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        Relic

      

      

      

      Over the last few lunars I have inspected every room in this ship, but none more closely than this chamber, for it holds the body of the only known ancient fire-haired queen in existence. She has been in stasis for I know not how long, and the gods only know if she will survive being removed from her stasis chamber.

      I kneel and run my hand over a burnished metal wall engraving on one of the walls. It depicts a fire-haired queen with a sword on her back and energy weapons in both hands. Though her expression is determined, the pistols she carries look oversized in her small human hands. Oval bursts of energy come from the barrel of her pistols, instead of the streams our modern-day laser guns emit.

      I retract my claws and run my fingers reverently over the image of this ancient being we have come to worship as a goddess. She is one of many who fought for our freedom during ancient times. This female is a heady mix of myth, legend and unmatched beauty. She and her kind are the only reason our people survived being captured and turned into test subjects by our ancient overlords.

      Twisting my head around, my horns shift back slightly as I gaze across the room at the ancient queen slumbering in her stasis unit. She looks very similar to the image represented in the relief beneath my fingers, as though the entirety of this massive chamber was built to house her beloved form. If not a final resting place, it was designed to give her a reprieve from the endless fighting of her time and protection from her enemies.

      The chamber doors unexpectedly slide open without my approval and that can only mean one thing. Queen Caroline has arrived. She is the human queen of Onello and no one may bar her entrance. I come quickly to my feet and turn to greet her. As always, Commander Mathadar, her bonded mate, is at her side.

      I watch our beloved queen sweep into the room, her elaborate gown swooshing around her ankles and her blonde hair arranged in an intricate style to accentuate her crown. The human queen who founded the second Draconian home world is all smiles and in high spirits today.

      “Greetings, Relic. It’s good to finally meet you. Thank you for taking this assignment and for being our point of contact between the Onello and Commander Drakon and Queen Betsie. I know prying this vessel out of their hands took a great deal of negotiation.”

      “I think wishing to retain this vessel was more a matter of pride for the commander. It was personally gifted to him by our dragon brethren as a mark of respect. Naturally, neither Drakon nor his new human mate were happy at being forced to give up their most prized possession.”

      Queen Caroline let out a heavy sigh. “The high council decided that awakening this woman from stasis only to find herself in an unfamiliar environment would do nothing to help orient her after such a prolonged sleep.”

      “I believe this is the information that softened Queen Betsie to your plight,” I state politely.

      Queen Caroline takes a step closer to the stasis unit and looks over the female inside. “I also believe that simply because this ship was abandoned on a world inhabited by dragons does not make it theirs to gift. As long as one of the original crew still lives, the ship technically belongs to her.”

      “This is a point well taken and what finally got Drakon to reconsider his stance. He is an honorable male, after all.”

      Mathadar adds wryly, “The House of Drakon made out well in the trade. He ended up with the most valuable ship in our fleet.”

      “Betsie was giddy with excitement. Drakon grudgingly admitted having a newer ship would enable him to better protect his new queen and their new hatchlings.”

      Queen Caroline’s excited voice sounded off. “That’s what humans call a win-win situation. I’m glad they turned out to be happy with the trade.”

      “Yes, I am as pleased as any by this outcome,” I say. “Being chosen to command this ship is the greatest honor of my lifetime. Nothing excites an old blood warrior more than having a queen to protect. I am ready for whatever quest this queen wishes of me.”

      Mathadar responds, “She is much more than a mere queen. The female resting here is a living goddess.”

      I dip my head in agreement as Queen Caroline’s gaze returns to the warrior queen. A short silence spins out between the three of us as we all marvel at finding one of these ancient beings preserved in a stasis unit after all this time.

      Mathadar’s wing comes out to slip around Queen Caroline’s shoulders and she snuggles closer to his side. “My queen and I were hoping you could walk us through what your science team discovered from studying this chamber. It’s difficult to separate what is ornamental from what is functional.”

      I gesture to the engraved panel nearest the door. “We believe the engravings were meant to pass on what they considered important information to future generations, were a way of glorifying their struggles in an epic war, or they were added after her internment by the Draconian warriors tasked with her care. One member of our science team believes they were added long after as an intrinsic part of their goddess worship.”

      Queen Caroline leans in for a closer inspection and barely touches the raised relief. “That’s fascinating. On Earth our ancient ancestors used to carve the tombs of our dead in a similar fashion.”

