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Reviewer Praise For

ALIEN HEAT






* 4 1/2 Stars! There are plots of revenge,
attempted murder and hatred intertwined in ALIEN HEAT. There is
also the blossoming of love between Lucas and Glyneth, and a few
others as well. The interaction between the main characters, Lucas,
Glyneth, Hawke, Will, and Sylvie was something to see. Will was a
riot and the play between the three men was interesting... If you
haven’t read anything by Ms. Knight, you don’t know what you are
missing.--A Romance Review

* I found Susanne Marie Knight’s ALIEN HEAT to
be very imaginative. Knight’s plot is like no other I’ve read,
which is really saying a lot considering that I deem reading the
ultimate pastime. The villainous aliens in ALIEN HEAT come in an
unexpected form, and the vastness of the futuristic detail was
mind-boggling. ALIEN HEAT was very entertaining.--The Road To
Romance

* 4 Stars! Susanne Marie Knight has an
interesting take on the future of the world with aliens from Venus
thrown in to heat it up. I really loved the way she pulled modern
day facts into the story to put a realistic tint to it. Her
characters grab you and pull you through the story not letting go
until the last page. Once again Ms. Knight hits the jackpot with a
compelling story and life-like characters. So much happens in ALIEN
HEAT that I only touched on some of its aspects. What an incredible
journey it is. ALIEN HEAT is not to be missed, in this reviewer’s
humble opinion.--Romance Junkies

* Susanne Marie Knight has woven a story of a
troubled Earth, invasion by an alien species, and the mysteries of
some ancient lore to produce a captivating tale of romance and
danger in a post-apocalyptic world. The devastating impact of a
comet has left the word divided, and its people scattered. Small
pockets of civilization remain in differing levels of civilization,
and through them, the diversification of the populations survive.
ALIEN HEAT is just that...it is alien, and it is heated. It takes
you from the bride markets of Columont, to the vast stretches of
desert that is slowly devouring the newly recovering earth.
Treachery and death stalk the lovers, and the destruction of
civilization, and even the world as they know it now hands in the
balance. The premise in Susanne Marie Knight’s story is no
different than told in many a sci-fi thriller, but in the telling,
we see the difference. ALIEN HEAT focuses on the powers of magic,
love, and the intentions of honorable men and women to not only
save their society, but the very world on which they live. After a
bit of a slow start, the reader gets quickly wrapped up in the
intrigue of the court, the plans on both sides of the battle, and
can feel the thrill of the impending conclusion. The ultimate
question is answered in the long run...[and] the reader is a
winner.--Romance At Heart

* I was totally intrigued by this book. When
we think of aliens the first thought that pops into our heads is
little green men that walk on two legs with big, bulging eyes.
Susanne Knight shows in this book that our alien friends could be
in the form of something innocent looking like flowers. Absolutely
brilliant!--Paula Beaty Reviews

* ALIEN HEAT is a remarkable example of
science fiction romance. Ms. Knight has set her novel in Earth’s
future, used much of its history and technology, but given it a
special twist and then stayed within the rules of her world.
Glyneth and Lucas are wonderfully dimensional characters, each
bound to their own path, each aware of who and where they stand in
the world. I especially loved the reason the women were infertile.
It was so unexpected and different. Don’t miss.--In The Library
Reviews

* This is a good story with several plot lines
that keep things moving. Good humor, fun characters, and playful
dialogue. This would make a good science fiction film plot,
particularly with the plants as enemies, able to release carbon
dioxide gas in big enough quantities to kill a person or use their
roots to cause earthquakes. The parts in the story where the plants
conspired, “speaking” with each other were particularly well done.
This was a good book, a fun read, and well worth looking for. Good
job, Ms. Knight.--SFR Reviews

* Once again Susanne Knight produces as
interesting and thoroughly entertaining paranormal romance, one
that fans of science fiction should enjoy, also. I appreciated that
though there is plenty of action and evil intentions in this story,
the violence is minimal. I also was impressed at the way the human
villain reacted to his punishment. I felt the way the invaders were
dealt with was justifiable. The story kept up its momentum to the
very end, which was quite satisfying.--Paranormal Romance
Reviews

