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    With my thanks for whatever force, be it cosmic or fate, that bought me my redemption.

      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    With my thanks for whatever force, be it cosmic or fate, that bought me my redemption.
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Prologue
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I stood at a window overlooking your standard military barracks housing. It was the middle of the night and the stars in the desert were always beautiful, but it was an ugly place. It was always an ugly place even if the scenery wasn’t. Good old Uncle Sugar never sent me anywhere that needed something nice. 

The nightmares had woken me again. This time it was a memory of a Humvee full of soldiers. We were on patrol, trying to laugh through our fear and the knowledge that we might not make it back. Some guys got to a point where they didn’t feel the fear anymore, which was usually just before they became completely psychotic. In the dream, Drummond had just made another horribly inappropriate joke about Newman’s mother and a goat when it happened. 

We were joking and rolling on when the fist of a small god slammed into the bottom of the Humvee. The pressure wave folded the vehicle like a burrito. Inside the Humvee, I thought I’d taken a full-body hit from every NFL Lineman who ever played. The air inside the Humvee seemed to magnify the pressure before I blacked out. I came to and couldn’t hear anything because of the ringing in my ears. I wasn’t sure if it was the blood streaming from my nose or the dust but I was choking, gagging while trying to breathe. I was seeing double and the orientation of everything was screwed or I was. The Humvee was upside down and I realized I was lying in the flat roof with pieces of my friends covering the cabin.

In real life, they were all dead as I crawled from the vehicle. But in the dream, they screamed for help. Drummond hung from his seatbelt, his neck broken and his head twisting from side to side. Blood leaked from his eyes as he begged me to save him. They all begged me to save them.

It was always like this. I had spent so much time in warzones that my subconscious could pick and choose which nightmare it wanted to torture me with on any given night. Lately, it had gotten worse. Lately, I had begun having the dreams even when I was awake. They were small moments of dissociation. I had seen it in others and sometimes a good break stateside was enough to ease the mind and get one back on track. But over the last three missions, I had realized something far worse. I had stopped fearing. I was numb, not just in battle but in everything. I couldn’t feel anything anymore. Which meant I was close to dying or cracking up. 

So I stood in the early morning and waited. When the sun rose I would board a plane and head back home. Head back to try and make a new life. I was going to try to be a normal man, find a nine-to-five, and live the suburban dream. It was the only thing I could think of to stop the degradation of self before I lost myself to anything but war. I stood in the darkness and shivered, hoping that I could change before it was too late.
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Chapter One
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I was standing outside a coffee shop on a cold blustery day in October. I took the first sip of coffee for the day and tried to kickstart my brain into gear. It was a cloudy day but it hadn’t started snowing yet and I was grateful.  My cheeks burned with the cold as the sun struggled to warm the earth.  The wind ripped through my pea coat and tried to suck the heat from my body. I hunched around the little cup like it was the last vestige of warmth in the world.  And in some ways, maybe it was. 

I was always great in the wars, but coming home was always much harder. So much emptier. So much lonelier.  I had spent a lot of my life in far-off places with angry people shooting at me.  Sometimes life seemed simpler there than back here surrounded by civilians.  The routine of life gets so much simpler when it’s on a survival basis.

My fingerless gloves cupping the lifeblood of the universe, I turned to head down the sidewalk. I was walking along an everyplace kind of street that could be found in any city.  Cement buildings and miles of glass made up a maze of life and work.  Traffic flowed both ways with its normal amount of honking and exhaust fumes to brighten a pedestrian's day.  

From out of nowhere I was tackled by a leather-clad harpy of black hair and curse words.  Knocked ass over tea kettle, I rolled on the sidewalk with the flailing fury as her momentum carried us towards the road.  I managed to stop us as a large box truck rolled along the street so close I could smell the tires and exhaust and feel the rumble under my head.  That was too close.  I wondered if taking a large steel belted radial to the head would improve my looks any.

I suddenly realized I was holding the woman on top of me.  I had managed to stop both of us from tumbling into the road and under the truck.  I made myself focus and realized that I was staring into the most striking green eyes I had ever seen.  A pale face with dark hair stared down at me.  Her lips were parted, almost pursed. I felt a shock travel down my spine and settle in my gut as I stared into her eyes.  It was that hard soul check you get when a bomb goes off a little too close for comfort or you hear the high-pitched whine of a bullet just past your ear.  

