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CHIMÈRE
Bittan did not need Leuk's coming to know Mother was dead.
She had known six days ago, known from the sudden thrumming deep in her centre, from the sudden knowledge that the god was now aware of her.
Her hikers slapped against the pavement, splattering water and echoing against the wall of the warehouse across the street. Puddles glistened under the haphazard streetlights.
Mother had described the god's constant presence as a comfort, sometimes a terror. But, for Bittan, the god remained a whisper, nothing more.
The wind blew cold and wet against her face. If she closed her eyes, she could pretend she was on the cliffs of Lulea, watching the wind-whipped gulf with her mother, learning the god's voice in the shrieking of the gulls.
The light over the front door of the converted warehouse beckoned her home. More light spilled through the half-open blinds of the upper-floor windows, comforting her. She wasn't alone on this deserted street. Michael--the owner and her neighbor--was home.
Her apartment was at the back facing the river. Perched on the parapet of the old church next door, Leuk would be watching for her.
Leuk. As bereft and out of place as she was.
With a sigh, she transferred her book bag to the other hand and fished in her coat pocket for her keys. What was she going to do now?
The sound of a footstep behind her brought her head up in alarm. Before she could turn, a heavy blow caught her between the shoulder blades and sent her reeling. The canvas bag flew from her hand and fell to the pavement, spilling textbooks and tripping her. She landed painfully on one knee.
A line of fire sliced through her jacket and sweater, into the flesh of her shoulder. With a cry, she dropped to the ground and rolled. Fear-fuelled adrenalin shot her back to her feet. Breathing hard, she whirled on her attacker. He swayed before her--a tall, skinny man, holding a hunting knife in his trembling hand.
His stench reached out in coils, snaking around her, enfolding her in the sourness of his unwashed body and the reek of his fear. A glance at his skittering eyes confirmed it. Addict.
"Give me your money," he said, making no effort to lower his voice. Dark stubble covered his cheeks.
His need made him reckless, would attract Leuk. She had to get him to leave. "It is in my bag," she said in her accented English. She took a step towards it, only to jump back when he sliced the air in front of her.
"Don't move!" he cried shrilly. Only then did she realize how young he was.
"Please," she said. "You must leave--"
The front door burst open, and Michael leapt into the street, baseball bat in hand, bare feet landing with a splash in a puddle. He moved the baseball bat in tiny circles, holding the addict's attention.
"I've called the cops," he said quietly, his gaze never leaving the other man's.
For a moment, Bittan thought the man would back off. Then something in his crazed eyes telegraphed his intention. She swooped for her bag just as he lunged at Michael. She came up swinging the bag and connected with the back of the addict's legs. At the same time, Michael brought the bat down on the man's wrist. The addict dropped the knife and fell to his knees with a grunt of pain, clutching his wrist.
Then came the dreaded sound of heavy wings, accompanied by the dry dust smell of stone.
"No!" cried Bittan, looking up. The addict's eyes widened in terror. As Michael turned, a great stone wing brushed him, sending him sprawling to the wet pavement.
The addict scooped up the knife with his good hand and scrambled to his feet. He ran down the deserted street, waving the knife in the air and yelling hoarsely.
Bittan stared in horror as huge talons clamped onto the man's skinny shoulders, piercing flesh and muscle to fasten onto bone.
The addict's screams brought Michael lurching to his feet. He turned in time to see Leuk's powerful wings beating the night.
The addict's terrified shrieks faded into silence, leaving Bittan empty and aching.
"Jesus," whispered Michael. He straightened from his crouch. The bat hung from his fingers, trailing in a puddle.
"What was that?" he asked. The light above the front door turned his auburn hair the color of old blood. His copper eyes looked black in his pale face.
The trembling in Bittan's belly spread to her hands, and she clenched them into fists.
"What?" she asked. Leuk--what had he done?
Michael turned an incredulous look on her.
"Are you saying you didn't see that... _thing_ fly off with that guy?"
Bittan kept her face impassive while she considered an answer. Finally, she allowed one eyebrow to rise slowly while she looked at him.
"That is ridiculous," she said calmly. "He ran off." She picked up the bag and the books and turned towards the warehouse. Her shoulder throbbed with cold agony, and she felt queasy.
"Wait a minute!" Michael grabbed her arm, and she cried out.
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