* Susanne Marie Knight has woven a story of a
troubled Earth, invasion by an alien species, and the mysteries of
some ancient lore to produce a captivating tale of romance and
danger in a post-apocalyptic world. The reader gets quickly wrapped
up in the intrigue of the court, the plan on both sides of the
battle, and can feel the thrill of the impending conclusion. The
reader is a winner. Look for ALIEN HEAT today.--Romance at Heart
(Heartstrings)

* I am not usually a futuristic romance
reader, but I must admit to enjoying ALIEN HEAT. Susanne Marie
Knight took a unique idea and created a fascinating novel. I loved
her plant from Venus. I also enjoyed the twists Ms. Knight added to
the storyline. ALIEN HEAT has several surprises that are revealed
as the story unfolds.--Writers Unlimited

* ALIEN HEAT is one of the most unusual
after-the-world’s end novels I have ever read. The comet hitting
Venus, and the Venusian fragments hitting Earth is terrific. The
interplay between the characters is good and Gwyneth being a mutant
is an excellent ingredient. I happily recommend ALIEN HEAT.--The
Romance Studio

* This book was a mix of romance and sci-fi.
The author has many surprises in store for the reader. The book has
many twists and turns involving the main characters. The author has
woven an intricate tale of the futuristic Earth and the people who
populate it.--Love Romances

* ALIEN HEAT is well-written. Glyneth and
Lucas are interesting characters with hidden depths and emotions.
Susanne Marie Knight writes an interesting tale. Grab a copy of
ALIEN HEAT.--Romance Reviews Today
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Prologue






The third planet revolving around the life-giving
Sun was alien to the willowy growths struggling to survive in its
inhospitable climate. But comfort was not the reason they were
here: the plants had a mission. They’d been tasked to convert a
cold, soggy world into a magnificent wonderland of clouds and
heat--duplicating Mother Venus, from whence they came.

The first stage of the colonization was complete:
after the great bombardment of this planet, Venusian flowers had
slowly but persistently taken root in one location of the existing
habitat. With strength in numbers, they now readied themselves to
branch out into new territory. The transformation of this planet
called Earth had begun! Soon, increased carbon dioxide emissions
would blanket the atmosphere, noticeably altering the temperature.
Due to the greenhouse effect, heat--blessed heat--would bake the
lands and skies.

Mother Venus would be proud of her offspring. And
sister planet Earth would revel in the alteration, now being a
truer reflection of the Almighty Sun.






~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter One

Earth, sometime after the Great Destruction






On this day, twenty years ago, I was conceived. I
hasten to add that this wasn’t a happy occasion. On the contrary.
Nor can I ever rejoice on this particular date since it was this
very day, ten years ago, that the Outsiders stormed into the
village once again, but this time, they abducted my mother.

My dear, sweet Mamma. I died that day.

Glyneth paused in her writings. She allowed the ink
on her words to dry and stared out at the bleak, barren landscape.
Whenever she needed a reprieve from the mundane routine of village
life, she would escape its confines by hiking a mile or so up into
the mountains to a secluded spot. Here she was free to write in her
journal or study forbidden books away from the censorious eyes of
village elders.

Or remember the past. She picked up her quill pen and
dipped it into the bottle of ink.

Ten years ago, warnings of the Outsiders’ imminent
arrival failed to register alarm in my young mind--for we were
always at war, with one group or another. True, I’d heard graphic
tales about the hoard of men north of the Great Beyond who galloped
on the fastest steeds imaginable. After all, it was a known fact
that these Outsiders periodically raided our village every ten
revolutions of the sun. As far back as time remembered, women in
their childbearing prime were the targets. Once they were swept up
onto the invaders’ swift horses, they were never to be seen
again.

To me, that had been just a story told ‘round the
campfire, to frighten misbehaving children. When one constantly
lives with war, a tendency to become inured to the horrors of it is
natural, even expected.

But this abduction! Gracious, holy Lord, nothing
ever was the same for me after I saw Mamma being carried away, a
jumble of screams and thrashing arms and legs. How could it have
been otherwise? Mamma was everything: the light, the sky, the
silvery moon. She was happiness, joy, and bubbling laughter mired
in this backwards village. But even she had a cautious side, and
would take care to hush me whenever I would unthinkingly prattle on
about how the Earth spoke to me, telling me its secrets.

As the Earth spoke even now. Sensitive to vibrations
emanating from the ground, Glyneth now felt thunder pounding
through the contaminated soil of the Great Beyond toward her
position just outside the village’s boundaries. The Outsiders would
arrive soon. Soon.

