered a sheepish smile as I rushed to catch up to the counter and grab the seventh bag. This one had some shoes for Lindy.

“I can take that, Amy,” Lindy offered. Bless her heart.

Martina clucked and said, “No, sweetie, I need you to be able to try other things on. If you set that down one of these other people will snatch it up.”

“Besides,” Sofia agreed. “You don’t want to put that down and get dirty.”

Like I said, the rotten apple fell right under the tree.

“It’s all right,” I assured her. “Besides, those shoes are really cute on you.”

She beamed at me. “You think?” 

I nodded and caught Sophia rolling her eyes. Martina was watching me with a shrewd eye but didn’t comment.

“Like she would know how to dress cute,” Sophia said. “All she knows is how to dress like a slut.”

I swung my right hand full of designer clothing bags around and smashed them into the back of Sophia’s bouncing brunette curls. As she fell forward I caught her with my left hand, finger razors extended so I could rip her tongue into ribbons of flesh.

Or at least that’s what I did in my fantasy. In the real world I lived in, I straightened and looked up from the horrified pre-teen. I turned to look outside the boutique and pretended my cheeks weren’t so hot they might be glowing.

Sophia was right, in a way. I did know how to dress like a slut. I was a slut. Well, sort of. Sluts give it up for free. I didn’t do any extra work for customers at Twilight anymore, but I was paid for my special jobs Mr. Martinez gave me. Those didn’t always involve seduction, but it was one of my strongest skills. I knew what I was good at and I used it. I wasn’t ashamed of my talents. At least not usually.

Empowered sexual woman or not, that didn’t mean I didn’t know how to dress cute. I was a fashionista! I could do things with colors and patterns that left people staring... In a good way. The difference was that before I started working for Mr. Martinez I couldn’t afford new clothes. Old clothes either, really. I’d scavenged what I could so my brother and I could look halfway decent and not be laughed out of public school. 

Anyhow, I had more style in my pinky finger than this little bitch had in her entire bank account!

“Come along, girls, we have more shopping to do,” Martina said. Apparently she’d decided I’d suffered enough.

The girls were Sofia and Lindy, not me. I was to remain in the background. Out of sight. Out of mind. Silent. When I opened my mouth shit happened, kind of like the incident I’d just endured.

I could deal with the personal attacks. I’d been shit on and called nasty names ever since mom got sent away. Before too, I guess, but I didn’t care as much then. Regardless of how I was treated, I still had a job to do. That was what I could fall back on and rely on. That got me through the times like this.

Unfortunately, some clients made even that more difficult. Martina, for example, refused to accept that I was her bodyguard. That meant she would not accept my rules like letting me go through the door first and allowing me to have my hands free at all times. I cringed every time she went in or out of a store, and her heading out of this one and turning to the right was no exception.

Once Sophia was through the door behind her mother I buried my frustrations by scanning the parking lot. I’d seen a black mustang with oversize tires a couple of times now. This time, at least, it was parked... but it was backed into a parking spot that faced us.

I zoomed in on the car, forcing a bit of nausea as I fought to adjust to the shifted field of view. That was my second upgrade I’d talked Mr. Martinez into, ocular replacements. My new eyes could do more than that, but I had more life threatening things to worry about at the moment.

The parked car had two men in it and a lot of heat coming out of the biodiesel engine under the head. The windows were down and the man in the passenger seat had the short barrel of a gun of pressed tight against the right side of his chest. They planned an old fashioned drive-by shooting.

Maybe the classics never die but my clients wouldn’t! I dropped the bags in my left hand as the rear tires of the Mustang squealed. My hand found the back of Lindy’s shirt. I spun around, pulling her with me. She screamed as I yanked her back and tossed her through the open door into the store we’d just left.

I kept spinning and tossed the bags in my right hand straight out, forcing the shooter to wait until he could see us. It would only slow him a second or two, but I hoped that was enough. I threw myself forward as I finished my spin and tackled Sophia into Martina’s legs. They both went down as the man’s gun started cracking. I crawled on top of my charges and felt the jarring burn of at least two bullets slam into me. My upper right back and shoulder were numb and so was my right hip. I had a couple of new aches and fires too, but I couldn’t focus on them to know what was hurt or where it was.

