
        
            
                
            
        

    
1 A

Conspicuous group of muscle smashed a girl’s head into brick wall and stuffed the body into a duffel bag in but a few practised moves - all because she wore my jacket. Terrible choice of friends on her part. I, on the other hand, did great. Picked her precisely because she looked a little like me and investment has born a fruit. Decoy took a blow in my stead and not a moment too late – I was about to join up with her. Dove right back behind the corner and made myself scarce.

So-called students picked the perfect blind spot. And by that I mean I wasn’t aware there was one here. Cameras were pointing both ways at the passage. This could have been bad. Really bad. It could have been me there. Nearly was. I wanted to trust in my superior preparation and planning that lead to the narrow escape, but nagging voice insisted that this was but a grandiose coincidence. However, my life was rife with those. It had to account for something.

Nothing went right today. Troubles started since early morning, when a lecturer called me out. I loathed public speaking, to top things off - I had come in unprepared. That has thrown me off-kilter for the entire day. Oddest thing to get in a tizzy about. I wasn’t here to learn to begin with. I mean I was, but not whatever subjects that were taught around here. This institute was a place for the next generation of the most affluent to start forging alliances and I needed to know all about that.

Nobody of importance learnt anything here, yet that episode affected me so tediously. Looking stupid in front of crème de la crème was nothing out of ordinary. It was expected. By them and me as well. I wasn’t even meant to stand out with a staggering amounts of brilliance. I was in hiding. Perhaps that was it – having the spotlight shone my way.

I needed to stop thinking about it. There were far bigger, brawny problems reaching for me. Just who of all these fine elites could have taken offence and what for exactly? No, that was wrong approach with far too many reasons. My snooping was bound to get noticed.

I could hope the attack was due to my offending low-class presence or stepping on some noble heels, but it wouldn’t amount to murder. Not here. A lot of things were overlooked, especially when high echelon was involved, but that was one thing universally frowned upon. After all, nobody wanted to lose a nearly grown heir. And hence this taboo was far too risqué of an affair even for the most powerful to bridle. A beat down and humiliation was far more entertaining in first place.

Which meant there was a serious reason for the sight I’ve almost suffered. I might have uncovered something important, just did not yet know what. Or my earlier problems could have finally caught up to me here and I simply needed to bolt.

The generic rugged physiques could have belonged to any bodyguard from any private security, as well as thugs of the underbelly. There were no insignias of any sort – I’ve scanned them up and down. Still hoping for this to be a local problem, I rushed back to my room to check if my personal tap on the cameras picked something warranting this brutal of a response. Blackmail never solved anything, but leverage was a leverage. Anything that provided direction would be worthwhile.

Upon entering my room I found it ransacked. Stupefied, I slunk further down the narrow opening. It wasn’t even my official lodging. Nobody knew I was squatting here. It wasn’t even a room! Here was a lovechild of storage closet and maintenance shaft, a god-awful nook that suited needs of nobody. And luckily, that was me. Or so I thought.

Who could have even found this? Somebody with eyes on me, that’s who. Timing was worrisome too. Feeling the ants scurry around on my back, I squeezed through the noisy pipes and dared to wade further into the possible ambush. I was halfway there anyway.

Unexpectedly, the nook up ahead was empty too. How… anticlimactic. Whoever was hounding me could have just quietly waited in here and I’d have perished without any pesky cameras to witness it. Strange.

Right. The cameras. I was here for a reason.

I shuffled through the wrecked brackets, picked and pulled on the various wires as dread began setting. There was nothing behind them. Nor under the junk. Not there either. Anywhere. It wasn’t here. My computer was gone. I desperately kept looking, even knowing it wouldn’t miraculously resurface.

The data didn’t matter! Nor all the effort spent on gathering dirt on those snobby scions! The blackmail material could potentially prolong my life, but it was worthless without the precious device anyway.

My most prized possession. My only possession of any value. Something most people don’t even get to see anymore. I was utterly crippled without it. Even if I somehow managed to land my grubby fingers on another one, it wouldn’t have all those specific programs nor capabilities. Those cost bigger favours than the rare instrument itself. It would take me years to recover from this and I didn’t even have my previous contacts anymore. Some hunted me. This was the end.

Calm down. Think. Think.

I swallowed the panic and forced violent beating in my throat to slow down.

Whoever took it probably aren’t the same people who meant murder. Not yet, in any case, or they would have been here. So now I had two extermination parties on my back and in close proximity. That’s the perfect reason to count my losses and get the hell out, but I needed my lifeline. Without the device and information within it I was as good as dead anyway.

It would take time for mystery burglar to break my passwords and then some more to find relevant data to get pissy about. It was encrypted too. I could still put out that fire. The previous one might solve itself after that too. Not all was lost.

Finally deciding on an action plan, I got up. Changed my clothes into a masculine attire and strode around like I’ve had all the time in the world. Hiding in plain sight worked wonders, especially for people of average build and nondescript short hair. Sticking to crowds was key.

I put an advert on the bulletin board about buying high-end tech. The price range was really only affordable by the top echelon, so random thief would be disinclined to come forward. However, offering anything less would be deemed fake. And who knew, perhaps they’d even put it back if impression of messing with someone of infinite funds was believable enough?

Dropped by the robotics shop next. Security was through the roof, both coming in and out to protect valuable assets. An unlikely place to find a missing device, but sometimes the techies would bring in their own matrixes to get worked on. There were also the assignments. As disinclined the environment was for education, some determined souls still tried to forge path out of the gutter. Getting adopted by snobs in need of a certain skill was always a possibility here.

Didn’t see the familiar parts nor heard any hushed chatter about new acquisitions. Moved onto the campus’ watering hole next. That would be the place for loose lips to do some bragging. After all, to everybody but the wealthiest it was a hoard. Somebody had to slip up and reveal truth.

Would have helped to change into body-fitting dress and a wig for the occasion, but alas – I didn’t have a useful fool to run errands in my officially assigned room anymore. The audacity to just up and die like that. Who even surrenders so easily? Well, whatever. Water under the bridge. The girl did her real job adequately. I’d miss her but it was necessary.

Mingling within a drunken crowd until dawn had been complete bust as well. The thief was being too careful. Or indifferent, which would be a whole other problem. I’ll need to start asking direct questions of a wider range of people. Subpar.

The long day was nearing morning. I sauntered towards the canteen, defeated. It was deserted, both the path there and building itself. Despite slight tipsiness and the sleepless exhaustion, all my senses were on high alert. Such abandoned environment was prime real estate for a hit.

Myriad glass eyes helped my situation, but witnesses might not be an issue for pursuers this determined. Especially if they brought along a projectile weapons. Lethal contraband was harshly discouraged but I was wary of the open windows anyway. Somebody has been watching me long enough to know where to sneak up and how to obstruct the constant surveillance, as there’s been no manhunt.

I entered cafeteria unmolested. The hall was as desolate as it appeared from outside. There were no tell-tale knuckleheads lurking, though I had no doubt they kept an eye on the sole food dispensary. The ceiling-tall windows offered me many routes of escape if it came to that. I knew exactly which panels could open and where the latches weren’t all the way caught. It was necessary. Sooner or later somebody would have gotten on my case.

Just as I was picking out most generic food items with longest shelf life, a sect of attendants spilled out from the kitchens with a selection of covered trays. Such a feast and it wasn’t even breakfast! Their master was likely bursting at the seams.

Easy enough to imagine and privately scoff at the affluent, but much harder to actually believe it. Positions of the military leaders had become hereditary at some point, but state of affairs had ensured meritocracy. They either performed or died.

It wasn’t all that unlikely for paupers to rise in ranks either. This establishment originally came to be with such purpose in mind. To find people showing promise and wring out maximum potential from the grey mass. Any one of these no-name lowlifes could become elites. It’s why I was here, too. To hold hand on the pulse of current affairs, sure, but also – to acquire some dirt for decades to come. I was trying to think ahead. With limited success.

Perhaps I’d have had better time vying for a spot at a general’s feet. Alas, whilst people with no past got this opportunity, it was just the opposite for individuals with too much past. Reprobates on the run didn’t get to be publicly acclaimed persons.

Chatter shook me out of my tired pondering.

“That’s her, isn’t it?”

Very peculiar. I concentrated to make out the details. The attendants on their way out were being really quiet, however my augmented ears were made just for this. 

“We should warn her.”

“Mind your own well-being,” voice of someone barely older scolded as they scurried out. “You know what mistakes cost.”

Hint of the threat seemed to stomp out the do-gooder’s beneficent will. Got to love people of integrity and immovable moral values. Pale woman looked back at me one more time before stepping through the door. I hurried and I drew laptop-sized rectangle with my hands. Her eyes widened, she nodded vigorously and darted out.

Well. This has been unexpected and revealing. My eavesdropping abilities finally got me a lead, but this was not something I’d ever want to follow up. Even if it even was the same thing we communicated about by some miracle, what was I supposed to do with this information? I was essentially warned about being caught by the top echelon. Even the servants knew enough to pity me.

I should just go. No packing, just leave as I stand now - dried meat in my hand and all. This failed endeavour will leave me so deep in the red I’ll never again see the light of day again, but at least I’d be alive.

Who was I kidding? If my life was over either way, I could at least try grabbing the darn device. I can do it. I really could. Probably. I was literally made for this. So what if the foe was a high lordling this time? How different could it really be? It was but a title. Very heavy title, but nevertheless. It wasn’t yet his. This was but a brat for now.

In the midst of psyching myself up I saw troop of men approach from several sides. Front and the back door, some mingling just outside in the quad. Great, this was all I needed right this second. For a brief moment I wondered if they were forewarned soldiers of a private goon squad. Builds certainly looked the part... but no. House of Raktkalis had universally recognisable aesthetic and they didn’t shy from it. The servants had been unmistakable.

These common thugs, on the other hand, were trying to blend in and appear like any off-duty bodyguards. They have probably been dancing around me for days and I just ignored them as part of the scenery. After all, everyone and their little sister brought muscle. It was likely my conditioning simply subconsciously steered me away from potential danger. Still, I should have noticed before they have gotten the kill order.

I reflected on that and great many other regrettable things as I climbed out of the window and gently shut it behind me. Sat behind a plump thorny bush waiting for coast to clear and finally spied something promising. One of the servant girls scurried off into a building nearby to carry out some other awfully early errand.

I followed her. It was same girl with way too much conscience. I could have knocked her out, but needed the confirmation first. I was not going to go anywhere near those households without a damn compelling reason.

Noticing me, servant girl looked around nervously and spoke determinedly, “I can’t talk to you.”

“D-does h-he h-have my lapt-top?” I asked eagerly and far too loud, betraying my nerves and the anxiety.

Even though young girl’s face contorted in empathy, there was no reply. Not verbal. Her hand went up in a gesture of self-embrace, she looked away. Guilt if I ever seen one. Healthy dose of trepidation too, of course. Who would want to snitch on a provider of their livelihood? Such noble one at that. I’d absolutely look after my own hide first, without even thinking about resorting to half-hearted kindness - once.

Regardless. It was enough of confirmation for me. In a practised move I smacked frail child on the jaw and she flew off like a twig. My blow wasn’t that strong. Dragged light body into one of the classrooms and put on the little woman’s clothes. I was of a far healthier build than her. My skin tone wasn’t sickly pale, either. Also, I had hair. Kalanta was heavily industrialised and one could not escape the appropriate look. A mere plastic gown barely masked all the discrepancies. No, that’s wrong. It wasn’t doing a thing. On its own it would be useless.

At the sink I wet my hair and soaped it up. Stuttering the curses, began shaving it off. Not a simple task to pull off with a utility knife, but I’d done it before. It helped that the tool was sharp. Result was not ideal but fairly passable.

Finding chalk by the blackboard, I drew on all my exposed skin, as well as dusted the top of head copiously. I could not have done shoddier job if I tried, but these were the materials I had on hand. Everything else was behind backs of at least ten murderous brigands.

Gliding out as demurely as humanely possible, I reached one of the dorms and climbed the stairs to the penthouse. I’ve never been here before, mostly due to healthy dose of self-preservation. However, that also meant I knew exactly who to avoid and where. Knowledge I always kept at the back of my mind was promptly coming to surface.

The top floor turned out to be obscenely roomy and this was but a landing. Two suites occupied an entire level, and both privileged occupants could have their platoons stand guard in a formation or even dance freestyle without ever touching.

Luckily for me, the security wasn’t nearly in such overabundance. Whatever that was here, stood out of sight and away from the direct path. I could glide by without getting closely scrutinised.

I didn’t know which of the suites were occupied by a right titleholder. Cultural differences helped me out again and I gently turned left. Handful of darkly-clad soldiers all stood tense but crowded away as if trying their best to be less of an eyesore. Perhaps it annoyed little lordling to have all this eager manpower underfoot. How insanely exploitable. Young Raktkalis must have thought himself invincible, certainly impervious to a direct frontal assault on his turf.

Well, it was the unthinkable. I was here because I had no other choice. However, that’s exactly how assassins are presented their tasks too.

I crossed the forbidden threshold and stepped inside. The décor was predictably dark. Wide tinted windows, carpets only a shade less black than the glistening marble floor. Only the servants stood out in their discordant whiteness, floating around noiselessly like disembodied souls. By the looks of things the breakfast feast was about ready to be served. The living hall was not the place I wanted or needed to be at.

As quietly as the rest of the ghostly ensemble, I made my way up to the dais and glided towards the other rooms. One of these just had to be the office. Not a single servant lifted head to look my way, meticulously going about their own business. Again, suspiciously convenient.

This could end really badly. I’d be mistaken for a contract killer. They’ll torture me to find out details I do not possess.

I felt my legs try to go numb on me out of fright, but this was not the time nor the place.

What the hell was I doing here? This was supposed to be simple, risk-free affair. I kept my head down and never even crossed paths with these people precisely due to danger they presented, regardless of associated rewards on anything related to the ruling elite.

Soundlessly cracked a first door open. Unused sparse bedroom. Following room presented with a soft growling of dogs. I bypassed it without checking. My fingers shook contemplating the options in the likely case my property was in there.

Not having much choice, stuck my nose into the following chamber. Weapons storage. Daggers and swords mostly, even though the precious contenders to the throne were permitted to carry firearms for self-defence purposes. Of course, the privilege extended to sworn swords too. There would be no opportunistic insurrections permitted.

Following door - the wardrobe. For lineage who’s never even dreamed of wearing anything besides black, this was a lot of various shelves. I could bet they’ve lost at least one flamboyant cousin to whoever policed Raktkalises’ dress code. I imagined the tasteful fellow just getting shot right at the dinner table in a family gathering.

Up next… I heard deeper exhales of near-wakefulness. The bedroom of lord princeling himself. Also not something I should encroach upon at any cost. Bless this beauty slumber.

Damn. If not for that whole other situation, I could have had access to my resources. Roll a vial of sleeping gas in and my peace of mind would be in hand – in so many ways. I was certain everywhere I frequented was being watched by one party or the other. Should have placed the essentials in locations besides the places I slept at – my mistake, influenced by a deceptively safe environment. A staggering oversight. It will end up costing me not only success but also the survival.

No. No visualisation of worst case scenarios. Learn from this.

Which left me with the final room. Corner. The office view that people craved, so it would be promising if not for the fact the inhabitant had something against natural light. However, I was in luck. I almost hadn’t expected this eccentric décor to encompass an actual desk.

I hurried to shut the door behind me and began to rummage. The room was so tidy it bordered on an unused. For a moment I was afraid the cabinets would be empty, but an odd stack of books was revealed once in a while and carpet had scuff marks from the chair. Desk drawers contained no knickknacks. Orderly stacks of irrelevant schoolwork. Pity, had these been some documents I could have just walked out and been content.

State affairs being hidden away I could completely understand. More baffling than that were absent sundries. Where were the personal trifles? Even having servants didn’t excuse this severe a lack of personality. There wasn’t even a single quirky pen. The assignments didn’t have doodles in the margin. I filled in a slur out of spite.

Missing likableness aside, most important quandary was blaring in my mind like a siren. Where was my laptop? I’ve checked every surface and recess here. Everything besides the safe, which I had no way of opening. Insipid young master did not jot down his passwords or conveniently left them out.

Worse, I heard him stir in the room nearby. Raktkalis had finally woken up and was walking around. The footsteps were heavy and determined. He obviously had no need to sneak around his own place, unlike the servants whom I suspected to be there too but had no definite proof of.

I hid, but echo of boots drifted off into the great lounge. At the window I pondered choice between just leaving and pushing my luck some more. The device I sought could have been with him in the bedroom. Unlikely, but not impossible. I would certainly try to crack the password and calculate my haul deep into the night. However, this asshole probably had other people for tedious tasks like that. Chances are, my property was downstairs in grubby hands of some duty-bound musclehead. Too late to go looking in that haystack now. Wouldn’t even know where to begin.

Shook myself out of crippling inaction and stashed away the desire to be virtually anywhere else. Trying to time my expedition with stomps that were falling further away, I stepped out and snuck those unspeakably dangerous several steps into the bedroom.

Perhaps I had been wrong about servants eagerly attending to their lordling from the moment of his waking - the evidence of life had not yet been erased. Bed was unmade. Shirt lay on the floor and a drawer was left ajar. A phone had been ditched by the bedside. The sight actually let me breathe out in relief. So this was a person after all, not some monster that just lay ramrod straight and was still the whole night.

I hurried to rummage through the drawers in an otherwise empty room. Barely started when I heard remarkably low masculine voice ask, “Where’s the report?” I would not have never attributed that timbre to a teenager. Perhaps I was mistaken, the institute was open to all ages. A realisation which made this endeavour that much more dangerous. He could be a proper officer with all appropriate experience and personal resources.

One of the servant girls made a silent, nervous excuse. It wasn’t here yet apparently.

“But you’re all here,” Raktkalis sounded terribly displeased about something and boy I did not envy the poor souls in his line of sight. There was something debasing about that tone.

Wait. All? He counted me in. How did he know? Were there cameras? Did he catch a sight of me sneaking? Was I being too loud? So many possibilities ran through my mind and all of them were utterly irrelevant. It was useful to have good hearing in situations like these. Extra time to panic.

“Come here,” a much louder tone commanded, as if specifically aimed at someone in another room. Needless to say I wasn’t about to comply. A servant of the household would already have been prostrated before the masters, because not a second later young lord got up and went looking for such blatant disobedience.

Heavy footfalls were getting closer without any hurry in them. He knew exactly where I was and that I had been cornered. So he still assumed this was but a meek attendant rather than trespassing assassin. Little miracles.

Grabbed the only thing of value in sight, the forgotten phone and tiptoed to the window. This was the fifth floor. Even a seasoned assassin would have hard time climbing down dressed in this scanty gown and nothing else. I was no seasoned assassin. With a little more time and less of a pounding pulse I could make my way down. I had neither luxury. Footsteps weren’t already here only due to the enormous living room.

Controlling my breathing I bit down on the gadget, hung myself outside off the sill and pulled the window closed. Heard him stride in and ponder in confusion. Menacing presence then thundered out to check the other rooms. Confusion and doubt will buy me only so much time. I still needed to get off here and my fingers were starting to give up. I hadn’t neglected training them per se, but turns out this easy-going campus life was disagreeing with me anyway. 

Free-fall wasn’t a viable option. Not if I wanted to keep my delusions about walking away scot-free. I would still need to sacrifice something for a favourable outcome and that would have to be my hands. I let go, immediately grabbing for sill of the floor below. Elbow hit concrete and shattered – or at least tried its best to give that impression. Fingers desperately clung onto the rough surface… but didn’t manage to hold on as body weight pulled me down.

I reached out the grazed forearms to repeat manoeuvre, only to slam both wrists onto the hard surface this time. The pain I felt was always dull at the worst, otherwise I suspect it would have been blinding. The debilitated body had its upsides. This one I really liked, especially at crucial times like this.

The impeded fall was terrifying nevertheless. I felt myself on the verge of a scream or at least a yelp from each jostle. It helped that my teeth were clenched tight around a precious bargaining chip. Besides, there was the added incentive - if I don’t do this exactly right, the suffering and fear will be much worse. I tried to cling with the profusely bleeding arms again and again, right until plopping down on the pavement.

I simply breathed without seeing anything besides white. Attempted to move and everything but the arms worked as it should have. I was alive. I could probably walk. I couldn’t believe this worked.

However, this was far from over. Blinking vigorously and willing sightlessness away, I got up and inspected my palms. Blood pooled in the recesses. I flung it into the distance to lead the pursuit wrong way and hugging the wall I darted back into the building through a window I knew to be open. This place had a terrible problem with vandals.

The shower curtain of a gown predictably was awful at keeping the blood at bay. I was twisting the hem up and around my raw arms but ended up just smearing the fabric wet and losing grip on it. It was easily the worst article I’ve ever worn. I was convinced this body bag of a dress was determined to let me bleed out. What a convenient design. Raktkalis might get me yet – in a most unexpected way. At least the upturned hem contained all the dripping.

Sprinted towards communal shower. Needed to be rid of this reddening chalk. Perhaps nick a towel or even someone’s change of clothes. There still wasn’t a soul around, but soon this place would be swarming. Crowds were the best way to disappear.


2 A

How easily an underdressed, soft-spoken girl gets anything she asks for. I entertained an eager white knight for a while in his dorm, keeping an eye on the window. The sworn swords were abuzz, but there was no telling what they were up to. Nobody was harassed, no room-by-room checks executed. A potential future general was well within his right to turn the campus upside-down looking for an escaped assassin. Even the campus security would love to get in on that action, if not government itself.

Perhaps they were reinforcing the exits, then the other shoe would drop. I needed to get out of here. Sitting right under their noses was fun, but unproductive.

I put my gentleman caller to sleep. Killing a loose end was usually preferable, I didn’t feel the need to. They already knew how I looked and thus far it appeared the prideful brat was intending to keep the debacle as an in-house matter. Didn’t need to litter my trail with corpses to make this pursuit a public knowledge.

I contemplated hiding in other maintenance shafts, but that was probably expected of me. Pretender to a general’s seat could easily requisition deep scanning tools. One such device was even here in the academy. No expense was spared to root out the invasive organisms from the concrete of this elite establishment. Some lucky hopefuls even got to study it once in a blue moon.

Perhaps I was overthinking it. Since they’d be looking for a girl, it was beyond easy to throw off the pursuit. I had a fall-back identity available and it was male. After all, nobody would be after an actual, well-prepared killer. The fabled assassin order was more myth than reality - it would not be the very first assumption. Not after that massive flop I left smeared all over the building’s wall. That stunk of wild and a deeply unfortunate improvisation.

I dug around in the drawers and stole some of the willing fool’s clothes. Found a reflective surface and moved implants from the cheeks to sit under the jawbone. Procedure was neither simple nor pleasant. I had to cut the inside of the mouth with rusty scissors, as my meagre inventory was abandoned in favour of truthfulness to the disguise. Manoeuvring the graft into the premade pockets and making sure they stayed in correct positions took longer than I wanted too. All thanks to the ham-fisted, number than usual fingers.

I’d be swallowing blood for foreseeable future, but the shape of my face was distinctly masculine now. I’ll have to keep the lips pressed thinly together and frown the eyebrows down to reinforce a sharp-featured impression, but maintaining a front was second nature by now. I sorely missed the cream which would permit growth of a beard, but – even though illegal - it was not an obscure item. Someone else is bound to have it.

