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Prologue




Solitary in its predominance, the inferno burned. 

For uncounted years the courtship between hydrogen and helium writhed within the core content in their pleasures, immune to prying eyes.

Their courtship produced offspring called fusion that snaked its way to the surface and leaped to freedom. Heat, light and radiation fled into the cold of space to travel until they struck a solid object. Free, a powerful flare leaped from the confines of the corona and made open space. But its journey did not last. 

Space wavered as if from a flame, but this distortion was not from any natural process. A living black moon orbited where there was only cosmic radiation before. Little more than a speck against the colossal size of the sun, yet the interloper sought battle.

“Transition complete, Technician Prime. The Exalted Creator’s outer skin is absorbing and reflecting the radiation from the star. The readings are within tolerance limits to maintain our lives and that of the Exalted Creator,” Head Technician Tuccel reported. 

Tuccel’s dull and chipped scales proved that her life in service to the Exalted Creator hadn’t been an easy one, but the three scarlet enameled scales on her chest showed her rewards of position and power, but they paled compared to those of the Ghav’eol she addressed. 

“Technician Prime Straro?” Tuccel repeated, her voice pitched high. Other Ghav’eol at nearby stations in the massive control room paused in their labor and cast an eye at the Ghav’eol on the dais.

Unlike the hundreds of strong and healthy Ghav’eol that looked up at him on the dais, Technician Prime Straro was a broken creature, dressed regally. A lifetime leading the Exalted Creator’s forces against its enemies had cost the Technician Prime an eye, an arm and more scales than his subordinates could count, but he wore his scars with pride.

“I heard you,” said a voice that strained to be louder than the hundreds of instruments that filled the control room. Coughing, Straro cradled damaged ribs with his remaining arm as his body shook. The hundreds of Ghav’eol watched until the shaking stopped. No one moved to help. He wouldn’t have appreciated or accepted it. It was not their way. 

Wiping bloody foam from his muzzle with the scarred stump of his left arm, Technician Prime Straro regarded his command crew below him and bared his yellowed fangs until the crew’s reptilian pupils turned back to their instruments and duties.

“I want a full condition report from every section. Have the shuttles prepped and their crews briefed, the first deliveries of the device shall be here soon.” Technician Prime Straro paused and turned to regard his command crew who commanded tens of thousands more, each of them working to serve their Exalted Creator. 

Grunting, Straro turned back to the Tuccel. She straightened now that all the Technician Prime’s attention was upon her, her only sign of being stressed was a slight swelling of the glands on the edge of her throat. 

“I go now to report to the Exalted Creator, I expect those reports ready when I return.” Straro activated controls on his dais. As the dais released itself from the command room floor and floated upward, the massive iris in the high ceiling opened. Crimson light flooded the command room, so bright that many cried out in pain from its intensity. It wasn’t until the Technician Prime’s dais passed through the portal and the iris cycled shut that the command crew returned to focusing upon their tasks, order restored. 

Casting a quick glance at the portal high above, the technician felt her scales shiver in fear, and a quick look at the command crew confirmed she wasn’t the only one that was glad she wasn’t the one on that dais. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The iris closed beneath him with a hollow thud that vibrated through his feet and Technician Prime Straro found himself alone with the Exalted Creator of the Ghav’eol race. Sickening waves of heat cascaded over his scales and reminded him of the heat from an infected wound, rotting and pestilent. The air was heavy, each breath a challenge. 

Ignoring the city-sized room filled with countless devices embedded into the walls, each broadcasting the same sickening red light as the orb above him, Straro fell to his knees and opened his mind to his Exalted Creator.

Your bidding has been done, Exalted Creator. We are within the orbit of this system’s sun and preparations for the weapon are underway.

The immense pulsing orb that was the Exalted Creator writhed faster, the swirling mass similar to millions of worms trapped within a glass bubble. The bubble stretched and a single slender tentacle, no bigger than Straro himself, snaked down to the Ghav’eol on the dais with a slowness that made Straro quake.

His remaining eye closed so tight that the muscles under his scales rippled with tension, Straro surrendered himself to his Exalted Creator’s touch. 

The tip of the tentacle made the faintest contact against Straro’s temple, and the Technician Prime felt his Exalted Creator burst into his mind in a flash of pain and light.

Report on the sequence of events.

His body frozen stiff and outside his control, Straro tried to maintain coherent thought as the booming voice inside his mind threatened to chase sanity away, only iron will kept his thoughts rational.

We have arrived within orbit of the star as you ordered, Exalted Creator, and your subjects hurry to build your weapon, though its construction will take years. Question Exalted Creator?

