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	Libelle.


	 


	Chapter One.


	 


	Bexhill City.


	AD 2384.


	It had to be night time; otherwise I'd get a bad dose of sunburn and it’s not every night you see a skimpily-dressed, curvy blonde with a white stick tapping her way along a dimly-lit city street with her hand outstretched in angst and desperation.


	I laugh when I think about the excuse the guy will give his wife when he gets home minus his wallet, watch and any rings he was wearing, looking pale and tired with a whopping great love-bite and two punctures on his neck after having trying to have his way with me down a dark entry.


	They say being blind has its disadvantages.


	Maybe, but not if you’re a vampire, a female one that is.


	Yes, I used to have fun in my younger days, but with the passing of time I have matured, I only did that when I was short of cash or blood-hungry, and then one day, I met Jonas, but I’ll get onto that later. 


	Though my eyes were useless as far as reading was concerned I’m not totally blind, as after puberty I discovered I could ‘see’ with my mind by sending out sound waves like bats, whales and dolphins do and make things out by the echoes in my mind by way of my ears, okay, so I had big ears. Not only that there were other things I could do that I didn’t know about until I was older. 


	I’ve never seen a sunset or a sunrise and it would be very painful to even feel one, which is how I came to be blind, sucking on my mother’s breast as she fell asleep just before dawn. 


	She, Vienna Chan Zing, suffered terrible burns and passed on as her body failed to recuperate. As for my father, Alexander Cauldar, he fell foul of a man named van Helsing centuries ago, and it was left to mother to avenge his death, which she did by seducing van Helsing and then telling his wife, who was a jealous, ice-cold, unforgiving, murderous bitch, and she poisoned him with Hemlock.


	I was brought up in an orphanage with mortals, weak and noisy beings always clamoring for attention.


	At the blind school, which I attended as soon as I could walk, they called me a phenomenon; I could read Braille at a fast rate as my skin was highly sensitive. It was so sensitive that I always wore a big hat and light coloured clothing. I was diagnosed with Erythropoietic protoporphyria, extra sun-sensitive skin. 


	Now everyone has their station in life, a purpose, a reason for existing, no matter what their race, religion, sexual preferences were, or whatever their profession or calling was.


	I was a F.S. Marshall, a legal assassin in the First State of America. 


	I wasn’t just your usual electro-gun-toting shoot-em dead Marshall, I was different, I worked undercover and mostly at night. I preferred to work at night; otherwise I'd get a bad dose of sunburn dressed the way I did. As for shooting perps dead, I have downed a couple with a bow and arrow, but mostly I sneak up on them in the semi-dark and frighten the life out of them by extending my fangs and talons and if I have to, I, er, kill them, in my usual way. If there’s a gang of them then I transform into a bloody great big bat, and then I’m awesome, and it sometimes ends in lawful tragedy if they get trigger-happy, bullets hurt, and when I’m hurt I become annoyed, very annoyed.


	I would like to mention that although the bite of a werewolf is highly contagious, a vampire’s bite is not. It’s just a quick nip to release the blood from a vein or an artery, resealed with a lick and the victim recuperates (after having gone into shock) none the worse for wear. The only way a human can “become infected” is when they drink the blood of a vampire, or so I’ve been told, as I ain’t tried that … yet.


	So how come I got a job as a Marshall; you may well ask.


	I got it by chance. 


	I was in a crowded bar drinking red wine. I drank it as I liked the taste, not for the alcohol content as that didn’t affect me.


	This elderly guy, about fifty, asked me if the stool next to mine was taken, “No, it’s all yours,” I told him, and he introduced himself.


	“My name’s Mike,” he said, “Mike Suljich.”


	His head was shaven and he wore a blond, ‘biker’ moustache


	“Libelle,” I told him, “Libelle Cauldar, Libby’ for short.”


	“Buy you a drink.”


	“Sure, be my guest,” I said, “Red wine is fine, in the bottle.”


	He ordered another bottle as mine was empty and  a bourbon for himself. “You’re English aren’t you,” he said.


	“No,” I said, “I’m British.”


	He nodded softly then looked at my folded white stick lying on the bar. “What is that?”


	“I’m blind,” I said and reached for my bottle, from which I filled my glass almost to the top.


	“You don’t act blind,” he said.


	“I’ve had plenty of practice.”


	“What do you do when you ain’t drinking red wine?”


	“Swim, ride, shoot, read,” I told him, I left out my favourite pastime as I saw the wedding ring and I have my limits.


	I heard his beeper vibrate. He took it out and after looking at it threw a couple of bills on the bar and said, “Have to go, nice meeting you.”


	I saw the shape of a holster under his dark blouson as he slid off the stool, and watched him as he stood at the window. 


	After a number of seconds I heard footsteps pass by. 


	Mike turned his head away, too late as the guy he’d seen saw him too and by the sound of his pace took off at a run. 


	Mike pushed open the door and left in a hurry.


	As soon as he did so a big guy, at the window end of the bar stood up, his hand inside his jacket as he headed for the door. It was obvious what he was up to as he shouldered the glass door open.


	I’d taken a liking to Mike and I didn’t like the odds he was facing.


	I grabbed my stick and moved as fast as I dared, and, after coming onto the sidewalk, I saw the three figures running off and I took off after them at full speed. 


	I am fast as I am strong and I would have arm wrestled President Schwarzenegger and won if he were still alive. 


	After catching up with the big guy, who had an old-fashioned Magnum .57 in his fist, I shouted “Boo!” at the right moment. He dodged to one side instinctively and bounced heavily off a streetlight and rolled in the gutter.


	I caught up with Mike who was huffing and puffing while the other guy was increasing the space between them. “You want I should stop him,” I asked.


	Mike almost copied the last guy, nodded and called out as I ran off, “He’s armed.”


	I closed in on ‘Speedy’, I didn’t use my voice, I used Ti-Kon-di and gave him kick in the back and watched as he flew through the air, his arms flapping as if he thought he could fly. He landed on his chin and slid about twenty meters along the rain-wet sidewalk with me walking beside him. As soon as he came to rest I placed my foot on his back preventing him from getting to any weapon he may have had inside his jacket. I weigh quite a lot for a girl of my build, I look about 140 pounds, but I tip the scales at 800.