That said, lack of hair did pose a problem. It was a very distinguishable characteristic. My goal was to be just another face in the crowd. In the end, I lopped off the curls from my unconscious landlord and glued them around the hem of a cap. It would mask the chrome dome until I figure out something more permanent.

Cleaned up the traces of my activities and picked up all evidence I was ever here. Stepped outside with bag over my shoulder as if to walk to a lecture. Didn’t steal much else besides the necessities, even though my situation necessitated a lot. Petty theft was less likely to end up in a report on someone’s desk. I tried to avoid the cameras, but glass spies likely had caught the sight of me regardless. In these halls, for one. However, having a lot of recordings was a bane too. Awful lot of screen time if one didn’t know where to start looking.

There was a crowd gathered outside. Armoured soldiers made a perimeter around an arena of sorts, whilst several of their number flung battle axes at each other in the centre. Impotent campus security was uneasily traipsing around.

I wanted to bolt and never look back but that would be out of ordinary. Everyone stopped to gape. It looked like some sort of spontaneous event, or at least free entertainment. Right until bystanders noticed blood pools dying the pavement. It was a little too fierce of a display. Some of the crowd got christened with a splash of red water and the onlookers realised they have been observing a match to the death.

“This shouldn’t be happening,” they whispered. “Not here.”

Disembodied voices were correct. I was unspeakably terrified, but also just as confused. The high lordlings weren’t generals yet. They were firmly under someone’s foot, somewhere in the middle of hierarchy at this point in time, having been given control of just a platoon or two. In this particular instance there should be an officer of higher rank on the school grounds. Perhaps he was of Raktkalis allegiance, or maybe he just choked on his morning coffee and decided to die rather than deal with this.

“Even if that’s some internal matter, why don’t they do this outside?” students were murmuring. Again, the ponderings were on point. This was so highly unusual. Alliances and therefore whole of the government hinged on promises. One of those being an absolute safety of this place. Was the spoilt child mad enough to scrap all that effort his own family was deeply invested in maintaining? He had essentially declared a war.

As heavy blades were swung around, I dared to look away and peek up at this lunatic. I had little doubt the four – now three – subjects of this roundabout execution were the guards who napped on their feet whilst I crossed the threshold to the forbidden lands. Holder of the Raktkalis name ignored the battling completely and his head swing from side to side as if scanning the crowd. He wasn’t looking at me directly, but I bit down hard to stop my teeth for clattering anyway.

Seasoned warriors were well matched by their peers. Nobody surrendered. More and more lifeblood got shed but that only seemed to fuel the determination. 

“Somebody said one would be forgiven,” gossipers up front chatted on. All of these fighters had undoubtedly been top-notch. Handpicked to guard a hope of the future, each one of them. I wouldn’t have ever thought a single misstep would get them all so callously disposed of. All but one.

“For what?”

“Beats me, you go there and ask.”

“Fuck off. What the hell though, this isn’t normal. Is it on Kalanta?”

“Dunno, don’t see a lot of students from there. They sure look like it is…”

“We should, like… tell somebody.”

“Somebody did and security probably plans to choke the tattletales out later. Look at them.”

Local police force was not even allowed proper weapons on the school grounds. They were meant to herd around the toothless civilians.

“No, I mean, outside?”

I really wanted to go away and hide, but paradoxically being in plain sight was the furthest I could be from danger. Only handful of the gored kids have left and I had no doubt they’d be looked into. This riveting spectacle was a multifaceted tool. Causing terror and subsequent submission was but one side to that coin. This was also a warning if not an elaborate plot in its own.

“What do you think happened?”

“They musta fucked up something fierce.”

“No shit.”

The longer I stood here, the less sure I got. Perhaps I was being too self-centred. The successor of the noble name looked much younger than his heavy voice implied. Little twit could be simply releasing frustrations. The nobleman did just have a rude interruption of his morning routine.

Whispers of shocked civilians were interrupted when the final head unceremoniously rolled away. There was no bellow or roar of triumph. Survivor fell to his knees. Whether due to relief, regret or injuries it was not yet clear.

Enlisted men began shifting away from the cordoned off area in a mesmerizingly smooth manner, thus finally opening a way for the campus security force. The latter didn’t seem like willing participants.

A spokesman decreed loudly for everyone to hear, “The transgressor who had slain three of his brothers in arms has been apprehended and is ready for the hand-over to the public safety bureau.”

This was a hilarious, outrageous deviation from the truth. If I wasn’t at risk to be held accountable for this, I’d have laughed and relished in the reality bending powers the select few possessed. That will be me someday.

“What is this bullshit?” murmurs rang out but nobody was stupid enough to say it too loud. Turns out the school did enrol only the brightest.

The enforcers of law didn’t look thrilled to play along, but these lesser muscleheads didn’t argue either. It was painfully obvious how easily anyone could be disposed of. Elaborate spectacle like this wouldn’t even be necessary.

I saw in the grim expressions of these intelligent, sheltered youths that they were promptly reshaping their worldviews. For most of them, this was the very first brush with mortality and the power wielded by the military elites. Average person wouldn’t usually be anywhere near them to experience such blatant, drastic double standards. Besides, most other overlords ruled their domains with less of an iron fist. Even so, General Raktkalis was one of them. Forgiven, endorsed and admired.

I too looked up to such a wide scale gaslighting. Bloodcurdling, sure – but therefore even more effective. And all this came from but a brat! He will undoubtedly grow up to be an even fiercer autocrat. Not someone whose lands I’d ever want to venture into, but that family’s brutal practises were unarguably efficient.

The window of overlord in question was empty. Perhaps he had gotten back to getting ready for class. That meant I had very limited time. Gripped the strings of the backpack tighter. With prisoner unceremoniously carted off, stupefied crowd has begun dispersing as well.

Having spent a lot of effort trying to avoid all the prospective highborn trouble, I was somewhat aware of their schedule. He’d be attending physics lecture shortly.

I scurried to the place of teaching and tried to get somebody to do suspicious things for me. I was really missing the dead girl, whatever her name was. She was so great at errands and asking no questions. A good friend was so hard to find!

“Speak up, I can’t hear you,” third person I hassled insisted. He probably wasn’t trying to be a jerk. I was speaking softly to minimise my stuttering and a crowd was beginning to mull around.

“Raktk-kalis dropped this. C-can you put it on his desk?”

“Oh hell no. Didn’t you hear what happened earlier?”

Word has spread so fast. The others refused quoting that exact reason too. It was irritating.

“So why not get into his good graces?” I whispered directly into the convenient fool’s ear. In all likelihood, whoever drops it off will be hauled off for questioning at the very least.

Unfortunately, the student I chatted up was smarter than he looked.

“Yeah, sure. Why don’t you do it then?”

This was taking too long. This guy will end up remembering me. However, that was but a consequent problem in a longer list of things on fire.

I was tracking a suspicious person in nondescript clothing in my periphery. Ascertaining to whom this badly hidden legion belonged to was paramount. They could have been admitted here as students, but it was much simpler to enter as a part of entourage. Figuring out that much could provide me with a direction towards my primary enemy.

I sighed in irritation and decided to push on with this interaction. The least I could do was add another layer of confusion for when he’s inevitably questioned.

Spoke as loudly as I could without cracking, “Look. Some chick asked me to do this, but I just c-can’t. Help me out? I’ll give you a fifty.” It was all my remaining money, until I got back to my caches anyway.

“Yea? Where’s she?” The guy started looking around intrigued. I picked him because he seemed like he was struggling, but entirely different aspect caught the himbo’s attention. “Is she hot?”

I gave him a no shit, as if I’d have agreed otherwise expression. My cheeks probably were too stiff, but at least most of it was in the eyebrows.

“Damn. Really wish I could help ya out,” my quarry looked genuinely regretful to be missing out on this. That didn’t help me at all. What a waste of time.

I bent in to whisper again, “Can you open a window nearby?”

“Well. I guess I could…”

“Do that and I’ll introduce you to her.”

“But what…?”

I left the happy fool to do my bidding without further chatter and darted off to the back of the building. That took a while as I was avoiding the cameras – otherwise I’d have simply walked in and delivered the message myself. Did not want to prematurely alert the lordling to the change of my appearance.

Having reached my destination, I saw the window blessedly ajar and felt some tension recede. The window was a little higher than preferable, but it was still the ground floor.

Went some ways off into the trees and chucked the bulky, perhaps armoured phone case in. I heard it land, as well as the exclamations of surprise but didn’t stick around to find out if it reached the desired location. There was absolutely nothing I could do about that now anyhow and I needed to not be here anymore.

I got myself ready for the long wait. Or very brisk one, if Raktkalis decided to send his goons to surround the meeting area. Coincidentally, I’d see it leagues away.

The academy was in a process of constructing an additional lecture hall. Its vicinity was some unholy mess, as the project kept getting terminated and then resumed with a brand new twist. Trenches, bare frames, half of roof, piles upon piles of old construction materials and tarp. It would be hard to locate anyone here even if I planned to entrench and hide out throughout the search. As long as they didn’t bring in the ill-requisitioned military tech. Which - after today’s showing - I had no hope wouldn’t happen.

I had dismantled the trophy phone still inside the white knight’s dorm to remove the tracking capabilities. After all, there was little doubt that the phone was missed immediately. Now I played around with the combination to unlock the stolen device while I waited. This acquisition was nothing short of golden thread pulling me upwards from this deep ravine of manure. After all, even if I didn’t get my computer back, arguably the state-of-art gadget was just as good.

Highly arguably. If I cracked the code, the some highly prized secrets would be mine to sell. However, peddling business of important people was dangerous, and I didn’t want to get anywhere near a general’s affairs. In fact, I’d have loved to avoid high echelon as a whole if possible – but my back was to the wall. Likelihood of peeking inside was low in any case. I needed my computer to crack through the combination.

However, even on its own the device looked expensive. This was no jagged brick thrown together out of spare parts. No commoner would ever have this. Not when they could trade this in for a personal living space. A highly skilled engineer lovingly crafted this thing. It would definitely make up for some of my losses.

It unlocked. Just like that. To a combination so basic I didn’t even notice it at first and my thumb kept on gliding along the screen automatically. I stared blankly as though missing a joke. Security was very lax over in that household. This fuckup can’t even be blamed on anyone else.

Nevertheless, this was a very peculiar finding. Didn’t anyone ever prey on the top echelon anymore? My own reluctance aside, there had to be skilled thieves and murderers alike who’d want to try their luck for highest returns. Did the projection of power render everyone powerless?

As I was browsing menus, the reason for lack of intricate passcode became apparent. It was brand new. There was no salvageable information stored on it. Several phone numbers, a very sparse call log, photos of the blackboards that he didn’t bother writing down and that was it. Not even any significant internet history. He had connected to the school’s network for some administrative business. That was it.

How exceptionally dull. That ruthless lordling didn’t appear to have much of interest in anything. Having been groomed to become an outstanding military leader must have come at a cost, and the cost was personality.

All I can say is that I approved of the dedication. Sucks to be him, but this seemed somehow appropriate.

Luckily I didn’t get overly engrossed in data analysis and heard someone approaching just in time. It was a sole figure. No troopers scurrying to surround the grounds. He didn’t even bring the bodyguards. I had desired, hoped, prayed to all sorts of entities for this outcome and unexpectedly, it had been delivered!

The armoured man carried the chunky rectangle under an arm. This meet up couldn’t have been more perfect even if my love note had gone into painful detail.

I stayed absolutely still in my cover. Hardly even breathed. He had noticed me in his rooms somehow and I was still not sure of the means. Did not need this golden opportunity to end with a bullet in my peeping eye.

Raktkalis stopped at an entrance to a clearing, suspiciously looking around and finding nobody to make the promised trade with. The idea was for him to leave what’s mine here and I’d figure out how to get him his property back at a later time. Perhaps the lordling was not of the trusting kind, but apparently he did want his phone back enough to show up. He’d cave, I was sure.

Youth devoid of personality hopped up atop a stack of bricks and kept scanning the mess.

“Coward,” he grittily called out and I realised I’ve never heard him speak out loud before. It sounded like he’d been howling at everybody in his long-winded path today, which probably wasn’t far off from the truth. However, the amused tone of voice gave the exact opposite impression, “I know you’re here.”

How? That was all I wanted to know. This could be a ploy or a mental trick, as well as a missed tracker in the phone. I was not coming out regardless.

“I came to return your obsolete junk,” he announced indignantly as if he had actually expected to be greeted, bowed to and thanked. Quite reasonable for a highborn, all in all.

I seethed anyway. First of all, all tech was precious. Secondly, that was far from junk and not nearly as obsolete as he could imagine. Looks like the pompous brat did not get to peek at the digital contents or the tone would be much different. Or not. This cockiness hinted that perhaps he did not even open the damned thing. Why take it at all then? None of this would have happened! This entitled, irritating...

Then he did something worse than hurl infuriating insults. After all, words were just that. Words. Actions, on the other hand packed the real punch.

The scion unsheathed a cleaver-like dagger and stabbed it through the laptop like it was made of paper. I battled the urge to leap out and slap the insolent highborn. How could he do this to a computer? Any computer! My computer… My livelihood! My property! All the years leading to acquisition of it! All the hard work that was saved inside!

His lustrous, empty toy would cover but a fraction of that cost.

Lordling dropped the damaged instrument into the dirt like the garbage that it truly was now. This absolute little shit! I was beyond enraged. I was an insult away from flinging a stone at his smug face.

I couldn’t.

Limb-locking trepidation was all but gone, but logical part of the brain was still painfully aware. It wasn’t even this git’s prowess that stopped me, but much larger consequences. I couldn’t dispose of this little shit, even when he’d come in on a platter. The general of Kalanta was not someone to take slights lightly.

“I look forward to dismembering you,” vicious twit left me these parting thoughts just before departing as gracefully as he’d come.

The scion could have been provoking me on purpose, but he already knew I wouldn’t be launching assault, even in these favourable circumstances. After all, had I been a hired gun I would have gone straight for the bedroom and choked out this god’s gift to humanity with a frilly pink pillow.

Right. Insults. The reputation he worked so seriously to preserve could be my way of stabbing the bastard back. The only way, really. Even the extended household wouldn’t care about children’s spat at school. They might even get on his case too if the highborn doesn’t handle it properly.

Now, what could I do? What would be sufficiently humiliating for a young snooty egomaniac?

I was leaning towards preying on little despot’s self-image. Young Raktkalis always sauntered around in a battle armour. It was quite unnecessary within a city, outrageously so. After all, that was not only uncomfortable, but also cumbersome. The metallic guards were meant to protect against the teeth, not civilian threats. He had to be wearing those bulky plates to hide something he didn’t want others to see.

Besides, there had to be a reason he had no photos of himself in that device. Appearances would really be a sore point here. No doubt about that.

It was truly a pity the phone had no embarrassing pictures for the ages. Surprising too, really. A young man away from his parent’s estate for the first time should really be up to some unsavoury misadventures.

No matter. There was no truth that could be worse than the malicious rumours.

I laboured with basic image processing capabilities of the phone. It wasn’t meant for fine finagling, so two minute job must have taken me an hour. It worked out fine, because I was waiting for the darkness to fall anyway. There could be a sniper posted an unseen distance away or some other vile ploy could be afoot. I wasn’t about to make their jobs easier for them.

In the end, his face from the ID card ended up plastered onto a naked torso posed in most unflattering manner. I did connect to the network, but the twit supposedly already knew where I was. No assault squad stormed in to bust me - I waited.

I came online again, logging straight into his accounts and posted my dastardly creation on school’s social forum. I hadn’t even paused to reconsider. Insufferable ruffian indubitably deserved it. And how much worse can it get at this point, really? He’ll dismember me harder?

Swiftly dismantling connectivity capabilities again, stashed it away and eyed my pitch black surroundings. Kept one of my eyes closed whilst staring at the light to avoid the complete blindness, but it hardly helped in this abandoned site. Debris was everywhere. It helped that I knew the area.

Snuck out from under my cover, darted towards my maimed computer and ran off, hugging it close to my chest. I thought I grabbed some trash along, but under the streetlights I saw it was the recording pen that I’ve left behind. Pedantic household did a sweep and had not overlooked the obvious bug. No matter, there was another – even if I had no way to retrieve it. Just a matter of principle. Besides, I loved sowing the paranoia. There was no reason I had to be the only one afflicted by it.

I needed to use computer lab to see if my beloved junk heap could be at all salvaged. Security around the entrances was high and the windows had bars. Not at the top, though!

Twined my trembling, bleeding fingers around the security barrier and hoisted myself up. I’ve wrapped my hands in a shredded clothing repeatedly but the rips kept getting reopened. I couldn’t afford the time to let the injuries close on their own nor had the luxury to visit the campus infirmary for obvious reasons.

I slunk in through an unprotected window and remained on the floor. Voices nearby had me frozen in place. Campus had been eerily quiet on my run over, which was inconvenient. It was far more complicated to stay hidden when I was the only one casually strolling around. And now there were people were I needed them least.

Fortunately, the speech came from a classroom over, perhaps one even further.

I began pulling out my precious junk and gently pulling it apart. The talkers were here to stay, too. I had no choice but eavesdrop.

“But can you just imagine how she felt?”

“I was there.”

“Yet you don’t seem to care! I can’t put that crying out of my mind. The wailing. Pleading.”

“Caring won’t change a thing now.”

“A girl died! Slit her own throat! In. Front. Of. Us! Begging for help.”

“It happens. Perhaps not where you come from, but when they say jump – we jump.”

The somewhat familiar scenario caught my attention, as my unwieldy fingers kept trying to do work.

“It happens?! Are you fucking insane? This shouldn’t be happening! We are civilised people and you’re acting like what that barbaric psycho did is the norm. He’s killed five people in single day! And nobody seems to fucking care!”

“Do you want to become the sixth?”

“Are you fucking…”

“Eli, there’s nothing anybody can do. Just forget it happened.”

Girl kept on descending into hysteria and her boyfriend did his best to contain the problem. If I understood the exchange correctly, more bodies littered the holy neutral grounds. Losing a multitude of personal staff would be hard to explain away. For anybody except that guy, apparently. He either didn’t care, or suicides were really the loophole he’d banked on. As spontaneous as this violent response appeared to be, I suspected it was highly premeditated. The lordling I’ve met today was brazen and daring, but not without intelligence.

After cooling off, I started having misgivings about posting that unfortunate picture.


3 A

Spent the night checking for salvageable components and some indeed were. In an unimaginable stroke of luck or perhaps just due to the fabulous design, the hard drive was tucked away in a corner of my electronic warhorse and therefore survived. I’ve lost next to nothing!

I wanted to dash out and celebrate, but there was still work to be done. Priority was so high I didn’t even remember last time I slept. Why would I waste time slumbering when various bloodsuckers were after my jugular?

Plugged in my hard drive to a computer in the lab and began sifting through the various camera feeds. Noticed the thugs mull around for days and gradually zero in on me. It would require far too long to wind everything back and see how this began unfolding. Instead, I accessed yesterday’s recordings. If I could just catch them in the heinous act or in the disposal of a body, this would become the security’s problem.

Everything relevant was gone. There was no sign of them coming, going or murdering. I saw thugs lug the bag with distant cameras, but that was hardly an undisputable proof. The feeds cut out again when goons reached the dorm my previous identity resided at.

I exhaled and spun around in a well-oiled swivel chair. So they had the exact same idea. These men put the body to rot in my room, hoping security would be alerted to the smell and go after me with their full capabilities. I’d get branded and kicked out into the wilderness, where their patron would pick me up. Terrible place to be meeting anybody.

What to do, what to do? I could hardly remove the damning evidence from my former dwelling, even if those men weren’t watching it on the off chance I return. 

What rotten business. I had reached the very end of my rope here. Had everything I needed now anyway, so perhaps I should just think of a way to leave. Tricky that too, because the young Raktkalis won’t let me out through front door.

I should pack up and find something to eat, then get a quick fifteen minute nap. My mind was too sluggish to come up with anything anymore. Voices outside brought more and more gossip now too. I didn’t even check if this place would be used today or when.

Finding someone within a locked workshop with high-value tech would be iffy to explain away, especially with the newspaper-thin credentials like mine. And, frankly, my oratory skills left a lot to be desired.

If the campus security joined the pursuit too, that would make things seriously unmanageable.

Alright, a break.

Jumped back out the window and re-joined the society. For around four minutes, then I dove into the laundry facilities to pilfer more disguises. With my new haul, the backpack was becoming quite bloated. I hid the valuable scrap in a ventilation chute and came out a new person.

Sea of people was starting to fill the grounds, so I wasn’t fretting an apprehension. In fact, it emboldened me. I could have picked up a can or two from my hidden caches, but instead I waltzed into cafeteria to pick up something immediately perishable and ultimately decadent. I deserved a treat for living through the two restless days of manhunt.

I was also enormously curious about the gossip. Whilst most everything in the echoing great hall merged into an indistinct cacophony, intriguing fragments of conversation still emerged. I simply needed to pay attention to the high notes of excitement and fear. Titillating combination. I was compelled to know the details of these subtle ripples. Professional curiosity, as well as personal nosiness. Wasn’t healthy, but made the job easier.

Grabbing myself a lofty slice of cake and cup of extra sweet yoghurt I climbed upwards to the balconies, where the noise was manageable and private speech – more distinct.

Disappointingly, I haven’t learned anything new. Anyone with two eyes saw the recent deaths were due to coercion. Students from bountiful lands were outraged, some even tried to agitate more sensible peers into action. As to what that could be, eager activists didn’t quite know. After all, an open defiance would land them outside of the defended citadels - and free to make their own empires and rules.

The hijacked account was being attributed to some justice seekers too. My little prank unexpectedly has gained traction and those news spread far and wide. Normally, mere select few had access to devices with delicate microchips, but a solid half of attendees hailed from the upper crust. Really, they should just embrace and brand it as Academy For Gifted And Wealthy.

Thus far it didn’t seem like anyone surmised they got cause and the effect twisted up wrong way around. These people just wanted their devious, shadowed champion to be real - even the seasoned veterans of this brutal reality. In fact, they cheered on the most. After all, this sort of contempt was risky but not openly suicidal. Right up their alley.

I wasn’t able to record the traitorous speech of potential insurgents, but took note of the names. I might be in trouble, but I usually was and facts like that was what I originally came here for. The list for points of interest for the distant future was having a growth spurt.

I wasn’t here to dig up dirt and rat them out in particular. Enforcing the law was not my job. Not if I wasn’t paid for it. However, my current standing with powers-that-be made that a permanent arrangement.

However, they weren’t the only ones who wanted to hold a hand on the nation’s pulse. I could sell the data on interesting happenings or persons to tradesmen, foreign agents or common crooks. That was far less dangerous and would be more than enough to sustain this meagre existence.

Just as I finished my cake and the ponderings, new wave of whispers rippled through the cafeteria and the flowery yard below.

Raktkalis, the collective buzz announced. Naked.

Wait, what? I raised my head and peered over the railing. He was indeed marching down the path in all his pale glory. The only things the prideful warlord had on his person were military issue boots, straps around his chest to hold two handguns and a belt to house a large dagger.

Other attributes there were large as well, and I realised I have drastically underplayed the physique in the picture. Surprisingly, it turned out he did indeed have wide shoulders under the bulky battle suit. The lordling looked like he could jump on over straight into the upper veranda.