I'd been shot before— once— and this was a lot worse. I barely felt it last time. It blended into the other aches and pains of me rolling around on the ground. This time there was nothing else but the bullets hitting me. The one in that hit me in my upper back in particular made my entire body jerk. That was it though. The pain wasn't there. That moment of, Oh Shit!, and then nothing. I mean nothing. Like, I wasn't even sure my shoulder was still attached to my arm kind of nothing.

The tires squealed again as the car tried to make a getaway. That brought me back to the here and now. Somewhere in the back of my head I knew I should play dead. Lay down and stay still. Bleed a little, or a lot. I even knew I was in shock, in some distant part of my twisted mind. But I couldn't really think straight, or at all. All I could do was move. My reflexes took over, the same as when I'd seen the Mustang and the gun. I moved because I knew I had to move. Because it was expected that I move. Because I'd been trained to move by Mr. Martinez very expensive former special forces consultants.

So I rolled away from Martina and Sophia and lurched to my feet. I had to give chase, not just because I'd spent weeks being tortured by those ex-military pricks, but because Mr. Martinez would not accept his family being the target of a hit. My dress was tight but that didn't matter. I had to move. Fortunately my knee length skirt was free flowing so I didn't have to yank it up or try to rip it off.

I hobbled after the Mustang and saw they had to turn, so I cut through a row of cars and kept cutting. I was glad the cars were there, I kept bouncing off the one on my right because my right leg wasn’t operating the way my brain told it to. My adrenaline was pumping and my hip was numb, I knew I had to use it while it lasted. The last thing I dared do was look at it and see what might have happened to me.

I couldn’t outrun a car but I could go where a car couldn’t. I wasn’t held up by traffic or dodging shoppers, so I was able to meet them as they raced for the exit. I was on the driver’s side so the passenger couldn’t shoot me. The odds were in my favor, other than having already been shot multiple times. Sure, in the war of Amelia versus Mustang, I was still an underdog.

I led with my left hand. My razors were extended, Arizona sunlight glinting off the bling I’d had them coat them with. The doc who did them, a giant of a man we called Doc Healz, told me what they were made out of. Some double poly carbon steel crap or something like that. Whatever it was, they would cut through glass, even the tempered shit used for car windows.

I was able to do a stiff finger punch through the window and I jammed my fingers into the driver’s shoulder. He screamed and the car jerked towards me. I’d crashed into his door and now the door crashed back into me. I dug my fingers in and felt the nails scrape off bone. He howled again. It took everything I had in me I held on while the car dragged me.

The Mustang crashed into another car, almost knocking me loose. I got my feet under me— my left one, at least— and was about to tear the fucker’s throat out. I saw the passenger scramble to get his gun off the floor where he’d dropped it. I knew I was about to have some new holes I didn’t sign up for so I decided to kiss pavement instead. I dropped on my ass and felt a fireball of agony in my right hip. It picked a hell of a time to stop being numb!

The Mustang’s tires shrieked again, only this time it was in reverse. It backed up, slamming into the car behind it. The driver shifted again and took off, cranking the wheel over hard to the right. The car leapt forward towards the open road. The only thing in the way was the speedbump that happened to be my left foot. The rear tire rolled over my foot and had enough torque to threw my leg up and twist my hips over so I was lying on my belly in the middle of the entrance to the outside mall.

My skirt flapped up in the commotion and dusty breeze, advertising to the world that even though I could afford underwear, I still didn’t like them. Some random little kid and her mom were probably freaking out. Meanwhile the kid’s older brother would be taking a picture while he grew a tent in his pants. The only part I cared about was that they got a free show and didn’t tip me for it.