	Mike came up and cuffed the guy as soon as I stepped back. We hauled him to his feet and went back for his partner, but unfortunately he was dead.


	“What happened there?” Mike asked a female spectator.


	The woman, dark-skinned by her accent said, “He was a-runnin’ an’ a-runnin like he was a man o’ fire an’ he tripped an’ hit dat streetlight, man, ‘boing!’ an he went down like he was poly-asked.”


	I thanked her.


	“What have we here,” I asked, Mike as we kept on going.


	Our captive glared at me; boy was he mad. I could feel his anger.


	“Paedophile scum,” said Mike. “Part of a ring we’re trying to break.”


	“Bitch” said the pervert and made to spit at me, but my forehead connected with his nose which erupted in blood and the asshole fell to his knees, groaning. It goes without saying that he was even more than angry.


	Mike looked at me and I knew what was on his mind; I removed my sunglasses and showed him my milk-white eyes.


	“But you can see.”


	I thought lying would be better. “Sound waves, ultra-sound., I have two implants, I can see shapes, almost three-dimensional. I’m an experiment, so to say. It’s a British invention which also means I can see in the dark.”


	He bought it and showed me his metal badge, “U.S. Marshall,” he said, and held out his hand.


	I took it and just to impress him I squeezed real hard. I stopped when his features told me too.


	He didn’t mince words. “What the fuck. You have one hell of a grip, lady.”


	“Libby,” I said, “Or Miss Cauldar.” 


	“Libby, you are an amazing person, where can we meet?” 


	I sensed something, something animal in him and I thought about the wedding ring if it was for real. If he was single, I thought, why not, but then again it might be something else that was drawing me to him, and I was in no hurry to jump on a happily married guy. “At the Belmont riding stables, after eight, that’s where I exercise my horse.”


	He lifted his ring-phone, whistled sharply and 3.5 seconds later an air car dropped to a spot beside us. Two huge men jumped out and took charge of ‘bloody-nose’. They dragged him off and literally threw him in the back and slammed the door.


	“I was hoping I could shoot him in the dick,” he said as we walked on, sounding disappointed


	“He wasn’t armed,” I said, “I checked.” His brow knitted and I tapped my skull, “The implants. You have Grande .55 twelve-shot automatic in your shoulder holster and a .32 Swat snub-nose in your ankle holster.”


	He grinned, “What else can you do?”


	“I can run faster than you,” I said.


	“You can run faster than me when I could do one hundred meters in nine seconds dead,” he said and looked at my legs. 


	Half my thighs were visible and I pulled up my dress as far as was necessary as I didn’t want to embarrass him by displaying my underwear. What he saw was enough though. 


	“Cheese,” he said, “Were you an athlete before you, er, before your, er, blindness?”


	“No, I just like to run and swim and I practice martial arts, which you already know if you saw my flying kick.”


	“What’s that,” he said pointing at the tattoo on the outside of my thigh.


	“A Libelle, that’s Germanic for ‘Dragonfly’. And I was born blind. My parents died in a boating accident and I have no relatives.” A total lie as I had a great-aunt and a cousin who were out there and feeding off every male or female they could get their hands on for all I knew.


	“I have studied law,” I added. In fact I’d studied almost anything there was to study, I’d had years to while away and I’m an avid Braille reader. “Would you like to see my credentials,” I asked, jokingly.


	He wasn’t joking when he gave me his card and said, “Be there at ten o’clock tomorrow and bring them with you.”


	I took the card, it was in Braille too. “What for,” I asked.


	“Let’s go finish our drink,” he said and we carried on to the bar.




	 


	 


	Chapter Two.


	Probation.


	Yes, I was offered a job as a Confederate State Marshall. Eight weeks crash training. I showed them how I could ride and shoot with any weapon, a bow included, but unfortunately not drive as my ultra sound wouldn’t penetrate the vehicles plexi-glass armour windshield, but my horse and I were as one and I was very impressive.


	My job, I was surprised to learn, was as an assassin, a legal one, shoot on sight or if necessary kill by other means. The cases were criminals, murderers, rapists and the rest. They were tried in their absence on the evidence provided and when convicted, which most of them were, they were sentenced, mostly to death and I and my colleagues were the executioners.


	I would be on a year’s probation as Mike’s assistant. I left my basement apartment, which was actually a cellar and cheap at the price, and moved out of town and made my home at his ranch together with my horse, Jonas, who was getting a little psycho riding round in circles away from the sun that would be doing its best to fry me; now he could run free with the others without me on his back. 


	Mike’s wife, Maria, was a pretty good cook though she wasn’t all that happy about me eating a blood-rare steak for breakfast. She presented me with a sombrero when she heard about my sensitive skin, I’d never worn anything so big on my head and as I would be working day and night it was great gift.


	My first case with Mike was the pursuit and capture of a bunch of paedophiles, they’d left the city after jumping bail, the judge called Mike and said, ‘I don’t care in what condition you leave them in, just find them.’


	They’d taken off into the wild blue yonder in a couple of stolen ground cars, heading west on the main highway, or what was left of it after the country ran out of raw materials, namely oil. After several hours, it petered out and we followed the two sets of tracks easily in the damp earth. 


	The sun had set by the time Mike and I came to a fork in the dirt road where we offloaded Jonas, my sturdy steed (he had to be with my 800 pounds) from Mike’s heavy duty horse box. He would be the sort of horse used in the thirteenth century, carrying men in plate armour as they charged; fully armoured, into the ranks of nervous or very drunk spearmen and squashed them flat. 


	I changed my leathers for a short-skirted dress and moccasins and packed them in my saddlebag and hung my sombrero over my saddle horn.


	I lost the trail late that evening as other road users obliterated the tracks I’d been following. After stopping at a diner I found it again. An empath’, one of those gentle Inuit people who can guess what’s going on in your mind, came out to me as I was watering Jonas.


	“You are seeking lost souls I see,” she said. “They were heading for the old mining town. Take the next trail on your right and keep on riding and be careful, they have murder in mind.” 


	*


	I reached the place an hour later, two long rows of dilapidated wooden buildings. I found one ground car they’d been driving and rode farther down to the end of the street and left Jonas under an apple tree in what used to be somebody’s back yard and told him, ‘Don’t go wandering off, even if you see the mare of you dreams who’s on heat.’