She increased her writing speed.

Mamma was the only one who understood me. I think I
was vaguely aware, even then, that I was somehow different from the
other children who halfheartedly learned their lessons. They never
questioned how things came to be, never thirsted for knowledge. In
fact, learning and education still is almost as taboo as journeying
out into the Great Beyond. Fear of radiation strangles all
villagers, even our soldiers. For if you are tainted by radiation,
you are a mutant.

Hearing another message from the ground below,
Glyneth stopped to interpret it. Make haste! Make haste, we are
coming, warned heavy rumblings of horses’ hooves against hard,
dry soil. But just why were these Outsiders compelled to come here?
Why did they need females to supplement their population? Were the
Outsider women infertile? Did they die young?

Were they mutants?

As Glyneth was, with her strange telepathy and also
her skin’s chameleon-like color changes. All due to an enlarged
pineal gland located in the inner recesses of her brain. On the
outside, she was as normal as everyone else. But on the
inside...

She hurried to complete her thoughts.

Tush, I digress. Once again, with the dawning of
this particular day, like the clockworks of old, the Outsiders are
due to swoop down and steal our women. And I am at risk, as are all
the young women in the village. Perhaps if I make the package less
tempting, they might bypass me for one who pleases the eye
more.

Glyneth closed her journal, then carefully removed
excess ink from her quill pen. A sudden pain pulsed within her
head, causing her to sigh. The Earth was about to speak again. This
unusual ability to communicate with nature could be viewed as
either a blessing or a curse. She stilled her actions to receive
the message. On the ghost of a breeze came another warning. Her
solitude would soon be at an end. Someone scaled the arid hillside
in her direction.

The intruder couldn’t possibly be an Outsider. Which
meant a villager, and villagers didn’t approve of the art of
writing. Glyneth slipped the journal and inkbottle into a pocket in
the long, loose fitting robe that covered her body from head to
toe. Only her eyes and part of the nose remained unhidden. The
ancient ones had a word for the garment she wore:
chador.

She sighed. Sometimes she was guilty of blasphemy; if
only she were a man so she could escape wearing this restrictive
garment.

But idle wishes were seldom granted. Besides, it
would’ve been more to the point to desire that both villager men
and women had free choice on wearing apparel.

Glancing at the sun as it blazed a path over the
mountains to begin a well-worn arch in the sky, she wiped a trickle
of perspiration off her forehead. Another hot day in the making.
How unusual to have a scorcher this late in the year. Mid-October
should have been a time for cooler temperatures. Perhaps even a bit
of frost.

Tush, I digress, again. But who was so bold as
to track her movements, outside the village gates?

The answer to that question was simple: it had to be
Devon.

The young man soon came into view, climbing a boulder
and swatting a tangle of dried shrubs out of his way. “Glyneth! I
knew I could find you.” His high forehead gleaming with sweat, he
waited as if he expected her to congratulate him on his feat.

She purposefully disappointed him. She never needed
men, young or otherwise, and never would. Oh, they had their uses,
such as fighting battles to protect the village and tilling the
soil to produce crops. But how much better it would be if they
didn’t wage war. All that wasted energy. All those precious
resources squandered on petty grievances or clansmen pride.

And what about the burden of pain death left behind
for the loved ones to carry?

Despite the warm coverage of her chador, she
shivered. A revolting village law demanded that all women enter the
state of matrimony by age twenty. As she would attain her majority
in nine months, Devon Dikeman had taken it into his thick head that
Glyneth would be his bride.

He reached her side and curved his arm around her.
“Come now. It’s dangerous for you to be out here any day, but today
of all days! Glyneth, what were you thinking?”

She deftly slipped out of his grasp. “I often take
walks alone.”

“Your parents are worried about
you. Your father asked me to bring you back, and I told Ike it
would be my pleasure and my duty as your soon-to-be husband.” His
thin lips lifted in a smile, and he swept his gaze over her as if
seeing her without her garments. For once, she was glad to be
dressed in this traditional fashion.

“Ike and Vonda Paddock are my
guardians, not my parents.” Of course Devon knew that, as did the
entire village, but he still persisted in calling the Paddocks her
parents. But this was one subject on which she was adamant. She had
been fatherless since the time of her conception. Despite questions
on the subject, her mother had refused to discuss the man who sired
Glyneth other than to say he was a hated Outsider.

