I've been walking
Along a crooked path
Where the walls have fallen
And broken me in half
I'm telling you
I will not rest till I lay down my head
I’m gonna go
In the house of stone and light
I shall not cry for the blind man I leave behind
When I go in the house of stone and light

In the House of Stone and Light
Martin Page


Patterns and shadows drift in the rush of a bitter wind. Shifting sand blurs the edges of the city, scours an empty landscape that stretches as far as the eye can see.

Heat rises. Naked trees, gnarled and stripped bare, stand and shimmer in the expanding air.

Twin sienna suns sit low on the thin, tight horizon. In less than an arn they’ll sink behind the black hills hulking in the distance.

If she stands still enough, is quiet enough, she can trace images in her mind’s eye. Images of gently curving golden ribs; the golden glow of warm, living walls in the stillness of the sleep cycle.

She shifts the tiny body higher on her shoulder, rests her cheek on top of the head that nestles at the join of her neck and shoulder as her eyes scan the distance.

It’s the direction he’ll come from, when he comes.

She’s never thought if, never has; has given up trying to figure out what that means.

It’s time to move.

But she stands statue-still until the first of the suns slides below the rolling curves of the foothills.

Only then does she turn and slip through the door.

************************

On Moravia V you’d come close. For a few crindars and a few arns you’d heard a story about a civil war and a megalomaniac who’d suffered from delusions of grandeur ended by thin wire and an assassin’s quick hand.

Not much different from other stories you’d heard before on other planets.

You know the plot by heart; the cast of characters is always the same even if the details sometimes differ. It’s always a quick pulse blast to the head or a long range shot through the chest; a knife up close and personal, or a well-timed explosion.

And a dark-haired harbinger of death.

You’re closer now; you feel it in your bones.

And so you keep moving.

************************

You slide calm, cool eyes around the room as you make your way through the maze of loose, long-limbed bodies lounging on low sofas draped in black firesilk.

Hooded eyes track you from the shadows that dance in the red glow of the semi-darkness as you slide onto a seat at the far end of the bar.

Deep-purple walls, the curling smoke trails of burning incense, providers, clients, and the muted murmur of deals being done remind you that you’d know this place on any planet.

You ignore the mountain hunched over his drink two stools down.

A tall, leggy blonde wrapped in gossamer and gold materializes in front of you, red shadows swirling like ghosts over the bronze of her skin. “What can I get you?”

Her smile is a little too plastic; her green eyes a little too sharp, her face a little too tight, and you think she’s just a little older than she wants you to think she is. But you’re here now and you can play the game.

You run your eyes all over her because you know she expects you to, and your voice is so low and soft she has to lean in to hear you. “Raslak.”

You tap a long forefinger on the pile of credits you slide onto the smooth, polished surface as she reaches below the bar for the bottle.

Her eyes don’t leave your finger as she finds a glass and pours. “Will you be wanting anything else?”

You tilt your head; look up at her from the tops of your eyes. “Something specific.”

She leans in, pink tongue peeking out to lick glistening, full lips. “We can do specific.”

You pick up your glass; knock back the raslak, and breathe deep against the long, slow burn that has always reminded you of good twelve-year-old scotch. “Sebacean. Long. Lean. Dark hair.”

She pulls back, barks a laugh. “Not on the menu.”

Your fingers slide the credits forward.

“Look around. Kalish. Interions.” She leans in again; tilts her head, pins you in place with her eyes. “No Sebaceans. Not this close to the Scarran border.”

Her finger traces yours. “But I’m sure we can find something else to satisfy you.”

Your lips torque to the left as you pull back your credits. “I only do Sebaceans.”

She flicks her eyes to the newcomer at the far end of the bar and back and her lips curve in invitation. “Look around.”

She pours you another round. “Perhaps you’ll change your mind.”

You roll your glass between your hands; slide your eyes to the side to follow her as she makes her way down the bar.

“What’s it worth to you?”

Your head swivels a quarter turn.

************************

Your breath huffs in a swirling silver cloud as you hunch deeper in the hooded, woolen robe you’d found on some planet five or six planets ago, and step back into the deeper shadows between buildings.