Acceptable to consequences.

Why focus on this system and target the third planet? They are not part of the Consensus. The beings are weak from all reports, even if the planet might prove an acceptable colony site. There are far simpler ways to crush them.

Pain lanced through Technician Prime Straro’s body, every nerve alight, his heart ceased to beat, lungs stopped pumping air. For an eternity Straro felt his body shutdown around him, unable to move or cry out. Rational thought shrunk until even self-awareness threatened to slip away. Part of him craved the thought of release. 

Straro did not know how long he endured the agony. The pain had seared another scar onto his mind, the lasting touch of the Exalted Creator. He collapsed to the hot floor of the dais, unable to control his bodily functions.

Forgiveness Exalted Creator! I only sought to understand, so we might serve you better.

Instead of pain, new thoughts forced themselves into Straro’s mind, giving him a taste of his Exalted Creator’s alien thoughts. Shapes, memories and uncounted years of pain and longing flashed through Straro’s mind, gone as fast as they came. 

Rational thought returned to Straro sometime later, all sense of time lost. A distant part of his mind could hear his labored breathing and felt the puddle he lay in where he’d voided his bladder.

Thank you for sparing me Exalted Creator, I live to serve. It will be as you command. We shall build your device around the star in this system and create your weapon. You will lay open its atmosphere, cauterize the surface where the weapon strikes. Then we can move in and… Exalted Creator? There will be no follow up? We will not deploy the Bloodied? Forgive your humble servant, but why the attack?

The Exalted Creator’s thoughts raced through Straro’s mind, the pain manageable, if only just. Plans within plans, multi-millennia in the making flashed through Straro’s mind and he captured a tiny fraction of the whole. 

You are wise, my Exalted Creator. If the weapon looks like a natural phenomenon, the Old Enemy will do nothing as they will be safe deep in the planet’s oceans. And if they call in the Consensus to give aid to the native species of this world, they weaken themselves on other battlefronts. It shall be as you command, Exalted Creator.

The crimson tentacle withdrew from Straro’s temple, the scale where it touched blistering, one more scar on a body given over to god.  

Straro’s body twitched as the Exalted Creator released control of his body. Nerves sought alternative paths through a damaged brain, function returned though forever diminished. Instead of attempting to rise, Straro just stared upon the vastness of the Exalted Creator above him as the iris opened and the dais returned to the command room below. Consciousness fled as the iris closed and Straro wondered how many more times he could survive the touch of the divine.








  
  
Chapter 1




“Ok everyone, on the count of three: pull One, Two, THREE!” Nigel pulled upon the rope of twisted ferns and the school-bus-sized mollusk shell that was at the edge of the shore, shifted an inch and stopped. Straining, Nigel willed his butler suit to action, and the living symbiotic suit formed augmented muscles around Nigel’s thighs, back and shoulders. He doubled his efforts and strained. As his feet sought purchase in the brick-colored volcanic sand, he risked a glance over his shoulder. The group of Krolkeok stood in a line behind him, the rope slack in their webbed hands, not one of the frog shaped faces would met Nigel’s stare. 

Nigel closed his eyes and let go of the rope and plopped down into the warm red sand. Leaning on his elbow, Nigel opened his eyes, blinked against the harsh sun that the planet orbited and gave the Krolkeok a lopsided grin.

“Come on gang, I thought we were a team here?” Nigel dragged himself to his feet and brushed the warm sand from his butler suit.

Turning his back to the ocean, Nigel stared at the blue-green sky of a world not too dissimilar from his native earth, though a planet still in the throes of early organic life. He was told it was named Braapha, though no one apparently knew why, and Nigel knew that it would take a Consensus bureaucrat weeks searching the archives for an answer. It made no difference to Nigel. 

It’s the people who make a planet, not what someone named it, thought Nigel as he looked upon his most recent charges. Refugees from their native planet, this contingent of Krolkeok were being given guardianship of this chain of islands, and the first order of business was shelter. Nigel’s initial plan of dragging the abandoned mollusk shells from the shallow volcanic vents offshore and turning them into robust dwellings wasn’t going as planned. Getting the Krolkeok to help drag the shells onto dry land and settle them in the shadow of the mountain had, thus far, been a disaster. 

Ok Vivian. I admit it, I should have let you take the lead in this. But with their powerful hind legs, this shouldn’t be an effort.

<<And what are you trying to get them to do, beloved? Pull while facing forward like a human, when their legs work best while turned away.>> Vivian said within Nigel’s mind.