Awful. Now even the most ardent unbelievers will realise how blatantly fake that image was. Chatter which was hostile not a minute ago suddenly turned favourable. Beautiful people were always so easily forgiven. Admired. No matter how monstrous this cretin was, he would always have charisma on his side too.

The fucker had everything. Yet took away one thing that helped me survive. Then just waltzes in here, completely dismissing my miniscule revenge against fallen comrade whom it will take years to revive.

I squeezed the glass of my unfinished drink - syrupy consistence was a terrible pick to chase down a hedonistic cake. However, my sleeping brain gave way to impulses and these have found alternative uses for the thick, off-white swig.

I stared long and hard at the marching procession whilst stealthily flexing muscles and the bleeding palm. Unrolled my turtleneck’s collar to obscure the changes in my face and launched the yoghurt at a young scion’s head.

I missed. By a little bit. He might have tried to move away. The container hit Raktkalis’s arm and splattered the abdomen with trails of a slowly descending cream. I dared to snicker to myself. Another well-executed act of antipathy.

The thought tickled an alarm bell. It was perhaps a poor choice of words, but execution has been on my mind lately.

Two guards stood to shield their little lord from all further runny artillery, whilst the other two bolted towards cafeteria. They wore same heavy armours but the speed of approach was alarming. I should probably be gone.

Other students on the balcony started to scramble away from the imminent danger, henceforth aiding me in my getaway. If they had any self-preservation, they’d sit still. Or maybe not, guilt by association was a thing. I honestly didn’t spare them much thought, just like I hadn’t even considered the lives these bodyguards – which they would likely be forfeiting due to their failure to intercept my projectile.

In fact, I hoped the arrogant git would recklessly squander the advantages he’d been given. The fewer capable arms this twat had, the better were my chances of survival.

Although in all honesty, it would even be a deserved punishment. They should have stopped the unknown object. It was slow. It might have been a grenade. It could have been something toxic.

Jumping down the stairs, I dashed around the tables and benches. I heard the low scion’s rasp command someone from the crowd of witless gawkers to get him clean. A quick glance over my shoulder revealed the spectator chose an unconventional way to go about it.

Darn aristocrats and their free-spirited debauchery. He was effortlessly thwarting yet another of my inappropriate larks. I should have launched a stone. That at least would have left a lasting reminder.

Concentrate on bigger problems.

Two juggernauts were gaining on me, even after clambering up and down the stairs. Kalantan army was no joke. They didn’t even bother shooting at me! That probably would still count for a blatant murder, I suppose. Hard to claim self-defence against a runner. Perhaps they needed specific kill order? Or maybe the command was to catch me alive? I’d rather not.

The pace was about to induce a cardiac arrest. However, my exhausted brain tried to suggest a way out of this mess and steered the legs towards my previous dorm. Such dastardly, daring idea – to use this threat to fend off the other. After all, I doubted small-time thugs would bother jostling a professional army just for me.

There actually were no alternatives anyhow. The only chance I had of losing my pursuit was darting into any building and hoping for a miracle.

“L-last… t-time… I… D-do… some… t-thing t-this… st-tupid,” I muttered slipping indoors. This just wasn’t healthy. I needed to either drastically improve my speed or remain in the shadows. Later was preferable by far.

Barely avoiding an outstretched armoured glove, I slammed the front door closed and flew upstairs. This will buy me exactly three seconds. Hulking champions will chew through the meaningless barricade like it’s not there. I just needed to disappear into my former room before they reach the corridor with myriad doors. That would become the true chance to breathe.

Just as I had guessed, hinges of public property were no match to men forged in fire. Unluckily for them, the required doorway wasn’t far off from the stairs and my presence had already dissolved like smoke by the time they showed up.

I bent over, labouring to breathe. This was far from over but I needed those extra seconds. My sight was getting spotty and legs were shaking.

The ears were working fine, however. The heavy boots had correctly guessed the floor and were still hot on my trail. Did they too have enhanced hearing? Particular devices? Or maybe the fingers have simply bled at an inopportune turn.

Doors outside have begun flying off their hinges. Being close to the stairs has suddenly turned into an unexpected peril.

I’ve began automatically gathering items. Normally I would have just grabbed the packed-up emergency baggie and vaulted out the window, but trespassers have scattered the contents all over. What were they even hoping to find? I wouldn’t keep anything of importance in plain sight. Still, that hinted this was about something I possessed and the information was the only thing that fit parameters. They could have just bought it, the asshats.

I shoved Marta aside to step onto the bed and scoop up a hidden camera off the ceiling. Marta! That’s her name. Strange hiccup. I was normally so good with names. Much better than faces, in any case.

Now with two backpacks on my person, I hung off the outside sill and let go just as the door to my room exploded. Heard nothing but the stunned silence as I jogged off through the bush garden. Don’t think a dead body in particular would surprise the worn-and-torn eager-to-serve veterans, but their grotesque finding will surely raise iffy questions. Especially with all the outraged commotion right behind them.

I felt an urge to cackle madly. I would absolutely love for Kalantans to take the blame for yet another corpse, but then their boss would get serious about smoking me out.

Even now, a determined pursuit jumped out the window about as gracefully as their bodysuits permitted it in attempt to resume the chase. However, both ended up limping and I’ve lost interest immediately after confirming their new status. Just two dead men. If not for the previously incurred offence, now they’ll surely get shot like lame horses.

Snuck back into the laundry and pulled out Raktkalis’s phone from the vent. After finding sufficiently private nook, checked the recordings of a ceiling camera. Whatever the thugs used to block the local cameras thankfully did not affect this device. I hadn’t even considered the possibility before, but that would have irredeemably muddled the waters.

In any case, I was glad to note it wasn’t a field of disturbance, even if a little disappointed too. I could have used both – that ground-breaking technology and the information about it. And most importantly, not just me.

Which left me with the obvious explanation. They had collaborators within the security. Sure, it could have been a hack like my own, but even I could merely intercept and watch. Somebody deleted and masked very precise clips. That takes aptitude (monetary background) and administrative access. Whoever was erasing the evidence must have found my rerouted skimming and have seen me setting it up in the backlog.

Unbeknownst to me I must have caught some very important people compromising themselves.

Raktkalis? However, he went straight to the mother lode and didn’t even seem to know what for.

My mind drifted off on a tangent and I absently browsed the cache of digital documents I had copied before. Immediately, things stood out. He had a lot of attendants. All I’ve seen were six, only five of whom were still living. How… peculiar. Somebody might certainly be interested in this, but that’s information I’ve gotten just now and not from tapping into camera network.

I browsed dossiers of the muscle. None of the faces stuck out as familiar. Plenty of ugly, battle-scarred physiognomies though. The common thugs had nothing on these fellows. It was somebody else. I had half of mind to go through everyone’s accompanying personnel, but faces were not my strong suit on best of days.

Sighing, I cracked the sleek device open to reconnect the wires for networking. Instead of finding myself logged out and needing to borrow a brand new profile, I was faced with an open invitation to do my worst. Again. How tempting…

The unsightly image sadly has been taken down.

At the same time, I found a personalised threat too. Freshly posted not a minute ago, from a spare phone undoubtedly lugged by an attendant some ways off.

“Did I stutter?” he wrote a single message in his otherwise empty profile.

How very… foul. Insulting. Personal. He knew. He’s found out. And the bastard struck where it hurts most again. I was strongly inclined to simply turn off the device and let him get submerged in that pool of festering bodies. The lordling wouldn’t drown, but surely would suffer some repercussions. He surely deserves it.

Problem with that was, Raktkalis will drag me down alongside and I wouldn’t ever resurface. I needed him to fix this. To bypass whoever that’s been doctoring the other files.

“F-fuck you, f-fuck-k you,” I muttered whilst uploading the clip of the average blokes in casual clothes unzipping the travel bag and hoisting dead girl onto the messed up bedding. “Ch-choke on t-this,” I posted the video as a fresh comment. There had been immediate watches. Busybodies were eagerly circling overhead, waiting for juicy carrion.

Taking care of the henchmen would not stop their master. As it was, this lesser house will have their hands full dealing with Raktkalis and the uncorrupted part of security for a little while. I could just bolt. Or offer to sell them whatever it was they wanted. Price of course being a safe passage out, and take me out is exactly what they’d do. Bad plan.

Lurk, find out whose tail gets nipped and strike a deal with their enemies instead? My knowledge of political intricacies was too shallow to bank on this. I’ve just gotten here! Besides, there was no telling what scheme those unsavoury moneybags would cook up either.

Since both gates were watchfully guarded, I wouldn’t be able to slip out unscrutinised. I could try and sidle up to some grander party on their way out. Troublemaking retinue would be asked to leave soon. Daring, but ultimately too risky. Raktkalis had posted his men to supervise the exits.

For now I should finally simply rest. Important people would be busy for next few days and perhaps tempers would cool by then. After all, the elites were so fickle and got bored easily.


4 A

I got back to pretending being a normal student for the time being. Changed my appearance every time I reached a blind spot. Managed to find a replacement part through the note I posted – and had no funds for it. Considered trading in the elegant phone, but its value was much greater than that of a single part. Especially in right markets.

I had occasionally caught sight of completely spent, limping forms run wide circles around the perimeter. Day and night. Not since yesterday though. Somehow I didn’t think they were benevolently given a break.

Just when I started to relax into a new routine and think that perhaps things would be alright, a flash of a bald head from under an equally eye-catching red hat made my heart sink. I backed away from the person wildly gawking around my floor. It was one of the soldiers, but perhaps he carried some benign message of truce?

Yeah, right! He wasn’t dressed in fatigues nor armour, so I got a firm impression this was a scout. I’ve never even seen the Kalantans out of uniform. That said, they seriously needed to work on blending in. However, it was understandable. Those people spent every waking moment trying to stand out in any given environment. The opposite had to be next to impossible. I scratched at the patchy beard. After all, seamless guises were a lifestyle too.

This meant war. He hadn’t forgiven nor forgotten.

Exits were still blocked off for me. I had observed the branded soldier’s exile under the heavy scrutiny of a unnecessarily large group. That should have been my clue. Quite naïve of me to hope for a break. Luckily, I had been preparing for the worst case as well.

This barricading left me with the climb over the heavily reinforced, tripwired and guarded walls. The perimeter was established to shield the city against the aggressive fauna, flora and even the human insurgence. A hazardous way out which, as the very last resort, was acceptable.

My hands had scabbed over and could take the strain again. If anything, I was thankful the pesky lordling took this long to seek me out.

However, before my grand escape I had two things to take care off. Retaliation was required. As well as an appropriation of a particular private property, but that bit was very much optional.

Left the dorm building as casually as possible and went around it. Standing below my window, pulled on the thin wire I left earlier and had my essential items smack me in the face. I could probably go into the room and pick it up like a normal person, but the location has likely been compromised. They would be expecting a yet another window escape too, so I just wasn’t going to put myself in that situation. I didn’t particularly enjoy such rapid descent.

I started with the optional side-mission and stole the motherboard off a guy who had showed it to me before. The tech hoarder had high connections and this would be yet another heel I step on in my quest for basic survival. But again - I had little choice. It was the perfect fit. It would takes ages to find another like it.

Besides, I was already in deep shit. I had little to lose but a lot to gain.

For my primary endeavour I set out to retrieve the hidden recorder from Raktkalis’s office.

Warming up my throwing arm, I re-examined the distance to the roof. Scaling the wall all the up there might be harder than anticipated. Slight unruliness of the marred fingers aside, the left elbow had felt off ever since. I was still reluctant to visit medical facilities. Should probably save scraps of its utility for the perimeter wall. To make that decision final, I counted the soldiers patrolling the surroundings even at this late hour.

Left the thin wire hang off the roof and found the trusty open window on the ground floor instead. After all, the front entrance had two bodybuilders lounging right in front of them. Who did they think this was fooling? Men weren’t in uniforms, but large Kalantans were unmistakable regardless. Have no idea if this was a voluntary off-duty vigilance or an ordered mingling. Either way, it added inconvenience.  Not much else though – not at this capacity.

Slipped towards an elevator behind their backs… and ran headfirst into another pair. The baldies moved, letting me in and the partitions shut behind me. I swallowed out of nervousness but my mouth felt way too dry for that.

Watchful eyes scrutinised the long-haired, thinly-bristled guy in front of them. Soldiers didn’t seem suspicious. However, they might have been ordered to let strange people get their head in this noose as far as they could.

“Where you going?” baritone asked and I gesticulated upstairs with a thumb. As if there was any other way. I clicked the button just below soldiers’ floor.

“Hadn’t seen you before,” brute resumed casual chat that seemed to veer towards interrogation. This just wasn’t a face of small-talker. Had they been screening people for speech?

I shrugged, holding my breath and waiting for sleeping gas to take effect. It was slow going on the massive bodies. Or… oh no. Could it be they were conditioned to be immune to chemical warfare?!

One fighter leaned and marginally slumped, the other immediately reached out for my neck. His moves weren’t precise and it gave me the slightest edge. Kicked him in the groin and then tapped the jaw so hard, my own bones must have dislodged. It was warranted. Musclehead barely felt it. The hit failed to knock him out, but it disoriented the woozy soldier further.

I scrambled to pull out a filter from the pocket and eagerly bit down on it. Pulled in a lungful. The conscious Kalantan got back on his feet and successfully crushed my throat this time. Now neither I nor he could breathe anymore and both were turning shades of red. His massive physique crushed me into a corner and I couldn’t do much to resist. I slammed emergency button to keep the door closed just as we neared the destination. His grip lessened and I eventually shook unconscious deadweight off.

Even without the steel clamp around the neck my breathing hardly improved. I struggled to pull in the life-giving air. Something felt wrong. Head wasn’t delighted to turn all the way to the side. I will have to visit some sort of specialist for all the things that got banged up during this misadventure. Hopefully that’s tomorrow.

Stepped on top of fallen giants to get to the maintenance hatch and kept on climbing the service ladder until popping out on the roof. I had really hoped to slip by unnoticed, but should have known better. There had been too many repercussions for repeat lacklustre performance. Their lives were on the line. But so was mine.

I had so little time. Minutes, at best. I had been extremely lucky to not fall out into the lobby full of soldiers on duty, but they’d soon realise something’s off with the elevator anyway. It would take just another moment to reach Raktkalis, who’d order some hellfire protocol. I knew he wasn’t in his rooms at this time. There would be minor delay. Unless he’s been contacted as soon as I approached the damned dorm.

Belatedly I was having second thoughts. I had no reason to be taking this risk. I could be halfway out already. I said I wouldn’t do this anymore. Overconfidence and these half-baked plans will be the death of me.

Even panicking, I hadn’t wasted single moment for inaction. That way was certain death. I was on a path and there was just one exit.

Found the hook I tossed up earlier and slid down to the office window I’ve previously finagled with. Defect hadn’t been noticed. I jumped in and stood still, stupefied.

So perhaps they hadn’t found the secondary recording device. I did tuck it away in a prime undetectable location. However, solution has been found regardless. Everything, from floor to ceiling had been renewed. Furniture, light fixtures, paint and the panels.

I screamed out in exasperation but my crushed throat just gave a hiss. And then I heard a response to it. Growling. Well, my job here was done anyhow. I turned to go but door handle turned and the dogs spilled into the room.

Dogs. Dogs? They weren’t... These are not even local animals! This sick fuck kept invasive fauna as pets?!

Toothy grins from ear to ear kept me rooted in place. The creatures were examining me the same way I had watched them. They had human eyes. Everything below the eyes were removed and turned into a horrifying maw of countless needles. The white scar line between differing flesh was surgical. They… might not even be infected. Not as much as it had appeared at first. These things had walked on two feet once.

From yips, yaps and gargles it didn’t seem like a lot of mental facilities remained intact. Certainly, there had to be some deterioration to bear life in this form. One of the specimen carried a large bone in its gaping face. This probably explained where some of the Raktkalis’s missing staff has gone.

What a terrible final thought to have.

Whilst the animals bickered amongst themselves who’d get the first bite, I undid another vial with gas. I didn’t have a slightest inkling if their alien anatomy was susceptible to common poisons, as my field of expertise was intrinsically related to humans, but that was worth a shot.

One after the other, the strange abominations laid down and closed their grotesquely familiar eyes. I couldn’t stop shivering. The sight was a lot to take in, even if I had previous exposure to similar monstrosities. That was outside, never within cities.

They were the very antithesis to civilisation – especially within this region. I couldn’t comprehend why a general’s relative would have these around. Military’s sole goal was to exterminate these beings.

At the same time, tension within me has reached its peak. Of all things, this had been the tipping point. Not only was I hunted, hurt - but also forced to endure the inhuman terrors too?!

He will pay for this.

Damage of valuable property will do nothing to the entitled twat. This needed to get personal. Kill his pets? This wouldn’t even count as murder according to campus agreements. Nor most of the region. Invasive life-forms didn’t have rights.

Couldn’t bring myself to. I’ve disposed of many for far less, but there was a strange kinship with these people. After all, my ears weren’t human either.

Infuriated over all the inconveniences in my path I decided to make him pay in the pettiest way possible. I had a pouch of dust which caused reduction of motor and brain functions when inhaled. And an awful skin irritation if not. I quickly darted to the dressing room and liberally sprinkled everything. Powder was coincidentally black too. He wouldn’t know what hit him.

Considered grabbing several firearms from the room over, but mobility was more important. Leaving empty-handed this time, zipped down the wire and immediately ran off at full speed. There had been sentinels, but once again their backs were turned to the building to scan for incoming threats. Nobody followed.

After all that, shorting out the grid to climb over some inconsequential razor wires seemed like a well-deserved vacation.


5 C

“Data sufficient. Bonus added,” confirmation message from a loyal customer arrived and it brought a smile to my lips. Extra cash will always be good news.

I was so ready to take a much needed break. The jobs I pulled after the academy were not exactly easy. Nothing was anymore. Turns out, disabling the perimeter defences landed people in lists of most wanted. Not the warm and fuzzy ones. What an overreaction - nobody died! Nor were even threatened to perish. This could simply have been treated as a realistic drill scenario.

I did not end up visiting any clinics. Sourced the medicine from most questionable alleys. At least they worked. For a while it didn’t seem like they would.

“Sensitive job. Triple pay,” following message announced. Same buyer.

A bit odd. They ought to have a lot at their disposition already. This would be third consequent commission. Come to think of it, the last request had been completely different from their usual as well. Were they expanding the business? If so, the close examination of Zelona would finally make sense.

Travelling was egregiously dangerous, as well as a somewhat restricted affair. To avoid scrutiny, I had to secretly board the transporters in the wilderness, then jump off just before reaching the destination and find alternative ways into the bastions. All of that whilst avoiding getting eaten by the exotic fauna - even if it was a rare sight in the immediate vicinity of civilisation. City guard did a good job periodically torching everything in sight. It was hard to decide which predator I wanted to be found out by the least.

In other words, I really wished I could contact reliable identity forgers. However, that bridge has been burnt too.

I suspected my faces and build were widely known now anyhow. Therefore, that exercise would have been a pointless. I hadn’t languidly explored the news, but it was the safest to assume the worst case scenario. By now even the most basic militia man would have pieced together campus recordings into a seamless timeline of their incompetence.

Doesn’t matter. Whatever that’s going on, they promised triple. Maybe I can rest after just one more.

“Details?” I typed out.

“Sensitive. In person.”

“Ahh-h,” I exhaled a disappointed croak, plopping backwards onto my mat. Very suspicious. And telling. Especially coupled with the last task that intended to march me through all the checkpoints. It is likely a government agency was sat on this guy’s back this very second.

There is no triple pay. There probably will not even be any bonus. This was such a good regular, too! Why can’t all these people have basic level of competence and not get caught?!

No, can’t think like this. Moneybags doing an awful job keeping their affairs secret made my life simpler most days. I just regretted it wasn’t me who caught these people with something shady up their ass and passed it along to interested parties. Kudos to whoever that did though, and may they break their necks. Damn competitors.

“Advance,” I sent my demand without ever planning to show up. Didn’t think they would commit, but might as well try asking anyway. This request was common enough. To my utmost surprise, reply was in the affirmative. They have supposedly already transferred it along with the bonus.

It was such a precarious term. The money was still theirs and within their account - it was created for this sole purpose. After all, an info broker couldn’t have such an easily traceable ledger or declare the income from industrial espionage. Not one as new as me. I had to visit the bank and quoting the unreasonably long digits request a cash withdrawal, pretending the account was my own.

Currently? A very precarious affair. All the locations must have been under watch. Harder to pull off when it was but a simple merchant on the other end. After all, I could choose to hit up any branch anywhere – or even the ATMs, that simply took longer. Government, however, had all the manpower for this trick.

They must really want me. To risk all that money, as well as organise a stakeout that probably spanned several cities. They couldn’t possibly know where I am. My bet - they still assumed the previous location. I had that little miracle going for me.

Alas, I had absolutely no intention of letting them keep what’s mine anyway. Each town had its slum full of desperate people. Normally, the trick was to find someone who wouldn’t immediately run off with the haul – but in this occasion that didn’t even matter. I just wanted decoys. With some luck, the vagrants might even succeed and run off with some cash. Survivability against all odds was their sole skill, after all.

I begrudged underdogs the money, but spitefully desired to rip them out of the government’s grubby hands more.

After I’ve gathered up my forlorn band of drifters and arduously finished explaining, one tried to get smart, “En why wou’we risk our az fo’ sum imajinery moni? Hand tha’ thang over!”

To avoid stammering, croaking or whispers I had typed and a device spoke for me. Digital prize right in front of their eyes was understandably hard to resist.

To avoid escalation and a brawl I shot the speaker between the eyes. Didn’t want the others to get the same idea. There were quieter ways of dealing with this, but now the alerted police force would spring urgency into them.

Some faces were starting to get even more reluctant, but they too were backed into a corner. I knew at least some would go for it disregarding all the risk I’ve explained. It was clear these people have embarked onto far worse endeavours for much less than my bounty before - and I didn’t risk getting eaten by wolvine for mere pocket change.

“Coordinate. Strike all at once. Spread them thin. Some will succeed,” electronic voice reiterated after I mashed the buttons with the free hand. Eyes stayed on the crowd.

“No authorisation this time?” a slender man asked as though we’ve had dealings before. I hadn’t committed this underdog into my memory, which meant he didn’t do either outstandingly good or badly. Just average enough to be of use. Couldn’t complain.

He wanted to do a grab of the entire thing all at once. Unluckily, that would require entering the bank and not leaving – so I hadn’t bothered relaying those combinations.

I shook the head and he tisked, “Shame. Distraction would have been nice.”

Perhaps the familiar wretch wasn’t as single-serving as I had assumed both times. Several faces seemed to hang on the bedraggled man’s every word. He might be a leader of some sort. I rummaged in my pockets and tossed him several vile vials.

“Weak exp-lossives, mostly smoke screen,” colourless voice coughed out and I gritted the teeth. Even through electronic means I didn’t always escape my impairment. “Shatter.”

“Thank you,” he said after a stunned moment of raised eyebrows. My eyes stayed on the mystified expression for a little while but all I’ve gathered was that this has been a bad idea and a waste of resources. As if I lacked a charge of illegal distribution of munitions when they inevitably get caught. I suppose that sentence can’t get much worse. These people could already go to authorities for variety of reasons. There was a dead body at our feet.