Her nose wrinkled with loathing. One day, she would
avenge herself against the man, whomever he was. How she would
enjoy punishing him, as she and her mother had been punished.

As for her mother, well, her mother was dead. Glyneth
knew that fact as surely as if she had viewed the body. But she
herself was alive to face the consequences of the day, and couldn’t
afford to indulge in self-pity. Especially not today.

Devon shrugged and took her arm by the elbow. “That
doesn’t matter, eh? For in a few months time, you will have real
parents, as in a mother and father-in-law.” He guided her down the
hillside’s rocky path. “But come now, we must take every precaution
against the Outsiders. I vow I won’t let them take you!”

Glyneth allowed herself to be led. After all, what
was the use of protesting? Through the headpiece covering her head,
she pulled up on the long mane of her hair to allow a slight breeze
to penetrate the garment and cool her neck. If only she had been a
man, then she wouldn’t be in this predicament. More than anything
in the world, she didn’t want to suffer the same fate as her dear
deceased mother. She would try to make herself as unappealing as
possible. Perhaps even go so far as to apply a fake appendage or
two! These Outsiders were known to be fastidious in their selection
of women. No female with the taint of radiation would be
abducted.

Despair weighted Glyneth’s shoulders. For if she
succeeded in deceiving the Outsiders, what future awaited her
then?

Of course she knew the answer to that question. Her
future would be yoked in eternal wedlock to the egotistical Devon
Dikeman. Faith, the very idea curled her toes.






~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter Two


The farther south the team rode, the cooler it got.
Which was peculiar, to say the least, since ancient wisdom stated
traveling in that direction at this latitude from the North Pole
always meant warmer temperatures. That folklore might have
been true during mankind’s Golden Era, but not now, after the Great
Destruction.

Without breaking his horse’s stride, Major Lucas
Jefferson rebuttoned his white cotton uniform top, then pulled down
rolled up sleeves in preparation for less sultry weather. Of course
seventy degrees was still seventy degrees, however where he was
from, mid-autumn days usually kindled the mercury in a thermometer
closer to eighty marks of Fahrenheit. At least it did in recent
memory.

This southern terrain differed from his homeland in
other ways as well. Desolate rocks layered from erosion silhouetted
the blindingly bright blue sky for as far as the eye could see.
Gigantic outcroppings of all the rainbow hues of goldenrod and
ivory littered the landscape with not one drop of greenery to
disturb its intensity or denote any type of life. Barren. This area
was completely barren, and that condition brought to mind the
reason for this expedition, for other than this, there could be no
other incentive for Canusa to send a team of warriors to this
dispirited land.

Following behind the fourteen men as they silently
maneuvered over grooved and striated rocks, Lucas frowned. Why he,
as one of the heirs of the ten sons of the powerful Canusa, had
been chosen to participate in this particular endeavor defied logic
and conscience. And that another heir, Major Brice Adams, also
joined the expedition positively staggered the mind. Two Canusa
scions performing non-combative duty? What had the War Council been
thinking?

Lucas’ frown deepened. Supplying fertile women to his
province’s ever-dwindling population was crucial, of course, but
fate had selected him as a nobleman--a leader of soldiers--one who
was required to feel the heat of battle. Being assigned to this
mission was curious, very curious, especially in view of the
increase in border skirmishes with these primitive, barbaric
villages outside Canusa’s control. Lucas was needed on the
frontline with his men. To be here, instead, was something of an
insult.

Another factor screaming to be considered was his
father’s declining health. Although still in the prime of life,
Lord Jefferson seemed to be wasting away. Soon, perhaps very soon,
Lucas would have to take his father’s place as heir to Canusa.
Maybe this bride-quest was some kind of leadership test. If so,
then that explained Brice Adams’ presence.

“Hey, Luke! What do ya make of all
this nothin’? Rocks, rocks, ‘n more rocks!” Lieutenant Will Flagg,
nudged his raven horse along side Lucas’ alabaster one and flailed
his scrawny arms in the air to emphasize his point. The animal,
evidently used to his rider’s histrionics, threw a snort Will’s
way, then continued to plod in tempo with the other
steeds.