I knew I needed to get up, but I couldn’t make my body move. I twitched a little. Slid my finger nails back in too. My right shoulder was numb and my arm was trapped under me. My left arm I could move back and forth a little, but my shoulder and elbow ached from hanging out of the car by them. Still, I managed to push my skirt back down most of the way. I didn’t care about the imaginary family, I cared about keeping my clients from seeing too much.

As for moving my legs... I wasn’t even trying. There was blood on the pavement though. I could see that from where my cheek throbbed and soaked up the sun baked heat from the pavement. I hoped the blood wasn’t mine.
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I didn't pass out. Whether that's a good or a bad thing, I don't know. I saw footsteps, but they were fuzzy. That didn't make sense. Weren't my eyes supposed to auto-focus? Or did that mean something was wrong with them? Or was it something even worse... something was wrong with me?

"Amy!"

I heard that through the fog. That was Lindy's voice. Sweet, precious, cute little Lindy. It wasn't her fault her father was a criminal mastermind. She was a good kid. A nice kid. I hoped she couldn't see me like this.

"Back away," Martina bitched. Her voice cut through the background noise of gathering people that were talking and whispering about what they'd just seen. "AZ EMS is on the way."

AZ EMS? They were expensive. Oh shit, they were expensive! I must have screwed up. Was Sophia hurt?

"Mom, is she—"

Thank the spirits, Sophia was safe! Even if she was a little bitch.

"She's breathing," Martina said. "Go over with your sister. Keep her safe and don't let her peek."

"But mom!"

"Now!" Martina snapped at her. "This woman just saved your life, show her some decency and let her have some space."

Aw, that was almost nice. For Martina, it was damn near an act of martyrdom. My lips twitched into a smile and the ground got blurry again. That explained the fuzzy field of view, I was crying. I tried to move my arm to wipe my eyes. Nobody needed to see that.

"Amelia, don't try to move," Martina said in a soft voice. She was closer to me now. Very close. "Help is on the way."

I grunted and tried to nod. My face on the pavement hurt.

A siren that grew louder told me Martina wasn't lying. I relaxed a little. They would know what to do with me. Give me something to take away the pain. There was a lot of it, but it was weird. It was like I felt it, but it was happening to someone else. Maybe this was more of that state of shock thing.

People were moving but I couldn't focus on them. It wasn't because my eyes weren't seeing straight, it was because I just couldn't concentrate on them. Or, really, anything. I was tired too, but I didn't feel like sleeping. I definitely didn't feel like moving, although there were fresh aches that hinted I might be more comfortable if I moved. So far, it wasn't worth risking it.

Running boots slapped the ground. Shadows surrounded me. I heard a man's voice and a woman's. One was ordering people back and another was talking to Martina. I couldn't focus on what they were saying, but they were definitely talking.

A light flashed in front of my eyes. It was gone and then back. I squinted, I think, and tried to scowl. for spirit's sake It was the middle of the day in Arizona, nobody needed a flashlight to see me!

"Amelia, can you hear me?"

I blinked and looked up. There was a cute looking dark skinned guy with a bit of scruff on his face. He had nice cheekbones.

"Don’t try to talk. We're going to get you on a stretcher and then in our cart. My name is Ruben, I'm with AZ EMS. We're going to get you stabilized and taken care of. Mrs. Martinez has already made the arrangements, so you try and relax. I need to know though, can you feel your fingers and toes? Can you move them?"

Fuck yeah I could feel them. They were on fire. But how was I going to tell him if he didn't want me to talk? My compromise was a grunt.

"Good. Okay. Now stay with me? You're my prettiest patient today and I feel creepy when I'm working on someone that fell asleep on me.

Aww, he thought I was pretty. He just earned a complimentary lap dance. Later, I mean. When I could dance again.

Several hands grabbed on to me. They were gentle but firm. It was uncomfortable and then it burned like I'd had a red hot poker shoved up my ass and all along my spine. Then some wires were attached to it and electricity run through it. I expected my black hair was fried into white curls by the time they set me down and let go. I was gasping for breath but I could barely breath. I was panting like a dog, I realized, and that almost made me laugh. If I weren't in some much pain, I would have.