This would be so much easier if they understood me.

Nigel felt what he called Vivian’s giggle roll through his body, as the tips of his fingers and toes tingled where her nerve endings and his intertwined.

Yes, I know. But I thought I had this well in hand. Looking at the Krolkeok’s webbed hands as the group of aliens drifted away from their efforts on the shore. Fine, you take the lead. Are you ready?

<<Always, beloved.>>

Nigel smiled and surrendered himself to Vivian. He felt his sense of self fall backwards within his mind, knowing that Vivian, the Nabui alien that shared his body would catch him. For a brief instant while the alien held him and lowered him gently to the back of his mind, Nigel and Vivian flowed around one another, and Nigel caught brief flashes of Vivian’s memories.  

Even after all these years together, so much of their nature was alien to each other even though they shared the same body. He’s caught brief flashes of Vivian’s time on Earth, and while barely more than a preschooler from Nigel’s point of view, she remembered swimming down the Nile while the great pyramids were being built. The lifespan and experiences between the short-lived human and the jellyfish resembling Nabui were more alien than would be described, but it worked.

This time during the brief merge as Nigel took up residence in the back of his own mind, he only experienced the usual connectedness, which he called the Bloodsong, that all Nabui felt with each other. Vivian had tried to explain it countless times to Nigel, how it worked, something less than direct communication, more of a genetic web where if one string were tugged, others could feel it like a synapse firing in a cosmic-sized brain. 

Mentally shaking his head, Nigel took up the role of passenger in his own body and watched Vivian go to work. 

He saw the throats of the frog-like Krolkeok balloon in surprise as they stared at his face, knowing that his icy blue eyes were now a rolling thunderstorm of color as Vivian was in the driver’s seat. He felt his throat and mouth move and his ears heard Vivian speaking to the Krolkeok in their native tongue and the host gathered around, excited at this revelation. Before long, Vivian had the situation sorted, and the team got to work pulling the gigantic shells out of the shallows and above the high water mark on the black sand, the line of Krolkeok with backs to the shell used their powerful legs to haul the shells from the water, and Nigel idly wondered if Vivian had seen a similar sight while the pyramids were being built and made a mental note to ask.

The chore finished, the young Nabui surrendered her control and Vivian flowed back to her passive place within Nigel as he asserted control of his body once again. The feeling of pins and needles faded in seconds.

<<Problem solved. They understood what you were asking them to do, but in their culture, the motion you were asking of them, to pull facing the shell is obscene to them. Since you’re a representative of the Consensus, they didn’t want to offend, but politeness only goes so far.>>

I learn something new every day while I’m with you. 

Even with a system worked out, it took Nigel and the team of Krolkeok until sunset to get the semicircle of shells arranged as the communal living setup the aliens wanted. 

Laying in the warm sand, panting from the exertion that taxed man and butler suit, Nigel watched as families of Krolkeok gathered up their meager belongings and moved into the spherical shells. The scent of wood smoke from a central bonfire tickled his nose and he hoped that supper wasn’t too far away. Smiling as he watched the young Krolkeok, who until this time had been kept out of the way playing around their new home, Nigel wondered how this disruption of leaving one home for another would affect the children. Not for the first time of late, Nigel cast his thoughts to Earth and the life he might have had there. Would it have been better than this one?

Nigel mentally shook his head as he felt the familiar stirrings of Vivian reaching out with her mind, listening to things his human senses couldn’t perceive. 

<<We have company.>> Vivian nudged Nigel to look down the beach.

Running with the setting sun behind her, Nigel watched as Asa, a fellow human and Consensus agent ran up the beach, her butler suit clad feet splashing through the incoming tide. He could see her smile as their eyes met and her pace quickened.

Nigel felt his heart rate speed up, a flush rise to his cheeks, and the familiar sensation of blood flowing to another part of his body whenever Asa was around.

<<You know she likes you just as much as you do her, she’s been plain in her intentions. Why don’t you two exchange fluids and become your own bloom?>>

We’re not having this conversation again, Vivian. Asa and I are just friends and it’s going to stay that way. Sometimes being alone is easier, besides I’ll always have you. Nigel felt an odd withdrawal within Vivian, like waves were thrown up between their thoughts, but just as he went to press upon the issue, Asa slid to a stop throwing black sand into Nigel’s face and plopped down beside him, her hand briefly touching his in a caress.

“Why the long face, sour puss?” Asa said and tossed her damp auburn hair over her shoulder then traced a finger down her jaw as she caught Nigel’s eye. 