I tossed the hoodlum a dismantled gun too and left the slum rats to tackle their trapped cheese. I wasn’t going anywhere near any of the cash machines personally, so there was time to kill. Days, potentially. Or weeks. Depends how low I’d need to lay.

I could try reviving my warhorse in the meantime. I hadn’t visited any of the computer stores in a while. I was eager to check some out and find fitting parts. Did not have all the necessary funds for all the right components, but I’ve found several locations that offered substitutes of lower quality. Electronics pawnshop by the bridge had a selection of almost passable crap. Miraculously, I could also afford it. Barely.

I could always just rob them blind, but this business had some shady backing. I did not need to catch even more attention. My disguises were good – but not omnipotent.

I’ve been eyeing this particular processor for some time now. I have went back in and eagerly scanned the displays. Still here, as though waiting for me. I smiled at it like a long lost friend. The muscle crowding the doorway must have caught that and frowned hideously.

I swear, this sentinel was even larger today. Business must have been booming – it was hard to maintain this many rolls for an average person. He did a good job too. When that man stood in the doorway the hope of getting out was non-existent. A great and reliable security system.

When I quit gawking, found an elderly proprietor staring at me eagle-eyed too as though he’d read my earlier thought to rob them blind. This was why I outright hated dealing with people. It was uncomfortable and I wanted to leave. The cramped shop started feeling even smaller somehow.

“Buying. That,” my new voice box announced as I pointed.

The owner leaned back, displaying no sign of intention to get up from behind the cushy countertop. “Are you sure? Look around, there are plenty of other, better wares.”

“I need that,” I insisted, staring down the man. His intense expression finally fell as he sighed and pointed somewhere behind me.

“Well, alright. How about something to accompany it? There are matching parts from the very same computer.”

Very uncomfortable. Before I could even grasp why, I heard steps faintly shuffling towards the doorway. That’s when it dawned upon me. I’ve been expected. These fine gentlemen had been trying to buy time. The arm which hid below the counter probably had weapon trained upon me.

I pretended to go over where indicated and scratch a leg. What I really did was pull out a bottle of sleeping gas. It was cramped due to shelves, but the shop was still sizeable. I’d need several of these. How inconvenient, especially since time was of the essence. Whoever has instructed them to catch me, must be alerted by now and on the way. I could of course kill these two, but probably not before they’d retaliate. Also I heard the sounds of people going about their day in the backrooms.

“Okay,” I agreed typing with an unoccupied hand. “Show me how they stack up. I need a particular size.”

Old man wanted to stay where he is, but decided that being amenable would waste more time. As slowly as he possibly could, the elder looked for the keys for one shelf, then went back to rummage about the other. I had to control myself not to start tapping my foot. Imagined my doom thundering down the street, closer and closer by the second. They’ll be here any moment now.

How did I even manage to get onto their shitlist? I was so careful not to wrong the mob. Underworld’s market was too important for me! For this exact reason.

Once the man was close enough, I uncorked the bottle and waved it in front of his nose to indicate some inexistent flaw of the component. Before he could succumb, I took the computer part out of his lax hands and went to the lumbering doorstop.

“H-he-hre s-hee?” I spoke with my real voice due to the constraints and pointed at nothing with my fist.

The rippling doorstop automatically glanced down to look, then remembered himself and shook his many necks. The mere fact he hadn’t been startled by my croak only reinforced the fact they’ve been told to expect oddness.

“Nah, man, it’s all premium stuff,” he insisted adamantly just as the owner fell over with a dull thud. Wanting to keep an eye on me but also to glance behind me, the mountain went cross-eyed. “Pops? What happen?” he called.

I couldn’t keep on not breathing for much longer, but humpty-dumpty just refused to tumble. Started to suspect all that body mass would be able to tolerate even the pure poison from my other pocket.

I stepped aside to look at the old man with feigned dismay too and typed to speak, “Call the doctor.”

My attempt in misdirection was too obvious or this guard - not as obtuse as he appeared. Hulking mass moved in my periphery and I was prepared to leap away when the sausage fingers reached for me. The momentum didn’t cease and big boy uncontrollably staggered forward some more.

“What you do…” he wheezed out before succumbing with a foundation rocking splat.

Voices in the room over fell silent, but I heard them jump up and sneak closer.

I’d have loved nothing more than loot this no longer supervised hole, but time was running out. As well as the air in my lungs. I’d have to make do with what I had in hand. It was treasure beyond all reason already. I’ll get so hunted down for this. Still, this was an appropriate remuneration for the uncalled for transgressions against my innocent person.

Due to the smallest of miracles, the blob man laid down sprawling away from the gateway to freedom. With some effort I kicked the legs away to open the door a crack and slid out. There was no pursuit in sight. Yet. I ran into the alley directly ahead and placed small camera on the window ledge in passing.

After all, they’ve been waiting for someone to arrive and I’d love to know who that was. Could it be – their boss? Did I mess up a job interview? But no. Their behaviour was all wrong and I’ve learned a long time ago to trust my intuition. This wasn’t going towards a polite chitchat or they’d have asked me in. The longer I thought about it, the less that encounter seemed like my usual shady business.

Who, then? Shop’s newly acquired allies put out a hit? Or the far-reaching hands of the government got a wind of me? How on earth would anyone know to look for me there?

Annoyingly, a bald head popped up in my mind. That fucking meddler could suspect. After all, it took a particular kind of fool to stick both of their legs into snake nest to retrieve a lost property. And, of course, couldn’t even be called a snitch – the darned lordling was the government. Or would be, in any case. Apparently, this new regime will be holding grudges.

Not that I expected all the slights to be forgotten, but it has been months. People tired of chasing meaningless shadows.

Was this whole operation spearheaded by an insanely bored Raktkalis? Miniscule chance, seeing as his rank wouldn’t permit such widespread authority. The brat was likely locked up in the classroom and told to stop dropping bodies around himself like confetti. Nevertheless, I was struck by a desire to foil any sort of endeavour he might have a vested interest in.


6 C

Hunching into my baggy, old-fashioned clothes I trudged down the street to have a look at the people staking out the money dispensing machines. Professional army was easy to pinpoint in the crowd and surely enough, there they were here.

A couple of titans stiffly lounged in the coffee shop next door and wondered what this mysterious time-off they were supposed to portray could possibly be. Two more sat in an escape alley. Perhaps there’s been more, but this much was already an overkill.

I found myself irrationally disappointed not seeing any pale Kalantan faces. Z2 was not within Raktkalis jurisdiction, so I didn’t expect to. Regardless, some hope had sprouted. No matter. Money belonged to someone undeserving and I still had vested interest in seeing it liberated.

I thought I could pull some muscleheads away. Right after leaving bustling streets, I typed out a location on my phone and sent it to the mystery recipient. If they decided to overreach and cover both plans, some of the soldiers would be retracted and told to head to the bogus spot. Of course, the mystery benefactor might just flake out and bother with secondary plan only after this fails. Shouldn’t, because I would be fully alert by then.

Reply came unexpectedly swiftly. “30 min,” it simply said.

The city was big. I had no idea how they expected to be there on time, nor how I would be expected to materialise anywhere in such a short duration. Waiting for the bus alone might take longer. Of course, the rich would have no such constraints or concepts of poorness. Public transport was as incomprehensible to them as this meeting time to me.

As I stared dumbly at the obfuscated screen, ears picked up the heavy thrumming of a distant helicopter. It could be completely unrelated, but the direction was unusual. City centre, away from all military installations or hospitals. Dignitaries rarely used this form of traversing - singular loud target in the backdrop of vast sky was far too vulnerable a target. Passing through? I mentally followed it. Distinctive noise stopped smack dab in the middle of skyscrapers. Echo was unmistakable.

How curious. I wasn’t sufficiently conceited to assume it was my mystery correspondent, but the development was strange enough for my professional side to want this information. I might be under direct threat, but I always was. Life doesn’t stop. Best of luck to them cornering anybody in a bustling metropolis anyway.

I elbowed myself onto the bus and actually left several contenders bent over on the pavement. That hardly helped the inside situation. I absolutely loathed such traversing. Unnameable beasts beyond city walls were more preferable companions to this. I always lost something from my pockets. Gripped the voicebox tight and resigned myself to a misplaced vial or two. Hopefully a nasty one. I had that solace. Pickpockets would get divine retribution for sticking nose into other people’s business. Computer parts and other valuables were safely stashed away.

I and the working class trundled up the downtrodden streets towards the opulence. It’s really the overcrowded suburbs that needed skyward expansion, but understandably only the comfort of people with money mattered. Old blocky buildings made way for more elegant, impractical glass designs. In all honesty they had no right to grace this climate, but electricity and heating hasn’t been a problem for decades.

I disembarked a stop earlier than I needed. Eager to escape the smelly entrapment, but also to give myself wider berth in the approach. Had no desire to get right in important people’s faces. Did not even need to look to find the curious crowd. Citizens have been animatedly whispering about the unusual development, wondering about some imagined emergency. In truth, as soon as I saw the bulky black aggregate and likewise armours cordoning it off, I knew this was nothing but a rich brat acting spoiled.

This couldn’t possibly be happening. What a fucking dedication! Which city had he even flown out from?

I wanted to howl with laughter, chuck a jar of viscous fluid at them and run away. Held myself back. Mostly due to immeasurable danger, but partly because I did not have the right items in my hand. Weirdly luckily, I was running low on supplies.

I did desire to vandalise that pristine property, though. What an unfortunate timing to have given away the combustibles. So much so, I began looking around for other sorts of mischief. Containing the urge, removed myself from the temptation. I had little to do here. Main task was to shallowly nose around. If it was somebody important, then I’d have needed to find out where the dignitary would be staying and why. Now? Not so much.

Strolling down the path and away from commotion, I spied some wide-eyed Kalantans going about their day. The scrawny servants, not statuesque fighter type – albeit they also milled around, as if keeping an eye on the former. Safety of common staff had never been a concern at the academy. This bustling city must not have been trusted to leave the gullible servants unmolested.

A wise call. This mild supervision will make things more difficult, but not overly so. Crowd of curious gawkers still circled around, obscuring view and the path. Intimidating soldiers also didn’t follow the milky eyesores into the shops.

I stalked behind one of them and seeing the opportunity, grabbed servant’s mouth as though to stifle the scream. In reality, I just wanted to provoke sharp intake of breath. The next moment tension in muscles eased and body in front of me became pliable. Not unconscious, just unreasonably relaxed. I pocketed vial with dust and holding my new friend up, walked us through employee doors. It was empty. Even if it hadn’t been, disabling one or two blabbermouths wouldn’t have been an issue. I quickly threw someone’s jacket over the distinct gown and used shawl to cover up the shining beacon atop.

Backroom’s exit lead deeper into a mall. I guided stupefied girl by holding her up at the waist. We didn’t look as natural as I would have liked, but there were no lingering gawkers.

Where to now? I could potentially kidnap this kid into the outskirts, but the streets would be hard to traverse. Best to just make this practical joke short. I dove into an empty-looking restaurant and went straight towards the back. Sat the dizzy woman down, facing straight towards the door to immediately catch attention.

Pulled a napkin off a holder and briefly wondered what slight would rub the most salt into this wound. I didn’t know the guy all that well to customise this. Telling him to piss off wouldn’t do much good and might even betray my cracking nerves. This was becoming a problem after all, and not one I would be able to solve. Being on a radar of people with unlimited resources was the worst no-win scenario I most wished to avoid. The only way forward was to imply I’m an unattainable quarry, always one step ahead. They must have better things to do than bash head against a wall, right?

In the end, wrote the reply to a single question he had ever asked me.

You did.

I was even sure it was true. Anybody would have been at loss for words after repeated failures. Stuffed lazily folded up napkin in between servant girl’s intertwined fingers and ran straight into a waitress. Quickly typed up, “She wasn’t feeling well. Will be pick-d up shortly.”

“Oh,” young woman with menus glanced back and forth. “Let me get some water.”

I used the chance to make an abrupt disappearance.

Wanted to leave the spy pen behind and see how this unfolds, but decided against it. They were expensive. Chances of finding it again in public space were miniscule. Besides, I was too known for going back for my stuff at this point. Rather avoid an ambush wherever possible.

Just as I wondered about notifying my no longer mysterious pen pal about change of locale, heard unusually heavy boots echo all around. A pair of soldiers was casing a store nearby, more entered elsewhere. More milled outside in the open air as if not entirely sure which building to cordon off before storming in full force, but they sure seemed prejudiced against this one. I heard way more of them than would have fit inside a single chopper, which felt awful lot like bad news.

Just finding a back door won’t work here. Pretending to be an employee dumping trash will still attract scrutiny. I didn’t have proper tools to make a getaway from higher floors. Trusty sewer it is.

Found a staircase and climbed down, past several locked doors. Since I’d be passing the disused underground garages, might as well check that out first. If this indeed was a well-prepared trap, those exits would be watched too.

Even so, I knew this place better than an entitled brat from a whole another region. This was my home ground. Wouldn’t be the first time I had to scuttle in and out from these buildings under precarious circumstances.

Jimmied the lock of a closed-off subfloor and jogged down the empty underground field. There’s been signs of remodelling, but no owner ended up turning the vast space into anything useful. Their ambitions had stretched towards the heavens. There was a bunker even deeper below, but even it has gone into disrepair these days. No creature has lain siege fierce enough to rouse enough paranoia. Not for decades and never here.

The garage stretched wider than the building and exits lead even further out, into the twining crossroad above. Normally I would have ripped the small door open and ran ahead, but I was wary to. Undid the locking mechanism and made a smallest crack. Not to look, but to listen. There was no noise off the street. The vegetable gardens atop seemed silent. Several light footsteps came and went, there was even calm chatter.

“What is the army even doing here?”

“I don’t know, radio said something about a drill?”

“But why are they not letting anyone in? I’m gonna be late for my shift!”

“I’d hate to be stuck and unable to go home instead.”

Everything seemed to be in order. I cracked the door wider still, to take a look this time. My eyes have not met anyone else’s and I breathed relief. Even knowing the door was here somewhere, it would have taken some effort to find. This fire exit was a part of another house, and even then all of it was hidden by the edible jungle.

I shut the door behind me and shuffled the lock closed. Completely unhurriedly slogged through the boulevard. There was a pair of eagle-eyed soldiers watching the surroundings both ways, but their gazes didn’t even linger on my elderly visage.

A group of civilians sat on the bench and enjoyed their lunch break.

“Who do you think was that kid?”

“With that much spunk – gotto be someone of General’s lineage.”

“Yeh. So young though.”

“He’s so lucky!! I too want to order a horde to storm a place.” 

“You were lucky to rise above a private.”

“That’s because of my leg!”

Further conversation hardly interested me. What I did gleam was unsettling, though. I had been under an assumption the little lord had left for the bogus meeting. Instead, he was gallivanting somewhere close by. He of course was not supposed to run headfirst into a battle, even if I had baselessly assumed it would be the case. Or was he here because I had grown that predictable? Both cases could have been my final irredeemable mistakes.

This wasn’t a joke. If my pursuer had been anyone else, I’d have already killed them. I stuck to innocent pranks precisely because full attention of powers that be wasn’t the desired outcome. How did it come to this anyway? Sure, disabling the perimeter defences was a big deal, but normally they would have started internal audit and found someone to blame there. Response in seeking me out had been quick and far too precise. I didn’t leave much behind, besides ever-changing visages caught by cameras.

The grudge-bearing child obviously had something to do with this. I didn’t even need to check my spy camera to know who burst into the electronics shop. Helicopter’s timing was too specific to ignore. Span-sized snake figured out my shopping habits and had been summoned. However, the local army would have come much quicker. They had been posted all around the town to stare blankly at the wall. Were the two halves not working in tandem?

Had the local army assisted Kalantans, the exit I just used could have been easily covered. It would not have made much difference to me as I would have found some other gap, but it was a noteworthy development nonetheless. Political tensions were a literal goldmine in my field.

How did they get a hold of my trail, then? As much as I didn’t like having been predicted by Raktkalis, to be completely seen through by two parties was way worse. However, not impossible. It was the government. They did have the means. It also could have been an accidental find upon inquiry into my contact… Yeah, right. Coincidences, especially so precisely timed, had to be something else.

Single-sided communication? Raktkalis, as a junior officer, got debriefed and shoved aside? Highly likely. Today had the potential of going much differently.

Even so, that would imply he managed to not only copy but also decode the contents of warhorse. As irritating as anyone getting that database for free was, things got worse. The client list was compromised and I shouldn’t respond to any of them again. I obviously obfuscated the identification markers, but it couldn’t have been hard to connect the dots. Someone clearly did.

Things were beyond bad. I was cornered. Again. I’ll need to hunker in and play dead for a little while. Perhaps play dead for real, offering up someone else’s corpse with necessary proof taped to its forehead.

The radio on the tiredly chugging bus crackled on about the thrilling developments downtown, “We have reports of dead bodies being carried out, as well as what could be witnesses lead away into government-issue automobiles. We can only speculate about the motives of this horrendous attack, as authorities on the scene are refusing to issue official statement at this time, but it might in connection with the recent sabotage. It would explain increased military presence within the city. Wildlife sympathisers have not issued any statement for either, but it is speculated that might be forthcoming...”

Great, all I needed is to be pursued with the vigour set aside for radicals. Also what dead bodies?! Whose?! I had not even left a scratch on anyone. Several scenes from academy flashed in my mind and I ground my teeth. Fuck. That tetchy maniac was determined to make things as difficult as they could possibly be.

As much as I’d have liked to believe it was but an emotional outburst of adolescence, that man probably wouldn’t be one of primary heirs had he been prone to unsightly hissy fits. Did Raktkalis commit mass-murder in such public space to lure me into coming back for a recording to prove I didn’t do it? Such irrefutable proof of villainy would not only get the heat off me, but nuke the man’s entire career. Perhaps more. The region certainly would have more sensational news on their hands to care about wee little electrical mishap. Calculated risk, as only the underground news would really report on it.

The young psychopath was being so predictable. It’s good I hadn’t even bothered leaving anything behind.

Still. Perhaps the body of a scapegoat will need to turn up sooner than later. No more poking the monster, either. I need to completely disengage from this mess.
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Things have been going great. I have temporarily shelved my primary business of nosiness and explored variety of different occupations. Have not strayed too far from my skillset, but didn’t engage in overly dangerous endeavours either. For example, assassinations could have been a lucrative alternative, but both sides would be too interested in tying off those loose ends. Not being actively pursued was a novel experience and I’ve grown accustomed to it.

I busied myself with the little things. Thievery, mostly. When I’d sneak in for valuables, would of course seek out the documents and other relevant information - even if I couldn’t sell any of it right now. It was partly habit, but I did still hope to get back to data brokering someday. Staying in the loop was mandatory. Besides, some templates were sought out by forgers too.

I wasn’t rolling in dough, but the income was tolerable. It was more than a petty thief would make anyway. Such sentiment somewhat calmed my restless ambition. For now. I haven’t left the Order to be some struggling nobody. Then again, my exploits have garnered too much of notoriety and I’d rather be living than famous.

However, merely surviving wouldn’t prove anything to anyone. I was better than that. I could do much more.

Balance was hard to find, especially with moderation as lacking as mine.

Either way, I kept my head down and stuck to the mundane until I figured out a safe way forward. Today that meant robbing yet another wealthy snoot – or heir high-rise apartment, in any case.

Wall-wide windows invited to peruse their riches and the trappings meant to safeguard them. Usually there were bare few, if any. These people trusted their status and complicated entry procedures to keep the riffraff out. The technology the amateurs employed usually assisted me more too. The building’s electronic eyes let me know when the owners were absent. I was mostly after the doors that rarely opened, which meant this was someone’s second or even third accommodation. Essentially risk free – and very lucrative.

I hadn’t bothered with conspicuous roof descent, even if a window had been opened a crack for ventilation. Nights weren’t all that dark in city centre, and most apartments above still had occupants. There was no need to overcomplicate things. I ran up the disused stairs to avoid the cameras in the elevator and entered the floor’s lobby as naturally as I could. Nobody else lounged in here and I moved onto the target door.

Pretending to fuss with a handbag as if looking for keys, I disabled the electronic lock. At the same time listened to the surrounding ambience of this upscale residence. Didn’t hear anything alarming. In fact, the quiet was eerily overwhelming. Shrugging, stuck a pick and the wrench inside the lock. Seconds later, a welcoming click opened the door. I held my breath and continued listening to the unforeseen.

The only sounds of life came from the wall behind me. Muffled speech I was not able to make out. Not unusual – normal, really – but it made my back crawl and I slipped inside the intended apartment. It was grave still, as it should have been. I breathed easier. My heart must have simply been restless from the sprint upstairs.

Best not dally.

Dug up the penlight as I stalked into the workshop. Had barely began rummaging in the drawers when I heard a sound. Something like paper fold. Or turning of a page.

No, it can’t be. I must have ruffled the contents without noticing. Still, the anxiety has spiked up. Fingers tried to shake and I forced myself to stop and just breathe. Four people were strolling down the lobby. It was normal. It’s just neighbours. What exactly was agitating me so?

Before I could delude myself any further, a book slammed shut. It was thundering, soul-penetrating clap of an impending doom. All comforting lies I’ve been telling myself fell away, leaving me all alone and completely unwilling to deal with the reality.

Somebody had been home. At home and lying in wait. Reading a book in a complete darkness. As though my visit has been anticipated.

Just when I’d heard stealthy occupant get up and move, my legs also sprung into action too. There was no conscious thought. I just needed to get away.

Opposing doorway contained a figure and I shone the beam at the face as I ran past. A contained hiss escaped the blinded man. I hoped that was permanent, as this guy wore infrared goggles. To read. In an ambush. What a douche.

I wasn’t chased. Successfully reached the front door, yanked it open… and was faced with two brutes standing shoulder to shoulder. They gave no indication of malice, but completely blocked the way out. I slammed the door back up and locked it for good measure.

Window.

To get to that, I’d first need to bypass the sword juggling maniac. He was in no hurry. Banking on the fact he wasn’t yet able to see, I sneakily stepped to the side and the point of blade turned to follow me precisely.

I cursed through the clattering teeth.

The pale Kalantan had violently discarded the goggles before, and yet the bout of sudden blackness did not impede the guy. Perhaps people like him had indeed been raised to fight the unknown beasts on an even ground. The improbable myths started becoming more real by the second.

I was overthinking it. Panic and fear would do me no good here. He just had enhanced hearing or the eyes. Like me. Nothing magical about that.

Not much other choice. I shone the beam into the man’s eyes again and made a run for it. The fighter seamlessly mirrored my approach. I made a feint sideways and got punched all the way back into yesterday. Hit the wall and was graciously allowed to recover on the floor as though we’ve had all the time in world. Was honestly a little surprised to not find my chest already skewered.

I grit the teeth. He said he’d remove my limbs first.

If it was between me and him, I’ll kill the bastard and face the consequences later. It was a choice between later or right now anyhow. Still a tough call. If the junior managed to dig me out, General Raktkalis wouldn’t even struggle.

No matter. Problem for another time. I’ll go live with the radicals out back or something.

Darkness of the room was working against me too. More, perhaps. I was not used to acting blind. Smashed the light switch and room lit up in cold blues, accentuating Raktkalis’s sickly paleness. How someone looking that much on the deathbed could be so limber was unexplained by science.