We both suddenly heard shouting coming towards us.  I glanced through the fall of her hair to see two men running up the sidewalk. I glanced back at her just in time to see her gamin grin and her eyes sparkle.  She looked like she was having the time of her life.

“Thanks for the save, lover," she said and kissed me.  The kiss made my soul rock and my bones shake.  With a little hip action behind the kiss she suddenly sprang up and took off like a track star.  Damn, that girl could run!

The two men huffed and puffed, passing me as I lay stunned on the sidewalk.  They weren’t talking or cussing, they were focusing on their breathing and driving their muscles into longer strides as their quarry sprinted away.  Shit, they were professionals.  Not your average thugs, but guys with some training. Not my problem, I told myself as my aching ribs left me wheezing. 

“Not your problem, asshole," I groaned aloud as the aftershock of the kiss rolled down my spine.  

“Ah, fuck," I yelled as I stood and sprinted after them.  Why in the hell did I have to be Captain Save-A-Hoe? What was wrong with me?  

I started running.  I was a little out of shape since the last deployment, and I found myself huffing as my used jump boots pounded the concrete. I lengthened my stride and tried to focus on anything other than the frigid air and my burning lungs.  The adrenaline rush crashed into me and set my nerves ablaze. But the pain calmed my mind as I caught sight of the dark-haired vixen ducking into an alley and the guys following.  I didn’t know what was going on, but someone owed me an explanation and a cup of coffee. Coffee was life and I wasn’t about to let that slide.

I slowed as I approached the alley.  Old instincts were kicking in and I listened at the corner instead of rushing in. Stopping at the corner I pulled a small piece of mirror from the pocket of the pea coat and used it to look low around the corner.  I may not have been in the wars anymore, but they were still in me.  I could see two men, one with black-haired and one blonde, standing in front of the dark-haired girl.  They were using good tactics, spread apart and moving to engage in unison.  

When attacked, unless the multiple attackers have a lot of experience together, the solo person has a big advantage.  I could see the girl had run into a wall of trash and couldn’t run any further.  She was squaring up into a good stance, but it was too rigid for the fluidity of the fight.  The guys moved too well. They weren’t new to this.  They were trained, either private security or mercenaries or, hell, both were a possibility really.

In case you didn’t know, I make bad decisions when a woman is involved. Like, I need a keeper, I really do. But hey, let's do it live is a foundational philosophy. It’s just not a good one—at least, not if you want to stay alive anyway.

“Where is it, Simone," the first one demanded.  Neither of the men were even breathing hard.  Shit, I was going to get my ass kicked. These guys were good and in shape.  The universe hated me.

“Fuck you," was the only response she gave.  At least she was eloquent.  Black hair guy drew a small frame polymer automatic from his waste.  He was already upping the violence level.  He didn’t need to.  It was sloppy work, and I hate sloppy mercs.  They give all of us a bad name.

I didn’t think about it, which was the story of my life honestly.  I picked up a loose brick from the alley floor, stepped out, and threw it at the back of the head of the dude with the gun.  I knew that whether it connected or not, I had to drop him first.  I rushed forward.

The girl, Simone, saw me throw the brick and didn’t hesitate.  She took one long stride forward and kicked blondie right in the balls.  It was one of those kicks meant to deprive his next three generations of children. The kind that can change a man’s religion, or at least his singing range for life.

The brick connected with the second guy's head and he lurched forward. I was just behind him and managed to land a poorly aimed kick to the back of his knee.  Just like in the basic field manual, he crumbled to his knees and I was able to grab him around the neck from behind with one arm.  Instead of breaking his neck like we were taught, I punched the sweet spot in the side of his neck twice to render him unconscious before spinning to the other man.

But he was already down.  Simone was treating him to some heavy boot action and he was already out and probably half dead.  I lunged towards her and pulled her away, my arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her into the air.  She was almost as tall as me, but I could tell she was very much a woman. She was built like a model from a hundred Renaissance paintings.  Damn, she was hot.

I set her down and she immediately threw a spinning back fist meant to clear out my teeth.  I caught it.  Just that, all reflex, I caught her arm and just held it.  Our eyes met and the heat of battle flashed through her eyes and flushed her cheeks.  I had never seen a more beautiful woman in my life.