You miss your duster; you’d left it in the Prowler. It’s far too obviously Peacekeeper for here, and while you feel naked without it, what you’re wearing keeps you warm and hides your weapons.

Restless and edgy, your fingers tap Winona.

It’s late enough that the streets have been abandoned. You’ve been here a while, long enough to track the slow rise of a full golden moon that turned the sky teal and then evergreen as it climbed high over the black foothills in the distance.

It was a beautiful show, but you still wish it was a little darker as sharp eyes rake the silent, empty street.

The neon glare of the marquee outshines the wide swath of stars you remember sweeping the sky as you approached the city, seemingly a lifetime ago.

But the brightest light burning by far is from the north; Scarran space.

It makes you remember how very close to the border you are.

You drop your eyes and flatten yourself against a wall, freeze statue-still as you catch movement on the edge of your peripheral vision.

Beneath the heavy neon glow you target a lone hooded figure that’s already moving down the silent street.

You suck in a sharp breath and your heart beat is suddenly pounding in your ears as you step around a pile of garbage and edge out of the alley. Smooth, silent steps walk you through the stillness, a shadow stalking your quarry.

This is it, you think. Endgame.

You lengthen your strides as you slip down the street, staying in shadow, eyes glued to the moving figure on the other side. This is the old city and the streets are narrow and twisted. It’s too easy to lose your line of sight.

But you’re quiet and you’re quick and you know your destination. Crindars are especially welcome here, and the mountain had been very specific.

You still don’t quite believe, but in the cold and the dark you’ve already allowed yourself to hope, ignored the unwelcome thoughts and images that have played behind your eyes like the shadows you’d seen dancing in a red glow.

You’re almost to the outer edge of the central core, and the neon has given way to the dim yellow light of street lamps and moonlight that spills over the cramped two and three story housing units that bump up tight against one another before civilization flattens out to meet scrubland and desert.

You’ve counted blocks and know it’s not far now; expect the turn around the corner when the figure slips out of your sight.

You’ll have to be quick; have to move fast; so you pick up the pace, long legs eating up distance as you cross the street.

You pull up and peer around the corner, narrowed eyes sighting along a darker, narrower side street and there it is, a slight shadow tucked into the deeper, darker shadow of a doorway.

It’s now, right now, and you’re off the line, moving quick like the linebacker you once were, locked on your target, closing the distance.

The figure in front of you starts to turn, but it’s too late as you throw yourself forward and slam hard into…her. Your momentum carries you forward and drives her back into the corner of the entryway pinned under your weight.

She wrenches hard against you, silent as she struggles. All you hear is harsh, ragged breathing; hers, yours, as your right hand slaps hers high above her head on the wall and pins it there.

All you feel is her body, too thin and all sharp angles and planes beneath yours as you trap her beneath your greater mass; a full-body press, belly to back.

There’s a sickening thud that curdles in your gut as your left hand slams her head into the wall.

The microt your fingers find the braid, your hand palms her skull, you know.

The tension doesn’t leave her body; she’s still taut as a tripwire, but she does stop fighting you. And you can’t help but press closer, heart pounding, pulse roaring in your ears. Your body remembers this. Relief makes you careless and that’s all that it takes.

She snaps back her hips into yours with enough force to make you fold and spins beneath you. The sharp crack of her left elbow on your jaw staggers you. You don’t see the pantak jab coming, but when the stars clear she’s in front of you, sighting down the barrel of the pistol she’s pulled from her robe.

You know this dance well enough; you’ve come here to play your part. Your hands come up from your sides, palms out as you shake back your hood onto your shoulders so that she can see you.

The pistol doesn’t move.

Her voice is as flat as her eyes. “How did you find me?”

Whenever you’d dreamed about this, you’d always had something witty to say. But you would always wake up angry and that anger, almost electric, is suddenly thrumming just below your skin.

Your eyes lock on hers; your lips flatline into a thin, tight smile. “I looked.”

Neither of you move for a long heartbeat; the only sound in the darkened entry is ragged silence.

She drops her hand and spins, shoves the pistol into her robe. “Frell this.”