	‘Yes, my lady,’ he said and nodded for emphasis.


	Oh, I almost forgot, Jonas. Yes, Dr Doolittle has nothing on me, I don’t talk to animals, I communicate with them by telepathy. Jonas and I used to make quite a killing at the racecourse before I came across Mike and this job. Horses love to talk and brag and play tricks on their owners as some of them are like big kids. Yes, I know, that’s cheating, but bookies are rich people and I had to earn money somehow, as telling fortunes, yes I was psychic too, didn’t pay all that well.


	I checked each building, listening for movement, smelling the air for traces of human odours.


	I found one with a faint smell of cologne. The door screamed, or so I imagined it did, as I opened it. 


	I was in a large room, but I could see nobody moving around at the moment and kept moving as slow as possible. The odour of freshly washed flesh was heavy in the air, and then I sensed movement, a faint change in air density. 


	My hands moved to my pistol and my knife both strapped to my thighs beneath my mini dress, but I didn’t need either as the culprit appeared before me, moving slowly and stealthily, a killer on the prowl. I was slightly startled, as it had never happened to me before. It hadn’t seen me obviously, and I wondered how I should deal with it.


	Some people, out of fear, would resort to destruction, but not me. I took hold of the thread it was hanging from and dropped him onto the carpet, and watched him scurry away.


	I love spiders, they tickle when they run over my skin.


	Apart from the arachnid, I suspected I was not alone in the room when I entered, but what happened next was really something. I sensed the cause of my suspicion and felt his hand on my shoulder; he had been hiding in the alcove I’d just passed, covered with a heavy curtain. As I sensed no animosity so I turned slowly and took in the image. I stretched out my hand to confirm it; a buck-naked, human male, but I was ready for him. 


	His hands were all over me, but he didn’t know who or what I was – it seemed he didn’t care either. Well, I have to have sustenance on a regular basis so I lowered my mouth to his throat. I hadn’t decided how to deal with him, so I kissed him first. 


	Big mistake, on my part that is.


	His mouth clung to mine like a limpet, and his tongue tried to strangle mine. 


	I released myself finally, and he started babbling, breathlessly, “I know what you are going to do to me, you’re a vampire.”


	So he knew, so what, it was too late now. 


	“Yes,” I said, “I will drink all of your blood, feast on your flesh and you will die during the process.”


	“Wonderful,” was all he said.


	I took hold of his hair and yanked his head to one side. I’d decided on taking a drink, nothing to eat just yet, only a drink, but a long slow one.      


	“Just one more kiss,” he said, panting heavily and pulled my mouth down to his with both hands, so I did.


	I’d already explained what I was going to do to him, and about the consequences, something that caused him to groan in ecstasy when I reminded him, but each time as I was preparing to do it he would say, ‘Just one more kiss,’ sometimes followed by ‘please’. The guy was a raving, batshit-crazy masochist.


	I was a sucker though, those lips of his they were so kissable, almost feminine and it’s cuties like him who make life difficult for a hard-working vampire.


	I resisted temptation and bit down hard. 


	He howled like an insane werewolf while I drank the nectar of the ancient vampirical gods. I drank like there was no tomorrow, after which I remembered why I was here and ceased and let him fall.


	I left him laying there his features warped in ecstasy. As I heard an unfamiliar noise, I located the nearest wall and scanned the room. Then something knocked me back against it, followed by the sensation humans called pain.


	In the dimness, I reached up with my right hand to the sensation, and found out why I couldn’t move or hadn’t fallen down. An arrow had penetrated my left shoulder next to the joint and embedded itself in the thick panel of the wall behind me.


	A hidden voice whispered, just loud enough to carry from the depths of the large room, “I can see you.”


	I could see him too; he’d been hiding behind a sofa set against the other wall. He was moving towards me, he had a set of night-glasses strapped to his forehead and a reflex bow in his hand with an arrow on the string.


	Then I heard the bow creak as it was spanned once more.


	I broke off the shaft in my shoulder and ducked, just in time, as the second arrow grazed my other shoulder and whacked into the wall behind me.


	I covered the thirty meters with one leap in a nano second; as I’m greased lightning when the need arises. I decided on the knife and slashed his throat, cutting through the bowstring on the way as I flew at him, catching the spray across my breasts as I landed next to him. Yes, I’m a bitch for blood and that was one shower I didn’t want to miss. I held him to me and sucked on the emission as life left his body, and I drank until the flow ceased then cast him aside. 


	I burped quite loud, giggled like a schoolgirl and excused myself to the room. I was bloated, I had drunk enough blood to last me a whole year.  My shoe caught in his trouser leg and as I had nothing but contempt for paedophiles I stamped on his groin wishing he was alive so I could hurt him. My shoulder had long since healed, but I always took offence if somebody shot or stabbed me, so I hurled his body against the wall, listening to the sounds as his bones snapped. 


	I walked over to his partner in crime. He was still lying there. I could make out a stupid grin on his face, an expression that soon vanished as my knife flashed once more and cut off my favourite piece. He screamed of course, that is until I stomped on his throat. As I watched him choke I consoled myself knowing that these two wouldn’t scar the minds and bodies of any more innocent children.


	I found the shower, rust-coloured tepid water dribbling from a green-coated faucet and washed myself clean, a little ashamed of my greediness, satisfying my appetite with scum like him, but a storm had raged, and any port will do sometimes. 


	The air was still out on the street, and the sun would rise soon. This was a nuclear desert area. People had lived and loved here, and this symbol of man’s ignorance and fear was all that was left. 


	The sky was empty; no buzzards flew here as no other animals abided here, the surrounds were dotted with withered trees and dried-up bushes … No flies, no gnats, not even the insects that burrow beneath the ground … the earth was sterile- period, post radio-active sterile.


	I wasn’t surprised as I walked towards where I’d left Jonas and saw ‘him’ appear out of a side street, moving like he owned the place. Where he’d been I had no idea, I hadn’t spotted him coming in and I had no idea what could have kept him away from his lord and masters for so long in this ghost of a town.


	I thought for a second he might be passing through, but these bastards never travelled without extra protection, as Mike had informed me. 


	I couldn’t resist a smile, well a leer then, as this one was dressed like a ‘gunslinger’, his revolver low on his hip, his fingers wriggling above it. He came to a halt about thirty meters away, legs wide as he stood in the dusty street, his Stetson shadowing his eyes.