Before I realized it, she had rolled her arm to escape my grasp. She grabbed the lapels of my pea coat and slammed her body into mine.  Her mouth fed greedily at mine, her lips feasting on mine as we locked into a kiss, our bodies pressed into one another’s like we were doing something meant for candles and bedsheets.  I felt a resounding shock of energy like I had licked a live wire.  Her soft but muscular body ground against mine as I fisted her hair and pushed her mouth further onto mine.  My fingers dug into the soft swell of her ass as she greedily clawed at my back.

The guy she had stomped groaned and stirred causing her to jump back from me.  She looked around at the carnage and then back at me.  After a couple of seconds, she started walking towards the mouth of the alley.  I just stood there stupidly.  The shift from violence to seduction was a little quick for me.  She stopped maybe ten steps away and glanced back over her shoulder.

“You coming Gaeth," she asked. I just stared.  How did she know my name?

“I’ve been looking for you for a while," she said.  I could see a smile quirking the corner of her mouth.  I followed her out of the alley, wondering what in the hell I had just gotten myself into. Simone was pulling ahead of me and I had to jog a little to keep up. 

“Where are we going," I asked. I couldn’t help but notice how her jeans clung to the swell of her ass and how her hair moved over her leather jacket as she stalked ahead of me.  She didn’t really walk. It was more of a sway of movement. She was an example of art in the perfect motion of the female form.

“Just a block or two," she said softly over her shoulder. Her voice was sultry but deep. Gaeth, old boy, you’re in trouble.  I caught my reflection in a store window as we passed by.  A little over six feet. Black hair and beard neat and trimmed but a little mussed from the fight.  A black pea coat, blue jeans, and jump boots completed the look. All the clothes covered the full-sleeve tattoos on my arms and some of the rest of my body, but you could still see my unit emblem tattooed on my neck just above the collar of the coat.

“A block or two where," I asked.

Simone just pointed.  Ahead was a bright yellow truck with an amazing sugar skull painted on the back doors. It was a beautifully decorated food truck.  The truck was older but it was obvious the owner took great pride in it.  If it was as clean on the inside as on the outside, the food was definitely going to be good.

“It’s Tuesday,” she said with a laugh. “Doesn’t everyone eat tacos on Tuesdays?”  That laugh had the blood leaving my brain and filling other areas that didn’t need the help despite the cold.

Before I could ask anything else, Simone stepped up to order.  A Latino man of about fifty smiled warmly at her.  He had a bright smile and hard eyes. This was a man of large passions and the capacity for violence.  He’d feed you with a smile and probably cut you just as freely.  He was probably a good man who had just seen too many hard times.  I could understand that. 

“Simone, love of my life, where have you been," he asked.

“Looking for my tacos you old lecher," she replied, smiling at the man.  It was obvious from the warmth between them that they were friends.

“For you, my love, anything," he said dramatically.  Glancing over at me, his eyebrows raised slightly and I could see his hand drift under the counter.  I could just about guarantee the safety had just been taken off of a gun.  

“He with you?” the old man asked with less warmth and a creeping danger in his voice. This was not a fight I wanted to have. I held my hands up to show that they were empty and tried to look harmless. Simone glanced at me and then back to him.  

“This is Gaeth," she said simply.  She didn’t say anything else, just looked at him.  The old man’s arm relaxed and his eyes warmed from the level of murder to just wary suspicion.

“So you found him," he asked.  “Simone, are you sure?”  He was obviously concerned, but I didn’t understand why.

“We’ll find out, won’t we," she replied before turning to me.  “What would you like," she asked.

“Do you have any coffee?” I asked hopefully. “I lost mine rather suddenly,” I told him, glancing at Simone.

Simone's face suddenly looked stricken.  “I’m so sorry," she said, stumbling in her words, “I didn’t mean...”. Before she could continue, the old man began howling with laughter. Simone glared at him.

“And what are you laughing at," Simone asked with heat in her voice.

“You, chica," he chortled, “I’ve never seen you concerned for anyone.  You must like him, eh?  I feel a little jealous," he said as he set a plate of tacos on the bar.  He clutched at his heart dramatically and made out like he would swoon before straightening back up.

The old man looked at me. “No coffee, I’m afraid, but do you like tamales," he asked.  The man was a street dealer and he was going to get me hooked on his food.  I could tell if I took one bite, I’d be an addict.