The crack of thunder explodes behind your eyes and you’re moving before you know it, hand rough and heavy on her shoulder because you just can’t do gentle. An angry buzz hums in your head as iron fingers dig deep and you pull her in close, free arm wrapping her tight against you.

Your lips find the shell of her ear, voice low and dangerous. “I can do that, sweetheart.”

The rush of blood pulses in your veins on its way to throb in your groin. Your hands grab her arms; spin her around, and you feel the solid thump of her body through yours as it impacts the wall.

“Yeah, living with me damn near killed you.” Your breath is hot and heavy; you can’t feel her breathing at all. “This is better?”

She twists savagely beneath you and you push up harder against her, pin her to the wall.

“What’s the matter? You don’t wanna fuck?” Your lips split into a glass-edged smile; your voice is a fierce whisper at her ear. “Isn’t that what Peacekeeper whores do? Fuck?”

You’re tired of living like a beggar without her.

This is your game; your rules.

Your entire body thrums with the electricity you’ve always felt this close to her. It runs up your spine, fries your synapses; makes you feel feral and mean.

She goes rigid beneath you, and you can feel her cold, contained rage.

You pull back just enough to drag her robe up and over her head, and toss it blindly. Your fingers fist in the ankle length skirt that she’s wearing, ruck it up around her waist, pull small panties down over her hips.

Coiled tight, you feel her slide into the safety of her anger as she yanks your robe up and off and you hurriedly unzip and slide your own pants down, free your cock.

You’re hard and hot and your circuits are jammed. You need to be inside her.

You suck in a huge lungful of air as you lift her. She wraps those long lean legs around your waist, rolls her hips against yours as you thrust and drive into her and start to stroke.

Her fingers fist in your hair as she cants her hips.

Your eyes lock onto her wide-open ones as your hands cup her ass, splayed fingers digging deep into the soft skin covering hard muscle there.

Deep and quick you pound against her, balls deep into her, the only sound in the empty entryway your own harsh, jagged breathing.

You begin to pick up speed; pump harder, faster and then you’re out of your head, incandescent fireworks exploding behind your eyes.

Your circuits are no longer jammed.

Your knees buckle and her legs drop. Without a sound she pushes you off her, shakes down her skirt, leans over and snatches her clothes off the ground.

You watch her out of the corner of your eye as you pull up your pants, see the bruises already starting to form on her, and don’t stumble as she pushes past you.

You reach out and snag her clenched fist; wrap it in your hand as the door swings open in silence.



************************

The quiet envelops you as you follow her to the top of the stairs. Shadows spill across dull walls in the feeble light of wall lamps trying hard to push back the dark.

You’re one short step behind her as she slips to the end of the narrow hallway on silent feet.

Without a word she keys the lock and slides through the open door in smooth, fluid motion.

You’re moving down the short, dark hall, eyes adjusting to the deeper darkness before the door snicks shut behind you.

The dark hallway opens up into dimly lit space, and as you pull up behind her your eyes fall on the small collection of toys stacked neatly in the far corner.

Sharp pain slides through you like the blade of a knife and you blink hard, stand stiff and still in the silence.

Aeryn’s soft voice floats in the stillness. “You should be sleeping.”

“I was waiting for you.”

Your head snaps a quarter turn as your fingers wrap Winona and your eyes lock on the small figure backlit by the stream of moonlight coming in through the window.

“You’re late.” The old woman takes a step forward and weary, wary eyes target you. “I was worried.”

“Everything’s fine.”

You slide you gaze to Aeryn, and in the dim light you can see she’s unplaited her braid. Her hands roam her scalp, fingertips gently massaging as she works the worst of the kinks out of the base of her neck.

A small shiver runs through you at the sight; a small ache stabs at your chest as she shakes out her hair. Your fingers itch to slide through that waterfall spilling over her shoulders.

You’ve never tired of watching her take down her hair; never tired of what watching her do it did to you.

The old woman doesn’t take her eyes off you as she steps into your line of sight; her gnarled hand comes up to cup Aeryn’s cheek. “I’ll be off then.”

She fades into the dark of the hallway.

Aeryn’s soft smile slips as she tilts her head and rests narrowed, guarded eyes on you. She turns without a word, palms off the low light, and slides into the dark without a sound.