	I had a gun strapped high on my right thigh and a knife on my left forearm; I let him move first, which he did.


	I was faster than him.


	My hand was a blur.


	The next sound I heard was: ‘Click’! My pistol jammed.


	I dropped it and my hand was a blur once more and I heard the explosion as he fired. 


	My heavy knife penetrated his throat, a short, sideways, half-turn throw, only good for the soft parts.


	His bullet clipped my ear and buzzed past my butt as I leaned into the throw, and I bled once again, just for a few seconds until the cut healed and the flesh grew back. 


	He stood there coughing, spitting blood, my knife in his other hand, his mouth opening and closing, his brow curled, probably wondering why he couldn’t speak, or maybe it was the shock of seeing me move that fast. 


	I leaped over to him and landed before him. I took my knife and relieved him of his ancient piece, pulled back the hammer and blew his brains out the back of his head sending him tottering back to land in the dirt with a thud.


	After the dust settled I saw the reason for his absence as a skinny, titless, naked woman came out of the same alleyway screaming obscenities. I waited until she was well within range, as the pistol I had taken from dead-eye-dick was reliable only for two dozen meters - if that, and shot her in the head too. Then I snapped the colt in half and cleaned my knife on the dead dude’s jeans. 


	I picked up my useless weapon, an old-fashioned standard issue Grande .45 twelve-shot, probably choked with dust as I hadn’t bothered cleaning it since I had it; yes, I do really dumb things sometimes.


	I dragged numb-nuts and his saloon whore inside with the other two and after tipping out the contents of two storm lanterns I set the place alight.


	*


	The sun was on the rise when I joined Jonas who was standing in the shade of the apple tree which was missing a large amount of fruit. I opened my saddlebags, dressed in my protective clothing, donned my Sombrero and we left town.


	*


	I reached the diner and met the empath; she knew what I was and told me she was an elf, and that her name was Fenir. She was probably ten times my age and judging by her looks she didn’t go short of men.


	She was a good cook and fed me bloody steak for breakfast. My pleasure, however, was shortened as she said, “Can you hear that.”


	It was my beeper and it was Mike. After I told him where I was he told me he was on his way and, would be there inside an hour, which gave me time to eat half-a-dozen juicy steaks and then depart for the shower where I freshened up.


	*


	Dressed in leather jacket, Sombrero and jeans I kept my soft-soled shoes on and saddled up.


	Mike arrived with his SUV and trailer in a cloud of dust. He walked over to us and pointed to the pale smoke cloud in the distance enhancing the sunrise and said with a raised right eyebrow, “You found them and burned them.”


	I nodded, “I killed them first, in the usual manner, as I was hungry,” and handed him my weapon. “Four, all nice and crisp, no need for a trial,” I said, “and can you show me how to clean that thing.”


	He took it and pulled out the magazine. “It’s empty,” he said, “read the manual I gave you,” and gave the pieces back, shaking his head.


	I dropped them into my saddlebags. “Thanks, I’ll remember next time,”


	He looked towards the horizon. “Did you have to burn down the whole frigging town?”


	I grinned. “Oops,” I said, and changed the subject, “What have you got?”


	“Three assholes, they were holed up with a young boy. They hadn’t got round to him, but I beat the shit out of them anyway,” he said, “And, there’s a dozen more out there, so keep your, er, senses peeled.”


	I would have liked to have seen Mike in action; he was well-built, big-boned, but not as tall as me. But I’m tall for a girl, at 1,82 would you believe. 


	I saw somebody behind him; it was the kid he mentioned, about ten-years old. He looked at us wide-eyed, me with my white eyes and Fenir with her bright-green almond ones and oval, almost pointed, ears.


	Fenir called out, “Come on in, Chuck, you look hungry, how about waffles and ice cream?”


	The boy must have had that on his mind, as his hesitancy was replaced by a huge smile and he nodded so hard I thought his head would fall off.


	She sat him in the corner and five minutes later he was stuffing himself like he’d never eaten in his life, while Mike put away half-dozen fried eggs on toast.


	He kept glancing at Fenir and her answering gaze told me nothing, but there was something between these two and it wasn’t sex.


	I looked out the window; the back of Mike’s six-seater was empty. “Where are the perps, Mike,” I said.


	“In the horse box,” he said and grinned.


	I shook my head in mock disdain and said, “Mike, Jonas dropped a load before I took him out. You didn’t clean it out did you.”


	“No,” he said. “No time.”


	I looked at the kid. “Chuck seemed a little shell-shocked when he came in,” I said, “I think it’s better if he rides back with me.”


	Mike looked at the kid, then at me. “Good idea, it would help get his mind off his kidnappers, as I don’t know what they said to him only what they were doing with each other when I found them,” he said and added, “They got no clothes on.”


	“No!” I said feigning surprise. “No time, I gather.”


	“No time,” he said and we both laughed.


	“Rolling in the shit, if I know you, the way you drive,” I said.


	“Brake hard; pound the gas pedal, corner on two wheels and I ain’t done with them yet,” he said, “so it’s a good idea you ride back on Jonas,” 


	I said goodbye to Fenir knowing our paths would cross in this century or the next one, barring accidents. 


	I watched as Mike set off, driving erratically. 


	“Ever been horse riding,” I said to Chuck.


	He shook his head. Apparently he was a city kid, an orphan living off what he could beg or steal. His clothes were patched but clean, so somebody had been caring for him.


	I mounted and pulled him up behind me and he held on to me real tight. I started off with a walk then a trot. I told Jonas to canter gently and we loped along.


	“How come she knew my name, I didn’t tell anybody,” he said.


	He meant Fenir, and I never lie to children. “She’s an elf, she can read minds.”


	“Oh, I see.”


	 After a while he said. “Can Jonas go faster?”


	“Like the wind” I said and told Jonas to speed it up.


	I heard Chuck yelling like a cowboy at round-up time. I slowed down and asked, “Would you like to ride him yourself, without me.”


	He nodded and I jumped down. He watched as I shortened the stirrups. “Keep your heels down and your toes turned in, raise your butt and lean forward when you gallop.”


	“What are you going to do?” he said. He was finally opening up. Mike hadn’t even got his name out of him, we’d got that from Fenir.