      “This panel shows scenes running lutar to antar.” I quickly correct myself. “I mean, left to right. The scene depicts human queens in chains. There appear to be a large number of them and as you can see their hair has been overlaid with a burnished metal. We believe it is meant to draw attention to the color, for they were rumored to have fiery red hair.”

      “It looks more like copper to me,” she responds. “And look how intricate their hair is. I can make out every single strand. It feels like your ancient brethren’s preoccupation with their hair represents more than just preferring redheads.”

      “If so, Queen Caroline, I cannot fathom what that might be.”

      I gesture to another level of the panel. “As you can see, this frame was created to demonstrate the gigantic size of the craft they were carried away in. You can see a fairly accurate representation of Earth in the background. The aliens abducting them appear to be a species not yet catalogued into any of the databases.”

      Mathadar gestured to the frame. “Do you think they’re hunched over the ship’s control in this frame or just hunchbacked beings in general?”

      “They appear to be hairless beings with six-fingered hands who are simply shaped that way,” I say.

      Moving on with the guided inspection I continue, “As you can see in the next panel, there are various representations of the aliens working on reptilian species. There are small dragons running around their laboratory, as though they were being kept as pets.”

      “Yes,” Queen Caroline murmurs. “These scenes look like a mash up between the space age and something from medieval times.”

      I smile at her astute description of the style used to create the panels. “Our scientists believe these reptilian creatures were our ancient ancestors. They say these small beings are why out of all the genetic manipulations our overlords attempted, our physiology merged seamlessly with dragon DNA.”

      Queen Caroline examines the frame closely. “I saw this frame in the images you sent in your last report, Commander Relic. It’s truly fascinating. I spent many hours gazing upon the images you sent and trying to piece together a coherent picture of how your people came to be.”

      I nod, “As have I, Your Highness.”

      I direct her attention to yet another series of tiles. “In this set of images, fully grown Draconian males are being removed from vats of some sort, as though the original progenitors of each were clones. As you can see, the human queens appear to be serving as slaves. Everything continues to be extremely stylized.”

      She murmurs, “It must have been created by a highly skilled artisan.”

      “Our science team believes it was simply programmed into the computer and created by bots to exacting detail.”

      I guide them around the room pointing out all the germane points of interest.

      “We believe our alien overlords claimed an unoccupied planet to settle. It appears they claimed what we now know to be Dracon Prime in Exion space. It is impossible to tell the size of the world being depicted because nothing is to scale in these engravings. We do recognize the planet as a circumbinary world with three moons, and Dracon Prime is the only world known to orbit two suns that move flawlessly together as a binary pair.”

      “Well that makes sense,” Queen Caroline chimes in. “Queen Dawn is now sitting on the throne of Dracon Prime and recently reported ancient alien artifacts were recently recovered on that world. It will take years of studying them before they can say for sure they were from the original overlords.”

      I continue the tale of our ancient ancestors as it is laid out in these holy tablets. “As you can see, the human females grow stronger and slightly more robust. They are tasked with feeding us and ensuring we are hydrated. Together we learn how to obtain a neural download of the alien database.”

      Queen Caroline comments, “Knowledge is power. It looks like all hell broke loose after that.”

      “Yes, this is the point in time where the situation becomes chaotic. Fighting breaks out when our Draconian ancestors and the human queens unite against their alien overlords. The fighting is fierce and when it becomes clear the aliens have lost control of both populations, they turn loose the androids and vicious beasts they created to do their fighting.”

      I usher them down the long wall. “Along these panels you will see a great number of frames. In each frame a queen falls in battle, one by one until they are no more. It looks like the final queen gave her life in a suicide mission to blow up the energy source of their massive slave ship.” Glancing up to look from the stunned queen to her mate, I state quietly, “They gave their lives so we might gain our freedom.”

      She points to one of the last panels. “This is the one that caught my interest. Draconian warriors are piling the bodies of their alien abductors into a large pyre and burning them.”

      “This was the end of the war. Our scientists believe it strange that there are no panels depicting our ancient brethren burying their queens. They believe this would have been part of their goddess worship.”

      Queen Caroline murmurs, “That is strange,” before gesturing to the last panel. “According to this historical record, there should be no fire-haired queen still alive.” Glancing over her shoulder to the queen in stasis, she finishes, “Yet here one lies. How can that be?”