"Calm down, Amelia," Cheeks said. "I need you to try to breathe slow for me, okay? Just listen to my voice and follow my instructions. Breathe in, now hold it for one...two...three...breath out. Good. Breathe in. Hold it...one...two...three... breathe out. Can you keep that up or do you need me to count?"

I felt a poke in my arm. A needle. Medicine. Painkillers, I hoped. 

The world was moving again but I wasn't being twisted and turned. Cheeks was still hovering over me though, but I felt weird. Oh! I was flying. Well, floating, really. He'd mentioned a stretcher, I bet— yep, I was in an ambulance now. AZ EMS, private ambulance service for Phoenix's wealthy. Not sure how I rated a ride in it.

"I hope this is your first time enjoying AZ EMS service," Cheeks said. "We'll—"

"Just a damn minute!" Martina's interrupted him.

"Miss, I have to get Amelia enroute. Every minute it critical," he told her.

"And you will," she snapped. She climbed into the ambulance and ignored him protesting that she couldn't be in there. She leaned over me and looked down. Her face was as strict as ever. "I won't forget what you did for us," she said. "Now get better... soon, or I won't forgive you."

I tried to smile but I'm not sure I was able to. She looked away and sniffed, then focused on my savior, Cheeks. "Fix her. No matter the cost."

"Yes ma'am," he said.

Martina climbed out of the ambulance and Cheeks pulled the doors closed. He returned to my right side and grabbed some tools before leaning over me.

"I'm afraid your dress isn't going to make it. Shame, it was pretty," he said. 

I felt a light tug and then heard his scissors cutting. That was a first for me. I'd never had a guy undress me with scissors before.

While he worked he talked. "I hope this is your first ride in AZ EMS. Our clientele consists of Phoenix's police force and several security firms, but that's just basic service. You're being treated to our executive service, which means all the stops. We have ambulances like mine that cruise the streets being ready to respond at a moment's notice. Our ambulance is armored and we've got armed guards ready for a high threat scenario. We are the special forces of emergency medical services, and keeping you safe is our mission."

I tried to smile but I was feeling warm and a little loopy. Hell, for all I knew, I was already smiling. He'd been touching me on and off in a variety of places. Nothing inappropriate, but he could have and I wouldn't have been able to stop him. Odds are, I wasn't going to remember this either. I managed to catch a glimpse of one of his hands before he touched me again and saw a little white pad with a short antenna on it. Some kind of sensor.

When he finished applying the sensors he waved some piece of hand held machinery over me and studied a monitor on the wall. "You've got some enhancements, I see. Can you talk?"

I made a strange growling noise.

"Yeah, that painkiller I gave you does that, I'm sorry."

I smiled. I didn't care. I was floating again. This was awesome.

"Your eyes have been replaced,  I'm impressed. I couldn't tell. Whoever did it did a very good job. Some finger and toe razors too, very nice work. I've never heard of toe razors before, that's...different. The mystery goes on too... I can't figure out the rest of your body. Some strange interference or something. I'm reading that your blood type is AB positive, that's universal recipient. Is that right?"

I had no idea. I tried to shrug but a spasm of pain killed my happy-warm-floaty feeling. Just for a moment though. It came back when I stopped moving. I mellowed right into it.

"I'm going with it," he said. "My tests are never wrong. There are a lot of anomalies in your blood work. Nothing that's going to get in our way. Your blood is super oxygenated too, you'd make a great long distance runner."

I wanted to point out my short legs, but not as much as I wanted to chill. I was no stranger to enhanced states of consciousness, aka drugs, but whatever he'd given me was amazing. I'd never had anything like it.

He looked up as someone from the front of the ambulance talked to him. I let him. Well, I couldn't have stopped him if I'd wanted to. It was better to say I didn't care. I enjoyed the chance to float.

"All right, Amelia, we're here. I'll take you in and then hand you over to your regular doctor. Normally we'd make sure you were squared away, but special clauses in your contract state we're to stabilize you and bring you here. You're as stable as I can make you."