	“Don’t worry. I’ll be right here,” I said.


	His brow furled a little as he spoke, “I’m not scared. But you’ll be left behind, and it’s getting late and you’re blind.”


	“I can see in the dark, they are magic eyes and I run like the wind too,” I said. “Just give him his head when you’re ready.”


	I slapped Jonas on the rump and said, “Just give him a light squeeze with your legs to go and pull back on the reins to stop or slow down.”


	I watched as he trotted off, then his legs gave Jonas another squeeze and he sped off. 


	I caught up and kept pace with him, ‘Take it easy now, no jumps, stay on the road,’ I told Jonas.


	‘You worry too much, mistress,’ he answered.


	Chuck started whooping again and after a while began to tire.


	‘Slow it up, he’s tiring.’


	“Pull up, Chuck, horse needs a breather.”


	He pulled on the reins and after I lengthened the stirrups we set off at a leisurely trot with me holding onto him instead of the other way round and he wasn’t complaining.


	We walked for a while, no moon, but Jonas could see just as well as I could.


	He stopped, he raised his head, sniffing deeply.


	Now I have a good sense of smell, not as good as a dog’s and not as acute as Jonas’s.


	‘What can you detect, my friend?’ 


	‘A dozen bodies, a mixture of human and…’ He stopped. ‘They’re coming this way and fast and they have a scout.’


	After springing down I told Chuck. “Take Jonas up to that rise, I have to, er, use the toilet behind those bushes.”


	“You shy?”


	“All little girls are shy when they pee-pee.”


	He shook his head and urged Jonas forward.


	A minute later, I heard them, driving a heavy ground car. I counted six in the back and three in the cab. The truck braked to a halt and the six jumped down, as two left the cab I realized I’d not cleaned my gun. The heat from the headlights and an array on the roof told me we weren’t in the dark


	Eight to one and they had knives, long knives. The ninth left the cab, I flinched, he was one of us, a renegade vampire, a hunter of his own kind; he had to die. He had one of those jap swords and he was swinging it as if he knew how to use it. 


	I heard a wolf howl in the distance, somewhere behind me and an answering one up front. My ‘blood-brother’ halted in his tracks, and I heard it too, a low growl from behind me. The wolf howl, was it a wolf? Whatever it was it halted my attackers in their tracks, but, what scared the shite out them came at them from the right, as a huge mass of flesh and bone crashed into the sword-waver and ran off with him into the undergrowth. 


	I felt more than heard a movement behind me as a huge animal, did I say animal, as it was on two legs and embraced the nearest guy who, like the others, was frozen with fear, fell with him to the ground. The others unfroze and headed for the truck, fighting to get into the cab, three didn’t make it, one of them had my knife buried in his spine and one of them had his face blown away by one of his pals and the other was dragged out by my furry helper, a werewolf.


	I’d seen one of these creatures before, but not in the flesh. My mother left me a painting of her and this massive wolf with human eyes and hands as it sat on its haunches beside her. I watched as this fabled creature ripped its victim’s head off with its great jaws and spat it out. The other one joined us and I said, ‘They’re getting away,’ meaning the retreating truck that did a reverse turn, raising a cloud of dust before it sped off.


	‘Let’s stop them,’ said Fenir’s voice inside my head. It was then I realized the other voice was Mike’s.


	I took a deep breath and she stood back as I transformed. I had the presence of mind to shed my clothes first, as I’d only had them a couple of days and shuddered as my bones stretched along with my sinews and my wings sprouted from my shoulder blades, flapping as I stretched them.  


	Fenir howled and Mike joined her. 


	They ran off and I rose up. 


	A guy once said to me, after saying flying was dangerous, “If the good Lord meant us to fly he would have given us wings.” My sentiments entirely as I loved to fly, but I always needed an excuse, and I’d got one.


	They were easy to spot, bouncing across the desert, the lamplights waving to the heavens before dipping down. 


	Fenir and Mike were closing in and I was in a fun mood. I folded my wings back and dropped. (I said I weighed 800 hundred pounds, but multiply that with 50mph.) I hit the roof, feet first. I’m sure I heard bones snap, and I dug my talons into the soft metal and tore chunks out. The stench of faeces and blood assailed my nostrils. Two face stared up at me and voices, no, screams pierced the air. I was thrown forward as the truck braked and I landed like a cat on my feet. Stupid humans, they knew they were going to die and it was this fear of death that clouded their minds as they opened the cab’s doors and fell out.


	Their eyes were glued to mine and I snarled, baring my fangs. One of them fainted, his eyes rolling back and was immediately flattened by one of the werewolves that ripped his head off. The other guy legged it and I swear he would have broken the world record for the hundred meters, if he had run that far, as I heard a scurry as something pursued him - three seconds later I heard his screams. 


	The two in the cab were dead, their skulls crushed. Fenir was busy licking herself clean before she transformed


	I beat her to it and when she was ready her shape changed from a rabid-looking beast to a lithe, naked Inuit with flowing black hair. “Thanks for the support,” I said, “Who is your partner?”


	A voice behind said, “Would you like to hazard a guess.”


	I recognized the voice, “It’s Mike isn’t it.”


	She nodded and looked past me. I followed her gaze and saw Mike strolling buck naked towards us. He embraced us both and said, “Welcome to the clan, Belle, where we’re all brothers and sisters.”


	“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked with my hand on his butt.


	He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I was thinking of telling the wife, how do you think she’d react.”


	“Bite her and see,” said Fenir.


	His brow clenched and I said, “Don’t say you never thought of doing that.”


	Fenir said, “I bit you didn’t I, one thousand years ago.”


	‘How about that!’


	He released us and said, “I thought about it, she’s only twenty and I thought…”


	“You will watch her grow old and die,” she said, “Bite her and have kids and start a clan, there are too few of us as it is.”


	“I wanted you, remember?” he said.


	She nodded. “I know, but I have a mate out there somewhere, and maybe he’ll return one day.” She laughed softly, a strange sound I thought after seeing her at work in her other form. “You know what canines are like; no sense of time.”


	“I’m going back for Chuck and Jonas,” I said, “I hope you torch this lot as it’s quite a lot of bodies for an area void of wildlife.”