Pulling away slightly, Nigel levered himself up onto his elbow. “Where in the heck did you learn that expression?”

Smiling, her tiny white teeth shining in the fading light, she replied. “From your planet of course, fool. Only Earthers would come up with such nonsense. I learned it on my last sojourn there.”

“Earth is your home too, Asa, you know that.”

“Just because my grandparents from thirty or forty generations back lived on your planet doesn’t make me an Earther. Your people have lost their connection to your planet, they eagerly are killing it.” Her ready smile faded for a brief instant, then reemerged with a wink and a wave in Nigel’s face.

“Hi Viv, how are the feelers today? I can’t imagine you have much room in there with this brute.”

<<I like her. You should rethink my suggestion and mate.>>

Nigel covered the blush that raced up his neck, to his cheeks with a fist over his mouth, and cleared his throat. 

“She says Hi back. What’s up? I thought you were supposed to be babysitting some scientific team of that dead planet?”

Asa’s smile slid from her face, and Nigel noticed there were bags under her gray-green eyes and a tightness in her brow that was new.

“I was, but that’s a story for another day over a drink or six.” Reaching to her leg, Asa’s butler suit retracted to show her smooth bare thigh and a tube of blue liquid.

“Time is short so I’ll get to the point, Earth is under Menace attack. They’ve been building something around the sun, have been for years, maybe longer. We don’t know, the attack might have already happened. The intel I got was in Ghav’eol, so translation was an issue. You’re to deliver this message to the Nabui, the Old Mother’s on Earth,” Asa said and passed over the tube, which began glowing a soft blue once Nigel touched it. “They genetically coded it to you, since you’re the only Earther in the Consensus. Apparently that’s important to those in charge. I feel wheels within wheels with this, Nigel.”

“Anyway, you and Viv need to get to Earth as soon as possible. I’ll take over with the Krolkeok, head for the Lady Scotia and get to Earth.” Asa pressed a warm hand against Nigel’s cheek. “Be careful, ok?”








  
  
Chapter 2




Sea life fled as the intruders to their waters raced to the surface. 

<<We’re here, beloved, just offshore from where I found you seven years ago.>>

I can tell, just waiting for my ears to pop. That was a quick ride. Any idea if we’re in time? Nigel felt Vivian reach out her senses from the confines of the ship. It was only during such times did he feel like he did before they melded, truly alone with his thoughts, and he found he didn’t like it.

<<I’m pretty sure we’re in time, though I can’t be certain until we physically touch the ocean and I can communicate with the Old Mother’s.>>

Then get us topside, I’m heading to the hatch now.

<<Will you visit anyone while we’re here?>>

Nigel paused as he ran down the corridor of the Lady Scotia, he rested his hand against the wall of living tissue, savoring its warmth. 

I have no one here anymore, Vivian, you know that. My life is with you in the Consensus.

<<I know you’ve avoided Earth every chance you’ve had in the seven years we’ve been together. And you have people here. There’s Sandra and the child, your child.>>

Shaking his head, Nigel continued to the ship’s airlock, his shoulders brushing the walls of the narrow corridor as the ship swam. We don’t have time for this worn out discussion, millions of lives are at risk. We can talk about this later, after I deliver the message, if you want, but not now.

<<Millions of lives, and not just human ones will die, beloved. If you want my help, you need to heal the hurt within you. It’s tearing you apart, I can see it even if you’re blind to it.>>

Banging his fist against the closed airlock, Nigel swore aloud. “God damn it, Vivian, this isn’t the time for a philosophical discussion or for me to lie down on some shrink’s couch and talk about how I’ve failed everyone in my life.” Kicking the hatch, Nigel pressed his forehead against the metal door, letting the cold absorb his temper. Your people will suffer as well, hadn’t you thought of that? Nigel ran his finger between the scar where living tissue met the metal door and couldn’t help feeling empathy for the scar. 

<<I expect it’s unlikely, they have the ocean to protect them and you forget they aren’t confined to this world.>>

Turning around, Nigel slid down the wall until he sat crouched with his knees tucked up against his chin, eyes squeezed shut, fists clenched.

Fine, you win. Once we deliver the message, I’ll see if I can track down Sandra, though I’m not sure how.

<<BEFORE you deliver the message. I love you, beloved, you know that. I also know your thoughts in this matter. You would rather hide and call yourself a failure than do something about it. I love you too much for it to continue.>>

“God dammit, Vivian! Fine.” Nigel pounded the floor, hopped up, and rushed back to the command area of the ship. Hurrying past the three unused workstations, he went to a nook in the living wall that housed a large fish tank, the sole occupant, a two foot long purple eel-like creature with eight eyes, watched him. 