You’re still one step behind her when she pushes through the door at the end of the hall.

Streams of pale-gold moonlight slip through opaque sheers curtaining the window, bathing the room in a pale glow, spilling over the bed still made with Peacekeeper precision.

Your eyes run over everything settled in its proper place and it’s so very Aeryn you think you could be standing in her cell on Moya.

Except for the crib on the far wall.

You freeze and time stops as she steps across the room.

Then you’re next to her and the small sound of breathing greets you as you look down and stare.

She feathers her fingertips over the sleeping body curled under the comforter, bends to press her lips to a small forehead.

“Aeryn…”

“My son.”

Your eyes burn but you don’t blink as trembling fingers ghost along the tiny arm peeking out from the comforter. “My son?”

You can’t breathe, don’t want to; this might all disappear.

She reaches over, pulls the covers up over the raised butt, bends again to kiss dark, silky hair, straightens and turns and slides away from you in smooth silence. “Yes.”

You don’t know how long you stand there staring.

This is where you used to live.

When you turn the room is dark, the lamp off.

Broken dreams; broken hearts; broken glass; faded memories maybe, but they all used to be yours.

As you move to the bed, you ruck up your shirt, pull it up and over your head, drop it to the floor. You toe off your boots, push your leathers over your hips, leave it all in a trail behind you.

And you remember happy here; you want that back.

The bed doesn’t creak as you slide onto your side and listen to Aeryn breathe in the silence and the dark.

************************

Your eyes flip open and snap closed just as quickly as a flash of bright light explodes behind them and stabs at your brain. You roll stiffly; snag a pillow to cover your face.

Muffled sound makes its way to your ears; running water, muted voices, and the quiet rumbling of your stomach that reminds you that you haven’t eaten in awhile.

Your hand slides to the other side of the bed; the sheets are cool and empty.

You toss the pillow aside and leverage tight muscles to jackknife yourself upright. Swinging your legs over the side of the bed, you bring your hands up to roughly scrub at your face and rub at your temples.

You roll your neck and shoulders until they crack, twist your spine until it pops; stand and stretch like a bear in the spring. Snagging your leathers, you step into them on as you walk out of the bedroom and head down the hall.

The twin suns ride low on the horizon. It’s later than you thought, well past midday, and soft sienna sunlight streams in the open window, pools in the center of the room. You pull up short at the sight of the old woman sitting very still in the chair, fingers working the tangle of yarn piled in her lap.

You bite your lip; hate to ask; paste on your best smile. “Where’s Aeryn?”

The gnarled fingers still; she doesn’t look at you. “Working.”

Your lips twitch and a spasm ripples across your jaw line. “The baby?”

She lifts cool, calm eyes to yours. “Sleeping.”

You nod once, sharp and quick.

The humming is back in your head, thrumming just below your skin as you spin on your heel and stalk down the hall.

You’re careful not to let the door slam on your way out.

************************

You slip through the door, let your eyes run a quick recon in the dim light of the main room.

What’s left of the midday crowd is sparse and scattered; a half dozen drinkers strung out along the bar, small groups of two or three at a couple of the tables.

You know in microts that she’s not here.

Just off to your left, at the near end of the bar, the serving girl sits, running a drying cloth around a glass. When she finishes, she flips it upside down and stacks it in line along the neat little row she’s started in front of her.

The tall, leggy blonde from last night is rinsing glasses behind the bar.

She flicks bored eyes in your direction; runs them up and down you. With a slight nod at the girl, she towels off her hands, heads down the bar.

You meet her at the end; follow her down the back hallway, ignoring the smell of old sex and loneliness and the muffled sounds coming from behind the closed doors you pass.

She comes to a stop in front you; keys a code, enters.

“Lights, low,” she murmurs in the semi-darkness.

The door closes without a sound behind you as the lights come up. You slide your gaze around the room. The purple walls are gone, replaced by the elegant glow of gold that shimmers in the spill of soft ivory light.

You’re reflected as you stand there, soft shadow and dancing light in the floor to ceiling bank of inlaid mirrors etched with gold that line one entire wall of the room.