      I quickly answer, “We do not yet know an answer to that contradiction. Perhaps when we wake her in ten cycles, she will be able to answer that question.”

      This intelligent queen muses out loud, “What I can’t figure out is why they put her in stasis dressed like a warrior rather than a queen.”

      I give my opinion to that perplexing question. “Perhaps she prided herself on being a warrior who fought for her freedom and that of my people. I have always heard it said that human queens have an indomitable spirit.”

      Mathadar speaks in a low, respectful tone. “They are the thing evil fears most of all, for human queens are intelligent, tenacious, cunning creatures, as beautiful as they are dangerous.”

      Our queen walks over to get a better look at her fire-haired counterpart. “Does your dragon speak, my takadon?”

      Mathadar’s wings close into a tight formation behind his back. “My inner dragon slumbers, for he cares not about fire-haired queens. He cares only for the queen of his heart.” Stepping up behind her, he closes his wings around her slight form.

      She asks, “How about you, Relic? You are old blood. Does your dragon ride closer to the surface, particularly after your accident?”

      She refers to the day several ships were exposed to the effects of an ill-used weapon of war. For the old bloods like me, it overly stimulated our inner dragon. In my case it tore down the barrier in my mind that had separated my inner dragon and I for my entire life.

      I step back and slowly allow my scales to shift into battle mode. Only, I do not stop there. I relax into the shift until my secondary dragon form emerges. It’s larger and more primitive than my normal forms. It takes every ounce of courage I have to fully unleash my inner dragon in the presence of our queen. He is a wily creature, untrained in courtly manners. When we speak, my voice is deeper and darker. I am stunned at what he has to say.

      “The scratching on the side of her box says her name is Electra and she is a goddess worthy of our respect and worship.” He leans over, staring at her face as if he can read her mind. “She longs for her ancient dead protector. There is never-ending sorrow consuming her mind and heart.”

      When he eases back, I feel my scales returning to normal.

      Queen Caroline is peeking out from under her mate’s wing. “I don’t suppose your inner dragon or your science team can answer the one great mystery that’s had us scratching our head for the last two lunars.”

      I straighten up. “You wish to know why she was placed in stasis in the first place?”

      Mathadar reminds me, “At first our team thought she’d been injured or was sick and placed in stasis until some future point in time when there might be proper treatment available.”

      I respond, “More in-depth scans reveal she is not medically compromised in any way. To be honest, we do not know. It is perhaps another mystery that might be solved upon speaking with her.”

      “Any idea how long she has been in stasis?”

      Although the answer seems fantastical, even to my own mind, I answer Mathadar with the best information at our disposal. “Further study indicates the inner stasis unit is at least two and a half thousand solar revolutions old. The exterior casing is estimated to be almost two thousand solar revolutions old and was added as a second failsafe in case the original unit failed.”

      “This makes sense. Draconian warriors have always built redundancies into our systems. It stands to reason they would do the same in order to protect a living piece of our history.”

      Mathadar’s objectification of this goddess offends me. Since Queen Caroline has elevated him to the rank of king, I am not at liberty to give him the rebuke he so richly deserves. Therefore, I remain silent.

      I am relieved when the royal couple that founded this colony leave, taking their many unanswered questions with them. They are new blood, risen to glory by cunning and good deeds. To them, this queen is a curiosity, a puzzle to be solved. To me, she is so much more. The blood coursing through her veins is over two thousand years old. She is one of the original queens who fought for our freedom. If not for Queen Electra and her ilk, Draconians would likely still be slaves. We owe her a debt that can never be fully repaid.

      I lean over the stasis unit and gaze down at the most beautiful queen imaginable. She’s larger than any human queen I’ve seen before but not by much. Black pants made from the tanned hide of an animal cling to her legs. Her shirt is form fitting like our uniforms and is covered by plated armor that comes down, covering her queenly treasures. Her sword and scabbard are laid on top her body, with her hands wrapping around the hilt. Her utility belt has many strange attachments, including two energy weapons.

      This is the queen I will dedicate myself to protecting. It will be my honor to stand guard, always nearby and at the ready to protect her person… to die for her if needs be. I am truly the most fortunate of warriors to serve one of the original fire-haired queens.
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        Electra

      

      

      
      The fog slowly lifts from my brain, as once again I am called to battle. Excitement pulsates through every nerve in my body. I can’t wait to discover what heartless adversary awaits me. I live to fight, and protecting our world is my greatest pleasure. I will gather the other red queens and it will be like old times when we defeated the Garoth. We will laugh, drink and make merry after a glorious battle. My human will smile at me and praise my prowess in battle.

