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The man sighed as he cradled the infant in his arms. “Well, I reckon we’re stuck with you, eh?” 

“We” being him and his occasional bedmate of several years. The woman had been warned long ago by his friends and family that he was not the sort to set down roots. He had a short attention span and a hardy appetite. And yet she continued to meander around, foolishly believing herself capable of taming his wild soul. Just like all the other women before and after her.

Unlike most of them, however, the poor girl contributed to his steady pool of bastards. Two sons came and went before their first daughter, a hardy little thing with a “nice set of lungs” on her. The first boy was stillborn and premature. The man scolded her for getting sentimental and naming the brat, but he’d done up the small sign for its equally pitiful grave. Willis. The second, Wilhelm, barely lasted a fortnight. He uttered only a series of weak yelps, and more by the way of coughing fits.

“This one’s got a nice set of lungs on her.”

He seemed proud. The woman, Anne, weak of chin but strong of heart, was relieved. He’d promised once before to toss any weak children into the river. But not this one.

Svenja had a nice set of lungs.

Healthy in every way imaginable, Svenja grew into a robust child. She wasn’t a pretty child, nor was puberty any kinder to her. Her jaw was too strong, her build too boyish, her legs too long. While her younger and easier-on-the-eyes sister concerned herself with household tasks and filled her head with childish fancies, Svenja was being trained to wield a bow and greatsword. Whereas her hands gained calluses and her nose broken and twisted, Senta’s were soft and well maintained, with nary a mark or blemish upon her fair skin.

The handsome daughter-son and the petite beauty. The bullheaded fighter and the aspiring scholar.

It sounded good on paper, but their home life was anything but stable. Aside from stopping by to warm their mother’s bed or spar with Svenja, the man was virtually nonexistent. Aside from his fickle nature, the man was a mercenary and frequently on the road. What support he provided was minimal, or comprised gifts. Books and scraps of paper for the overeager Senta, jewelry for her mother, nothing for Svenja, who made it clear that she would not be appeased by trinkets or blood money.

“You shouldn’t be so hard on him,” they said. “He’s your father,” they said. She was no fool; she knew she was lucky to have a father at all, when so many children were unfortunate enough to have neither parent. But she could not respect a man who broke her mother’s heart over and over again, or instilled false hope and expectations in his youngest daughter. No one wanted to speak ill of him when they could cut down the other, or until the drink was all gone.

For years, she stood by and did nothing. While he was off chasing after wanted men or cavorting with women half his age, Svenja was working to ensure her sister’s hands did not grow to resemble hers or their mother’s. Senta was a pure and gentle spirit, not yet ready for the harshness of the world. It was up to Svenja to fend off the horde of vultures drifting over her sister, as though she were a rotting corpse dumped on the street.

“If you want to get to her, you’ll have to go through me.”

An imposing figure and a formidable fighter, all it took was one look to send the boys and most men running. The few who held little value for their life (usually strangers), had the pleasure of being tossed into the river or dangled over the mountain. It exasperated her poor sister, who, unlike Svenja, actually fancied the idea of starting a family of her own. She also valued the freedom to choose, which their father did not take in mind when he sent eligible bachelors her way. And Svenja, while well meaning, was no better.

Svenja was on a winning streak when the latest contender challenged her directly. A short and frail woman, weighing no more than one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or send the woman away, but they insisted all the same. “If you can knock me off my feet for ten seconds, she’s all yours.”

“Oh, is that all?”

When Svenja came to, she found herself short of two teeth and with a massive headache. Standing over with shared looks of concern were Senta and the small contender. It came as no surprise that Senta would befriend the Chosen. She was ever smitten with the unknown and fantastical, but it was a mean prank, regardless.

Svenja took the hint and begrudgingly bowed out of her sister’s personal affairs. The strain on their relationship increased as Senta was taken more and more by the unnatural lot. Svenja cared little for magic in any shape or form, and had until now only humored Senta’s strange obsession with books and the arcane. But learning of her sister’s sincerity and poor choice of company made her uneasy.

And afraid.

“The ground’s gone sour.” It had taken her nineteen years to realize why her father could not set roots, only make tracks. Like it or not, she was irrelevant in her small town, and increasingly restless from the lack of stimuli. Working among the local guard could not sate it, nor could the scrappy mountain boys or the occasional straggler.