“Absolutely," I said, my mouth watering.

“I’m Ramone, and these are for you,” he said, reaching into the back of the truck and pulling out two foil-wrapped bundles.

“I’ll pay you. I don’t want anything for free," I told him. 

“No, no, no, anyone who gets that reaction out of the Great Simone deserves a tamale," he said and chortled again.  I turned and watched Simone begin to stalk off, chomping a taco furiously.  I swear it looked like she was blushing. 

“Hurry, my friend. Don’t let her get away,” he called as I began to follow her.

Stuffing a tamale in my mouth, I caught up to Simone as she moved away like a graceful dream. To be honest, I didn’t have a clue as to what was going on but she owed me a cup of coffee and an explanation.  I was intrigued by the situation, but I also hadn’t felt this alive in months. Nothing like getting into a fight and making out with a mysterious woman to liven up the day.

“So, would you like to tell me what’s actually going on now, or are you just going to smother me in silence," I asked. Honestly, I could think of other ways she could smother me. I mean, my beard was awfully dry, but business first.

“What makes you think I owe you anything," she asked. I stopped following her.  I was never in the habit of chasing a woman who didn’t want to be chased and I’d be damned if I started now. 

“Have it your way," I said and turned on my heel.  I’d saved her life. I didn’t need her attitude.  I started walking the other way, which was probably the smartest thing I’d done all day. Before I got maybe fifteen steps, I felt a gentle hand on my arm. I stopped and turned slightly.  Simone's hair was moving in the frigid wind and her breath fogged.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a bitch.  I’ll explain when we get to my place.  It’s safe there," she said, glancing around uneasily.

“Oh, please tell me you’re inviting me for coffee,” I asked. Coffee was my life goal right now, and it was also a euphemism for other things, so if she said yes, it was a win either way. Simone smiled slightly, her eyes twinkling with humor.  

“Yes, I will make you coffee," she said, “and maybe other things if you're lucky”.

I fell into step beside her as we headed to her place.  The day was looking up!
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Chapter Two
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Simone led me down a back alley between two industrial buildings.  We walked around the back of the buildings where she stopped at a metal door.  The paint had flaked here and there, letting rust pit the steel.  The ancient brick of the building was chipped and stained with layers of graffiti each overlaying the last in some strange Rorschach-like mosaic until I couldn’t tell what was recent and what was old.  She unlocked the door and threw her shoulder into it so that it would open.  She led the way up the old wooden steps.  I pushed the door closed behind me and followed her up.

We entered a loft on the second floor.  High ceilings and open air greeted us.  Sparse but tasteful furniture was arranged in little islands of civilization, leaving vast stark areas of emptiness in between.  The place had a heavy oriental feel to it.  There was a folding shoji screen for changing and beautiful carpets on the old wooden floor.  Oriental paintings adorned the walls. I could see a kimono-style silk robe hanging in a corner.  A nice kitchen set up was along one wall and a beautiful four-poster bed was arranged along another.  It was a room full of contrasts. Simone went straight to her kitchenette and started running water into a coffee maker. This lady may be marriage material, I thought to myself.

“Toss your coat on the rack by the door and make yourself comfortable," she said over her shoulder.

“How comfortable," I asked with a grin.

“Not that comfortable,” she said, giving me a grin and glancing over her shoulder. I couldn’t help but laugh.  

“You have a nice place," I said, looking around and taking everything in.

“Thank you," she said.  “My father was English and my mother was Japanese.  I try to keep both heritages active in my life.”

“It looks like you’ve mingled them well," I said. I walked over and sat on the beautiful couch.  Most designer couches were uncomfortable or hard as a brick.  This one was so soft it almost swallowed me whole.  For a minute, I was afraid it was a mimic, and I was about to be devoured.  But no teeth emerged so I relaxed into it.  Simone continued to putter in the kitchen and the heady smell of coffee being brewed filled the air around me.  It was one of those happy little moments in a life full of pain.  One of those moments to be cherished when times got hard again.  I watched as Simone got down two mugs and added some cream to hers from the old Fridgedair.  She took her time pouring the dark coffee into the cups and I couldn’t help but marvel as I watched. The sunlight streamed in through the windows bathing her in its soft warmth.  The black of her clothes and hair was a striking contrast to the paleness of her skin. The warm glow of her cheeks added a sprinkle of color to the scene. She moved gracefully in her environment. 