Me, stable? Yeah, right! I was tripping too good to laugh at him.

The side door of the ambulance slid open and— 

Side door? I thought Ambulances had rear doors? I couldn't remember how I'd been put in the ambulance, so maybe they'd loaded me in the side then too. Martina had come in from the back though, hadn't she? Fuck it, I had no idea and the meds were so good I didn't care.

I noticed the other shapes in the ambulance then. Other people. They picked up the stretcher with Cheeks at the head of it. One man at my feet was a white man with red hair. Why he thought the heat and sun of Arizona would be good for him was beyond me. The other guy in the back was decked out in a black and blue uniform, complete with a tactical vest and an honest-to-god submachine gun...These guys were serious!

They carried me in from the garage they'd parked in through some double doors and down a hallway. At the end I had to endure the discomfort of my happy place being shaken up while they transferred me to a regular hospital bed. The sheets had been warmed so it helped me slide back into the zone. That was nice.

"Hey Amelia, it was my pleasure saving your life today," Cheeks said as he hovered over me. "I don't know what that was all about, but it sounds like you did a good thing today. Whether it was your job or not, it takes a special person to risk their lives to help others. You hold on to that and stay special."

I followed him with my eyes as he turned and walked away. I wanted to say something, but I still couldn't manage more than a moan.

"Amelia, I really didn't expect to see you again so soon."

In my head I snapped my head over the other direction. In reality, it moved at a snail's pace until I saw the face that fit the voice. It was Doc Healz! He'd done my implants, upgrades, treatments, and checkups. I didn't know he was a trauma surgeon too. Why not? On top of being multi-talented the man was also tall enough to be a professional basketball player.

He checked the tablet in his hand and glanced me over. "I really didn't want you testing out your new dermal threading quite yet, if hasn't had a chance to set. If you'd give it a couple more days these wouldn't be as bad."

I managed to raise an eyebrow.

He smiled. "I know, you didn't have a choice. I'm going to put you out now, I've got some work to do and it's going to take a while. To be honest, I'm not sure how you're still awake. Between your injuries and the dosage AZ EMS gave you to hide the pain, you should be comatose. Not the first time you've surprised me though."

I watched him inject something into the IV that hung from a pole beside me and a moment later I felt the flush of heat in my arm. It went straight to my chest and then my head. My eyes fluttered for—
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A freight train, a heavy metal drummer, and an avalanche walked into my room at the same time. I squeezed my eyelids as tight as I could. If the noises of the machines in my room and people outside the room were that loud, I could only imagine how much the light would hurt.

Wait... people? Machines? What happened to me? Where was I?

I had to risk opening my eyes. The light slipped in and yeah, it hurt. My upgraded eyes had flare compensation built in, but it was a program that went off standard light levels, not the amount of pain the light caused me. Had I set a new world record for tequila consumption?

"Amy!"

My whole body jerked. The voice was so shrill and so loud it made me spasm from my toes to the top of my head. Moving like that made my body hurt almost as much as my head did.

"Hush, Lindy, you woke her up."

Was that Mr. Martinez?

I cracked an eye open again and endured the lasers darting straight into my brain. Lindy was there and so was Mr. Martinez. I didn't see Sophia or Martina. I tried to smile but the numbness in my lip made me think it probably came out as a snarl.

Lindy rushed in and leaned over the bed to give me a hug. I gasped. I wasn't sure what hurt the most, but I know I hurt all over the place. It was coming back to me though, the source of all this pain. I'd been shot. Like, really shot.

After Lindy backed away Mr. Martinez asked, "Amelia, how are you?"

If Lindy was here, where was Fenris? Lindy was a good kid and all, but I really wanted to see my little brother and let him know I was okay. I tried to talk and ask about him, but it felt like I'd garbled razor blades. My throat was dry and scratchy. I coughed to try to clear my throat. It didn’t help.

"Daddy, she needs water!" Lindy said.

"Of course," he said. He turned but Lindy beat him too it and rushed over to a sink in my room. She grabbed a paper cup and filled it from the faucet.