Enigmatic soldier kept on playfully tossing his dagger up in the air. His thoughts were entirely transparent. Cold predator’s stare was deciding on a best place to start this live dissection.

Man’s non-existent eyebrows shot up and he gazed at the weapon as if just seeing it too. The awfully low hoarseness chuckled, “Don’t worry. There’s no way I’d kill you that quick.”

I thought I remembered how grating the cadence was, but I was wrong.  It has sown seeds of malice under my skin anew. The previously spoken threat has never felt so close.

He stuffed the blade back onto the belt in one swift move. Even with that out of the way, my chances did not improve. I could sneak up on people, but a fair fight? Not something I could do. Certainly not against someone who professionally annihilated wild beasts. Not in a million years.

But I always came prepared. Stood up and both of my hands dove into different pockets and he watched the moves fixedly.

My thumb caressed the voice box. Should I just beg? Explain, shift the blame? Call him clingy, ridicule and demand he piss off already? Ask just how the fuck he had found me – just in case I manage to survive this?

I should already be paying for my insolence, but the soldier boy stood still. Waiting. Courtesy? The ball was in my court of little this back and forth game. He waited to see what ridiculous trick I was about to try next. 

Curses. Why do I need to endure the weight of expectations even in this situation? I’ve already given up. This ballgame was way out of my league. I was scared shitless and have been backed to the wall for much longer than this. I never aspired to be a thief, for fuck’s sake!

However, that has also given me breathing room. Perhaps an opportunity.

I don’t even think Raktkalis was underestimating me. The opposite, and that was the problem. Cocky bastard was looking forward to something exiting. Preferably life-threatening. I could do that. I just need a little distraction. Nothing exceedingly boring or obvious.

My thumb ran over the buttons, “If only the state affairs would be tended to so fervently.”

His head tilted to the side upon hearing the electronic noise. I pulled out the phone out of the pocket to reveal the curiosity.

“An Order assassin going around unchecked is state business,” the officer imparted with an unpleasant grin. He must have thought himself brilliant.

“I’m not of the Order,” I hastily typed. The statement wasn’t questioned. Of course that’s what an assassin would say. And technically both of us were right. I’ve left that establishment so many years ago that hardly counted now.

I began assembling words again in a new and less questionable direction when a flash of movement and piercing numbness discombobulated my thoughts. I must have blinked, as all I saw was Raktkalis settling back where he had been.

“Speak when you’re addressing me,” contemptuous lordling demanded.

I looked down and saw my fingers twisted up. He kicked the phone away with the steel-toed boot. I found the remains of the expensive device scattered around the room and heard myself growl in anger.

This walking insult to everything of value did not deserve to keep drawing breaths. He was a disgrace of a human must be stopped from destroying any more of my fucking things! With a cracking scream of fury I sloshed the toxic blight from within my bottle straight at the man’s face.

He dodged it gracefully. Would have, if not for the contents leisurely floating around the room and settling blackly on the surfaces. It was a wrong vial. Wrong fucking vial!!!

Instead of lamenting the misfortune of grabbing a wrong thing, my legs carried me towards the window. I hadn’t stopped to consider improbability of this act. The juke, the handle, the leap, the floors below. Only when an iron clasp crushed my nape reality started coming back. There was no way for me to survive this.

He smashed my face into the glass and it rained shards. In the yard I now saw the tiny forms of sentries waiting just for such unlikely descent. There really was no escape whatsoever this time. Obsessive asshole has been preparing just for this for years.

My healthy hand rummaged for another vial. The one that really carried the lethal solution. If I could at least kill him. And then what? Countless many waited me outside. Doesn’t matter. I refuse to go out quietly like a candle.

A glove gently slid down my forearm and crumpled these frantic fingers like paper too. A vial or two got caught in the crossfire and even more shards sliced into me.

“You won’t need that for much longer anyway,” he whispered maliciously.

Pain feedback was dull, but the implications of these injuries were terrifying. Among the mix of sensations, I felt grit rather than an oily substance. The elusive poison kept on hiding. This won’t be fast and will not end well. I snickered and it was not a good laugh.
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I was hauled downstairs without any fanfare. My twisted up hands hadn’t even been cuffed. An adjutant helpfully suggested to rectify this mild oversight and got his lights knocked out. I couldn’t tell if the assistant was faking it for brownie points with the boss or the slug was that amped up. However, even I knew he ought to have been grateful to have avoided the blade. Raktkalis must have been in an exceptionally good mood.

Altercation has taken the eyes off the prize and given me a chance to flee. As if I was that stupid. I’ll still need those legs when another, real opportunity presents. Remembered painfully well how deceptively swift these brutes have been the last time. For whatever unrelated reason, I suspected that training regimen has been upped since then.

Raktkalis strode off towards a car without saying anything or even casting me a glance. He just expected me to follow like a part of his whipped retinue. Now I really wanted to bolt. Sadly, none of this was optional and I still desired to keep my legs.

Dark dammit. I’ll lose them either way. Shouldn’t I rather be kicking and screaming? Few things have ever been remotely as terrifying as getting into that cosy, warmly lit coffin on wheels.

“Come,” scion commanded hoarsely. I had a bad feeling about repeated instructions and I’d been forced to reluctantly oblige.

It was just the two of us inside, bar the driver behind a divider. Rest of his entourage got into far less cushy contraptions. Adjutant got scooped up by a comrade, making me think they both ought to have been actors instead.

I found a wide, predatory gawk affixed upon me when I had looked back. Almost startled. What saved me was the ample amount of adrenaline running through my veins. I was expecting everything, even if couldn’t appropriately resist.

“You’re not what I expected either,” I quietly muttered out, entirely unsure if I wanted him to hear it or not.

Raktkalis craned his head again. Was I about to get my spleen shattered next? For speaking casually to the lordling or not enunciating clearly enough. One thing we’ll never be wanting for were the reasons. Then again, would they be reasons or excuses? Although he didn’t need either. 

“What happened to your voice?”

What happened to your face? I wanted to ask in reply.

Physically couldn’t force myself to mouth off at this tense anti-personnel mine. I felt it in my marrow - he cut throats for much less. One swift flick just for the hell of it.

The eerie apprehension was strange, because this stick of dynamite had only recently climbed out of his teens. And yet, the menace radiating was unmistakable. People raised to rule were unattainably different. Why did I ever think having a thick wad of cash would raise my status up off the floor?

Shouldn’t let my mind wander under that piercing attention. What was it he really wanted to know? Was he really not aware? Or was this merely an idle chitchat? No, certainly not that last one. More importantly, why was I under an impression that this man knew everything that ever went on?

I pointed towards the prospective general, then put my hand on the throat to mimic choking as much as the pulpy, twisted up fingers allowed it. He grinned with self-satisfaction. The bastard was actually happy. Of course. We weren’t en route to paint fingernails and gossip about the boys.

“It won’t be necessary anyway,” he added as an afterthought or an explanation in reference to my very soon future.

Some contempt must have shone through, or I might have stared at the budding rash tad too hard. Whatever the case, he figured out the sentiment without me needing to say it. Fingertips ran down his newly blemished face as Raktkalis promised, “You’ll have to pay for that, too.”

I coughed several times and forced out as loudly as I could whilst staying legible, “En-n you’ll h-have to we-ahr a m-mahsk. Learn to take a joke.” Final part came out in a simple rushed hiss.

He heard it anyway. There must have been a force field that dampened all trivial sound around this eminent personae. Or merely a decent soundproofing in the car. I was predisposed to think it was former.

Princeling responded with a threat that hadn’t an ounce of humour in it anymore, “You’ll be the one learning to take it.”

I was aware. Things have been going steadily downhill ever since I ran into him. That is why I wasn’t twiddling my thumbs. I mean I was trying to, but they’ve been thoroughly shattered. Uncorking a vial with a naptime in it with two barely functioning fingers and without showing the strain had been an experience. Wide eyes never veered off my face, as if trying to read my mind rather than do the reasonable thing and pick up on any other tell. Paradoxically, this was worse. Unfortunately for him, I was good at acting.

The sleeping gas have begun dispersing in this small space. In my triumph I almost missed it, but as moments ticked by it became obvious. I didn’t hear Raktkalis breathing either. He must have stopped same moment that I did. He expected it, waited for it! Even graciously provided me the chance to do my worst. A screeching light on his wristband insistently tried to warn him about the contaminants in the air too. There’s never been a chance. His smirk promised so much suffering.

I really missed my trusty voicebox. I would have sworn up a storm in this environment neither could draw a breath in!

I wasn’t confident in this standoff. My lung capacity couldn’t have been as great as that of a man trainees of whom could outrun me without breaking sweat. Kicking his teeth in wouldn’t have gone right either. Man’s hand absently caressed the hilt of the darned sword.

Explosives it is. Must be the only trick he hadn’t seen me use and hence would suspect the least. I tossed the substance at the divide with hopes to get to the driver or crash. Smoke filled up the compartment immediately, my ears were ringing and I couldn’t really tell whether that’s been successful. I’ve grossly miscalculated the act. It was such a terribly small, armoured space. The blast and pressure change was brutal, even from such an otherwise small petard.

Senses grappled for anything solid, mind dimmed. Seeking any sort of clarity, I instinctively inhaled and began violently coughing. That was the end of my barely conscious actions.
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Muzzy mind began grappling with sun far too bright. This never happened. I didn’t sleep outdoors. Not ever, and especially not in the daylight. Far too many people wanted me dead to be passed out in the public spaces. Which meant there’s been an accident. I have to get up.

Couldn’t even cover my eyes to examine the surroundings. Paralysed? I struggled in terror and came to different conclusion. I’ve been pinned down. Didn’t know which was more devastating. To have all hope crushed immediately or save some for later.

“Waking,” a young person announced, sound dull and receding as if facing away from me.

Who the hell was this? My ears scanned the surroundings and I heard two more nearby. Nobody was in a rush. Smells told me an alarming story of being in a hospital.

My crusty eyelids were ripped open and an elderly gentleman checked for a pupillary response. He called out time with some additional health readings I didn’t understand. I wondered about the date. Knowing how long they’ve kept me under would reveal how far I’d been transported.

I found myself able to lift the head up and examined the room. Unfortunately, this could be anywhere at any time. Bald people around me suggested depths of Kalanta.

Unimportant right now. There were far more pressing matters. Try hard as I might, my trashed fingers couldn’t reach to undo the tight clasps around wrists. What’s worse, there were far more than just those two. Whole body was solidly attached to the rack.

This was the worst case scenario. I will perish here, after a stretching eternity.

Perhaps I could stab the guy with something from the laid out selection of tools? It was so close. So close.

Too far.

“I have been instructed to let you observe the procedure as well as be forthcoming about it.”

Snooty learned man didn’t even need to state at behest of who it was to be this way. It had been beyond obvious.

I should have tossed the explosive straight at the lordling’s face. Would have saved me some grief. Sure, I’d be dealing with the forbearers then, but at least I’d deserve what was coming.

The scion in question was not in the room. The whispers neither here nor in the room beyond carried the bone-chilling cadence. I thought the bastard would have relished this chance to closely observe and instil even more dread personally. He certainly was the type.

There was a chance he was getting operated on too - the car did crash. However, it was more likely Raktkalis was getting yelled at for wrecking a vehicle. Or doing the yelling, although who he’d blame for not emptying my pockets himself was beyond me.

“Therefore, as inconvenient as it is, you will not be anaesthetised for the duration. No anaesthetics are to be used in the process either. A local paralytic will be administered to ensure muscle steadiness.”

Implications of the words had unsettled me more than I’d like to.

Grit my teeth. I can do this. A lot of my nerve endings have been severed just for this. I can put up with a little of poking and prodding. Was determined to even playact accordingly to keep the interest fresh. Just that nobody was here to watch. This wasn’t that sort of event. Besides, procedure? That implied one quick thing rather than a drawn out interrogation where no questions would be asked.

Blood flow to my arm was wrenched off with a tourniquet at an armpit and rest of it got drenched in sterilising fluid. I struggled without meaning to, but thick clasps held onto me tight. Syringes stabbed and stabbed and soon the arm laid completely still.

At moments like these I really wished I could be articulate enough to hurl uninterrupted stream of unhinged insults and curses. If only I had my phone! I willed my arm to keep fighting, but it remained docile.

I’ll never be able to type with that hand again. They’ll take my voice away from me all over again!

Worse.

All of my limbs had tourniquets prepared underneath them. This wasn’t a bad joke. I’ll be but a cripple for life, however short that is supposed to be now. I can’t be reduced to a hunk of meat. I had things to do. So many people to prove wrong.

“We will start with an amputation of left arm.”

A young assistant brought forth a reinforced canister and put it to my left. A three-clawed appendage floated inside. The old man kept talking but all words suddenly lost meaning.

Turns out, my fears were unfounded. It will be much worse.

All of this, coupled with Raktkalis’s enigmatic remarks forced the sinister plan into full clarity. Surgeon’s words caught up with me too. Modifications. Body modifications. Adjustments.

Indeed, simply killing one’s enemies was far too merciful. Even ripping away their mobility and self-sufficiency had potential of leaving the spirit unbroken and that would not do.

I have seen the fruits born by that twisted mind before, and yet failed to fully grasp the genius at the time. Stripping his adversaries of everything that once made them human and brainwashing into becoming lapdogs – that was the kind of living hell I could appreciate. From somewhere far, far away.

“No,” I whispered tentatively and then flexed my throat to do a much louder rendition. “N-nho. Do-hn’t,” I croaked out towards the ceiling. “I’m fa-ahr moar ursefuhl k-kap-ahble! You. K-knohw. Iht!”

The wrinkly professional just smirked conducting the final check-ups on his instruments, “If begging is indeed the reason for this retained cognition, I assure you, young lord has heard much better.”

This coldblooded schmuck. I wasn’t begging. Should I though? I ineffectually struggled some more, but leathery despair had its solid grip on me.

The two assistants pulled the deformed appendage out of the glorified jar and the chief surgeon poked and prodded it too. The limb was pliant and responsive to manipulations. It was dark in colour, with green scaly sheen.

“The donor appendage comes from an organism that’s been preying extensively on the independent populace. As a result, its biological and chemical makeup now closely resembles human. Attachment procedure will be very simple. It’s possible all four limbs could be switched out today.”

This will render me effectively inhuman and liable to be shot on sight. I already was an undesirable component of society in many ways, but I could at least blend in visually. Felt so revolted the room started to spin.

“Sto-hp! I am of t-the Ohr-der! I k-kan b-brihng you h-he-ahds of yer eh-neh-mies!” I shouted the most unreasonable promise in panic. It was my only realistic card. I’d never ever want to get involved with another house of this calibre, but perhaps Raktkalises’ enemies would have the decency to simply shoot me.

My desperate proposition fell on deaf ears. After all, my greatest offer was laughable. Raktkalis needed no help taking down his foes. His very final headache was getting pinned to the butterfly display case at this moment.

Medical team was calmly conversing between themselves about the upcoming operation.

“Lord Raktkalis is otherwise preoccupied at this time,” one of the assistants whispered in passing. Whether it was to save me some dignity or to catch a break from all snivelling, was unknown.

I felt utterly muted, even more than usually. Not that screaming or begging would have ever mattered. Having a voice, talking never made a difference. The only ones whose words were heeded were those at the very top.

With a confident and deep slash my place in the world has been cemented. It didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would, not even when the blade grazed bone. Not physically. Order knew what they were doing when forging their unbreakable daggers.

Watching the soft tissue get carefully peeled away, arteries clamped down and bone slowly sawed off was entirely different sensation. I stared at it, I felt it but could not believe this was happening anyway. Sight twisted into something even more surreal when my pale arm floated off from the spotlight and a green gnarly thing materialised in its place.

Instead of screaming madly, I tried struggling against the bonds again. There was not even a slightest give. Breaking down, I shouted, “Noh! Noo!”

Predictably, that changed nothing.

The bone in the animal’s paw was too large to mount directly onto mine, so they’ve taken some time to saw and adjust it. Then titanium casing clasped the incomprehensible thing and me together. Bolts were drilled in one after the other. I restlessly thrashed, but my protest wasn’t as much as noted.

Painstakingly slowly itty bitty fleshy wires got threaded together too. Nerves, tendons, blood vessels. By then I was thoroughly exhausted from my inconsequential resistance and just lain in the puddle of stress and exertion.

In an apparent final stretch of this limb’s surgery, tourniquet was relaxed to check for leakage.

I felt the new limb. I felt it so well I wanted to scream. It hurt. Not only where it was cut off, but throughout - like it’s been used as a ball in game just before this. It was disgusting. Unpleasant. Revolting. I wanted the absence of sensation restored.

I’ll kill him. I’ll bludgeon him to death with this disgusting club.

To my utmost surprise, the three knaggy digits twitched as if in response to the sentiment. Surgical team must have expected as much, because it too had been carefully laced up to the operating table. Of course they’d have known – turning me into an exotic animal has been their goal all along. They’ve done this at least a handful of times before.

The involuntary movement was caught by an assistant and head surgeon bent down to examine the reflex more closely. Something like claw erupted from middle digit and unceremoniously put an eye out. As I watched the shiv withdraw and keep on withdrawing, I realised more than just that had been damaged. The bony chainblade had been long.

Immediately I attempted to reach the binds again, and this time I succeeded. This equipment was not meant to hold invasive fauna! I concentrated on undoing the clip. Three unruly fingers flailed as if without purpose and my hopes have started to wane again. The alien paw was moving, but that was it. It didn’t listen. Sometimes those disgusting growths bent upwards and made fist there. My brain didn’t have the correct setup to control this strange new configuration.

Fuck. Fuck. This can’t be it. I can’t let this golden opportunity pass me by. Do something useful, you repulsive chunk!

“Professor?” an assistant came towards the slumping man to announce my time running thin. He caught the falling deadweight and listed sideways too. Writhing digits stretched towards the helpful youth as if sensing another victim nearby and in a blink chainlike claw slashed the throat wide open.

The two bodies disappeared on the floor, one still kicking and gargling. The spare assistant came back with a fresh tray of something from the other side and stood confused. Or perhaps he’s noticed all the blood and was frozen in fear. I couldn’t tell. Was following alien appendage’s progress as it moved onto cutting open our binds. I tried to direct its flailing, but that only seemed to hinder more.

The limber nail sawed through left arm’s bindings and that’s when the casual chatter of soldiers in observational room ceased. They finally noticed something strange afoot. Armours barged in, but didn’t draw their weapons. Instead, they opted to stop me from undoing the right hand’s binds. Two were down, one to go and I reached for the discarded scalpel off the tray as I got forced to lay back down. Stabbed the blade between the plate joints at the groin and prayed to have hit an artery.

Turned to the other soldier to find it already incapacitated and bleeding all over me. The alien hand did its thing again unbeknownst to me. A pleasant surprise I could get behind. Couldn’t complain.

Got back to undoing remaining clasps, this time with both of my arms. Jumped off the table and shakily stood. Remaining assistant watched me, visibly shaking and muttering pleas. Something about him not having any choice. I smacked the guy in the nose and he dropped unconscious.

I caught my breath. Leaving this person alive was probably a bad choice, but I felt generous right now. It felt good to be alive!

Now, to keep it that way. Should have at least asked several questions. Like where was this and how to get out.

Do I go for vents? Safer, but would take longer and one of my arms wasn’t up for the task. Even when it was intermittently cooperating.

Seeing as no additional head-hunters burst in, I concluded that the room wasn’t actively observed just like the boy had said. The two chaperones haven’t even sounded the alarms, thinking they can subdue one pre-abused invalid. Or maybe they simply didn’t want to upset Raktkalis without a solid cause. Either way, worked in my favour. For now.

I quickly put on an armour and learned that it’s far too big for my height or frame. Which was fine. Masking my own physique always worked in my favour. Black colour hid the bloodstains supremely well. It just looked a little wet and I walked around the room to exhaust the red footprints.

Fought extensively with my alien limb because it plainly refused to wear a glove. Shredded the reinforced fabric like tissue. For a limb that needed camouflage the most, it was being extremely unreasonable. Compromise was finally reached when the hole was big enough for the claw to slash throats at will. Not great for stealth, but rather have a trail than all four of these capricious new friends. Had to escape this place at any cost.

Gathered up everyone’s badges for digital locks. Lingered a second more thinking about the electronics, but elected to leave them behind. Computer drives would have encryption and any other device would be suited with trackers. Didn’t have the time to dismantle anything. Data skimmer in me would have to take backseat on this. Hell, even this suit could be under surveillance. I need to dump it quick.

Talk about dumping, I had another thing to discard. My rogue hand held its brethren in the grasp, meaning to bring it along in this dangerous walk. Highly alarming, because this meant the graciously donated appendage could recognise parts of itself. It had not picked up my arm for one, and the later hadn’t even been neatly packed up yet.

Do I take it along? Perhaps someone could reattach my arm instead of this awful thing. I was forced to be realistic. Could not go to the hospital and none of my shady contacts had a microsurgeon on the roster, even if I trusted them enough. Which I didn’t. I was lucky enough this hunk of meat sometimes moved the way I desired.

I forced the left hand to unclench and dropped its unrequited prize. Neither of us will have what we want.

Right outside was a pathway leading to several more operating theatres. They were all quiet. Door outside was protected with an expensive digital lock, but it was meant to keep people out of sterile area. I crossed the threshold unimpeded. Here’s hoping rest of the base was just as laidback about departures.

Couple of uniformed soldiers strode down the hall and towards me. I quietly panicked. Turned to go the other way. My pursuit entered an office and proceeded to discuss unrelated business.

They didn’t look Kalantan. I might still be in the same city. In that case, this armour was exceptionally conspicuous. I had expected to blend. However, I didn’t know a single military protocol in case anybody takes an interest. Like in the check posts, which I’d inevitably need to pass. Playing a dumb out-of-towner could be a lifeline.

Found a conveniently placed evacuation plan and mapped out a way towards freedom. The building’s outline also revealed the location. I was still on my home ground. As such, I was aware of this base and its back gate, which had been barred for ages. What’s more, I knew it’s been commonly used by soldiers to sneak out in secret.

Raktkalis has made a mistake not ferrying me down the Styx into his lands. My chances were improving by the minute.
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Didn’t worry about coming back straight to my lair. Had he known where it was, there would have been no need for the elaborate ambush. I even presumed to know how I’ve been found out - same way as the first time. Raktkalises must be sitting on some tech that permits tracking the interruptions in the flow of visual data. If I survive this, I’ll need to find ways around that.

In the meantime, had another headache. Literal one. Adrenaline petered out and I was flagging. Exertion, stress, the injury finally got their chance to sink their claws into me.

I curled up under heap of blankets and shivered. The arm wasn’t holding up all that well. Overtaxing a freshly sewn-on limb had been idiotic, but neither was it my choice nor doing. Come to think of it, I was surprised it had not fallen off the first time it slashed. Lively thing too now seemed feeble and absent.

In the reopened gash between two very different meats I spied previously unseen stretching growths. Dark matter reached out towards my flaring reds and held on for dear life. Of course. The only reason this grandeur escape has worked at all was because the new limb didn’t come from a native animal. Invasive species had their own, tenacious way of life. It’s why we’ve been killing them left and right. And now I was on the chopping block, too.

I lamented loss of my outward humanity. Loathed the listless withering abomination. Was it keeping me alive or making me sicker? Dreaded my future. Clung to the dregs of my life. Ate selection of pills by the handful and slept. 