      As my foggy mind gropes my way back to consciousness, I realize my thoughts are not my own. The psychic link with my dragon is active and he is dreaming of war. I work to separate my thoughts from his. My dragon might be my best friend and closest ally but that does not mean we are of the same mind about finding joy on the battlefield. He loves carnage. Biting into a nice juicy enemy and tasting their blood speaks to his dragon instincts.

      I have been in one inglorious battle after another and never grew a liking for blood sport. Unlike my dragon, I fight for a cause and not the pleasure of stalking my kill. Though we are like minds about gathering with the others for fellowship and drinking, I fight only when I must to save Draconian lives and secure Dracon Prime.

      Images rise in my mind of seeing my Draconian friends subjugated and abused. The Garoth thought humans to be a weak species because we are tender hearted, had no scales to protect our soft forms and no claws or sharp teeth to rend the flesh from our enemies. Dark glee fills my soul at how shocked they were that armor could be designed to provide more protection than scales and our hands could wield weapons of death. Nothing could have prepared them for how cunning and ruthless we were for the protection of those we loved.

      My mind drifts to my many victories until I realize this awakening is different. I can sense my dragon growing ever drowsier, even as I become more alert. It feels like his spirit is fading from the world of the living. I am alarmed, for our waking is always timed to happen simultaneously. We determined long ago that he does not respond well to seeing me in stasis and I am too demanding of the healers as his stasis grinds through its waking protocols.

      The moment I suck in my first breath, my fists come up to beat against the glass separating me from the outside world. I want out, now, protocols be damned. I see an elder healer reach out one clawed hand to press the exit button along the side of my unit. I make a mental note to have an exit release put on the inside of my stasis unit. It seems ridiculous that I didn’t think of that before now.

      When my stasis unit finally opens, I bolt up, gasping for breath. One shaky hand comes out to grip the edge of my luxurious resting place as my body adjusts to breathing air again. Since most of the protocols were complete, I acclimate quickly.

      A Draconian healer rubs my back. “Calm yourself, my queen. You are safe aboard your own vessel and protected by thousands of Draconian warriors.”

      “Of course I am,” I sputter. “Where else would I be?”

      He blinks at me and then blinks again. Though his expression is carefully arranged into the blank expression all warriors wear, I can see by the look in his eyes he is shocked.

      “I don’t have time for this,” I mumble.

      Hauling in a deep breath, I awkwardly climb out of the stasis unit. My legs are stiff as I bolt across the room to check on my dragon.

      I yell over my shoulder, “I want Meric. Bring him to me.”

      This is when I realize the room is filled with strange faces I don’t recognize. Why are there strangers on my ship?

      A brutal, primitive-looking warrior is the only one with his wits about him. He rushes to my side and asks, “Which from the House of Meric do you wish to see?”

      “There is but one,” I snarl. “Bring me my protector. Do it now.”

      He turns to one of the other warriors. “Bring the House of Meric.”

      I barely notice the collective whispers that sound off in the room. A female voice speaks, “You heard Relic. Fetch all of them, now.” Most everyone runs from the room.

      Too busy to find out who is giving orders on my ship, I slap my hand against the wall unit that houses my dragon’s stasis unit. The wall slides back but sticks before opening all the way. I pull valiantly at it, to no avail. The primitive-looking warrior steps close and shoves the door the rest of the way open.

      My heart jumps into my chest when I realize Slayor’s unit is malfunctioning. There is a dense murky fog filling the containment unit, like the filters haven’t been cleaned in a thousand years.

      I leap into action, pull out the keyboard and break through the protocols that were put in place long ago to slowly awaken us from stasis.

      When the huge glass partition slides up into the ceiling, a wave of nauseatingly stale air hits me, causing my stomach to churn. I hit the exhaust fan, yank my mask up from the neckline of my armored breastplate and enter before the fog has cleared.

      The warrior they called Relic stays right by my side, like a protector.

      I run my hand down Slayor’s scales. I can feel that the beat of his hearts is erratic. I stalk over and jerk an oxygen mask from his med station, activate the medical scanner and hit the particle cleanser for good measure.