	I left them to it as they talked some more. Fenir would probably persuade him to ‘integrate’ his wife and I wondered if I shouldn’t think along those lines too, as being a lone vampire was beginning to tear at my motherly instinct, seeing mortals with their kids, mothers suckling their babies in the park with their husbands looking on. My nipples started to swell painfully at the thought and I made a vow to do something about it, someday.


	I discovered Jonas trotting towards me. Chuck had gathered my things and he threw them down to me.


	“Where’ve you been without your clothes,” he asked, grinning as he eyed my breasts and the rest.


	I told him the truth, “Chasing bad guys.”


	We set off and we passed the burning truck. Chuck asked me as he looked at the funeral pyre, “Bad guys?”


	“Yep,” I said, “More bad guys, they were after me, not you.” I didn’t want the kid to think he was still being pursued by paedophiles, as he’d been freaked out enough.


	We met Mike and Fenir once more at the crossroads, and I handed a drowsy Chuck over to her and chased after the jeep and trailer as it drove sedately home.


	Maria, Mike’s wife, had a bed waiting for Chuck who, after a hot bath and dressed in mike’s pyjamas, fell asleep immediately.


	Fenir shared my bed and we slept, nothing more, no talking; we were tired.


	*


	And boy, did we have a surprise the next day when we delivered the perps to the local jail where they had to be hosed down.


	Chuck was Charles Wentworth the third, he was the – wait for it – the long lost son of a newspaper magnate. (Not only that he was the only son, and there was a seven figure reward for his return, something we accepted gratefully, on the quiet that is, because as public servants…well you understand, don’t you.) He’d been kidnapped as a baby and somehow found himself on the street and now he was back with his family. 


	How did that happen, well Maria saw the star-shaped birthmark when she was bathing him, and remembered the case when Mike headed the search for him. Yes, I know it sounds corny, but that’s the way things are; what did you think this was, a fairy story for grown-ups.


	And, yes, Mike did bite his wife after telling her the whole story about Fenir and me.


	As for Chuck he married Fenir when he was twenty-five, which was the maximum age a werewolf ceases to age (I guess she bit him when we weren’t looking) and he has a ranch too, he raises horses, big ones, for after his ride on Jonas he didn’t want to know about anything else.


	Me, I’m no longer a Marshall, as I had to ‘retire’ when the ‘suits’ started to question my non-existent medical history, not only that they changed from C.S. Marshalling back to single state Assistant District Attorneys with a license to kill, as it had been in the 23rd century, before I met Mike, but that’s a different story. He told me the government was looking into my “case” (Mike, an ADA once more, had influence with the DA) and would be interested in “exploiting” my talents.


	I’ve got a great Aunt called Amy Cauldar, who specializes in robotics residing here in Bexhill City capitol of the First State. I would like to find her; in the meantime I’m on the lookout for a partner, got any suggestions?




	 


	 


	Chapter Three.


	Concerning the Robot Laws.


	About my aunt Amy Cauldar; it was something I read in a diary my father left me. He said she had Irish nationality and was married to French nobility, which was a great help - no, I shouldn’t say that … anyhow, I found her name in a society magazine as she did quite a lot of work for charity, donating robots to the needy along with a ton of cash. But the problem was this news was over three-hundred and fifty years old and she seemed to have disappeared, and on top of that it appears I had a cousin named Bella who was once an Assistant District Attorney with a licence to kill and she’d disappeared with her. 


	There was some talk, in a later newspaper edition from around AD 2300 that she and Amy had been seen in London. They say Amy had been there since 1910 working on artificial intelligence, postronicity - perfecting the positronic brain that all artificial intelligences needed, whether it was a horse, guard dog, bodyguard or ‘lover’. She was working on a robot that had feelings, needs, desires, desires such as companionship, and yes … sex. Not that I had intended to search for her.


	There was a whisper of a time-warp device by some Brit named Charles Wright, a professor of Quantum physics or some secret stuff … but only a whisper and it was soon forgotten until somebody, a detective, noticed that one day Bella was pregnant, and the next day she wasn’t and a week later she gave birth to a daughter and then went on their travels, again. It didn’t make the papers, as it was Mike who mentioned it in conversation, he’d read it in a secret report stolen from the British secret service by one of my contemporaries. 


	Oh, I forgot, I’m now a spy for the CF government, a secret agent. I’ve been learning how to use ‘certain gadgets’ and weaponry, how to administer certain drugs, mind-relaxing drugs under whose influence even the strongest-willed man or woman’s tongue loosened, causing their minds to become cooperative and shed all their knowledge to whoever asked.


	I was taking a well-earned break as I’d just returned from working on my French grammar and accent, scaling buildings free-handed, scaling rock faces, free-handed and for some unknown reason jungle warfare training for the past six months and I was looking forward to a well-earned rest. 


	As I was saying, I had no intention of searching for Amy, instead I decided to visit Charles ‘Chuck’ Wentworth the third to be precise, he was just a kid when we first met in 2214 and now he was a grandfather, great-grandfather and great-great-grandfather a dozen or more times over. He now had a ranch where he took care of my horse Jonas, a giant horse, part hunter, part English Shire, he was using him to breed, in fact most of his horse were descendants of Jonas and other cross-breeds, Mustangs most of them with some ‘Arab blood’ thrown in. Jonas was one of many horses with the longevity gene; well he had to have it as I would have been devastated at his passing.


	Ever since he rode Jonas that time, Chuck’s one and only dream had been to breed horses on his own ranch and raise a family with his wife Fenir, an Empath; she was also an elf and part American Inuit. She was also one of the early breed of werewolves. 


	Fenir had cousins, and they were of course werewolves. One of them was Gerin, a big-busted slim-hipped gal, she was my apprentice assassin, me the vampire and she the werewolf. 


	Chuck had built his ranch next to Mike’s and one afternoon I came back from riding on Jonas with Gerin. She was riding one of Jonas’ sons, a piebald stallion. 


	We saw two women by the paddock. Mike was approaching them from the house. 


	I took a good look, they were sisters’ maybe, according to their looks and not bad-looking too, dark red hair and well-stacked figures looking every bit the cowgirl in their jeans, Stetsons, boots and flannel shirts, which was not unusual as Gerin and me where dressed just like them.