Didn’t have the energy for much else besides seething and seethe I did. He would pay. I would make him pay. The scion was correct on one thing – death was too easy. I’ll first make him regret exercising his inborn rights of supremacy. I was not one of the countless unassuming subjects to be used as a mere stepping stone or a punching bag. I wasn’t here to make anyone’s life more convenient but my own.

Climbing out of my deathbed some weeks later I had a concise plan of action. Ideally I would have loved to sever a limb of his, too, but after emotions have cooled I found myself back at the starting predicament. General wouldn’t appreciate such blatant attack which could be easily taken as assassination attempt. I did not want to go to war with an entire household. Besides, it’s not like that would be easy to accomplish.

I reconnected with old acquaintances and traded hefty amount of funds and favours getting Raktkalis’s itinerary and information on the carrousel wheel that was his ever-changing security detail. It wasn’t a closely guarded secret in particular, but high profile people were in league of their own. Even knowing the basics about them were expensive. And dangerous.

Young Raktkalis has mostly wrapped up all tertiary education and was participating in exterminations quite often. Leading some, even.

I would rob the esteemed General in the East of his heir in an inconspicuous way. Sabotage. False orders. Mistakes and incompetence will begin mounting and the arrogant brat will lose his much coveted rank. Why claim a limb, when I can obliterate the entire reason for existence?

I have packed up my most precious belongings that never exceeded amount I could carry around on my back and set out to another city. Z2 has been great, but I’ve become expected around these parts by too many people anyway.

I should have been gone after the previous run-in, but relocation was never simple and travelling was obnoxious. I thought I changed my pattern and hid well enough. For a long time it even rung true. Unfortunately, complete lull only prompted my most foul pursuit to change his approach too.

In any case, these fake orders won’t deliver themselves.

It was simple enough to sneak into mail wagon and toss a meticulously crafted letter into a crate meant to disembark at this station. Whole night it will just stand here waiting for early morning workers, leaving me to rummage in peace for hours if I wanted to. Really, had I kept in the loop I would have easily known a contingent of Kalantans has been posted just around the corner. What a thorough wilful negligence. I should be happy to have lost only one arm.

Shook my head off the past blunders. I’ll do everything right this time. I had many ways to keep distance and ruin lives. Like impersonating a colonel who notoriously handled most of his business through the phone. I would simply need to make a call from a recognisable official establishment. Laughably easy to accomplish. Forcing the words out would be the bigger hurdle there – but I could prerecord some bits of that conversation.

I had observed many ways to fool this system throughout the years. What they called a sabotage before - these people don’t know true meaning of it yet. Of course, I’d need to aim all this misfortune at a singular company to avoid pissing off too many chiefs. The goal was just the one, after all.

I would also love to get my hands on an actual mechanical harm. A delayed breakdown out in the wilds was exactly what the doctor prescribed for an overinflated ego. However, stepping back inside the military pen daunted me. It felt too soon.

I would have an opportunity to cause damage when the vehicles traverse narrow streets. Certainly enough of twists and turns to spice up the fuel intake of one or two trucks. However, sneaking around a moving convoy in full view of everyone was far harder than visiting the neglected depot right here. It was of course guarded, but barely so.

I’ve done equally outrageous jobs. There was no need to be skittish now just because of one misadventure. After spending big part of the night just staring at my inanimate foe from a far-off roof, I shrugged the fear aside and snuck back in to do my mildest worst. He has to pay. Little else mattered.

The next day I resumed the transfixed ogling. I eagerly awaited for my counterfeit orders to arrive and reach the recipient. I requested an immediate departure as well as an unreasonable arrival time that left no time for extensive double-checks.

Quite soon, the black ants and even some brown-clad ones spilled out from the underground bastion and boarded their dark vehicles. I harboured some doubts about this actually working, but upon seeing things coming to fruition I was not greatly surprised either. After all, the official documents followed a same template. It was insisted upon. Protocol and what not. What a joke.

At a pre-planned artificial congestion I attempted to add to my sabotage. I wanted to incorporate thermite into their weapons cache somehow, but it appeared quite impossible task from up-close. I did not dare stray into the midst of the vigilant goons. Truck with the supplies was always watched and formation of all the other vehicles stood protectively around it. I couldn’t mess with it.

Ended up simply trailing after the convoy.

At the city gates the procession got stopped for some final bureaucracy. Nothing out of ordinary – counting the people, checking for obvious contraband and signing routine papers. A completely disinterested Raktkalis disembarked and was juggling his half-sword in a somewhat lethargic manner as his adjutants negotiated with the gatekeepers.

He seemed bummed out about having to cut his search for common irritants short, especially in favour of his actual job. Frankly, conveniently getting stationed in Zone Two had already been a stretch of his normal duties.

Regardless, in the lord’s leisurely stroll I saw a chance I could not pass by. I risked enticing the bastard to drop the suspicious orders and give chase by popping up right in front of his troop. However, a way to directly get back at him was far too tempting. I knew I could efficiently get away anyway.

In a staircase nearby, I tossed the can up in the air in practise. Ignited the red dust - it hissed, smoked and spewed the sparks around. I coughed and ran out to launch the sloshing grenade straight at lordling’s face. Well, fine – not straight, and not remotely aimed at the twat. The high arch curved and began rapid descent towards the beloved blade whilst it was spinning gracefully in the air.

I couldn’t take his arm, but I would take the seamless extension of it.

Without bothering to witness the result, I darted off. Some soldiers had noticed the ball of screaming hellfire and wasted no time retaliating. Shots were fired without warning, but I was already back behind a brick wall and sprinting towards a previously opened sewer hole. Hardly mattered where it lead. This would be narrow enough to lose all those bulky huntsmen.

Heavy boots stomped heavily in pursuit. Just before I disappeared underground, heard a gruff voice calling his hounds off. I wasn’t going to stop, regardless of not hearing them anymore.

When I’ve decided it was time to climb out and traverse on surface, I’ve found out I was hit after all by struggling to pull myself up. Awfully close to the neck, too. It was lucky an anti-human calibre was equipped rather than the explosive rounds, even that close to the departure. Their discipline saved my hide.

Overall body’s utility would be impeded, but the left arm still struggled anyway so I wasn’t banking on grandeur feats of physical prowess in first place. Discomfort was easy enough to shrug off. Much easier than during the surgery.

The unfortunate injury still added few days to my schedule. I couldn’t exactly depart dripping with the most tantalising sauce. Animals - both native and foreign - loved pre-tenderised treats on the slower side. Outrunning feral mongrels was not something I could ever do. My ticket to safe passage has always been stealth.

I sat in a narrow alley hidden among climbing vines of fruit and recovered from the exertion. My side was bloody and I tried to staunch it as best as possible whilst gritting the teeth in irritation. Each run-in with the bastard, no matter how small, left me scarred and marred. I was almost inclined to discontinue this self-destructive endeavour before it even really began, but it wouldn’t end so one-sidedly anyway.

Besides, the primordial rage still roiled freshly inside of me. It was already far too late. He crossed the line. I had no damn hand! There was a stub with involuntarily twitching sprigs, one of which occasionally passed for a scythe with a mind of its own.

At least they hadn’t started with my throwing arm. Or a leg. Walking would be impossible with all this confused writhing. What a bright side.

My new long claw fished out the bullet out of my back. It could be surprisingly delicate when necessary, as though it felt when we’d been cornered. Perhaps it did. I had no knowledge how these macabre animals functioned. Agitation excretes adrenaline or some other cocktail and perhaps that relinquishes limb’s autonomy. Maybe it was simply aware. Not something I dared to contemplate right this moment.

After calming down, I weighted my further plans. Today’s final irritant could be an ultimately insignificant, but it would help tie all the randomly befallen misfortune together. I had access to a publishing house through a janitorial job. It was garnered during my attempts to live quietly, but I did prepare a backdoor for a more convenient future – and the future is now.

It was initially intended be used for finding unreleased and censored news. Instead, this golden opportunity will be blatantly wasted on a personal vendetta. I had no problem with that. My long-term vision was a little cloudy at the moment.

I was bent on publishing his personal number in a newspaper for whole land to see tomorrow. I knew the scion recovered the very same digits, as mine have stopped working. Had not had the gall, a reason to trade away this information – before. I would tonight, because afterwards it will become a common knowledge. An opportunity to recover some of the losses I’ll incur with this foolish spite.

Considered promulgating something obnoxious and blatantly damaging, but likelihood of it getting noticed and pulled was too high. Instead, I planned to just sneak a mug shot into a dating section and list several unsavoury hobbies alongside. This would be enough to keep the phone offline until the lordling hits a first big snag. Hopefully all the way through a fuming commander’s attempts to reach the rogue officer.
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Hopped off the moving train just before passing the scanning arcs. These towering structures were outfitted with myriad sensors to screen the incoming traffic for unwanted passengers. It was of utmost importance not to trip any alarms, because the very next minute city wall would be crawling with firepower. It had enough vigilant snipers as is.

Crouched down as low as I could, skirted around the columns and followed alongside the slowing cargo wagons. The gates straight ahead might still be watching for hitchhikers. My clothes were the colour of dirt, thick and loose – with intention to limit the heat my body radiated, in case they watched with more than just naked eye. Dusk helped me in many ways.

I could have boarded a passenger train like a normal person, but I was still too chickenshit to put my life into somebody else’s hands and their questionable crafts. I trusted my abilities to traverse unnoticed more than a random piece of paper. On top of that, this was Kalanta. I had no guarantees the local soldiers weren’t on the lookout for all manner of speech impairments. To put them out of their misery if nothing else. This was that kind of place, if rumours were to be believed. Kalanta was a bit harsher than rest of the region.

Just as I passed the final arc of technological sophistication, so did the train. I got back on the tracks and clung to the last wagon, carefully manoeuvring underneath. Wasn’t as nail-biting as it could have appeared – the long hauler was barely moving now. The train was about to halt for the night within the safe haven.

I normally preferred this mode of transportation to traversing by a car. After all, vulnerable wheeled convoy passing through the forested swaths or open plains always garnered attention. Meanwhile, most creatures learned to stay away from the thundering, metallic worm and its electrified track. However, occasionally contenders for its bounty popped up anyway. Today was just that kind of day - and heftier size of a train merely called forth a disproportionally larger beast.

I had been outdoors incomparably more than an average person but the magnitude, mere presence of the animal made me freeze up and weep like a child. I could barely even call it that. The monumental creature could have killed me and there was not a single thing I could have done to prevent it. Every single cell of my body understood the fact and was resigned to that fate.

Luckily, the brave men and women guarding the transport did not have any common sense or logical thinking. Perhaps the firm belief in their gear which hadn’t failed them thus far compensated for that. Grenade launchers whooshed one after the other. There was no seeming damage to the rising thorny hill, but it had started to have second thoughts. Approach slowed and it settled back down. Train hurtled by unmolested.

Even recollecting the experience made me shudder. To top things off, my arm started acting up and making the climb more difficult too. It just let go and I almost plunged downwards. The alien limb was even more erratic than usual ever since the encounter with the dreadful life form. Whilst I stood petrified there, it thrashed. The claw came out and gashed the forearm where all the human veins would have been. I stutteringly unloaded all the frayed nerves at its ingenious solution after the ordeal.

Luckily, there was no reply. Not then. Now, however, the claw was out once more and it felt like the discussion was resuming. The segmented whipblade flailed, cutting me in the process. Wretched timing. This awful limb did have a mind of its own and it was bent on killing me.

I’ll evaporate that bastard’s entire credibility for this.

The wagon was nearly at the gates. Just a little bit more and I would be safe! At least from the inhuman compositions. I held on with single arm as strenuously as I could. Flailing appendage wasn’t making it easy. It threatened to cut me once more - on the healthy arm. Evading that I fell off, hit my back on the gravel and wondered why everyone was conspiring to shoot my lame warhorse.

I have also watched my cover slowly roll away. Wanted to curse out the scaly attachment again, but my mind concentrated on solutions instead. There were none.

If I don’t get shot on the spot I’ll be so lucky. I’ll even attempt lottery afterwards. As though finally getting the memo, the alien hand lain still too. Asshole. I would punch it, but didn’t want unnecessary movement to attract attention.

It was quiet. Train’s rhythmic knocking faded off in the distance and I picked up no pitched shouts of raised alarm.

Nothing. I exhaled the breath I withheld. All eyes are probably scrutinising the train right now. In all honesty, I’ve never been this far into Kalanta. Had little clue about their station procedures. And yet, that was still my most realistic way inside.

Watchers’ diverted attention merely delayed the inevitable. I was way too close to move in either direction. For their convenience there were no covers as far as the eyes could see either. However, the sun was about to go down. Decreased visibility would be in my favour. If only nobody got wise and used the thermal imaging.

It wasn’t long when I my ears registered an approach. Like the glide of train on this very track somewhere far off. And indeed, there was that, but something else too. My head darted around but I didn’t see anything in the plains. And yet my ears couldn’t be mistaken. Slithering was getting louder and more rapid. No doubt about it - I was about to get eaten.

Should I run? Scream? Getting shot was probably preferable. I heard the horror stories. Staying alive for years while getting slowly digested was not even in the top five of worst fates!

My shaking hand desperately tried to pull something useful out of the pockets, but on best of days I wasn’t carrying lethal solutions even to my human problems. There was nothing I could use. Rumour had it, most noxious nerve agents weren’t effective on these beings anymore in first place! It would probably use my little powders as a rouge and the sleeping mixture for perfume. Their biology was literally out of this world.

The limb that actually could have done something about this miserable situation was being counter-productive again. Now with a stubborn impassiveness! It simply kept on making two-thumbed equivalent of a fist. I hated that thing with passion. Best I managed was to whack it onto the metal part of the track out of spite. That only made my vision white out for few seconds. The nerve feedback from unfixed body part was intense.

Such was my final act self-defence. I felt the strange animal whorl around me like a boa. I still didn’t really see it.

I was speechlessly petrified once more. Waited for pain, some nightmarish end. It didn’t come. The turning and twisting had not stopped. I dared not hope, but perhaps it wasn’t predatory? I let out a nervous chuckle.

Turned my head to the sides as far as the boa permitted it. Which wasn’t much, but I managed to see some reflections. Of myself, mostly. The creature had peculiar prism scales and they refracted sunset’s sparse light a way that permitted the being to blend with scenery seamlessly. No wonder it was invisible from a distance. Even now it took concentration. It’s as if it was actively catching the line of my sight to erase its presence. It hurt to look.

“Wherre iss he?” the wind demanded and I looked around once more. There was nobody. Which left…

My eyes went wide. Was this spool of masking tape – a person?! Suddenly I understood crystal clearly why these mutants had no rights anywhere. It was hard to even consider this human anymore.

The question repeated louder, more clearly and with insistence so forceful it would have knocked me back had I stood. The words were excessively enunciated, but in a way a foreigner would talk. Shudder ran down my spine and that was before I consciously realised reason for all the oddness.

This was no human. Legally or otherwise. The creature has never been human. I felt this in my bones; there wasn’t shadow of a doubt. This was an invasive animal! Worse. What I had here was a creature of real nightmares. A monster. With speech, intelligence! How unnerving, unthinkable. Chilling.

And yet, here it was – quite literally in my hands. A hand, in any case. Leftie was off doing its own wayward things again. Right now rather than slashing us free, it was gripping the strange creature by its never-ending slithering spine. The hold was so firm, my constantly revolving attacker was forced to cease squirming. The undulating then changed direction and twined around the offending appendage and I waited for it to get violently torn off.

No matter how hard I mentally pleaded with it, my commands to unsheathe the claw and do some much needed slashing was conclusively overruled. I don’t know why I put up with this useless limb. The five percent of the time that it listened was hardly worth it. That problem was about to get solved anyhow.

Instead of pain and amputation, there was another question. “Wherre iss the resst of himm?”

Primordial hiss fried my mind for several seconds yet again. When cogs started to turn once more, my brain could pathetically produce recollections of only one male specimen. No, concentrate. This can’t possibly be it.

I felt the pressure on non-desensitised nerves as they were crushed and slowly pulled apart at last. Sensation was exquisite. It felt like sticking an arm into industrial machine. I’d never ever want to repeat it and yet I had three more appendages. Some days the world was just bent on crippling me.

The stupid limb finally woke from its stupor too and sunk the claw among talking animal’s scales.

“Whaat did youu do to himm?” the talking monster demanded again and a picture came into clearer focus. This outlandish snake was friends with my left hand.

“N… N-no-… H.” I attempted to speak but the stress of situation was making me experience worst bout of speechlessness in a while. All these abusive assholes might as well rip the useless throat off with all its defects. Perhaps then I’d be legible.

Tried to reach for a phone in my pocket, but my moves were far too restricted. The claw was the only thing capable of offering resistance. Braided muscles in it were as tense as the snake and it held on for its dear life as if not wanting to return to embrace of its kind just yet. Points for solidarity, but if it acted sooner we wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with!

“Hee took yoour limmited forrm to fosster cohession and youu immeediately take advanntagee of it,” spiteful monster blamed.

“N. Nn-no-ht m-mhe!”

Forcing these simple words out took so much willpower that my whole body was in on the effort. When the task was finally complete, all my muscles relaxed to let the crushing pressure break the bones. It didn’t even matter. I was just content to have finally spoken. There wasn’t much I could do either way. My throat was just as likely to lock up if I screamed for highly unlikely help. Even then all I’d get would be coup de grace. The oncoming train had that well covered. 

My ears listened to the far-off shrill squeak of deceleration. Must be the very last arrival for the day. They were cutting it real close today. Night time was peak activity for all these strange organisms.

I huffed in bemused irritation. Selection of ways to perish by was always so abundant. Even if I somehow avoid these immediate perils, there was a vast array of other organisms. Escaping just the one was quite the impossible task, as witnessed already. And I’d need to spend the whole night outdoors. It was an unfamiliar town – I was not yet aware of alternative ways in.

The weight was there, but my bones remained mostly intact. Even the loaned arm didn’t feel like it was about to be repossessed. I got a distinct feeling that the stealthy creature of the plains was listening. Waiting for more in this limbo.

Will lose nothing revealing the obvious. Perhaps I’ll at least succeed setting this restless vengeance upon the right culprit.

“T-t-theyh. T-t-toohk m-mhy. Ahrm. P-puht t-this on inh-s-stead,” I mumbled out through clenched teeth. “I’ll make him p-pay,” I wheezed out in a whisper and it came surprisingly easily.

“Wherre iss he?” monstrous boa relentlessly asked about the only thing it cared for. Apparently human drama was of little interest to it. Perhaps my hiss was too incomprehensible.

“L-l-leht. M-m-me. M-mo-hve,” I demanded irksomely whilst struggling to pull out my able hand from the clasp. I was not about to hold a full-fledged conversation in this manner. This just wasn’t sustainable even if I was in my most cooperative mood. Which wasn’t the case. I was still considering whether to let the train plough straight through us or warn the devoted snake.

I was permitted to squirm a little more freely, but it still felt like I was being thrown around on a disgustingly large, tense tongue. Pulled out a phone and navigated to a speaking application. The train was so close now, even the talking beast couldn’t not see it.

Hastily typed out, “The other three limbs were in the city called Zone Two. I doubt they stayed there. They were in possession of someone from around here.”

Talking animal didn’t appear overly interested in my attempts to recruit a suicidal martyr. Its invisible body unfurled as though it had many tails and began digging into foundational stones beneath. Getting a firm grip of the ground won’t work against a god damn train, even a slowing one! I wanted to scream.

My thumb done the reasonable thing, “Move. It won’t work. Move.”

Electronic voice lacked any sort of urgency in it, so I started punching coiling body of the creature to hurry it up. Or at least for it to release me. I did not want to die. Not like this. Not now!

The screeching thunder heading straight towards my head did things to me. I was back on the operating table, trapped by things way out of my league and forced to accept my inherent weakness. This situation was descending to the pits of hell far too rapidly for me to do much else besides revert to a small child and cower. I hated feeling this way. I was better than this! And yet! Everyone kept trampling on me. 

My bewildered eyes have finally noticed we had been sinking. Monstrous worm somehow dug down with its mirrory tails. The old wooden sleepers turned into ash and stone pebbles fell to sandy dust. I quit flailing. Temporarily.

Constant motion of the incomprehensible beast was burying me under! I’d have rather been hit by the fucking train. The latter rolled on by without as much as a chafe. The locomotive driver must have witnessed the ground open up right before him for a violent whistle went out in an alarm.

“Ai… I… Ah…” I struggled to relay the importance of oxygen to my person. The light from dim sky disappeared altogether as track began reforming above me. The sight was unbelievable. Was this really within the realm of possibilities? Did I pass out? Hallucinate?

Amidst my dazed panic I found out to be breathing just fine. Sand wasn’t up my crevices either. The restless whorl patiently waited for me to go on speaking, I presumed. Why else would I still be living?

Half-buried, I had to keep the incentive going.

“I, I c-ca…” I attempted speech again and remembered to be crushing the voice box in my hand. “I can find your friend,” I declared confidently. Chose to keep it a secret that his dear buddy was likely long since dead. For fairness of any future disputes added, “If there’s anything left to find.”

I was on the run from great many things. Supernatural disintegrators better not become one of them.

Creature didn’t say anything. Was it thinking? Waiting? Was I to miraculously produce the lost soul right now?

“You need to let me go for that to happen,” I suggested. Almost immediately heard the tails burrow into cave’s ceiling. Worse, I heard voices somewhere up there. “Not here. They will kill us both.”

I heard slithers of movement as the multiple spines changed direction.

It was unlikely, but I had to ask, “Can you get beyond the city wall?”

“Yess,” soft hiss replied and scratching changed directions again. Digging beneath the perimeter was normally unfeasible. For a creature that dissolved stone it apparently caused no issue.

This was about to make my life infinitely simpler. Tunnels were much preferable to the brush with people, however remote.

Within minutes the scratching turned upwards again. Apparently we were here. I tensed up, waiting to pop up in the middle of a busy road or within a cramped living room. Outskirts were the most crowded.

“Stop. Need to make sure nobody is there,” I insisted with my electronic voice. Slithering grew languid but I still heard no man-made sounds.

“Ssettlement iss ssparsse,” deliberately accentuated lisp informed me as though the writhing thing has been constantly passing back and forth unimpeded. Perhaps it did. Deep scan wasn’t something that could be ran constantly. It was an undisguised blessing for miscreants like myself. And, apparently, all the other unwelcome trespassers. Were human defensive efforts really so worthless? Were we allowed to safely exist within our delusional bubbles of concrete?

I certainly owed my continued life to this undulating thing. Extremely faint light shone through the veil of dirt and I was deposited in a decrepit basement. Rubble, exposed brick and chinks were everywhere.

As I was distractedly looking around, the entity slithered back into the burrow. Dumfounding - I was simply let go. As far as it was concerned, its business here was done and the deal was struck. It just believed me? More likely it had ways of finding me again, even here. That’s the only explanation for this level of confidence.

Nevertheless. I had to know at least the basics about this new menace that’s about to haunt my life.

“W-waih-t!” I called out after it. Roiling mass in the hole quieted and I hurriedly typed out, “Humans took your friend and you are trusting another one to locate him?”

That didn’t matter so much per se; it would simply help me figure out who I was dealing with.