Her voice floats in the stillness. “You found her, then.”

You slide your eyes to her and watch as she folds herself elegantly into the overstuffed chair behind the massive desk taking up most of the far wall.

She stretches out one well-manicured hand, ushers you to a seat.

Long, lazy strides cross the room and you drop boneless into the chair opposite her, lips pulled back to bare your teeth. “You lied to me.”

“No.” She reaches down below the desk; comes up with a bottle wrapped in a black firesilk pouch and two glasses. “She is not on the menu.”

You slouch a little deeper, tilt your head, eyes tracing the fine lines on her face. “You knew what I wanted.”

“You mean you weren’t looking for a…companion?” She tilts the bottle, splashes two crystal clear pools in the glasses; slides one along the smooth, polished desktop. “You knew I was lying to you.”

“Everybody lies to me.” You knock back your glass; blink hard against the slow burn that slides down your throat. “She works here.”

“Yes.” Shadowed eyes lock on yours as one long forefinger traces the rim of her glass. “But she’s not on the menu.”

You drag your thumb across your lips, chew on the pad and the words finally click in your brain. “She’s security.”

“That pleases you?” She leans in, glass-edged smile slashing her lips, voice low and smooth. “That she’s not one of the…tralks?”

“Sorry. Just…” A sick sense of relief churns in your gut, spills out and twists with something buried deep in your hollowed out core, and part of you is glad you still remember shame.

Your hands come up, palms out. “Can I talk to her?”

She lifts a careless shoulder. “She’s not here.”

“The old woman…”

“Nahn?”

“Nahn told me she was working.”

“She is." She shrugs again. “Just not here.”

A spasm ripples along your jaw line as your lips twitch to the left. “She has another job?”

“Aeryn has a very specific skill set that makes her…unique.” She leans back, settles deeper into her seat. “And unique is always valuable.”

The electric anger that’s been simmering just beneath your skin for far too long spikes; roils the shame. “Valuable to whom?”

She swirls her drink, takes a long sip. “I have a number of clients with money, power, and needs.”

“So she’s what?” You tick off points on your fingers. “An assassin? Bounty hunter? Hit lady?”

“That bothers you?” She leans in, elbows on the desk, lips pulled back in a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “Tell me. What bothers you more? That she’d frell for currency or kill for it?”

Rage flares incandescent behind your eyes and your fingers curl in a tight fist. You want to hit something, but there’s nothing there.

It’s all you can do to breathe through the tightness in your chest; push the words up through a dry, tight throat. “Those are hardly her only two choices.”

Your voice sounds harsh and jagged in your ears. You almost don’t recognize it.

“Do you know what the name of this city means?” Her voice is silken, almost dreamlike in the stillness.

You tilt your head and look at her; really look. In the soft, natural glow of white light she looks older, more tired.

Your fingers don’t unclench.

“City of Wonder.” A small smile pulls at her lips. “You don’t believe me?”

The smile dies as she shrugs a careless shoulder. “There used to be a fortune in borinium hidden up in the hills. The Datana Mines. Ingots flowed like the finest wine.”

She reaches for the bottle, pours herself another round. “Some people became very rich.”

Tilting her head, she snorts a soft exhale; sets the bottle back down. “So many locals died in the pits, it became known by its other name…

A slight tug at her lips curves the corners as she slides heavy-lidded green eyes flecked with gold to you. “The Great Graveyard.”

A long forefinger stirs the swirling crystal in her glass. “There hasn’t been any borinium mined or discovered here in cycles.”

“But they stayed?”

A broken smile bleeds across her lips. “There are always other equally lucrative commodities to be found.”

You’d heard the stories when you’d first gotten here; weapons and slaves and well-guarded compounds in the hills.

Your voice is low and harsh in the silence. “Why do you stay?”

“You see this as just a house, but it’s our home.” The long forefinger stops stirring. “You either stand or you fold.”

Rage morphs into grief; flavored with guilt it turns in on itself, twists deep in your gut. “When will she be back?”

Soft eyes focus on a distant point somewhere over your left shoulder. “The first time I met her, I couldn’t believe it.”