Thrusting his hand into the water, Nigel’s fingers sifted through the yellow stones that lined the bottom. “Sorry, Mort, I’ll leave you be in a second.” Pulling a ball of jelly from under the stones free, Nigel removed his hand, water dripping upon the floor, and tore the ball of jelly open to reveal an older model cell phone.

Flipping it open and extending the antenna, Nigel saw the phone was at full charge. “Thanks for keeping up the charge, Mort, I’ll get you a treat soon, I promise.” With only a slight hesitation, Nigel began typing a message, his thumbs awkward on the tiny pad.

With a loud snap that filled the normally quiet ship, Nigel placed the phone on the shelf beside Mort’s tank, the alien eel watching him with all eight eyes blinking in rotation.

“There, that’s all I can do. I have no idea even if that number is still in service; it’s been years.” Leaning against the wall, great breaths shook Nigel’s shoulders.

<<I trust in the Bloodsong that it will work. Now head to the escape tube and we’ll go, far away from the temptation of ocean.>>

Nigel removed his hand from his thigh and the slight bulge where the message tube from Consensus authority rested and balled his fist.

Fine. Let’s do this then, but this is the last time you manipulate me like this, Vivian. You’ve really hurt me.

The lack of reply and the sensation that Vivian was withdrawing unsettled Nigel, but he pushed it aside as he hurried to the escape tube at the rear of the ship. Climbing into the flexible tube that resembled a clear sleeping bag Nigel ran his hand along the seam and the tube bulged, stiffened and took on the texture of glass. Shaking off the feeling that the tube resembled a coffin more than anything else, Nigel consoled himself with the knowledge that the tube, like his butler suit, were constructed by the same Consensus member race, and his suit had never failed him.

As the tube slid to the rear port to be ejected, Nigel programmed it for the coordinates he’d sent to Sandra minutes ago, and idly hoped that there hadn’t been an uptick in construction in that area, the last thing he’d want would be to end up in someone’s living room. Ok, that’s done it. Let’s get this over with.

The tube launched and Nigel found himself surrounded by the dark of the deep water. He couldn’t help feeling like a torpedo speeding through the water, but to stop damage rather than create it. At least I hope so.

<<Beloved, I know you’re mad at me. I just…>>

No, Vivian, not now. Earth is under Menace threat and you want me to go on the hunt for an old flame to teach me a lesson. I’ll do it, but how about you just leave me be for a bit. Nigel closed himself off from Vivian’s gentle nudging, but it didn’t stop the feeling of hurt coming through.

<<Beloved, I understand your heartache better than you do yourself. I have tasted your thoughts, dreams and memories and as time progresses you’ve pulled away more and more from your fellow humans, your species wither and die if isolated too long. You speak of millions under threat, but I know them not, you are my world and I will see it whole. Perhaps this burn could be good for your race. Does not new growth sprout from the ashes of a forest fire? Forgive me, beloved, but I must gather your memories of our time together, you must walk this path alone, without my influence to lend you strength, or guide your path.>>

“No, Vivian, stop!” Nigel shouted and reached for the controls of the escape pod, but felt Vivian override his body and his arms fell to his side motionless. He trapped in his own body.

<<Know that I do this not to be cruel, but because I love you, and for you to survive, you must be whole.>>

Filaments smaller than the human eye could see probed Nigel’s brain and formed detours through his memories. As Nigel drifted off to an enforced sleep, he felt his experiences being taken from him and the harder he fought to keep them, the quicker they were identified and captured. His last conscious thought was the overriding sensation that water was forcing its way into his lungs and he was drowning, dying.

<<Until we meet again, beloved.>>

With her job done, Vivian dove deep into the Nabui Bloodsong that flowed through all of her race and sang to the genetic threads that she shared with Nigel until she located his child and added this new verse into the never ending song. Her job done, Vivian retreated to the back of Nigel’s mind and prayed that she’d made the right decision.








  
  
Chapter 3




Nigel dreamed of the summer of 1991. 

The throaty roar of motorcycles coming up the road interrupted Nigels’ day drinking from the back of his father’s truck. 

The high octane rumble of multiple engines overwhelmed the heavy metal music. The air throbbed with their noise, like an angry monster making its presence known.

Nigel sat up fast, only to close his eyes and rest the cool can of beer against his forehead until the wave of nausea passed. He scolded himself for drinking so much on an empty stomach. 