“Youu arenn’t a parrt of organissm that took himm,” the invisible boa stated.

Did it mean organisation? And however did it divine that? My words alone surely couldn’t have been enough - unless I was dealing with world’s most gullible monster. It was safe to assume such wasn’t the case.

It probably had other ways of reading me. My very general education largely skipped over the anatomy and habits of the extrinsic. Perhaps it wasn’t even intentional – each animal was far too unique to effectively bother and we had countless people things to learn about. However, the importance of hiding scent was heavily underlined. Some said even earth animals could smell fear. These outsiders could probably decipher entire poems from our nervous sweat.

“How can I contact you?” It was unlikely I’d haphazardly stumble upon the containers, but I would be snooping around Raktkalis anyway. Never know what I’d end up finding.

“Cut hiss arm,” I was told and the impression of secret scented messages being passed around intensified.

“Distance?”

“Ssomebody will notice.”

Of course they will. How many fucking creatures were walking around within the cities? Were the few mutated people permitted entry – spies? Was it a voluntary or an unconscious betrayal? I looked down at my own constantly misbehaving limb. The damn thing essentially threw me off a train and got involved in some wider conspiracy.

Nevertheless, this was a solid way to gather some pretty unique information. I wasn’t about to take sides of anyone but my own. In fact, the more players there were the more lucrative was my pay-out. That was also why everyone wanted a solid piece of my hide.

“Alright. Do not undo the pathway. Please,” I asked as my down payment. Sale of such loopholes in security was also a lucrative business.
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After the slithers of hellish snake grew inaudibly distant I felt all my energy leave me. I was hungry, hurt, tired and very cold. Travelling in such a way was never comfortable, but today has been a new low. Wanted nothing more than to pass out where I stood, but that would only bring on a sickness. Having just spent weeks in bed I felt like enough time has been wasted.

I felt grime on my face from the subterranean traversing. After fumbling in near dark, found an almost working faucet. Water trickled reluctantly as if by mistake but it was just enough to fix up my appearance.

Cut up the shredded long glove to hold my forearm’s gash together. Reconsidering, tied the left hand’s two thumbs atop the one with the claw. The digits were unbelievably flexible, but this did restrict movement enough. The arm unhappily flailed to the sides at the wrist and elbow, but it didn’t manage to shake the binding off.

I slapped it and was punched back. I hated this thing. I resolved to constrict it further later.

The fight soon went out of the unfortunate affix. It had to have been exhausted, too. Wrestling a slithering spinal cord couldn’t have been easy and it accomplished far more than me. If not for that, I’d have been a one-handed cripple again. Or worse.

Dark damn, I hated everybody for putting me through this.

I wandered out of the dilapidated lodging. Outside I witnessed its countless brothers in exactly the same state. This felt like stepping back in time. The perimeter wall was rebuilt to be up to date with the newest standards, but inelegant blocks of grey prefabs were permitted to age with dignity. It was not a good look.

It would appear the invisible horror did not lie. This place struggled with population. I wasn’t that much shocked, having witnessed first-hand how expendable even the elite soldiers were to one of Raktkalis lineage. Still, to singlehandedly cripple a city would have been an accomplishment. Everyone probably just moved to wealthier outposts. This was a transitional safe harbour, merely a point of disinterest between the Kalantan heavy industry and the Central Zones.

Kalantan capital was further out too, amidst all the mining drudgery. Unlike most other snobs, Raktkalises kept all available hands on the pulse of their lands. Whether it was conscientiousness or tightfistedness, it made my work more difficult. Rest of the governing body wasn’t particularly keen on this decentralisation either. All the five heads had to come to decision or the generals might as well be governing separate territories. As it was, the onslaught of wild beasts was the only thing keeping so many trigger-happy people still holding hands.

I had primarily stuck close to the region’s actual capital where the high society life really boiled, so Kalantan idiosyncrasies were all unknown to me. Seeing as the population here was scarce, I would stick out like a mutant that I was. I chose to skulk in the darkness and stay well out of sight.

Which meant now was the prime time to do some work. There would be no rest for me. I had spiritlessly made my way to the train terminal. Observing the reactive procedures after a sighting was always useful. They were still at it. I could hear the commotion ways off.

Upon getting closer I changed my mind. It would appear I found good chunk of the population standing all armed at the ready. Perhaps it was for the best to have disembarked a little sooner than planned. Two whole companies was nothing to scoff at. Perhaps more. It was hard to count at a glance whilst trying to remain unseen.

I eyed buildings with good vantage points. I could try the terminal’s administrative annex as it seemed mostly locked up for the night. However, it was far too soon to judge whether it would remain so. Somebody could still turn up to fill out a report or two.

For the time being I slipped into a stairwell of a five storey apartment house. It was as decayed as the rest, but had more life to it anyway. Most of the windows sported curtains. Some had lights. The corridors were swept. Not ideal. I would have preferred another neglected property to squat in, but it was promising nevertheless.

Finding an apartment I presumed to be vacant, I listened to the ambient noise. Gently knocked, not to alert the neighbours. Then listened some more. Twisted the handle and found the door unsurprisingly locked. Pulled out my tools for lock fiddling and practised one-armed living. Did not enjoy a second of it.

Stranger’s home smelled stale. Before even seeing the countless photographs of grandkids, I could tell this place belonged to an elderly person. Clutching the bottled sleep I walked around the rooms and found everything dusty. For whatever the reason, I would probably remain undisturbed.

Pulled a chair closer to a window overlooking the train station and its countless sentinels. It was lit brightly with artificial daylight and I loved that. Cracked open the window for bonus information. People were talking in whispers due to a late hour. All I caught were tail ends of conversations. Barest of crumbs. My hearing was beyond good, but not phenomenal.

I nodded off some time after the presence of soldiers have significantly dropped off. Apparently welcoming committee stuck around only for the welcoming. In which case, it was possible to stay hidden and sneak out afterwards.

After my short and restless nap, I hid my backpack and snuck back out again. Planned to return to the very same apartment. I could pass for one of the grandkids if questioned. That worry down, I prepared myself to tackle the administrative shelves and drawers. Entry wasn’t an arduous task. Selection of windows were left open for ventilation and most cameras looked out towards the tracks rather than the human threat.

Likely there wasn’t much to steal in this bureaucratic nest, but unluckily to them – papers were what I was after. Schedules, passes, exceptions, delays, procedures, ledgers. To me all of that painted the Kalantan world in vivid colours. This little outpost town will end up unlocking rest of the kingdom.

Not long into the perusing I’ve found out Raktkalis clan had a residence in town. Unsurprising. It was likely the case for every settlement they claimed and a few beyond. Here it probably was no more than a comfortable bed to spend the night mid-transit. All rich assholes had one or two extra residences just for that. After all, hotels weren’t a booming business. Travel was a high-risk necessity, not luxury. Except for the soldiers who were forced out into the wilderness on frequent basis like savages, bare few explored the cities beyond their own.

Sometime near the dawn I heard keys jangle in the yard and began hurriedly putting away all the mess I’ve created around myself. I kept the stacks neat, so it didn’t take long. I jumped back out the window. I took a lot of photographs to analyse at leisure, but there was more. Way more. Other officer, basement archives held secrets too. I’d need to do several nightly visits. For right now - I was wiped and ready to rest.

Back in the absent grandma’s apartment I woke from each and every creak out in the stairwell. The house was far too lively than I was used to. Decided to forego the deep sleep effort and watched people through the window until the following sunset threw down its curtain. More or less confident about local fashion, I donned the old lady’s clothes and wandered out.

Strolled by the residence of the esteemed Kalantan governors in the daylight and evaluated their security. First pass turned out to be devastatingly unproductive. The structure was hidden away from prying eyes. I had expected a mean fence, but the manor stood ways away in the forest. The cities weren’t overcrowded here, so they could afford it - and yet not a single tree was that of fruit-bearing variety! Kalanta sure was different.

Back in the Zones every redundant brick has been uprooted to make way for something edible instead. This unnecessary, overgrown excess looked offensive. A slight to efficiency, yields and economic validity. Each bite they didn’t grow, they needed to import. I found this audacity amusing. Craved to indulge in it myself. After all, what’s the point in having all the money if not to do dumb crap like this? Shook myself out of it - now was not the time to daydream.

Woodland au naturel provided me with ample ways in and out. Branches offered helpful hands climbing over the spiky rail barrier outfitted with sensors. I’d just have to come back another time for a closer glance at the building itself. Merely looking at the detection apparatus out here I knew I’d have to bring the warhorse to force my way in.
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After a week of careful sneaking around, I finally dared to try the door. Timing between the guards’ leisurely strolls has been stressful enough. I had to also tackle infrequent scanners and detector beams on my way too. My phone’s camera revealed most of the trickery invisible to a human eye – however, there was always a chance to trip over an unknown oversight nevertheless. This outpost’s mansion was not one laden with such.

My restored companion had under a minute to decipher codes of an alarm system. It was gearing up to blare at full volume any moment now. I’ve done this hundreds of times. The hard part was already behind me. Well, okay – escaping with the bounty was the real hard part, but only if I mess something up. And I was better than that.

Having successfully infiltrated the protective arrangement, I snuck through a threshold to sit on the cold floor and started editing the newly captured recordings and data logs.

The last significant build-up of input has been a little more than a month ago. My nemesis had visited here. Shortly before the fateful capture. Unable to resist witnessing the events leading to my imminent demise, I hastily examined them too.

Private life in the Raktkalis household unfolded and it threw me off. From the outside this was but a dreary stone mansion in some desolate outpost. I had not yet lain my eyes on the grandeur interior here – nor would I appreciate it in the dark. And it was worth looking at. Intricate mouldings and abundant art made it look like gallery. It might as well have been once upon a time.

Did not imagine the amount of staff on the premises to be this large either. At the moment the vast property appeared so dead and lifeless that it sapped the vitality from all unfortunate passers-by. However, during the owner’s visit every few steps stood a shivering, but ultimately ignored marble statue. Unless they transgressed.

Granted, even with Raktkalis present the shiny black halls still remained soundless. There was no audio captured, but I saw it from the careful steps everyone took.

Young officer travelled light. Except for the canisters, there was no other luggage. They were packed up to be indiscernible, but I immediately suspected the contents of the four identical parcels. One of the serving girls made a misstep carrying the guggling load and was immediately relieved of the package and sent flying into the basement. Zipped ahead but didn’t see her ever leave. Not in a single piece, anyway. The pet abominations roamed the grounds freely and eventually descended down there too.

Whoever ran the family’s security must be shining with prestige of highest form. They were endowed with so much trust. The recording, albeit not a murder on tape, was pretty darn close to that. It would momentarily shake the public’s trust in their government if it were to leak. Something would have to be done. To me. The inconcealable kill streak was an open secret to anyone who cared to know anyway.

Average person would neither care nor could do anything about scandals, no matter how substantial they might be. Whoever didn’t like the protective arrangement they were getting, were free to leave and live in the toothy wilderness. Showing active contempt against beasts would garner more favourable results rather than a stand against the armies.

Mesmerised by the flagrant life of most privileged, I watched lordling traverse from lavish room to room still crouched by the back door. Cowed servants expended their utmost effort to avoid being axed next. Whoever was doing the staff recruitment deserved a raise, too. Nothing would have kept me standing so close to that unpredictable maniac. Even his four-legged freaks of nature were treated better than the servants. In fact, the longer I looked at this the more they seemed to be closer to slaves.

Surprising, but not unexpected. Kalanta, before it was Kalanta, lost the war they started. It was a century old affair, but perhaps that treatment persisted through the generations out of force of habit. It could have been just another normal quirk of those in absolute power too.

Ironic if it was the former. By now each Raktkalis would be heavily interbred with the natives. War with other nations, the fauna and flora decimated the direct lines. Perhaps that’s when they, along with most other Generals, picked deserving heirs from countless bastards and distant relatives. Meritocracy was a beautiful thing. I admired the prime specimen of it a second too long as he got ready for bed and backtracked to the business section of this endeavour.

Re-examined a section from office, this time carefully focusing on the details. I already suspected it would be moot to just go and search the room. Nothing of importance would be left out in the open – especially for weeks to come. I was proven correct. This man was too meticulous for such a helpful oversight.

Resolution of the recording was passable, but not nearly good enough to reveal the state matters in the documents. However, there was hope. I was no safecracker under normal circumstances, but even an obstructed view was enough to take several guesses at the safe’s combination. Dark reflective walls were of huge assistance.

Copied everything relevant from their databases and packed up to go and try my luck.

In person the room looked as imposing as its fearsome owners. Large space with glossy walls made me feel like a trespasser in a liminal space. It was too large for just a single person to occupy. Comfortably lounging mutants surprisingly made this workroom appear far cosier than it was.

Alien arm twitched as if readying to react to some yet unknown threat as I felt sick.

He intended to make me one of those beasts. Me.

Leftie lashed out at the air, but unsurprisingly hit nothing. I guess we both felt like destroying some private property. I knew it was just reacting to my own rage, but having an empathetic companion in this situation was nice. Relaxed and forced the righteous fury down. Can’t leave a single thing out of place here. Not a trace. Not even lingering scent. It would be counterproductive. My childish tricks would drastically drop in validity. Better security measures would be installed the following time. I still had treasure troves to plunder in the other estates.

Spent few hours leaning onto the metallic slab of a safe. This was taking much longer than I anticipated, but I still didn’t have anything to show for the intrusion so kept at it. Watchmen passed below the window twice and I stood still at those times. Unlike me, they probably wouldn’t register blips of the buttons, but I wasn’t risking it. It was lucky enough inside of the mansion wasn’t getting unwarranted check-ups.

When the broad hatch finally clicked free, I almost missed it. Fraction of the tension left me as I sagged with relief, but quickly discarded the sensation. This was but a milestone. Inside of the safe I found money, gold, selection of phones and databanks for a computer. I itched to snap all of those in two, but was content merely copying all the data. It’s all probably unbreakably encoded, but didn’t hurt to have it.

Took pictures of all the documents. There weren’t many. Sale of this and that, acquisition of military hardware, drafts of strange fauna encounters and battle reports. Nothing incriminating. If anything, this painted picture of a meticulous junior officer. Several of the private business dealings could fetch me lofty sum, but this wasn’t about money.

Stack of blank forms lay in front of me suggestively. I caressed thick paper with grooved heraldics and imbued holograms. Who said scandals had to be true? Having single sheet of this would permit me to manufacture any disaster of my liking. I could order this or any other mansion to be dismantled brick by brick. Or open fire on friendly forces. These were far more valuable than money. Nobody would even question the words on this paper. Perhaps the counterfeits, but not this. Everything would be carried out to the letter in fear of getting branded as a deserted.

Toned down my rearing megalomania. Again, too big a stunt would inevitably land me in shackles as well. Didn’t need the attention of head of the house. Or the entire government. 

It needs to be something intrinsically insignificant and personal. Like an insult. Causing an irritating inconvenience would also work. Like propositioning another General’s offspring. It was a pity to waste such precious blank on nonsense like that, but ultimately it fit the parameters. Great houses probably never sent private letters on anything else anyway. To them this had to be akin to a tissue.

Scrutinised location of the stamps and signatures on the other papers and copied them carefully. Selection of appropriate stationery was on hand. There was no better place for falsifying documents!

I took several sheets for my own use. I hoped their absence wasn’t significant but even if it was noticed – it’s well worth it. Carefully worded pass would potentially save me from a scrutiny in a clutch. Official courier on urgent business, permit entry without question sort of thing. In fact, that could open up new horizons to me. I could hop on an actual passenger train and disappear into a new region altogether. I mean, I could already - but this would simplify things.

Shook my head. This already was a new region I’ve been starting over at. It wasn’t critical yet. Although, invariably by the time I decide to uproot myself, my problems seem to triple. Wasn’t it already at that point? I was hunted by one of the most powerful people in this land.

I wanted to quit, but I desired to fight back more. This was not a foe I could defeat. Just like the last one. But! I could cause nasty problems to those who meant me harm. Eventually they’d all learn to stay at arm’s length. Being cowed pushover only landed people in basements.

I put everything back to right places, locked up after myself and disappeared even deeper into Kalanta.
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Whoever it was that’s been fetching Raktkalis’s itinerary, was making my life far too easy. It wiped all my hard-earned savings, but swimming with sharks was ultimately lucrative too. I was never particularly strapped for cash.

Summer ran its course and winter threatened an early onset. I got used to the misbehaving limb and my vendetta was starting to run out of steam. I couldn’t tell whether the boy plagued by absurd misfortune was still grinding his war axe. Perhaps the lordling had learned the lesson. I had not been cornered again nor even remotely threatened. Still, the last time he came out swinging long after I thought the childish misdeeds have been forgotten.

I doubted Raktkalis would ever disregard any of my slights. After all, man’s servants dropped dead from merely breathing too loud. However, personally - I was ready to move on. This vendetta took good part of the year and I had little to show for it.

The attained timetable allowed me to comfortably avoid being anywhere remotely close to my unfortunate adversary. Today, however, it’s brought me back to the capital.

Unenthusiastically and merely out of pure habit I watched the motorcade move down the barely maintained old road. It wasn’t an essential part of infrastructure, so as with everything else – financing has been diverted to outward expansion and animal control. It probably was the right course to take as but a select few drove.

Made the preying on privileged class easier too. I damaged a lot of tires and suspensions in that wheeled procession. One of these ancient potholes was bound to set one or two off. Any time now. Surprising it hadn’t happened already. I knew they didn’t change the cars nor their tires. There was no time to due to another carefully staged accident.

I experienced neither joy nor thrill out of this anymore. I simply planned this for a while. For Raktkalis to be late to represent his house in the assembly. And the man inevitably will be. His standing within the house would fall. Already things weren’t as rosy as they could have been. He normally didn’t need to clash with his brother for the privilege.

I hoped this Raktkalis was ready to see reason about now, before things got really ugly. For both of us.

Two of motorcade’s component cars abandoned their spots in the line-up. Shortly afterwards, one more up front swerved and that caused rest of the cars to hit the brakes. Couple more tires popped, along with the principal vehicle.

After a ridiculous moment of stunned standstill, armoured soldiers spilled out of the cars to secure the perimeter. Drivers got out to pool their brainpowers and deliberate. I finally felt some sort of emotion witnessing the comical disaster unfold and chuckled.

Eventually it has been decided, likely due to time constraints, that a singular car with undamaged tires was to be located. It drove in within minutes and Raktkalis’s slightly more intricate armour popped out of the armoured contraption.

Immediately, an unmistakable dull pop echoed throughout the high-rises. Then another. Two successive gunshots pierced the flashy figure. One in the neck and I watched him bleed profusely, other sank into and through a quick-acting self-sacrificing meat shield. Raktkalis got quickly packed up into the vehicle and they’re no longer heading towards the Assembly.

Shit.

Oh shit.

I’m the principal suspect in this. I’m at least an accomplice. I made them all stop.

Fuck. Coincidence or not, I’ll get torched for this. There’s no way all of the government won’t take interest in this.

I need to get out. Right now. Streets were already starting to get locked up with reinforcements. I cast the last examining glance and ran for the underground passages. I can skip a several streets that way, then move through the inner yards. Physically distancing myself from the location was easy. Rapid-reaction forces will still need few minutes to mobilise, and most forces weren’t rapid reaction.

Damn. Was this a set-up? How could anyone have guessed what I’d be planning? Unless I wasn’t the only one with this bright idea. There could have been other traps ahead. High profile people had real enemies. People who might not have wanted their political opponents to make it to the meeting place in a little more permanent manner.

Fuck. Playing this dangerous game, sooner or later I had to have gotten an extremely nasty curveball. That’s what I get for swinging way over my head.

Whilst speed walking away, I kept neurotically refreshing news website on the phone. There was nothing, likely would not be anything until government approved some sort of narrative in the evening. Yet I burned to know whether the asshole survived. If he had, things might not be as terrible as they currently appeared.

What a groundless assumption. The nasty brat already wanted to subject me to fates worse than quick death.

There was a lot of blood.

If he’s alive, perhaps I can explain? How moot. And yet I restlessly itched to deliver that explanation. I had once wanted the bastard dead, but that wasn’t my primary choice then either. He’d know that much. I was groundlessly sure of it.

I had no way to contact the irritating bastard for some reason. The old number has been long since disconnected. Fuck. I should have kept a line of communication open. For ceasefire negotiation if nothing else. Why did I put that off for so long?

I needed serious leverage by making him truly miserable, that’s why.

Turning ever farther away from the glass visages of city centre, I navigated the passages leading to the worst part of the slums. It was actually impossible to find anybody in there, even going door by door and lining everyone up outside. There hardly was room for that.

I didn’t need to go to the extremes to hide. Finding me at any point was impossible within a metropolis. I was simply panicking and it was as good destination as any. My old hideout was that way.

Right - perhaps I did have a way of contacting the bloody bastard after all. Unlikely, but there was a slight chance the forms on school’s server had been updated. He was meticulous enough. Needed to also hope he wasn’t savvy enough to have finally kicked out the other device from list of permissions. If not that, there was a miniscule chance somebody screened his fan mail there. For security reasons if nothing else.

Please let him be alive. It was the only chance for me to survive this.

I grit my teeth and resisted sprinting to my destination. Final stretch had to be as leisurely as humanely possible. People had tendency to recall runners. It was more alarming, suspicious. Could not take the chance on the day like this. Already discarded a cardigan on the way to shed the speedwalker’s persona.

I ducked into the basement of a particular apartment building and traversed underground again. I was so close I could feel ants of anticipation crawling inside my stomach. Slithered through an unexceptional hole into a forgotten cubby and rejoiced finding it still untouched. Uncovered the bag of goodies from behind loose bricks.

Booted up the elegant device, components of which I had combed through searching for redundant transmitters. Connection was rerouted several times over too. If anybody physically encroached one of those, a trip wire would cut the line. This couldn’t get any safer.

After moments of suspense I found everything working as it should have. It was still charged, connection - undisturbed. The school’s website loaded without a hitch. I wouldn’t even need to look up my old profiles to send that awfully guilty-looking message. Raktkalis’s old account was still hooked up.

It had several status updates since I’ve last seen this.

“You are only making this more interesting,” first one has stated menacingly. It was from roughly half a year ago. Wonder if it was in response to something I did?

“Comply and I’ll grant forgiveness,” newest one temptingly promised. It was from an hour ago. This was certainly addressed to me, no two ways about it.

Both posts garnered intrigued attention of other students privy to same board. Seems like they have already forgotten the unabashed bloodbath of those brief few days. What an easy-going existence that must be.

Now that I knew the callous bastard was alive and relatively well, I started having misgivings. Mercy certainly wasn’t on that man’s mind. This was but a carefully deliberate trap for a cornered prey who desired nothing else.

Nevertheless, my restless fingers tapped the glassy touchscreen over and over again. Explanations tripped over one another and I eventually settled on, “Keep it. That wasn’t me.”

Message was sent privately from the same account to itself, so no notification would be forthcoming. Wondered whether it would be seen at all. Absently scrolled through rest of the inbox. He had a lot of mail. Dumb kids going way out of their shallow depth and… trying to flirt? A lot of that within the last hour too as if prompted by his words. Some boldly referred to the fetishes from the bogus article. These people had no self-preservation.

Arguably same could be said about me. I too waded waters in which I shouldn’t ever have strayed.

Tapped my foot impatiently. My message will be buried under jubilant fools actively trying their limited luck.