She followed along in her father’s steps, just like he’d intended when he took her under his wing all those years ago. Fell in with a small band of seasoned vets and youngsters, such as herself. From small skirmishes to collecting bounties, there was plenty of work to be had. And she was good at it.

She thrived.
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We, the Drones, moved as one. Our footsteps were in perfect sync, from years of training started in early youth. We came to a stop in front of our respective lockers. 

There was a solitary clack as each door automatically flung open. It was time to change into our civilian clothes, dark gray jumpsuits and black boots, adorned with yellow patches and laces, a small honeycomb stitched into the left shoulder. Not so different from our heavy black armor and helmets, but something of relief all the same. Our bodies felt lighter than air in the civvies. I, for one, preferred the lighter attire.

Jackson, the constant partner to my left or back, felt at home in the gear. She was built more for fighting than my fragile frame. I barely made the height requirements, whereas Jackson towered in at over 6 ft. She had a well-sculpted body, skin brown with warm orange-red undertones. Her hair was buzzed short, like a new recruit, but it worked wonders for her round face.

I, on the other hand, was 5’2 and more on the slimmer side. I had muscles and abs of my own, but they were nothing out of the ordinary; just enough to show that I was a part of the service. No civilian needed to be this fit or active. But by all rights, I should be one of them. Or, at the very least, a cook, like the rest of my family.

I was willing to go with my predestined path; not quite a Drone but not a civilian, either. A combat chef, I mused to myself. But the Hive had more in store for me. I was just as surprised as the rest of my family when I was taken for advanced training. Mother cried, but father beamed with pride. Not even my older brother could break the chain, despite him being a far better candidate than I ever was. But then again, Sean had a problem with authority.

I know for a fact that Jackson comes from a long line of fighters, a few who even fought in the resistance. She was not one to brag, but smiled when she admitted to being recruited with zero effort. I can only imagine, given her early growth spurt.

She gave me a curious look, one hand poised above her head to douse herself in cleansing powder. “Everything all right there, Vasilevsky?”

Was I staring? “Everything is performing nominally,” I said with haste.

“You aren’t going to shower first?” She gestured with the box to the jumpsuit I’d been absentmindedly stepping into.

“Oh, I...I’ve never been one for public showers.” In truth, I despised the powder. It was worse than gel and only provided a temporary fix.

She leaned against my locker, lips curled in amusement. “That’s funny, you’ve never been this shy before.”

That was because I’d never looked at her this way—until now. Flabbergasted, I could only shake my head. “Forgive me, I’m not myself today.”

“I’ve noticed. You’ve been distracted all day. I admit I’ve been worried.”

“You have?” I felt a slight swell in my chest. Not quite pride but...

“Of course. When one Drone stumbles, we all fall.”

And like that, the feeling plummeted to the pit of my stomach. “Of course. I’ll be better, worry not.” I wanted to vomit, but calmly pulled on my jumpsuit and worked on my boots.

Our five-minute respite ended just as I was smoothing out invisible wrinkles from my suit. Any lockers left open were shut at the sound of the bell, and I turned to join the last formation of the day. In my haste, or nervousness, I could not say, I fell out of step. That out of sync tap of my foot rang out like a gunshot, but I was quick to correct it.

I tried to focus on the promise of a proper shower. A hot shower. Today was a long one, in the sense that we did little more than patrol the outskirts of the city. Our unit was tasked with protecting the people from themselves, unlike the Wasps. Oh, how I envied them! To be out of the city proper, beyond the colony entirely, to the very stars themselves!

But alas, my fear of heights keeps me grounded. I’ll never be able to pilot a ship, or tolerate extensive travels through the Milky Way or possibly, galaxies beyond our own.

The march to our apartment block was briefly halted to allow the second shift passage. We placed our right hands against our left shoulders and nodded our respects. Aside from a few early morning burglaries, the first shift was always the easiest. Second shift was always harder; curfew breakers, shirkers, and victimless crimes occurred more in the late hours. The third shift could go either way, though only the bold would be out past 2400. I personally planned to take full advantage of this week’s schedule, and would be in bed long before then.

The apartment block consisted of several tall buildings, rising out of the ground like tombstones made from obsidian. I could see a series of lights from the thin slits that served as windows. My room was near the very top, on the sixth floor. It was a cruel twist of fate.







OEBPS/images/486a70a0-f920-4c5c-9806-e5dcdbc2fe10.png





OEBPS/images/f99bad70-4e6a-49aa-afcf-f5983be041a4.png
~