	As we neared them, Jonas’s nostrils flared and Gerin’s brow tensed, “I sense something,” she said.


	I caught a whiff of a familiar scent, familiar, but only in my memory. “They are vampires,” I said, “My kind.”


	As the words left my lips the two women turned quickly and looked directly at us. You could have knocked me out with a snowball. It was when I knew I had found my aunt Amy. 


	So, I wasn’t alone after all. 


	We rode on. As soon as we were near the paddock I jumped down. “Amy,” I said to the slightly older one. “Amy Cauldar.”


	She just stared at me, eyes wide, open-mouthed.


	I looked at the other. “And you must be Bella.”


	“Yes,” she said, “So, sister, who are you.”


	Amy came out of her trance saying, “Who the hell are you, you are vampire, that is obvious, but where did you come from.”


	“Libelle, Amy, Libby for short. You may recall my mother; she seduced van Helsing and betrayed him to his wife.” 


	Bella said, “And you are her daughter, well, well, what a small world we live in.”


	Amy nodded. “Yes, isn’t it” she said and stared at me. Oh, gosh, those eyes, like cold fire piercing the depths of my mind. Before I could react she had me in a vampire trance; not that I minded; she was after all, family.


	I felt her mind as it opened up inside mine, I almost heard her memories rushing through her synapses. She released me and then she laughed. Oh, what a wicked laugh she had, one that startled Jonas. She looked up at him, pursed her lips and reached out to his equine mind. His reaction was to snort and paw the ground. 


	“A fine horse you have, Libelle,” she said, “Yes I remember your mother, Vienna Chan Zing, she claimed to have been one of Kublai Kahn’s concubines before your father, Alexander Cauldar, working as a translator for Marco Pole, stole her from the Kahn after seducing her. He converted her the next day, and they transformed to escape the Kahn’s wrath. It was said that the Kahn paid Hugo van Helsing one million in gold sovereigns to hunt your parents down and kill them. But your mother was too clever for him.”


	She said as she put her arm around Bella. “Meet the infamous part of our family, true British vampire blood also runs in our veins. Libelle, this is my granddaughter, your blood-cousin, Bella Cauldar.”


	I regarded them both, they were a picture of health, they had no need of the longevity gene, they were ageless, just like Fenir and Gerin, Mike, Chuck, Mary and me, and Chuck’s kids (and the place was teeming with them) who came pouring out of the ranch house after catching our presence as we had caught Amy and Bella’s.


	“Where have you two been, I heard of you both in London, something to do with “Super-Helium” way back in the twentieth century. And what do you know of this time-warp thing.”


	They glanced at one another, I caught the start of a thought then, ‘Shush…she can hear us.’ From Amy.


	Followed by, “Every one around this place can,” from Bella.


	Amy sighed and said, “It’s a long, long story, Libby. Yes, we have time-warp capability in our, er, space vessel, but we don’t use it as we kept becoming entangled in time-warp anomalies for some reason.”


	‘Time-warp capabilities’.


	The words echoed in my mind, I heard Gerin gasp, saw Mike’s jaw drop and heard Ferin as she came out behind the horde of children and said, “Did you say space vessel, like er, a craft that flies from planet to planet.”


	“Around the Universe, no less,” said Bella, “But, as I said; we are having trouble with anomalies.” 


	Mike butted in, smiling, “I hate to break things up, Amy but on the phone you said you had something to tell me, and this after all that time.”


	‘So Mike knew Amy and Bella. Well, it is a small world as she said.’


	She turned to him and grabbed his arm. “Commander Nielsen has been assassinated.”


	You could have heard a goose feather landing on snow as we all went stumm and looked to Mike, who finally said, “By whom.”


	She looked at me, along with Bella, “Tee-nine, one of our - your robot workers.”


	Everybody, kids included, stood still. Commander Paul Nielsen was a regular visitor to the ranch, he even had his own horse, and his family rode here every weekend, Friday till Sunday, staying overnight at the ranch house. Sometimes Paul came out to ride during the week; one of the robot staff would pick him up and bring him back to his office or his home.


	“When,” I said.


	“About one hour ago,” she said.


	“What happened,” said Mike


	“After Tee-nine brought Paul back to his office in one of your pick-ups, he apparently took a marble bust down from its pedestal and crushed Paul’s skull with it.”


	Mike, his features pale said, “Any witnesses to the actual event.”


	“No.”


	The silence fell heavy on all of us once again. We all knew Paul and his family well, and we knew Tee-nine just as well.


	Tee-nine was one of the oldest ranch hands, a worker robot. I knew him well, if you could call being familiar with the likes and dislikes of a ten-year-old non-sentient being actually ‘knowing’. Ten years old his was how long he’d worked on the ranch since leaving the robot factory. What I hadn’t known until now was that Amy and Bella owned it, hence the visit. 


	I knew T-nine couldn’t kill Paul Nielsen, we all did; he was programmed not to harm humans, robot laws forbid it, anyhow, he didn’t have a bad joint in his body. He had his ‘own’ personality, which was a wise-cracking one when he performed badly with the horses, cursing himself, calling himself a ‘bucket of loose screws’.


	I said, “He was made to protect human life.”


	Ferin said, “So why is he accused.” 


	Amy shrugged with her chin on her chest. She looked around at us all. “He was found standing over the body, he was holding the bust.”


	“He must have said something in defence,” said Mike.


	 “That’s just it,” said Bella, “The first thing he said was that he had he caused Paul’s death; and then he went catatonic.”


	Catatonic … Robots have been known to do this after causing or not being able to prevent a catastrophe where property was destroyed or humans were injured or died.


	“It could have been an accident,” said Ferin, “Tee-nine was a little clumsy, always fooling around.”


	Something nerved me. “Why the term ‘Assassinated,” I said.


	Mike looked at me and said, “You only arrived back yesterday, Libby, in the past six months fifteen ADA’s have been killed, or in my opinion, assassinated.”


	I knew Mike wasn’t self-opinionated, egocentric or nuts; if he said ‘in my opinion’ it was as near to truth as you could get. 


	An ADA’s job is dangerous to say the least. “Were they killed in action.”


	His right eyebrow rose. “No, they were off-duty and they all died accidentally, mostly whilst driving, two by swimming and one rock-climbing.”


	“What do you think is behind this, or should I say who.”