      Then I gently lift his head, using use one knee to balance it while I carefully fit the mask over his ridiculously large snout. After stroking his head, I lower it back down to lean against his massive paw. Worry still eats away at my resolve to stay calm as I lean my ear against his ribcage. The medical scanner gives us both a once over at the same time. When I hear the beat of his hearts becoming stronger, I let out a sigh of relief.

      Suddenly, one paw comes up to swat away the oxygen mask and Slayor’s head flicks back to stare at me.

      “Why do you always give me human air to breathe? It is not to my liking.”

      I cup his chin under my hands and rub my nose against his snout. “It isn’t human air. It’s oxygen.”

      He shakes me off, comes to his feet and preens a bit.

      “This oxygen is for humans and other weak creatures with holes in their bellies. I am a primal dragon warrior. Therefore, I have no need for such.”

      Ignoring his jibe about navels, I point at the readouts on his health monitor.

      “The machine says you need this weak human air as much as I do.”

      He shakes out his long tail.

      “Lies, lies, all lies,” he crows. Then he takes two steps forward and passes out.

      I grab the oxygen mask and fit it back onto his face. I won’t tell him I had to cram his tongue back into his mouth first. He’d be humiliated by that, so I carefully partition that information off into the secured part of my brain, so he can’t access it. I fuss over Slayor for what seems like hours, adjusting his oxygen levels and rescanning his system to make certain the medical unit is not malfunctioning.

      I get a soft cloth from one of the drawers and climb over him, polishing every single scale until it gleams. When I am certain I can do no more to see to his health and comfort, I settle down and try to link with him again. The psychic link doesn’t work because his unconscious mind slumbers once more. I decide to let him rest and recuperate while I tend to whatever disaster has prompted my people to wake me this time.

      I turn to find a roomful of Draconian males with long light-colored hair. They stand tall, their unique Draconian heritage on full display. My hands come up to cover my heart because they look so much like my best friend and battle buddy that it brings tears to my eyes. Most have a human queen and little ones at their side. What is this madness?

      The moment I step out of Slayor’s medical alcove to investigate, they all drop to one knee.

      “The House of Meric, as you requested,” the one they called Relic states quietly. After a momentary pause, he pulls an electronic tablet from his hip and begins to scroll through the information it contains. “Only a handful survived the rule of Vithacan parasites but since the war ended, the House of Meric has flourished. They are now nearly one hundred members strong. Thirty-one are present today. Most of the others live on their own ships or now reside on Dracon Prime which is located far from where we are located.”

      His ramblings make no sense to me. My ship should be in protective orbit around Dracon Prime. Why is it not?

      I lift my chin and state carefully, “I need my protector. Where is Meric?”

      Unable to process why there are so many Draconian males that carry the unique genetic marker of the male who has been my friend for many years, I walk out and move among them looking for the one person I do not find.

      Finally, one warrior steps forward. “I carry the namesake of my forefather, Meric. What do you wish of me?”

      He has his own fire-haired queen standing by his side. She looks proud and strong as I once did at Meric’s side. Though we were fighting partners and not mates, I always wished that one day we would become more.

      This male said he bears his ancestor’s name. This is a roundabout way of communicating to me that I have overslept and my Meric succumbed to the advances of another queen. Did they leave me in stasis to be rid of me? I am important to my people. I cannot believe they would discard me thus.

      They all stand staring at me with what I can only describe as morbid fascination. I cannot begin to imagine what is going through their minds. As for myself, I can hardly believe my reticent friend has been so prolific while I slept away endless years in stasis.

      Fighting back a flood of emotions, I turn and stalk to the back of the room. My trembling hands pull out a control panel and establish a link to the ship’s database. I immediately turn on my heel placing my back to the unit. The sound of static fills the air as my long copper colored hair lifts and each follicle finds a tiny custom-made data port.

      I close my eyes and moments later the neural download begins. Information flows over my brain in a gentle wave. An extensive virtual search of the ship verifies my fighting partner is nowhere to be found. I relax into the experience, absorbing millions of bits of data. And in an instant, I know everything. The history of Draconian civilization spanning several thousand years seeps into my brain.

      I fall to my knees as the data port lets go of my hair. Flooded with emotion, I weep inside for my Draconian brethren held under the claw of their infected queens for generations, for the large numbers of hatchlings reaped in their shell and for the massive amount of abuse they sustained over the course of their lifetimes.