“Maybe I should have had some lunch after all,” he mumbled. He put the half-finished beer down and slid off the tailgate until his father’s slippers crunched upon the gravel driveway. Shaky on his feet, Nigel shielded his eyes with his hands and watched as close to a dozen motorcycles geared down and turned into the neighboring farm’s yard. 

The bikes kick up a gigantic cloud of gray gravel dust in their wake. Flashes of black leather and chrome shone through, making them look like mounted knights on powerful steeds. But unlike the noble knights from King Arthur’s round table, the motorcycle club that bought the Friesen farm were anything but noble. Few members of the town welcomed their new neighbors, though grumblings were always well out of earshot of the members. Even Daniel Meredith, Nigel’s father, wasn’t happy to share a road with them, but admitted they kept themselves out of trouble and out of his farmyard.

Nigel’s musing cut off as he noticed one familiar figure in the sea of leather and chrome. An image from his past stood out, dark hair that shimmered as she ran her fingers through it, accentuating her petite hourglass figure. A figure he’d stared at since childhood.

“Sandra?” His slack-jawed expression and glazed eyes evaporate and the surge of emotion coursing through him dispelled the alcohol fueled buzz he has been nurturing most of the day. 

Sandra, the high school crush that was nothing more, until much later, and then only for one night. Nigel had worshipped her during high school, knowing that he would never have a chance with her. He was just a farmer’s kid with a sickly mother, an object of pity rather than someone to date. They’d been friends, did school projects together, shared a couple lovely afternoons talking, but nothing more. 

Then, two summers ago at their tenth high school reunion—good old Class of ’78—after more than a couple beers, Nigel worked up the nerve to tell her about his little ‘crush’ when they were teens. Maybe it was the liquid courage coursing through his veins, maybe it was the emotional roller coaster she was on after learning her husband was cheating on her, likely both. Either way, they found themselves in the back of a taxi making out like teenagers under the disapproving glare of the driver, their former chemistry teacher. They spent an exhausting night at the motel near the highway, making love. The next morning he woke up alone in tangled sheets, but the love bites on his body convinced him it wasn’t a dream.

Nigel had tried to find her afterward, even stopped in at her father’s car dealership, but then his long weekend ended and he had to go back to his job and life in the city. For many nights Nigel laid awake and wondered about her, but never picked up the phone, scared that he would hear regret in her voice.

Seeing Sandra after all this time, reason fled his mind as swift as billowing dandelion seeds forgetting their mother plant. Nigel gave a whoop of glee that ended in a hiccup and scampered down the driveway. 

His father’s slippers slapped the gravel road, sending dust into the parched air as Nigel entered the driveway of the biker compound. He didn’t realize that the music changed from its normal dish rattling level to a mere background hum as someone turned it down. He’d been noticed.

Nigel’s entrance into the compound had a ripple effect. Steely tension replaced the carefree chaos within the yard, and Nigel walked through it blissfully unaware.

Rough looking bikers, sporting dusty leathers covered with sewn patches, tattoos of questionable quality, and ugly scars in equal measure noticed him, and alerted their cohort. Hands slid toward bulges at their belt, and knives flashed in the late afternoon sun.

None of this, nor the shifting attitude of the group, registered with Nigel. The alcohol in his blood and the deep longing from that remembered night filled his thoughts. Nigel walked past the steely eyed bikers and into the lion’s den.

He only had eyes for Sandra. With her back to him, she was busy rummaging within a metal-studded saddlebag, unaware of the scene playing out around her.

Coming up behind her, Nigel enveloped Sandra in an enormous bear hug, forcing an alarmed shout from her. Nails dug into his arms, her body tensed like a mouse trap ready to snap. 

“It’s just me, silly. Sandra, it’s Nigel. Where’s that steel calm you were so known for back in high school?” Nigel said, the beer on his breath punctuating his words. 

A sharp elbow into his gut forced Nigel to release Sandra with a gasp, the churning alcohol in his stomach fighting to escape. Sandra whipped around, her bloodshot brown eyes pinning him in place. 

“Nigel? Nigel Meredith?” A slight head shake replaced some harshness in her face. “What… what are you doing here?” 

“I just saw you from over at my dad’s farm.” Nigel waved a limp hand in the farm’s direction, the other holding his stomach. “I just had to rush over and say hi. I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately.” 

Her eyes took in the cluster of bikers around her and their slow movements to close a ring around the pair. Sandra planted her palms against Nigel’s chest and shoved him. 

The gleam of steel from bared knives flashed in her eyes. She cleared her throat and pushed Nigel again. “This isn’t a good time, Nigel. We had a long trip, and we’re all tired. We’ll catch up another day, but you need to leave now!” Darting eyes took in the surrounding scene as the ring of bikers neared closing. 