	I could sense his inner feelings. He sent the kids back in the house with a sharp thought and said to the rest of us, “The President of the Five States, Richard French, wants to disband the CF Marshals; he spoke of using the army as a police force, one that could not be corrupted. He already has two-thousand men in barracks around the capitol building.”


	“Corrupted,” I said, “Who is – was corrupted. You and I screened all applicants and we know all of them were competent, capable and incorruptible, those were three of the requisites you and Paul demanded from all of us.”


	He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on, Libby; I tried to speak with Richard soon after he made the accusations in front of governor Transom, but he refused to take my calls. Paul blew his top and called on him. He forced his way into his office and he had words with him and....”


	I sensed it, Paul had found out something. “And what, Mike. Spit it out, say your mind.”


	“He told me early this morning on the phone. He said the man he spoke with was not President Richard French.”


	“You said he called-.”


	He cut me off, “He spoke with a man who was not the President of the Confederate States.”


	I got it that time. “Did he extrapolate.”


	“No, he did not. You, Paul and I were going to try and get to him today or tomorrow and find out – get inside his mind – see who he really is.”


	“What now, Mike,” said Mary.


	Amy cut in, “Mike, you know robots cannot intentionally kill or even harm or allow another human or anything else to harm a human being.”


	“It seems he did so,” said Gerin, standing beside me.


	Bella said, “He probably knows the killer and was unable to prevent him… or her, which is why he went catatonic.”


	“That would be somebody he trusted,” said Mike.


	“Maybe he flipped because it was somebody he trusted too much, somebody he respected and  admired.”


	“He’ll be dismantled, his brain destroyed,” Amy said, “That is the usual procedure when a robots brain ceases to function correctly.”


	That’s when I lost it, “Wait a minute,” I said, “We are talking about somebody I know, accused of murder, okay, so he’s a robot, but he was my friend, I can’t let this happen, in fact I won’t if it’s the last thing I do.”


	I looked at them standing there agog. Well, I was rather loud and I tend to transform, change color and shape when angered; in fact I am awesome when fully transformed; a dark-gray, twelve foot mass of muscle and huge wings, four-inch long upper fangs and talons on hands and feet, luckily I stopped before a tore my clothing.


	Gerin looked at me, said, “Remind me never to upset you.” This coming from a fully-developed werewolf.


	It seemed we had to do something as Amy was biting her lower lip and Bella’s features were darkening. I decided to set the ball rolling and said, “So, Mike, do we pay the president a visit.”


	“After what happened to Paul I suggest we take it a little lower,” he said.


	“Somebody who Paul trusted.”


	He nodded. “We will have to speak with Governor Transom, he and Paul were high school buddies, he’ll have taken it badly.”


	We decided to contact him straight off and called him by vid-phone. He was in his office at home, ashen-faced. We didn’t know how secure the line was but, what the heck…


	After the preliminaries Mike said, “We heard the news, Carl.”


	 “Did Paul call you.”


	“Sure, he told me of his suspicions.”


	“He called me too, and Paul has never lied to me in his life; and now he’s dead.”


	“Killed by a robot, Carl.”


	His brow curled. “A robot can do that can it, take a human life.”


	I said my piece, “If he did then he was programmed to do so, re-programmed I mean.”


	“That’s not something anybody could do,” he said.


	“Yeah,” said Mike, “And I have somebody in mind.”


	Carl nodded. “So I have I. there can only be one-.”


	“What the -,” said Mike as the screen blacked out. 


	Being of one mind we both arrived at Mike’s 4x4 together and left the ranch in a cloud of dust, with Amy and Bella, mounted on their horses staring at us in mental silence.




	 


	 


	Chapter Four.


	Confrontation.


	We arrived at his building, no security guards outside but two bullet-holed forms inside, two in the chest and one in the head.


	We entered his office and found Carl sitting in front of his vid-phone, his white shirt soaked in blood and his forehead sporting a neat hole.


	We walked out onto the porch, plenty of shade there.


	“He was going to mention somebody’s name-.”


	Mike ducked as a bullet chipped a piece out of the wall behind us and a loud voice said, “Stand still, raise your hands, do not move or we will open fire.”


	The voice was coming from behind an army truck parked behind several large bushes; the voice repeated the message. 


	‘Damn it, Mike, I didn’t see that as we came in.’


	‘You and me both,’ he sent back.


	‘Are we staying or going,’


	‘Going,’


	We ran toward the 4x4 on our left some forty metres away at the bottom of the garden pathway. We didn’t make it, not only did we take a dozen hits each, the 4x4 disintegrated and threw us back onto the porch. 


	The next thing I recall was somebody zipping up a body bag with me inside it.


	‘Mike, you still there.’


	‘My ears are ringing, but I’m okay.’


	‘What do we do; play dead.’


	‘Good idea. Let’s keep our ears open.’


	‘I can hear a radio.’


	‘Listen in, Libby, maybe we can get wise and surprise them.’


	‘Hey, my clothes, I’m naked.’


	‘That will be the blast, I’m naked too.’


	‘I knew I’d heard an RPG rocket igniting.’


	‘Shush, listen.’


	A loud voice was saying, “…. Colonel French, I got the VP on the line now.”


	‘VP, what’s that,’ I sent.


	‘The vice president, I imagine.’


	‘That’ll be Walter Thurgeon the scientist, the robotics professor.’


	‘Figures, Libby.’  


	‘Shush.’


	A new voice sounded, “Mission accomplished, sir. We nabbed Sulich and that blond bitch Cauldar as well.”


	“All dead.”


	“Like Dodo’s sir.”


	“See you at the lab, bring all three with you, I’m interested to know what makes the blonde tick, Sulich too.”


	“On our way, sir.”


	We were hoisted up onto the truck, amongst curses as it took eight men to lift me. 


	*


	After a two hour drive, according to the sounds of footfalls and voices I imagined we were in the underground car park of the capitol building where Thurgeon had his private laboratory. 


	We were transported by gurneys and eventually ended up on what felt like autopsy slabs.


	My zip came down, my eyes were open causing a white-coated female attendant to step back.


	“Hey, is she dead or what,” she said.


	I’d seen Thurgeon on TV so I recognised his simpering mug. “Killed in the explosion, after resisting arrest my dear, after killing Governor Transom.”
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