Ordinarily, Lucas wouldn’t have acknowledged such a
familiar greeting as the one Will Flagg issued. Military discipline
had to be maintained, after all, and as a major, Lucas outranked
the man. But fidgety, impetuous Will was a law unto himself. Ever
since his appointment to guard the Jefferson Compound, he had
wormed his way into everyone’s hearts. But, no matter. What was the
harm in Will’s informality since only Lucas could hear?

He grinned at the young man, then sobered his
expression. “Very edifying, Lieutenant. I particularly liked the
repetition--rocks, rocks, and more rocks. Be sure to relay
that to the scribes when we return so they can record our journey
in every minute detail.”

“Aw, hell,” the pug warrior spit
back at him. Even the red tips on Will’s spiked brown hair seemed
more inflamed. “Hey, so what if I didn’t go to university, like ya
did.” He shrugged his narrow shoulders, looking for all the world
like a Rhesus monkey. “Did ya ever think that maybe you’re the one
that’s missin’ a few marbles, not me? I’ll show ya.” Rising up from
his saddle, Will hollered out to the stampede preceding them.
“Hawke! C’mon back ‘n settle somethin’ for us.”

Captain Russell Hawke, easily the fiercest member of
the group, cocked his head to indicate he’d heard the request, then
moving as one with his burgundy horse, slowed his pace to comply.
“Sir?”

The question was directed at Lucas, not Will.

Pint-size in body and patience, Will grabbed the
older man’s sleeve. “Luke’s pullin’ his superiority routine, again.
I got a belly full of it, I tell ya.”

The only part of him that appeared inflated however
was his ego. For a warrior, this breech of etiquette was extremely
unusual. But, then again, Will was very young; he still had eight
more years of military training ahead of him.

“So what do ya say, Hawke, how
would ya describe this here territory?”

With an economy of movement, Hawke disengaged Will’s
hand. “You are an annoyance, bantling.” Crossing powerful arms
across his warrior chest, the man’s glowering expression further
darkened his ebony complexion. The silver bars on Hawke’s shoulders
echoed the severity of his stare. “Plus, you are in violation of
military protocol. Major Jefferson is your superior officer.”

Will’s close-set eyes turned wild and woolly. Before
Armageddon started, Lucas spread out his hands, palms up. “Peace,
peace, my good men. Save your wrangling for the battle ahead. I
have heard rumors those village hellcats fight with the strength of
ten men.” He arched his eyebrow at Hawke, the only veteran of the
raids among them, having participated in the previous one, and the
one before that as well. “Is that exaggerated?”

Hawke fingered the savage slash cut deep into his
dark cheek. “Slightly, sir,” he replied.

“Females!” The passion in Will’s
voice had nothing to do with images of a carnal nature. Which was
just as well. Warriors who were sexually spent were no warriors at
all.

Marching past a barrier of boulders, the troops then
stopped at the base of a dried field of soil. Thundering Jupiter,
the vista in front of them had more in common with Luna’s craters
than the third planet from the sun! Lucas alighted to scoop up a
sample of the cracked, golden clay. “Just where on God’s... green
earth are we heading?”

His province of Columont, or more correctly, his
father’s province as one of the ten sons of Canusa, had recovered
from the devastating calamity of years past and now brimmed full
with plant and animal life. Even new growths, like the puffy,
willowy plants commonly called Venusian flowers, covered much of
the Columont countryside. But here, each mile they traversed hung
heavy with the absence of living things. The very air smelled
antiseptic.

As Lucas got back on his horse, his nostrils flared.
Every sensibility was offended by this yellow mockery of
landscaping. But perhaps what affronted him more was the fact that
the people in these tiny villages scattered south of the site of
the Great Destruction could boast of fertile females, while all too
often, Columont’s wombs were as bare and desiccated as this sorry
excuse for a field.

Hawke must have understood what Lucas was feeling for
the older man nodded, then gazed off into the distance. “The target
is six leagues from here, sir. We arrive mid-day.”

“Six more leagues of nothin’?” Will
piped up as the horses picked their way over parched
soil.

By thunder, over seventy degrees of heat could still
produce a healthy sweat. The resultant perspiration trickled down
Lucas’ forehead so he rubbed it back into his thick, precision cut
hair. “Nothing but fecund women, Lieutenant. After we return to
Columont, I will recommend to my father that you have your pick
from our prizes. And you, also, Captain.”