“So, why were those guys after you," I asked.

“What, no foreplay," she bantered.

“This is foreplay," I told her.

“That’s disappointing," she said and stirred the cream into her coffee.

“It doesn’t have to be," I told her as she brought me a steaming mug.  My mind stilled with that first sip and a shiver ran up my spine.  It was a full-on coffeegasm and a well-deserved one.  Some things were just that amazing.  We sat and sipped in silence for a few minutes.  It was an immediately companionable silence, which didn’t happen often.  It was rare to find someone to be that comfortable with so quickly.  Damned rare, really.  

“So, why were those guys after you," I asked again.

“You don’t give up, do you," she asked.  

“Nope, it’s a failing of mine," I said.

“And if I said that was my business," she asked.

“Okay,” I said, putting one hand behind my head while resting the coffee cup on one knee.

“Just like that, just okay," she asked.

“Yep, okay," I said.

“You are a rather infuriating man, do you know that," she asked with a twinkle in her eye.

“I’ve been told that," I said, baiting her.  “I don’t have to know your business.  I’ve got a good bit I don’t share myself.  But I did risk life and limb to save you back there," I told her.

“Yes, you did, and I’m grateful," she said. “But do you even know what you are?”

“A soldier, a mercenary, a giant pain in the ass," I asked.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know if you wanted that list chronologically or sequentially.”  She laughed at me.

“Do you have any idea as to why you were suddenly compelled to help me," she asked.  

“You have beautiful eyes," I replied in answer to her question.

“Are you ever going to give me a straight answer," she asked.

“One day, maybe," I said.  Then I sobered.  “Look, I try not to think about what I am.  I’m just a guy used to rough times and a rougher life.  I do what I have to.”

“I think you are much more than that," she said.

“Yeah, Uncle Sam told me to be all I could be, and here I am,” I said, gesturing expansively. I wasn’t sour about it. Not at all.  

“You really don’t know, do you," she asked.

“Know what," I asked back.

“Have you ever heard the term Aegis," she asked.

“Like the shields or cloaks in Greek mythology or as in operating under the protection of another," I asked.

“Very good," she said, “but more the first instead of the last”.

“Now who’s talking in riddles," I asked.

“There is a very powerful man," she said.  “He wants to control me.  We had a brief relationship until I found out that he didn’t want me, just to own me like chattel.  Those men work for him," she explained.

“See, that was easy," I said to her.  But I could tell it bothered her.  This guy bothered her.

“It could have been easier," she said with a smirk.

“Probably true," I said.  “So, what do you want from me?”

“I want your help," she said.  “I don’t know that I can protect myself for much longer.  Not without someone to watch my back.  I want you to be my Aegis, my protection from the gods, so to speak.”

“I don’t think I’m anything sent by the gods," I told her.

“In my world, there are women known as Syphers," she told me.  “Each Sypher has a different power.  We’ve been called a lot of things over the centuries.  Witches, demons, sorceresses among others.  But we’re just people with a few extra abilities.  We’re not evil.  Some of us can control the weather, others can inspire feelings, and some can even see snippets of the future.  These women have protectors called Aegis.  These Aegis have their own powers and abilities.  You have that blood in your veins, in your DNA.  It’s passed down from father to son or mother to daughter through the generations. When a Sypher and an Aegis bond, it is for lifetimes, each cycle being reborn to find one another throughout time.  I want that bond to be with you. I want you to be my Aegis.”

“I think you may have been hit on the head in that fight," I said and started to get up.

“Why did you feel so compelled to help me," she insisted.  “I knew the moment I saw you, felt your energy mix with mine.  But let me ask you something.  You’ve learned the hard way to mind your own business, so why help me," she asked.

“Because I’m chronically stupid," I half asked, half stated.

“I doubt that very much," she said.  “There’s already a bond of sorts between us.  You felt it when our eyes met.  Would you deny it?”  I thought back to that moment.  I had definitely felt something. I still felt something towards this strange woman.  She made me relax when I didn’t know how.  I was at ease in a lifetime of unease.  That had never happened before.

“So, say I buy any of this," I said, “then what?”