“But Sandra, I searched for you a couple summers back, after…” Nigel paused, a chill formed between his shoulder blades and the hairs on the neck rose. Coursing adrenaline lifted the veil of alcohol from his mind as he realized that the mood of bikers wasn’t in his favor.

“I said NOT NOW. Please leave, I’m sure your dad is getting worried.” Sandra said through thin bloodless lips, stepping back and crossing her arms across her chest. The creaking of her leather coat loud in the yard’s silence.

A mountain of a man walked in the space between Nigel and Sandra. He blocked out the afternoon sun and Nigel blinked while his pupils adapted to the diminishing light. 

The mountain leaned down until he looked Nigel in the eye. All Nigel could see was a face with skin the texture of aged leather, the biker’s right eyelid drooping because of an old scar. He sucked air through rotting teeth and said, “You heard her.” His breath was sour with a concoction of cheap whiskey and tobacco. “Time to leave, farm boy. Why don’t you shuffle on home in your slippers and let us grownups get back to enjoying our fun.” The scarred eyelid fluttered as if mocking Nigel. 

The encircling bikers laughed at Nigel. Their coarse guttural cry like jackals ringing a wounded antelope. His ears burned in shame. An icy knot took up residence in his gut. 

Man up, you idiot. He realized that the nearest house was his parent’s place, and it was empty. But they don’t know that, as far as they know I could have my own backup just a shout away. Weren’t we always told to stand up to bullies? Convincing himself that his course of action was logical, Nigel blundered ahead.

Riding the last vestiges of the alcohol in his bloodstream, Nigel said, “Listen,” and lifted his chin to look Droopy-eye straight on. Man up, Nigel, you’re not a kid anymore. 

“I just came here to talk to Sandra Teston. We’re friends. We grew up together here in Oakgrove. Tell them Sandra. Sandra?” Nigel said and rose on his toes to peer over the mountain’s thick shoulder, only to see that she’d left. The screen door with a hand-painted sign reading ‘Steel Armada Clubhouse’ swayed on dry hinges. 

The smirk on the mountain’s face exposed a fractured tooth and bleeding gums. 

I didn’t ask for the bird’s-eye view, Nigel thought to himself, then jumped as the mountain swung back to confront him. A grimy finger poked Nigel in the chest.

“Don’t look like little Sandy is interested in talking to ya, Buddy, so why don’t you just scram. You must have some cows to milk or sheep to fuck, don’t ya? Probably the only action you get.” Nigel’s ears burned with their coarse laughter. 

Gulping, Nigel took a couple shallow breaths, turned and walked away from the clubhouse. 

Bikers shuffled to form a slender opening in the gravel driveway, so that Nigel had to twist sideways to avoid touching them. The resemblance to an animal being led to the butcher’s knife made Nigel’s knees weak.

Snorts and jeers chased him the entire length of the gravel driveway and reverberated in his ears long after he was out of earshot.








  
  
Chapter 4




Hanging the damp dish towel off of the oven door handle, Nigel heard the screen door at the front of the house creek open, but the footsteps weren’t his father’s familiar rubber boots. 

“Dad? That you?” Nigel said in a questioning tone. He looked upstairs to his father’s room and then walked into the living room to find three bikers standing there on his mother’s rug, muddy prints left in their wake. Nigel knew his mother would chase these men with her broom if she were still alive.

Dressed in new and shiny leathers, their vests devoid of the Steel Armada crest of full members, the three wannabes did their best to look tough and menacing while standing in a room with lace curtains and porcelain dolls on the shelves. The bull in a china shop metaphor came to mind and Nigel grinned.

“What do you want? Here to sell Avon?” Nigel quipped as he walked up to them and stood with his hands upon his hips. Knowing his father was upstairs gave Nigel’s words confidence.

“We could be here to take that smart-ass tongue of yours out of your mouth, but for right now, we’ll settle for any guns you have in the house. All dirt grubbing farmers have guns.” The biggest of the three spoke. His one droopy eyelid made it look like he winked at Nigel as he spoke.

“No guns on the farm anymore, Blinky. Only vermin around here are rats, and a gun isn’t much good against them. Stinking rats—you smash.” And to emphasize his statement, Nigel slammed his right fist into the cup of his left hand, the sharp slap of flesh on flesh rung out. Nigel forced himself not to grimace in pain.