Hawke swatted at a fly, buzzing around his grizzled
black hair. The insect was the first sign of life this area
yielded. “No, sir.”

“No?” Will raised his eyebrows
until they almost met his hair line. He had twenty-two years to
Hawke’s forty, and obviously was a bit in awe of the older man.
Sighing, he shrugged. “Then I guess I refuse, too.”

Although warriors were allowed to marry, they could
not set up their own household until age thirty, after they
completed training. Hawke, however, remained quartered in the field
barracks by choice. By comparison, Will’s assignment with Lucas’
family enabled the young soldier to live in the lap of luxury while
he continued his instruction. Sometimes, however, having too much
luxury proved to be detrimental.

Disappointment could not keep Will down for long.
“What about you, Luke? Is that why you’re ridin’ with us, to make
sure you snag the queen of the crop?”

Finally cresting the hill of unnatural clay, Lucas
viewed with distaste the orange sands stretching out before them.
What was next, red rivers? He nudged his horse into a gallop. “I am
already under contract, as you should know. With Althea Adams of
the Adams lineage.”

Restlessness settled over him and he forged ahead of
his companions. Althea was a comely lass, to be sure, in addition
to the distinction of having one of the tens sons of Canusa as sire
and Brice Adams as brother. Lord Adams ruled the neighboring
province of Alberdak. Plus, behold the miracle, the Fertility
Laboratory had scrutinized her, inside and out, and proclaimed her
to be a successful candidate for motherhood. She was still a
virgin, as her father was quick to point out. An untouched woman
commanded a higher bride price.

There was no question in Lord Jefferson’s view nor in
Lord Adams’, that Lucas and Althea would produce healthy heirs
together. As it was written, so would it be done, and he would do
his duty.

Lucas shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun,
now rising over a shrub-invested mountain. More life secured a
toehold in this alien land. And as for him, since tradition
demanded he perpetuate the family line by also producing more
life--more heirs for the Jefferson lineage--then by Jupiter, so he
would. At age thirty, he had delayed the inevitable long
enough.

The caw of a lone crow echoed lazily over the
mountain ridges causing Lucas to shake off his malaise. Beyond
those peaks lay the precious resource his people required to
continue, to survive. Maybe, the answer to his discontent lay there
as well.

Hawke and Will had respected his need for solitude,
but now they rode next to him, leading him back into the tight-knit
group of warriors. In a few hours, they would begin their assault.
The villagers, if they were smart, would be ready for them.

To reassure himself, Lucas patted the protective
white armor rolled up on his horse’s saddle. This encounter could
be bloody, very bloody. But there was not a finer assembly of
soldiers in all of Columont than the thirteen flanked by his sides.
Plus Brice Adams, of course. When it was all over, fifteen future
breeders would accompany them back to the province. They would come
whether they wanted to or not. Then as soon as the females were
housed at the Altar of Canusa, Lucas would fulfill his obligation
to Lord Adams’ daughter. And after the impregnation, he would be
free to return to his troops and lead them into battle.

* * * *

“Glyneth, why have you stuffed your
mouth with cotton? You look so... peculiar.” Eighteen-year-old
Sylvie followed her adopted sister Glyneth into the house and
closed the wooden door behind her.

“In truth, Sylvie, I’m using
sponges, and I do it for the same reason I wear this scratchy
burlap chador.” Her breasts tightly flattened against her
chest, Glyneth took only shallow breaths to avoid irritating the
binding. She glanced in a mirror and admired her unappealing image.
The Outsiders would have to be desperate to take a dreadful piece
like her.

Sylvie removed her veil and shook free her long, wavy
tresses. “But I don’t understand. The veil hides your cheeks so the
Outsiders will only see your eyes.”

Which was why Glyneth had them ringed with blue
smudges to make her look tired. “You forget what the men do,
Sylvie. Remember how they take great delight in ripping the scarves
from women’s faces?”

Sylvie sat down on the bed and swung her feet like a
child, back and forth. “Oh. Right.” She was an exuberant girl, and
the only person in the village Glyneth could call “friend” and
“sister,” albeit adopted. Thick red hair and goggly green eyes,
Sylvie had a ready smile no matter what the occasion--which truly
was a blessing given the cloak of dread the townsfolk often wore
due to the endless drone of warfare.

But how could she smile today, of all days?