“Well, first we get to know each other," she said.  “If we get along half as well as I know we will, we will form a Bonding,”

“A Bonding," I asked.

“It is a metaphysical bond with many different elements," she explained.  “It enhances our natural abilities and grants us greater protections.  It also allows us greater intimacy in each other's minds and souls. It is a hundred times more intense than marriage and can last far longer.”

“Sounds complicated," I said.

“Sometimes it is, but it can also be very simple," she said.

“And what then," I asked.

“We live, we love," she said.

“Love," I asked.  I didn’t even know what that felt like anymore.  

“Yes, love," she said.  “You’ve been in love before, haven’t you?”

“I’m not sure," I said and I wasn’t.  I’d spent the last couple of decades in war. I didn’t know anything else anymore.  I wondered, alone in the dark of night, if things like love or happiness had been permanently cauterized from my soul.  Fighting just seemed like all I was good for anymore.  I doubted I had the capacity for anything else. Somewhere cold and alone, those feelings had been carved out of me.  And maybe I had even done it to myself.

“I’m sorry for that," she said.  And she appeared to be.  

“Hey, I’m all good," I said.  “Nothing wrong with me.” No one popped up screaming liar liar pants on fire so I thought I was doing well.

“It’s ok, Gaeth, we’ll find you again," she said.  

“Well, if you meet me, tell me about me some time," I said.  Which was a completely solipsist statement, to say the least. But maybe I didn’t know who I was anymore.  So many pieces had been lost along the way and in far-off places.  

“I’ll help you, even if you won’t help me," she said.

“Why," I asked. No one did anything for free.

“Because you need someone to help you," she said, “whether you know it or not.”

“I don’t believe I can be helped," I said. And I meant that. Besides, I probably didn’t deserve help, at least I didn’t believe I deserved it anyway.

“Then you don’t have anything to lose, do you," she asked.  I chuckled.  No, I didn’t have anything to lose.  I had wandered over to the windows as we talked.  Simone walked up behind me and I felt her press herself into my back.  Her soft breasts pressed into me as she wrapped her arms around me, her cheek resting on my shoulder blade.  She hugged me like that for a long time and I felt myself relax against her in ways I hadn’t felt in a long time.  I slowly turned in her arms.  She tilted her face up to look at me and the sunlight filled her eyes with a rainbow of colors.  

I lowered my mouth to hers and we kissed.  It started gently, but I felt a fire burn deep within me.  Sparks seemed to shoot through my soul and something clicked in me.  If I believed in auras, I would say that ours brushed together and melded.  For one moment that bled into an eternity, we were one person, linked and burning in an energy that was so much more than passion.  It was the singularly most intense kiss I had ever felt. After a moment or an eternity, she pulled away from me.

“Are you going to insist that you felt nothing from that either," she asked, breathing hard.

“I never said I didn’t feel anything from any of it," I told her.  “But it is a lot to believe in one sitting.”

“That is true,” she said. “Just give me a little time, and work with me until I can prove it to you.”

“Well, I don’t have anything better to do," I said and pulled her in for another kiss.  It was just as passionate as the first. I let her go and took a deep breath.

“So, what now," I asked.

“Coffee," she asked.

“Coffee," I agreed and followed her back into the kitchen.  She poured us both a fresh cup and we stood sipping in silence.

“So, those two guys," I started.

“You never let go of anything," she said with a snort.

“Are they the only ones chasing you," I asked, “or are there lions and tigers as well?”

“When those two report back that they lost me Jareth will probably fire them or kill them," she said.

“Jareth is your stalker," I questioned.

“Former lover," she said, “and yes he is now my stalker.”

“Why," I asked.

“What Jareth cannot have, he will take by force," she told me.  This Jareth sounded like a swell guy.  Took his relationships right out of the Sid and Nancy handbook.  

“What I was going to ask was if anyone else was after you," I said.

“Why would anyone else be after me," she asked.

“Call it a hunch," I said.  And it was just a hunch.  But I had learned to trust my hunches well beyond reasoning.  A woman this hot and violent would have other enemies.

“My mother came from a powerful family," she said. “There are those who resented her marrying for love. It has created issues that still echo today.  There are those who would force me to return, and there are those who would kill me for what I am.  Does that scare you," she asked.

“No," I said.  “People trying to kill me is kinda normal for me.  I just want to know what I’m up against.”