Her lips curve up in a small, gentle smile. “A pregnant Peacekeeper. Do you know how unusual that is? No one ever sees pregnant Peacekeepers. Or their offspring.”

She drops heavy-lidded eyes to yours. “He’s your son, isn’t he?”

“Thank you for your time.” You push back your chair; leverage yourself to your feet. “I have to go.”

Long, quick steps march you out of the room, back down the dark hallway.

You don’t breathe until you hit the street.

************************

It’s late.

Pale moonlight streams through low, broken clouds; pools in cramped streets, spills over and around sprawling warehouses, old housing units, and parking lots.

She glides to a stop in the shadows; slips out of the vehicle in fluid motion into the chill and dark of the night sky.

Shrugging deeper into her robe, she pulls up her hood.

She sets the lock, skirts a puddle of light, and disappears at a run into the city.

************************

She keys the door, slides through into a blanket of darkness, closes it behind her, and listens hard as she lets her eyes adjust.

There’s no sound or movement anywhere as she slips down the dark hallway on silent feet. The spill of streetlight through the window pools on the floor of the main room as she shakes back her hood, shrugs out of her robe, and tosses it onto a chair.

“So this is what the in between looks like?”

The voice floats through the stillness from a corner where the streams of streetlight don't touch.

Her eyes track the sound; spine straight, alert.

Her voice is low and dangerous as she takes three steps toward the sound; focuses on its outline. “Excuse me?”

“You weren’t at…work.” He’s out of the chair and moving, meeting her halfway; she has no time to retreat. “Where were you?”

Her eyes are bright as they lock on him in the low light, her hair pulled back but messy. “Doing someone a favor.”

She sees his eyes travel over her face, soften. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” The word hangs in the silence between them.

“Damn it, Aeryn. You just can’t leave a child. He needs his mother.”

She closes her eyes; sees another man’s face, hears another man’s voice.

What are you doing? What were you thinking? How could I leave you with my baby?

“I didn’t leave him.” Something snaps deep inside and her hands come up hard against his broad shoulders and shove. “I’ve never left him.”

He pushes back, sends her staggering back to the wall.

She’s too slow and he pins her beneath him, drawls angry words in a low, harsh whisper. “You won’t give me…You haven’t given me a chance.”

Bright blue eyes bore into her, burn through her. “Is this really better?”

Her entire body is vibrating with rage. She wants to scream at him; yes, no, nothing’s better, nothing’s right, but she has no breath.

“Look, Aeryn, I get why you left, but you knew before…”

“No. I didn’t know.” She stills beneath him and her eyes go distant inside a memory. “Not until they told me.”

Gleaming, well-lit corridors. Uniforms and weapons and doors that slide open in front of her as she walks.

It’s everything she was born and bred for; it all fits.

Soft, warm breath ghosts along her skin. “Why didn’t you stay with the squad?”

A nurse, a needle; a prick, and then a trained smile on thinned, flattened lips. “I'm afraid there is no place in this group for someone in your condition.”

A door that slides closed behind her; an empty corridor that stretches before her.

She doesn’t cry, doesn’t plead her case to the walls that watch as she walks.

Her eyes drift closed; her lips twitch as she breathes a soft exhale. “There’s no room in a unit…or a Prowler for a baby.”

He seems to sag into himself, rests his forehead against hers.

Then his knuckles drag softly across her cheek; his fingertips trail along her jaw as they breathe the same air.

She feels his need humming through him as one hand wraps her neck and his lips find hers.

Her arms came up around his neck as strong fingers travel lower to cup the curve of her ass, pull her tight against him, as he grinds hard against her, greedy and possessive, kissing her open-mouthed, wet and deep.

She rips her lips from his; shivers and sucks in a sharp breath as his teeth sink into the join of her neck and shoulder. Hands work her shirt up and off, and then he’s crushing her to him again, hands buried in her hair, kissing her deeply.

His hands slide around her waist, pull her in to him tightly as their mouths fuse, tongue stroking tongue and it tastes like yesterday and today. When he moans into her mouth, low and fierce as she rolls her hips against him, she shoves hard against him, follows him, backs him up against the wall.