My right arm didn't work right. My left arm worked, but Lindy wanted to help so much she didn't give me a chance. She held the cup to my lips and I drank out of self-preservation. It hurt like hell, but each swallow eased the pain. A fair amount of it ran down my cheeks and neck too. I drained the small cup and moaned for her to end the water boarding.

"Thanks," I whispered. I tried to smile at her again. "I'm a little fuzzy, Mr. Martinez... is everyone okay?"

"Yes, Lindy, Sophia, and Martina are unharmed. They send their thanks."

I noticed a large floral arrangement on the counter in my room. Something that big probably cost a lot of money. I'd never gotten flowers before. Not from anybody.

"Is something wrong?" Mr. Martinez asked.

I blinked back the tears and shook my head.

"Then what is it?"

"It's nothing. I'm just being silly."

Lindy grabbed my hand and squeezed it. "I was scared. Thank you for saving me. All of us."

Aw fuck. I could stop those tears.

"Lindy, would you wait in the hallway, please?"

She squeezed my hand again and let go. "Sure, daddy."

Mr. Martinez waited until she stepped out and then he pulled the door shut. It gave me time to compose myself but I was worried now. Had I done something wrong? Did my medical bills cost too much?

"How are you?" he asked again.

With Lindy gone I took stock of myself and answered with as much honesty as I dared. "I don't know. I just woke up. Last I remember I... I remember a black man with nice cheekbones."

Mr. Martinez shook his head.

"Okay, well, before that I remember the Mustang. That was black too, but I don't think there's a coincidence. I pushed Lindy and tackled Sophia and Mrs. Martinez. After that things get a little foggy. I chased the Mustang, I think. I remember... I remember being dragged?"

He nodded. "Yes, you went after the men that shot at you. You ended up hurting the driver. He passed out a few blocks away and they crashed into another car. The passenger got away on foot, but I've seen to it that he's been taken care of. That was possible because of you."

"He passed out? What did I do to him?"

He glanced at my hand. "Your finger razors. You cut his shoulder and arm so deeply you severed the artery in it."

"I'm a badass," I mused. My eyes widened as I realized I let the thought slip out. "I'm sorry, Mr. Martinez. I'm—"

He waved it away. "You earned it."

I glanced around the room. It was nice, but not anything I recognized. “Where am I?”

“I had AZ EMS bring you to a research wing at ASU. Doctor Helzinger has overseen your recovery and... updates.”

My head was spinning. Arizona State University? Doctor Helzinger? Oh! Doc Healz. Duh. “AZ EMS, Mr. Martinez?”

“Martina and the girls have contracts. She called them and reassigned hers to you after the incident.”

Woah. “She did?”

“Yes. Martina and I had a long talk about you.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Martinez, I—”

He stepped closer and held out a hand to stop me. “You have nothing to be sorry about, hija.”

I frowned. Did he just call me daughter? My Spanish was shit, but I’d picked up bits and pieces since working for Mr. Martinez. Especially around his wife and daughters. Martina and Sophia loved to speak Spanish and screw me up. Sometimes I’d swear in Mayan just to mess with them.

My head was swimming again. It must have shown on my face because Mr. Martinez said, “I may not be back to see you again, but you will have visitors. Your brother believes you are on an out of town assignment for me, but he is being taken care of.”

That brought me back for a moment. “Fen? Who—”

He cut me off with a wave of his hand. “He is in capable hands and doing well with his classes. Rest, Amelia, and do as Doctor Helzinger tells you.”

I managed a nod but I wasn’t feeling sleepy. I wanted to get up. I needed to get up. To see my brother. To make sure he was okay.

Somebody turned the lights down in the room, which seemed odd. Rude, even. I had things to do. I wondered how I could get them back on. Was there a switch? OR maybe a button to call a nurse? I was still searching for it when the steady drip of the IV and the humming of the machines lulled me back to sleep.
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I was sitting up and eating Jell-O. Raspberry flavored, I think. It sucked. So did the dried out fake chicken patty and the instant mushed potatoes. That’s right, mushed. Not mashed. They were soupy and disgusting. But I was sitting up, so that was something.