“You want to fool the Outsiders.”
Sylvie nodded wisely. “But you shouldn’t worry. Everyone says that
in addition to wanting females free from radioactivity, they look
for big breasts, wide hips, and an unblemished
complexion.”

Which was what Sylvie had, to a tee.

She then blushed. “I’m sorry, Glyneth. I didn’t mean
to hurt your feelings.”

Glyneth brushed back her mane of hair and pulled it
into a ponytail. “Goose. Of course you didn’t hurt my feelings.
Truth is truth, so there it is.”

But truth could be tampered with, as her falsely
diminished chest could attest to. The hips though, were genuinely
narrow. She fingered the puckered scar on her forehead, presumably
caused by a radiation burn. Only rubber and glue, but it did the
trick in turning away suitors--except for Devon.

Looking out the window at the hustle and bustle of
normal village life, she puzzled on why no alarms had been sounded.
Why did folks carry on as usual today? Why weren’t they preparing
to do battle? Any minute the Outsiders would arrive. Although
additional territory wasn’t the invaders’ goal, surely it was wise
to prevent the stealing of female citizens? In fact, the only one
who seemed ready to fight was Devon, his bow slung over his
shoulder and his fists tightly clenched by his sides.

The Elders had paid no heed to her warning of the
Outsiders’ arrival. Dismissing her words as they had so many times
in the past, the Elders unceremoniously shooed her from their door.
“As foretold in the scriptures, so shall it be,” they had
cryptically uttered.

Glyneth placed her hands on her hips and stood in
front of Sylvie. “The Elders mentioned scriptures to me, as if that
was reason enough not to prepare for the Outsiders’ arrival. What
scriptures?”

“Not to ring a peal over your head,
but if you went to church regularly as you should--”

“Most folks think I’m some kind of
mystic, just because I can cure a few ailments with herbs.” Many
villagers even called her a ‘witch’, whatever that term meant.
“Vonda and Ike understand. Believe me, I’m not welcome in church.”
Though Glyneth had lived with Sylvie’s parents for ten years, she
couldn’t bring herself to call them anything other than their
names.

“Well, you know it goes deeper than
that, Glyneth. You and your family...”

Glyneth sighed. Prejudice. It all boiled down to
prejudice. Just because Mamma and her mamma, and so on down the
line, were different.

Sylvie shrugged her plump shoulders. “I’ll tell you,
anyway. Since the last full moon, every blessed soul has been
chanting the same thing. ‘Behold he cometh with clouds and every
eye shall see him.’“ She leaned forward, and swayed to the rhythm
of her words. “Then, something, something, and ‘all kindreds of the
Earth shall wail because of him. He that overcometh shall be
clothed in white raiment and shall take away a woman that calls
herself a prophetess, clothed in sackcloth.’ I forget what is next,
something about him being hurt, then, ‘The land shall be as one
again, uniting the old ways with the new.’“

The village bell suddenly rang out, calling its
people into the square. Glyneth ran back to the window, amazed at
how everyone lined up for the slaughter. Ten years ago, no one
congregated in a group and most of the women had hid. Sweet
Christmas, they were all about to be attacked, but here they stood,
almost like sheep.

To wait outside like this was making it easy for the
Outsiders. Too easy. She shook her head, causing her tail of hair
to swish back and forth against her shoulders. “Never in all my
years have I heard of these scriptures, and believe me, I have read
every book stashed away in the village, and then some. But what is
so peculiar is that the Elders have faith in that prophecy.”

Sylvie jumped up and hurried to the door. “I am but a
year younger than you and I’ve never heard of it either, until a
month ago. But never mind that, let’s join the crowd. The Elders
insist it’s our duty. I see Mother and Father there in the center.
And Devon, too. He’s sweet on you, you know.”

“I know.” Fear was an emotion
Glyneth rarely felt. But as if to make up for its absence, its cold
tendrils now dug sharply into her heart. All those people waited
for the Outsiders, waited for the unknown. “Sylvie, I confess I’m
afraid.”

A shiver then rocked through Glyneth. Whenever she
was under a substantial amount of stress, chemical changes in her
body produced a slight but noticeable chameleon effect to her skin
tones. No one outside her family had this ability, in fact only
amphibians and reptiles could claim the honor. Legend had it that
this ability was a “gift” from an overactive pineal gland. She had
no reason
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