His body thrums with desire as she glides her hands over his chest, feels the beating of his heart, hears it echo in her head.

Heavy-lidded eyes watch as she flows to her knees in front of him. His hands move to cup her crown, fingers curling in her hair as hers work his belt loose and off, open fasteners and slide leathers over slim hips.

He’s hot and hard as her fingers trace the crease of his hip and she settles on her knees between his legs. His cock stiffens, twitches, and he groans again deep in his throat as his hand fists in the soft silk of her hair, guiding her, and he tastes the same under her tongue as it traces a warm, wet trail up the inside of his thigh.

She slides her hand up his thigh and he strains and surges toward her soft exhale against his hot, hot skin.

His body stiffens under her hands and he moans deep and low in his throat as her hand wraps his base and she touches her lips to the swollen crown of his cock, swirls her tongue around his tip and it feels the same.

Hands cup her head, strong fingers twine in her hair, guiding her she works him, as her lips and wet, warm tongue lick and swirl and suck, setting up a rhythm.

Legs tense, thighs wide apart, he tries not to buck as his eyelids flutter and his eyes roll back. He groans again and surges deeper into her mouth, fingers clenching reflexively against her skull as she works him.

He fists his hands more tightly in her hair as he drives the heels of his hands against the sides of her head and tugs. His cock slides smoothly from her lips as her hands push against his inner thighs and she flows up his body in one liquid motion.

He kicks his pants to the far wall and drags her face to his, breathing harsh and ragged as he molds his lips to hers, drives his tongue deep, probing and demanding, wrestling with hers. His hands flow over her shoulders, around her back to release her bra.

He tosses it blindly as his free arm wraps her, crushing her breasts to his chest. His hands slide down her body, meet at her middle to make short work of fasteners and zippers.

A quick tug sends her pants over the flare of her hips; she steps out of them as his arms wrap her and he slides his spine down the wall taking her down to the floor with him, his erection trapped between them.

Her hands cup his head and she breaks the kiss, pulls back, breathing harshly. Burning blue eyes, John’s eyes, heavy lidded with the weight of want follow her.

Leaning in, she flicks her tongue across his lips, traces them, and feels the desire running through his body as he cradles her head and kisses her hard, driving his tongue deep.

She slides her fingers along his face and into his hair, pulls him roughly away as she moves to roll them over. He shifts suddenly, pins her arms and slides down her body, stopping to lick and nip at her nipple before clamping down hard to suck wetly.

She bucks hard against him with a grunt, tries again to shift and roll, but his hands are steel on her wrists as he slips lower down her body, forearms pinning her thighs wide as he lays her open slit to clit with a long sweep of his tongue.

Her body hums beneath him, hands fisting as his tongue slides along her wet, smooth surfaces, and agile fingers dance deep inside her. She’s free and flying; can feel the cool, calm blackness of space.

The burn of the carpet between her shoulder blades grounds her as they press hard into the floor. She remembers this and thinks it might be a choice as her feet plant themselves and she offers herself, hips rising to meet his mouth as fingers and tongue work faster.

She hears her pulse like weapons fire as it pounds frantically in her ears, shivers as she bucks beneath him. Electric light shoots up her spine, wildfire scorches her veins.

She hisses harshly and breaks his hold on one wrist. Fingers trail across her sweat soaked belly, slip down the slide of her inner thigh to drive their way deep inside her.

She jerks as if burned, blindly curves her fingers through his hair and pulls.

He crawls back up her body; lips and teeth clamping down hard on the length of her neck. She tenses, throws a leg and rolls them, straddling him with feral grace.

Hooded eyes rest on hers, his cock strains seeking her as she glides her wet, slick warmth along his tip. She watches his face open and soften for her as she slides slowly down his swollen length, raises herself and sheathes him in one fluid motion, driving down hard to seat him deeply and it all fits.

Steel fingers dig deep into her hips. His eyes, fierce and hungry, burn in the low light; his breathing goes deep, harsh, and ragged and she hears his breath; rasping, hacking, short, jagged as she begins to ride him.

His hands find the valley of her waist, glide up her curves to cup the soft satin of her breasts. Her head rolls back on her neck as his fingers feather across her nipples. He sucks in a harsh breath and a full body shudder rips through him as she cants her pelvis and rolls her hips against him.