“Give me time," she said, “a lady has to have her secrets.”  I agreed, but if I was going to have people try to kill me, those secrets wouldn’t remain secret for long.  Of that I was sure.

“We should get some rest," she said.  “Jareth isn’t likely to give up and he will be more inclined to move after dark.”

“Sounds fair," I said, and we settled in for nightfall.
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Chapter Three
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The sun slowly set as Simone and I rested.  I had a hunch that things would get sporty after dark so I napped on her couch and she in a well-worn chair that obviously knew her body as intimately as I wanted to.  We talked about this and that as we settled in, but both of us avoided the heavy conversations that hung in the air between us.  It should have felt weird but it didn’t.  It felt like we belonged together, doing this forever.  Which was crazy, right?  We both dozed fitfully in the comfortable silence that followed. I wasn’t sure how long we napped but I woke before Simone. I watched as she slowly stirred awake.  It was a beautiful sight.  She looked at me for a moment, lost between sleep and wakefulness before smiling at me.

“So you didn’t run away," she said.  I think she was a little surprised by that.

“Where would I run to," I asked.

“Anywhere but here," she asked right back.

“Why would I," I wanted to know.

“Because all of this sounds insane and you barely know me," she said and stretched languidly.

“All very true, but I trust my instincts," I told her, “and for now they say I should be here.”

“Then I am glad for your instincts," she said.  “Are you hungry," she asked.

“Starving," I said.  I had been considering whether the arm of the sofa would be tasty or not, but I decided I didn’t need the extra fiber.

“How about sandwiches," she asked.

“If there’s mayonnaise," I asked hopefully.

“Of course, how can you have a sandwich without mayonnaise," she asked.  Definitely wife material right there.  I did refrain from making any ‘white stuff’ jokes as being both too childish and just too easy.  There was a loud thump from outside and Simone spun towards the sound, a knife materializing in her hand.

“A little jumpy are we," I asked.

“Just being cautious," she said with an embarrassed sigh.  She was obviously more on edge than she should have been.

“If I’m making you uncomfortable, I can give you some space," I told her.

“No, it’s not that," she said.

“Then what is it," I asked.

“This whole thing with Jareth has me on edge," she said.  “But, then again, I’m always on edge these days.”

“Having a stalker will do that to you," I said.

“It’s not just Jareth," she said, “it’s...”  The lights in the room dimmed before she could finish her sentence and a tinkling gong sound echoed throughout the flat.  It sounded like a gentle hurricane had punched a gong in the face with a handful of windchimes. And yes I realize that doesn’t make much sense, but there it is.

“What’s going on” I asked Simone, getting ready for something nasty.

“Something has hit my wards," she said.

“Hit your what," I asked.

“My wards," she said.  “Think of them as a barrier or a shield that is very hard to cross.”

“You mean shields like in a sci-fi movie," I demanded.

“No, well yes, I mean no," she said in frustration, “oh, just never mind.”

“That made sense," I told her.  She glared at me.

“So are we in danger or was that like a proximity alert," I asked.

“I believe we are safe for now," she said but I could see the apprehension on her face.

“You know, it’s the ‘for now’ part that bothers me," I told her.

“I promised you we would live and love, not that it would be easy," she said with a laugh.  “Most likely some rogue beast has wandered into the wards, or one of Jareth’s minions has hit them and is now a pile of ash," she said with a smile.

“That’s handy," I said.  “Has Jareth been probing your lines for long?”

“My wards," she corrected, “and yes, he has a few times, but nothing this serious.”

“Ok then, are we getting those sandwiches," I asked.

“Just like that, from fight to sandwich," she demanded.

“A man's gotta eat," I said, “besides, I might need to keep my strength up for later.”

“Got plans," she asked.

“Well, maybe not plans," I told her, “more like ideas. Perhaps even fantasies.”

“I’m sure you do," she said with a delighted chuckle.  She turned back to making the sandwiches.  “The tattoo on your neck, that’s your unit emblem?”

“It was," I said.  

“What happened," she asked while loading mayonnaise and cheese on a slice of bread.

“They died, I didn’t," I said, “nothing more to say really,”

“I’m sorry," she said and looked down at the counter.

“Yeah, me too," I told her.  There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t think about them, didn’t miss them.  There wasn’t a day that I wouldn’t choose to have died with them or to have died so that one of them could have lived.  It burned like a hot brand in my soul and never went away.