A knock at my door made me lift my head. Healz was there, a tablet in his hand. He smiled and walked in, then slowed when he saw the disgust on my face.

A glance at the food and he guessed the source. “Sorry about that food. These facilities aren’t designed for long term stay. There aren’t any suitable kitchens nearby and the cafeterias on campus don’t have suitable food for someone recovering from a convalescence.”

I wasn’t sure what he’d just said. Guess that’s why  he made the big bucks, he could use big words.

“Anyhow, has anybody told you much about what happened?”

I shook my head. My brain didn’t hurt when I moved it anymore, which was nice. I had no idea how long I’d been in here, other than guessing it had been a few weeks based on some simple personal hygiene habits. Yes, I was telling time by how much hair had grown on my pits and pubes. Who needed a higher education when you could do that?

“Well, you’re an amazing young woman, Miss Foster.”

“Amelia,” I said.

He smiled and nodded. “Sure, sure, Amelia. Do you remember anything?”

“Not much,” I admitted. “A few weird images. Some cute black guy. Maybe a van that wasn’t a van? No! It was an ambulance, but it was weird...”

He nodded. “Yes, that was the AZ EMS ambulance. They customize the frames of very large vehicles and turn them into a mobile emergency room with room for support staff.”

I wanted to snap my fingers but either my nerves weren’t up to it or I was still too medicated. I’d seen something like that playing on a TV show Sophia and Lindy had been watching once.

“Good thing too, without their facilities I don’t think you would have made it.”

I sighed. “So what happened to me? Everybody keeps telling me how lucky I am and blah blah blah, but nobody will say what happened, exactly.”

“Yes, I don’t agree with the ignorance is bliss line of thought. You used your body as a shield to protect Mrs. Martinez and her daughter. Five bullets struck you. One in the right buttock that we had to remove, two in the right torso that chewed up a lot of skin but the treatments you’d already had caused them to deflect out and away from your internals. The next bullet struck square in your shoulder blade and cracked it. The final bullet is the biggest mystery I’ve ever seen in my medical career, and I’ve seen some impossible things.”

“Oh yeah? I’m a mysterious girl, Doc.”

“Yes you are,” he agreed. “I used to be a combat medic, Amelia. I once saw an arrow that pierced a man’s belly and passed clean through him without touching a thing other than his skin. That was a long time ago during the battle for San Francisco when the portal opened there. That was easier to explain than you.”

I spent the first five years of my life on Dark Earth, I knew what the arrows were like over there. I couldn’t imagine it being possible for a man to be shot through and not have any internal damage. “Okay, so what gives?”

“The fifth and final bullet hit you in the base of the skull. You were shot in the head, in one of the most fragile parts, and you are virtually unharmed.”

I stared at him. I get told a lot of things days after day. That I’d been shot in the head and survived is not one of them. 

“The bullet was slowed by the dermal threading we’d done in the past and earlier that day, which contributed to your survival. From there the angle was sufficient that it deflected off your skull and was then trapped by the dermal threading on the inside, with energy left to burn. It twisted down and came to a stop when it hit your second and third vertebrae. Bones were cracked, again, but they are healing nicely. I removed the bullet to prevent any future problems or impingements.”

“Sweet spirits,” I breathed. I tried to lift my right arm to touch the back of my head but I couldn’t lift it more than a few inches before the pressure in my shoulder and back turned to pain. I glanced at my left arm and saw the heavy bandage that was still wrapped around my elbow and forearm.

“That’s not all,” he said. “You cut your left forearm repeatedly. Witnesses reported you punched through a car window and were dragged by it.”

I nodded. “I heard that too. Pretty badass.”

“With two bullets in your body and one in your head,” He added. “The cuts in your arm were down to the bone in places. Then there’s your left foot and ankle—

He kept talking as I looked down at my foot. It was covered by my thin hospital blanket.
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