His hands wraps her wrists, bow her body taut as he forces them back to settle her hands on his upper thighs. She clenches as he groans and his fingers curve around her hips, fierce and demanding as he guides her.

Without warning his hands find her head, fingers curling into fists buried deep in the spill of hair. He tugs hard, pulls her over and down, crushes her breasts to his sweat-slicked chest as steel arms wrap her tightly and roll them.

He pushes up on his knees, still buried deep inside her, slides his hands down her thighs, lifts her legs to his shoulders and he fills her the same.

Heavy lidded eyes lock on hers as he drives balls deep into her, hips pumping hard and fast, smacking her ass as hers come up off the floor.

Her eyes trace the tendons cording in his neck, standing in sharp relief on his arms where they grab hers to anchor her to him.

With a growl his head turns suddenly and his teeth sink into her calf as he drives deep one last time. She clenches and he explodes.

Shaking arms give out and he falls forward, drops heavily onto her, pins her beneath him, small spasms and aftershocks still rippling between them. He buries his face in her hair, breathing hot and heavy into her ear.

She pushes and he slides to his side, just off her, still close enough to be touching.

She rolls to her side and he curls around her, fingers tangling in her hair.

Sliding his arm over her waist, he buries his face in her hair, brings his hand up to gently stroke concentric circles over her belly, her breast. “We need to talk.”

“We need to sleep.”

She slips out from beneath him, snags her clothes as she stands and starts towards the bedroom.

She's been careful; this is all the story she can give.

She’s loved this man before; thinks this might be a choice, hopes it might be enough as she hears his footsteps follow her down the hall.

************************

She lies on her side, eyes wide-open, listening to the silence.

He’s spooned in close behind her, bodies fused head to toe; his hand curled in her hair, his face nestled close to hers, his breathing soft and slow in her ear.

She shifts carefully in his embrace, slips his arm from around her middle, maneuvers herself to the edge of the bed and to her feet.

He follows her, rolling to his stomach with a soft sigh, burying his face and hands in the pillow and warmth she’s left behind.

She stands still and stares; watches him until his slow, even breathing tells her he’s still deeply asleep. Silent, she steps into her leathers, pulls them on, up and over her hips. She snags her shirt and moves out of the room with long, soundless steps.

************************

You stretch and shift and reach for her in the dark. Your eyes snap open; the sheets are cool beneath your hand. Pushing up on an elbow, you listen hard in the silence.

You leverage yourself upright, swing your legs around. Your feet hit the floor and you push off the bed; long strides march you across the room to the crib.

It’s empty.

Glacial cold crawls out of your gut, climbs up and into in your chest; makes it hard to breathe.

Two silenced clicks split the stillness, and you’re moving before the muted sound of two quick thumps in succession, snagging Winona as you edge out of the room and into the hallway.

You almost trip over the first body and your hands come up, palms out as the pistol swings to target you.

“Where’s the baby?” Raw words tear at your throat, explode in the silence.

“Down the hall.” Her voice is low and harsh; a fierce whisper as she drops her weapon, reaches over to check for a pulse on the other body.

You stand in the dark and the silence and look at the woman you love.

And you hope.

“We have to go.”

She looks up at you through the tops of bright, brittle eyes set deep in the shadows of her perfect, pale face.

Biting down on her lip as she flows to her feet and stands, she doesn’t say a word as she pushes past you into the bedroom.

************************

You shrug the flight bag higher on your shoulder as you bounce on the balls of your feet, sharp eyes scanning the length of the dim hallway.

In less than an arn the first of the twin suns will be rising over the foothills, waking the city, and you want to be gone.

The door snicks open beside you and Aeryn slips out, baby on her hip, shadowed figure behind her.

She steps to your side and the old woman’s eyes slide over you as her gnarled fingers come up to cup Aeryn’s face.

“Be safe.”

Aeryn smiles and turns, shifts the baby more comfortably on her hip as she walks down the hall.

The door snicks closed behind you as you follow, catch up to her.

You slide your arm over her shoulders and she doesn’t pull away.