“How long ago," she asked.

“It’s been six years," I told her, “I don’t talk about it.”

“Why not," she asked.

“It won’t bring them back," I said with a sigh and looked at my feet.  I felt her hand touch my shoulder and then she hugged me.  She hugged me tight enough that I felt like we would become one person for a moment and I just stood there not knowing what to do or how to react.  She held me as I processed through everything I was feeling.

“Why the tattoo," she asked, still holding me.

“So that I would remember," I said, “so that everyone who sees me will see what we were, what they died for.”

“I can understand that," she said and gently released me.  She turned back to the counter and then handed me my sandwich. I was just about to take a bite when the large oval mirror near her bedroom area began to flash.  The entire glass of the mirror flashed with light, once, twice, then three flashes in a row.  It was like some bizarre S.O.S.

“Um, so what’s that," I asked.

“Shit," she shouted, “look out!”  The mirror began to ripple and bow outwards.  I ducked behind the little island in the kitchen and Simone rolled behind the couch.  I peeked over the island to see two large muscled green arms emerging through the glass and out into the room.  Oh damn, this was going to be some horror movie shit, I just knew it.

A head was pushing through the glass.  Except it wasn’t glass anymore.  The surface seemed to ripple like water as the creature continued to force itself through.  I could still see parts of the room reflected in its surface, but it was definitely no longer glass.  

The mirror continued to give silver breech birth to a large muscular being.  I glanced over at Simone and back to the mirror.  The full green torso had emerged from the mirror and, whatever it was, it was jacked.  Muscles rippled over other muscles in the torso and abdomen.  Its upper body was riddled with scars and tattoos that formed weird geometric patterns along the thing’s skin.  It continued to pull itself out of the mirror, both legs coming free of the silver surface with an audible pop.  The green giant finally stood erect as the surface of the mirror resettled back to glass. Now would the green giant be jolly or angry, that was the question.

As it stood erect I could tell the figure was definitely male.  He stood close to seven feet tall and about as wide as an entire barn.  His black hair was cut in the old military I’m an asshole high and tight.  His eyes glowed a faint red over a nose that had been broken, a lot, and possibly set with a sledgehammer.  He had full lips and his canines protruded around them slightly.  Hey, a fellow carnivore, the smart-ass part of my brain noted.  His neck was thick enough that it almost blended with his shoulders and he had the classic taper that so many bodybuilders wanted and almost none achieved.  His quads were as big as my torso, for crying out loud.  Blood seemed to be leaking down his stomach from under worn leather armor.  He swayed somewhat as he held up a rolled piece of paper in his right hand.  

“Oh, sandwiches," he said brightly before collapsing face-first onto the floor.  

“Simone, what the fuck," I asked.

“Grin," she shouted and ran over to the figure.

“Grin," I asked.

“It’s his name," she said, “now help me.”  I walked over to look at the behemoth lying on the floor.

“With what," I asked.  Apparently, I had never put the sandwich down, so I took a bite.

“Help me roll him over," she said, “he’s hurt.”

“Fine," I said and set my sandwich down.  I grabbed the giant by one shoulder and helped Simone heave him over onto his back.  I found the latches at the shoulders of the leather armor and pried them free.  Simone pulled the armor from his chest with a thick wet sound.  That wasn’t good!  Two long gashes ran down his torso from nipple to abdomen. Something must have managed to gore him under the armor or through it. I didn’t smell shit so his bowels probably hadn’t been perforated.  He had some serious body odor but I could deal with that.  

“I need a med kit," I told Simone, “now!”  Simone hustled to a closet and brought back a full trauma medical pack.  I opened the main section and found gloves. Simone had gone to a desk and come back with a flashlight.  I started a trauma assessment from head to foot but didn’t find any other blood or apparent injuries. I didn’t know how to check the things pupils, so I skipped it.  I pulled out a couple of Israeli bandages, some clotting agent and some four by fours and started wiping away the blood.  He had two cuts along the front of his chest maybe eight to ten inches long.  Both were already beginning to clot.  I grabbed an abdominal pad from the bag and applied direct pressure to the wounds for a couple of moments while I counted his breaths and tried to figure out how to tell if someone was hypoxic if they had green skin. 
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