Blinky became red-faced, and his bared teeth showcased an ugly sneer that Nigel couldn’t help wonder if he practiced it in a mirror. Just as he went to take a step forward, one of his companions grabbed his shoulder and whispered something into his ear. He exhaled through his nose like a bull and the blood rage flowed out of Blinky’s face like a receding tide. Giving a nod to his companions, he turned away from Nigel without another word. The screen door banged in protest of its treatment as the three bikers stomped out of the Meredith house.

As soon as the bikers left, Nigel raced over to hallway closet and rooted amongst the mop handles, ironing board, and his old hockey equipment before his hands clasped the cold steel of the shotgun barrel. He released the breath he didn’t know he had been holding, and could feel his heartbeat drum against his chest.

Fearful his efforts might have alerted his father to their potential danger, Nigel held the gun tight to his chest and craned an ear upstairs. The muffled noise of an announcer at the Wildcats ballgame on the radio, mingled with his father’s own excited commentary, erased that concern. 

God, I made this mess with my fat mouth. Not thinking about the consequences. It’s about time I took some responsibility around here and grew up. Dad shouldn’t have to fight my battles.

Nigel snapped open the old double barrel 12 gauge to reveal two empty chambers. “For God’s sake, Dad, where do you keep the frigging shells for this antique,” Nigel muttered as he once again plumbed the dark of the hallway’s closet, kicking his hockey gear into the living room.

Knock, knock, knock sounded against the flimsy screen door, and Nigel knew that his time was up. Quietly, he closed the empty shotgun and leaned it against the back of his father’s La-Z-Boy. Clenching a shaking hand, Nigel glanced at the stairs leading to the second floor, then turned and walked to the screen door.

Standing on the front porch, his handsome face silhouetted from the porch light, stood Chuck “hit them high” Hayden. Jock, bully, and former classmate of Nigel and Sandra’s at Oakgrove Rural High School. A wave of shame, embarrassment, and cold chills raced through Nigel as memories of being Chuck’s victim in high school flashed before his eyes, he could almost taste the urinal water. Nigel’s bravado of a few minutes ago evaporated like morning mist, and he could only shuffle backward as Chuck opened the screen door and let himself into the Meredith home. Looking past Chuck, Nigel could see the three wannabe bikers standing at the bottom of the porch, smirks painted on their faces. Hyenas waiting for the lion’s scraps. 

Retreating until he bumped into the coffee table, Nigel could only watch as Chuck walked towards him. His black leather biker’s vest sporting a “Steel Armada” crest, newly stitched on, but there none the less.

“Little Merry the Canary, let’s hear you sing,” said Chuck as he poked Nigel in the chest with one of his thick fingers, almost causing Nigel to trip backward over the coffee table.

Taking a deep breath, pushing the scared teenager inside him to the back of his mind using every ounce of courage he had, Nigel leaned forward into the stiff finger and looked his former tormentor in the eye. “Hey Chuck, I wasn’t aware you were in town. How come we didn’t see you a couple summers back at the ten-year reunion? That’s right, you failed a grade didn’t you, or was it two?” Nigel said, his pounding heart loud in his ears and the urge to pee was nearly overwhelming.

Turning red, his nostrils flaring, Chuck leaned close until Nigel could smell his shampoo, the same scent he smelled earlier with Sandra. His face less than an inch from Nigel’s, Chuck spoke; “I’m going to chalk that up to grief over your ma’s passing. It’s terrible what cancer can do, almost as terrible as what can happen to someone in an accident, and we wouldn’t want that, would we? By the way, how’s your pa doing, can’t be easy being alone.”

Seeing that he had Nigel’s full attention, Chuck pulled back and pasted on that ‘bad-boy’ smile all the girls in high school fell for. “Now that we understand each other, I think it’s time for you to be going back to the big city and leave us to ourselves. You don’t want trouble, neither do we. Sandy, the baby and I are a family now and I mean to protect my family.”

“Baby? When did Sandra have a baby?” asked Nigel, his sarcastic tone replaced by one of wonder and he felt his racing heartbeat kick it up a notch making it hard to swallow.

Surprised, Chuck leaned back, his eyebrows squished together as he started counting his fingers. “Ah... two years ago March, the Easter bunny brought her early.”

Ignoring Chuck, Nigel started mumbling to himself; “March ’89? And the reunion was on Canada Day weekend in ‘88, that’s how many months?” Dawning came to both men at the same time. The slack expression on Chuck’s face turned blistering red, and the former jock and badass biker was the first to act.

“Oh, shit...” was all that Nigel could say before Chuck’s fist connected with his jaw and the world went dark.
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