      My people should have awakened me. Instead, my Draconian comrades spirited my ship away when their queens first became vicious. Though they did not realize their queens were infected, they knew my life was in danger because they were territorial.

      When that seeps in, I take a deep breath and weep all over again because I have come full circle to my proper time and place in history. Earth is a hollowed-out shell of its former self. Males are nearly extinct. The now starving population of Earth survives in crowded multi-level bio-domes, preying on each other for survival.

      Memories of scurrying around in one of the domes rise in my mind. I was small when my parents died, leaving me to fend for myself. All I can remember of that time is being cold, hungry and forever trying to steal enough food to fill my aching belly. That was my life before I was abducted.

      One Draconian warrior breaks from the pack. It’s the one who carries on Meric’s name. He kneels to look me in the face. “Tell us what you need to get past this moment of loss, and the clade of Meric will get it for you. We are nearly a hundred strong and I will call them all to us if needs be.”

      I see tiny claws peeking around each side of his neck. It takes me but a moment to realize it is one of his hatchlings. My head tilts. For the first time I realize this man looks different from the others in many ways. In addition to Meric’s unique genetic trait, which is blond hair, this male’s hair has a warm shade that appears to be the ghost of a copper undertone. His eyes also have a whisper of my green in their dark depths. Mine are a deep, almost emerald green. Though there were many redheads taken, most had brown or blue eyes.

      His face also has the trappings of a human heritage. All Draconians have a brow ridge running across both eyes instead of eyebrows. His has an indentation in the middle, giving the illusion of human eyebrows. Then there is a certain paleness with pink undertones to his face, neck and inner arms that are not present in the others I see. The rest of his body is a deep green, much like the warriors from other lines.

      When my mouth opens, words spill out. “I believe my genetics were spliced with Meric’s to create your line. Our overlords took many samples and often we did not know they had been used until we bumped into a creature with our attributes. Will you perform a genetic scan with me?”

      “Of course, my queen,” he responds reverently.

      I stand on shaky legs and turn back to the console. After fumbling around for a bit, I find the correct console from the several dozen hidden away in the wall and we each contribute genetic material. It takes the medical scanner less than a minute to make a genetic match.

      Hauling in a deep breath, I turn to him. “I am pleased to have kin in this time period. Will you tell me of my clade?”

      Meric’s queen moves forward and lifts the child from behind his folded wings. “Let us introduce ourselves properly.” She gives a meaningful glance around the room. “You are important to our people. Allow us to care for you in your time of need.”

      I turn, lift my head and gaze out at multitude of faces awaiting a speech perhaps. A group of Draconian males rush into the room and quickly set up tables and chairs. Before I can object, there is an assortment of seating, and the tables are heaving with food.

      When I turn to look around the room, I discover they have even covered my stasis pod with a dark cloth. I feel like I am existing out of time or experiencing slow motion while everyone else moves at normal speed.

      Slayor’s life signs are all green lined but I still select the table closest to his medical unit.

      Relic murmurs, “I intuited that you would not wish to be parted from your dragon friend while you acquaint yourself with your clade, so we brought the nourishment to you.”

      Gazing up into his primitive face, I nod. Dragging food into my internment chamber is a strange decision on their part, so it stands to reason an intelligent being would offer an explanation.

      As warriors clamor about seeing to our meal, I force myself to once again become the queen my people need. “That was the correct assumption. I do not wish to leave until I am certain Slayor is fully recovered. Will you dine with me?”

      He dips his head submissively. “I am your assigned protector for now. Where you go, I follow.”

      Draconians use the word protector, but I think of them as battle buddies in my head. And now it appears that I have a Meric replacement. Few understand the bond that forms between a queen and her protector. It is one born of facing death, overcoming invincible foes and living rough together as we move from one battle to the next. Does this new turn of events mean I should bury all the good memories I have of Meric and open myself to yet a new protector? Something about that feels wrong, for in my mind I lost Meric but a moment ago.

      I gaze at the stunning warrior and am reminded of all the things I like about Draconians. If there were an ounce of happiness left in my soul, I would smile at him and make nice. Instead, I say, “You might be my protector, but I am the protector of our people.”

      When no understanding registers on his face, I realize these people do not understand who they have awoken this day. Since information is power, I square my shoulders, lift my chin
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