Before I started coming up with alternative ways of contact, noticed that each of the strange messages have been read. Scrolled back to the top and found a reply.

“I know,” it simply said and offered no additional explanation. 

It irked me. It was absolutely infuriating having to ask, “What’s that you’re spouting then?”

“Don’t you have a selection of other felonies?”

“Like I’d believe in mercy you offer.”

“My word is law. I do not ever speak lightly.”

In an otherwise weak attempt of persuasion, there was a big grain of truth. For average person words meant nothing. They were tools meant to be twisted and manipulated. However, even I had to answer for legitimacy of information I peddled to have any business. World leaders were under whole other level of scrutiny. Alliances rested on conduct and character of people who promised them. Their words started wars.

My tall barriers chipped and I didn’t resist asking, “What do you need?” After all, this ceasefire has been the goal all along.

“Meet me. Location of your choice.”

Who could have guessed a pardon was something to be handed over in person?

Choices were between blindly going further into a trap and simply laughing. Also I’ve been struck by inexplicable sense of déjà vu. We have already tried this. Didn’t work.

Deliberately mocking, I sent the man an address. Just like the last time, supposed meeting was to commence within an unreasonable duration. Raktkalis informed me of being on the way.

He couldn’t have been serious. This guy had to be aware of the allusion. There would be no meeting. I would be nowhere near the place.

Yet, I began reassembling the old data centre. Dug out the hidden wires and hooked them up to a display. Before long, located the intersection I sent the lordling to. People traversed without poorly masked dismay as often happened when the policing force was creeping around. Which could only mean they weren’t there. Yet. Odd, because I know for a fact it took me a while to get the visuals working.

I sighed in relief. Good. This was but a mutual joke. I looked over the choppy picture once again. Something was not quite right there. However, instead of an entire troop hidden under old ladies’ skirts, trashcans and inside the flowerpots, I just saw a single car parked in an alleyway. It wasn’t that strange, but people living in this neighbourhood wouldn’t own such a thing at all. That thing cost more than both buildings it stood next to.

As if reading my mind, absurdly bulky man clambered out of the driver’s seat and glared at some curious kids. They moved along. Man wore a coat, but unmistakable width of the shoulders betrayed the armour beneath. Warm hat hid the tell-tale baldness. The costume masked the overall identity, but it had no ambition of ever concealing that this was a battle-ready soldier on some business.

I watched stupefied. Was this really him? There was no way to tell. Old traffic cameras weren’t strong on detail. This had to be some smart ploy. That man wasted months if not years tracking and trapping me. Moreover, didn’t he just bleed half of his contents all over the highway? This decoy was far too healthy to be him. It had to be a trick.

The man glared down his surroundings patiently whilst I sat and tapped my foot. For someone who’s been in sniper’s sights today he was far too nonchalant about staying out in the open.

The mysterious person under my scrutiny pulled out a long curved dagger from under the coat and began twirling it around his fingers, later throwing it in the air. I couldn’t tell who it was nor whether it was a same weapon, but the moves seemed familiarly absentminded.

Fuck. If it indeed was Raktkalis – this was the chance I’ve been waiting. More. I’ve been offered a meeting on an even ground. A real one.

There was the monumental downside – I couldn’t begin to conceive the diabolical trappings. I didn’t see any of his men anywhere. Were they already positioned inside of the buildings? Waiting for the order to storm the district?

I had ways around that. Not everyone was keen on traceable dealings online. I could treat this like a confrontation with any other paranoid client, although I would be the distrustful lunatic this time.

Sent further instructions and found myself hoping Raktkalis wouldn’t lose his patience now. Descending into sewers was not for everybody and the twisting paths would take him further away from whatever ambush he’d have planned.

To my surprise, the man on the screen turned, found the correct doors and disappeared through them.

Chewed my lip for several seconds more and also got up to meet my fate, whatever it may be.


15 B

I wasn’t anywhere remotely close to the destination when this shady business had begun. After all, I wasn’t planning on showing up. I rushed ahead, fearing the entitled scion might get sick of waiting and just go home already. It was unbelievable to me he put up this long.

The unbelievable kept on happening. I heard him up ahead. Alone.

Stopped, rethinking all of this. This could be anybody. Another sworn scapegoat, packed tight with explosives all over under that overcoat. Perhaps he wouldn’t have carpet-bombed a city to get a single rat – not outside out Kalanta - but this would be more of a precision hit. Poof and all of his problems would be solved.

“I see you have finally decided against disappointing me,” a low scratchy timbre reached my ears. I must have made too much noise coming in – he too was aware I was nearby. And it was him. Unmistakably.

“You’re missing the assembly,” I expressed my own confusion as to the man’s presence here.

“Wasn’t that your wish?” stern echo replied. It was hard to deny the facts. He then added an actual answer, “Kertus is attending.”

The older brother was here to take the credit and work on his own political capital. An outcome almost tailored to suit my liking. Except that a convenient brother’s presence meant I had been played. There was no squabble between the two. There has been no shootout earlier either. Noose over my neck began tightening and I wondered if it wasn’t too late to bolt.

“What do you want?” I got to the point, already walking backwards. I’d hear the reply anyway. There was no need for me to be present. We could have had this conversation through text!

“Come here!” Raktkalis commanded in a hoarse staff sergeant’s yell and I stumbled. If he kept up with that tone, I would hear him all the way from the street.

Irritation got the better of me and I strode out from my cover to glare at the arrogant git. It was safe, the protective grate hadn’t failed me yet.

“You don’t get t…” I started to say and the phone exploded in my hand. Vital components scattered on the crumbled cement in form of shards and I felt the plastic casing wetly slide out of my palm.

“Shi-ht! Fahk. Youh inh-terhmih-nahble ashohle,” I cursed, immediately forgetting the bared handgun. Probably should have ran for cover instead. I have impulsively overlooked military man’s access to ranged weapons. This hadn’t happened to me before. I hate the face to face meetings.

Witnessing my belated wide-eyed realisation, the soldier smirked and holstered the firearm. First-hand experience of Raktkalis’s abrupt clemency still did not instil much faith in man’s overall mercifulness. At least it was clear he did not want me dead. Not right this second.

I glared at the self-satisfied ass. He ruined my phone. Another one.

“Don’t sulk. You’ve been told.”

This disrespectful scourge of technology owed me so much money.

“That sniper should have done a better job,” I muttered to myself, because it was unlikely soft words would carry over that far.

However, the passage was narrow and grave-still. Whether he caught it in full or deciphered from context, the man heard the sentiment and replied, “The hit was more than adequate. The double is dead.”

“Aih t-tohld youh. I’ve n-noh. Noh-th-thing t-hdo wih it.”

“If you had, we’d be having a conversation in a completely different arrangement.”

“S-soh w-waht dya wahnt?”

“I’ve gone through your database. You do good job digging things up.”

How does he have a… Ah. He plundered warhorse before spearing it. This bloody savage. Encryption wasn’t top-tier, but I had hoped the scion wouldn’t bother with it. There was an incredibly miniscule chance they stumbled upon that client by chance. Alas, world leaders simply had way too much time on their hands.

“Youh owe m-me,” I angrily muttered, “So m-m-much.”

“You’ve opened my vaults. I’m sure that more than covered any supposed dues.”

“I d-didhn’t s-steah-l f-from youh,” I coughed out, appalled. “N-not mohney.”

Turns out, I should have. It wasn’t out of any sort of honour or principle. I only refrained because I thought the man had been far too pernickety not to notice. He did anyway. Of course.

There was moment of scrutiny of my face and then onerous laughter thundered down the passage. Sounds of joy coming from that person sounded menacing and I felt like walking away again. It was also far too loud, but I suppose people screaming at armies had to have a presence.

Guffaw stopped and only the mirth remained. Raktkalis deigned to explain the outburst, “So you’ve paid me without even taking anything. Kregzle.”

That’s one familiar pseudonym.

Well, that explains who’s been leaking Raktkalis’s calendar. Truly a laughable affair. This motherfucker owed me so much. Urge to depart intensified.

Truth of the matter was, “Youh p-pehddle inh-f-fohrmahtion ab-bout youhrsehlf. Youh d-d-desehrve. T-to. G-get shoht.” Why was the idiot surprised?

“I control what they know,” the lordling declared proudly. It was partly true – it did allow the man to escape both my snare and the sharpshooter’s, but it was a conceited stance to have. There were multiple brokers. It was easy enough to cross-reference and still get a reliable picture. Even more so if his information consistently omitted certain facts.

I shook my head instead of a pointless, longwinded explanation. My throat was starting to close up from use. I could even call this sensation a semblance of pain.

Raktkalis probably already suspected as much, because following my substanceless reply he immediately asked, “Who else? What do they know?”

I crossed my arms and stared at the man in disbelief. One of us was being delusional thinking I’d talk to a madman who repeatedly massacred my precious voice boxes. Among other things.

Raktkalis stared at me carefully as if trying to read me. It wasn’t dark - he had a flashlight affixed somewhere at the shoulder. The distance between us was still great to discern much and yet the silent attention felt eerie. Perhaps I merely felt at disadvantage faced with an inscrutable silhouette behind the beam.

A hand with an offering was extended into the spotlight. Another of those sleek, meticulously crafted devices.

“Don’t tell me you want me to throw it,” Raktkalis mocked me knowingly. I wasn’t eager, regardless of another innocent instrument’s life being on the line. Between that and my own, mine still ranked higher.

Raktkalis didn’t want me dead. He won’t easily be able to spirit me away through the grate either. Getting close enough to get slapped wasn’t that big of a deal. I still had my vials.

I walked closer to receive my bribe and as soon as I took it, the alien appendage lashed out. I stepped away, but Raktkalis was faster. Perhaps he was already mid-motion. It was a flurry of movement. I didn’t quite register.

I attempted to yank my restrained hand away, but there was no give. All my muscles were tense - the strange arm flailed too. Raktkalis was stronger. Pale face betrayed concentrated effort, but there was wild glee in his eyes.

I tried to comprehend how there was no blood anywhere on the pale skin. The claw usually was on point with its targets. I saw the weaponised digit neatly folded in and landlocked under the two thumbs. Raktkalis knew exactly how that limb functioned. Perhaps he was the one to originally lop it off.

Madman forced the shaking hand towards his face and rubbed the scales onto his smooth, hairless cheek. Claw struggled to break free to the point of cutting its own palm open. Raktkalis taunted the organic blade further. The grip was painful. I wanted for them both to cease this awkward struggle.

“Here I thought we were starting to get along,” Raktkalis remarked hoarsely, not at all disheartened about an attempt on his life. It was probably one of those things you got used to as the day progressed.

“D-dohn’t,” I croaked out but descended into clenched-teethed whisper, “blame me f-for something you caused.”

Pale face looked at me with some perturbation. His colourless lips moved to ask, “You’re not controlling it?”

I shrugged and strained to explain, “It d-does t-that som-metimes.”

Raktkalis slipped the free hand under my long sleeve and when it refused to roll up any higher, ripped the fabric through. Examined the scar left from the operation. It no longer was clear and circular. Some skin shifted down and other parts – up. Scales throughout grew much lighter in colour and no longer were green. If that keeps up, eventually I won’t need to hide it as meticulously.

Without warning, the eerie man sank his teeth into my bicep with clear intention to rip a good chunk off. I reacted with a punch just in time and only the top layer got scraped off. It still made me want to scream. The scales had far more sensitivity than my human skin ever did.

“You shouldn’t have ran,” madman declared just before sticking his fingers into the open wound to dig between exposed muscles. I tried to wipe that bbizarre grin off his mouth again, but he caught the fist this time and kicked my legs from under me.

“Be still,” towering silhouette commanded to my kneeling form from behind the spotlight. It was a thickly laced threat this time. This was the master who’d bash skulls of devoted servants just for the hell of it. What the fuck was I doing here? I’ll get torn apart, bit by bit.

I absolutely refused to be still. Fell backwards with all my weight and kicked cannibalistic bastard in the jaw. My hand slipped out of his grip and I rolled backwards, skittering further away into the tunnel.

“Fuck. F-fuck-king sick c-cock j-jug-ggler. G-god dammit,” I muttered curses gripping the accursed bite wound behind the corner. Ripped off the ruined sleeve and twined that around. It barely did anything to staunch the oozing. Didn’t even have spare clothes with me! Will need to hide out until late night. Bloody person is bound to attract unwanted attention even more than a mutant.

“You have to go with me,” deranged lunatic managed to hold onto his consciousness and attempted to persuade me to do the unreasonable. He had succeeded before, so it was an understandable course.

“F-f-fohk yoh!” I croaked from the depths of my heart. Today has been going from bad to worse.

“You’ll die,” Raktkalis expressed somewhat cheerfully in that low hoarse croak and it made me shudder. Death was preferable to whatever he’s had planned for me. I got up to leave rather than listen to this nonsense but words caught up to me, “Entity stored some of its brain in there. Once it reaches yours, it’ll take over. We have no way to resist assaults like that. It has to be excised.”

Whose fault exactly was that? I wanted to turn back and punch the rat bastard some more. The bleeding arm desperately reached backwards wanting to do much worse. Even though the words rung alarmingly true, that arrogant dickhead must have taken me for a complete fool.

Instead of screaming more expletives I half-whispered my fury, “Ah just doh-n’t see h-how t-three mohre of t-thehse f-foh-king t-things will sohlve that problem?!”

“I need you to identify my enemies. You can keep whatever that’s yours for as long as that’s useful to me.”

That self-important, entitled little reprobate. He’s got to be kidding me! I croaked out an incredulous laughter. What a most generous offer.

“What else could you possibly want?” he scoffed changing the stance as though in irritation. “You walk in and out of our estates as you please. Use whatever you require.”

I wanted him to stop hounding me. Hadn’t he sort of promised exactly that? Muddled mind had hard time processing through the panic and alarm.

“P-pehrmahn-nently,” I demanded. I wanted to spell it out for the dim-witted highborn, but fuller sentence stuck in my throat like fishbones.

It was unnecessary. I was understood completely. And dismissed. “No,” scion replied simply and taunted further, “You better work hard.”

I uncovered his phone from my pocket and browsed around the settings. Eventually finding rough equivalent of a reader, typed out, “Don’t fucking pretend you’re not desperate yourself, lordling. Hunted man wouldn’t have waited out in the open this long otherwise.” Or any self-respecting dignitary in general. I was willing to bet this was the longest young scion had been ever kept dangling in suspense.

I’ve used the speakers only partly to annoy him. My throat was genuinely killing my will to live. I had expected petulant complaints, but there was only silence. Risking getting it skewered by projectile, poked an eye out of the cover to check whether he was still present. He was.

Cleared my throat several times in preparation to use it again. “W-whaht’s yohr f-fuhgging proh-b-blem with t-tech?”

This device of his scarcely had any information stored on it once again. Sent texts were brief and to the point. No photos. Barely any contacts and none saved. If I hadn’t known better, I would have said he came prepared to give this gadget up.

“None at all.”

I ground my teeth. “W-waht then?”

“I enjoy watching you struggle,” lunatic admitted without any shame. Rich people had way too much free time. Conversation could have been wrapped up already if not for all this stammering I was forced to do.

“D-dah-t’s fine. I t-tahke pleah-suh-re in c-cohsting youh p-prehstige t-too.”

“That is your prerogative,” Raktkalis replied coolly, although I was beyond sure this was a sensitive subject.

“That was almost believable. You’ll make a great politician someday. Not yet, though,” artificial voice jeered flawlessly. Predictably, there was no reply. I hadn’t intended this deliberate insult to receive an answer.

Truth of the matter was – he needed me. More than just as a meaningless toy this reckless boy could dissect at will. Pretend as hard as he might, my interference was a thorn in his otherwise flawless side.

Having calmed down, I supposed this compromise would have to do for now. I decided to let him keep the shreds of dignity and accept the temporary arrangement. Just as he had said, I only need to remain a useful asset. Couldn’t be hard in service of a man everyone was out to trip.

It was time to stop yanking the ear of one of the most powerful people in the region and get back to business. I could be professional. I swear. “What. Hav yeh g-goht. So fahr?” I asked quietly.

“Isn’t that your job?”

“Toh tell youh, w-aht yoh alh-reah-dy k-knohw? No. Youh. Tehll me w-ho. T-to. G-goh aft-ter. I g-get youh. T-th-eir. Aff. Airs.”

“If I knew who was targeting me I’d go after them myself.”

Oh, of that I had absolutely no doubt. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near the site of fallout.

The boy in power wasn’t even aware of the other brokers with access to his affairs. In all likelihood, he ventured out in this field of business very recently. Perhaps only after meeting me.

Still, man of noble birth had resources in his disposition that were far more capable of going after a digital trace than me. I wasn’t a techno wizard in any stretch. I just snuck around by using few tricks such people graciously provided. At a lofty recompense, of course.

I could get him the tail ends of the people selling his data, going down that hole any further would be up to him. Did I really want to sabotage all the convenient springs of such precious knowledge? If it’s between me and them, my wellbeing won. Besides, it appears I was all but invited to trespass on Raktkalis properties. I could look up everything I wanted for free. Selling that was different matter altogether, though. Not something I’d ever dare to risk. Not when we were deliberating end of such peddlers right this moment.

After this affair is wrapped up, I’ll need to stay far away from this man. I can’t show any openings. He will unflinchingly decimate me too. We might have a temporary truce, but the balance was still outstanding between us too.

I felt like suggesting the obvious suspects who’d profit from his demise - the brother, other potential heirs to the name. Held back. Surely the young lord has already considered them and I didn’t want to step on heels of even more Raktkalises anyhow. One was a hefty handful.

“H-hu-h ahrr yer ot-ter b-buyers?” I coughed out scratchily. Really wish this man got down from his high horse already and communicated properly. I wasn’t even legible to myself, but reply came unbidden.

“Houses of Valai and Pakonys. Don’t know exactly who or what they use it for.”

It sure was a pity this man smashed my portable database to component ingredients. I could have looked some bits up right now. Slunk out from my cover to sift through the shards of microchips. Predictably, data card was damaged. I offered a sour expression towards the metal grate. Nobleman was clearly unused to seeing people go through the trash and I additionally rolled my eyes.

Sat back on my heels and forced the memory to work. The surname was familiar. “Vah-lai hahs a lot of d-daught-ters. Two were on sch-coohl’s ro-hster. Coul-hd b-be. As si-hmple. As. An ahdmirer.” Or could be a deliberate attempt to seduce, spy and manipulate.

I stopped to catch my breath and think. Disappointingly, I wasn’t about to dazzle anybody with my natural memory.

“Oth-her one I knohw noh-thing ahb-bout.” Which probably meant they were some nobodies with no business antagonising a general’s household.

“Military family. Nothing out of ordinary.”

Nothing that he could find.

“I’ll loohk ihnto it. D-dat k-kahn’t b-beh all.”

“Isn’t. The rest are small fry or use misdirections similar to your own.”

So he had no way of cracking through that. Good to know. I chuckled cruelly.

Stood up and went back towards the division. Extended the phone to its rightful owner from the very edge of safe distance. Just enough for him to graze a corner with the fingertips. He could of course cut me down for the insolence. Vengeful leftie was waiting for an opening too. Its reach was not always predictable, as per the flexible cartilage instead of a firm bone. I kept it turned away.

Intense expression on Raktkalis also betrayed calculation of malice as he took the phone without as much as looking at it.

I spoke in a loud whisper which was less strenuous, “Climb b-back up and ahccess t-the lohgs. I neehd toh seeh it.” The information requested, timings and even the names on file could offer a hidden message. They could also simply be someone I know.

The tunnels had no connection whatsoever. It was a massive risk to permit this man to go up and potentially mobilise his forces. However, at this point I believed we were playing entirely different game altogether. Besides, exit to my side of barricade was nowhere near here. It was a kind of test.

The coat flapped loudly as he turned and man strode out. Watching his undefended back I was struck by a fact I could have killed him many times over, too. He trusted me enough to show up here, in shadiest part of town. Alone. Climb down to some catacombs. Was this foolhardiness or desperation? Trust or overconfidence?

Wondered if he would return at all. Wasn’t left hanging for long. It’s as though he found connection on the way and didn’t even need to resurface.

I tentatively reached for the tip of the device. He scampishly held it just out of reach.

“Doh yoh want to geht cut?” I gritted out.

“I’ve done you a favour disposing of all that junk you’ve cobbled together,” deathly pale man spoke as if daring me. It failed to hit a nerve. His designer gadgets lacked functionality that mine possessed. I very much doubted this camera would reveal laser trappings.

“Show me,” Raktkalis demanded after the provocation went unheeded.

“Leht goh of youhr blade,” I croaked back at him. Audacity. First he stiches this unholy abomination onto my flesh, then wants to lop it off. Again.

I heard the thick fabric rustle as the other hand slid away and was kept raised at the spotlight. If he wanted to, he’d be quick enough. I had no doubt. I’d need to watch for the sudden moves, even if previous showing already revealed the man who danced with devils was faster than me.

I turned to face Raktkalis with my front and theatrically raised three-fingered appendage to flip the man off. I would not be remotely as brash if there was no barrier between us. I knew that much. He was not somebody to joke about with. This was an impulsive thrill-seeker with no regard for life, perhaps even his own.

Whilst the man has been mesmerised by blatant disrespect, I snatched the device away and walked backwards to the cover.

“It’s not completely unruly,” hoarse statement reached my ears.

“I t-tohld you. I doehs thaht sohmeh-t-tihmes.”

“What were you unhappy about then?”

Unhappy. Unhappy?! Was this idiot for real? “B-b-behcauhz yuh cuht my furghin arm ohff!” I snapped, shouting barely legibly.

“It was mine to do with as I please.”

“Stohp tah-king,” I warned the moron before I decided to simply walk off. Luckily to him, my mind was already too deeply immersed in the data of a novice broker and the crafty punters. The callous cluelessness of upperclassman was easy enough to put on hold.

The pseudonyms didn’t reveal much. Interests of one revealed it might be a rival broker. 

“Wehr did yoh lohse. T-tragh. Ohf,” I coughed, sighed and cleared throat some more. Ended up semi-whispering anyway, “T-track. Of. T-three. Five. Four. Four. One. And. X. Y. A?” I suspected these two entries were from a same individual. Not due to cryptic choices of the names, most were like that. The contents seemed to complement each other.

“Podariakh region.”

Obviously. Couldn’t have been any other way.

“I have bad and even worse news,” I typed out to speak. Didn’t need his answer for this anyway. “Order is likely involved.” That being, foe was multigenerational assassin cult and source of original commission was shrouded even further away than normal.

“I thought you wouldn’t be telling me what I already know,” scion mocked. “Doesn’t that make things simpler for you? Go forth, bring me the heads of my enemies like you promised.”

Right. This bastard still mistakenly thought I was of the Order. I had also admitted as much under duress. Perhaps that was the entire reason he bothered with this whole arrangement.

“Aih faihntly rehcall yoh declih-nihng daht ohf-ffer wih-th ah b-bone saw,” I attempted to tone down the unreasonable expectations. I was no assassin on best of days. I’ve left before finishing that branch of education.

Sighed tiredly, still going through the endless log of meaningless detail. It would indeed be piece of cake to simply waltz back and ask around about contracts. Had I still been one of them.

“It reached my ears somewhat late. I was getting chewed out about some destroyed property at the time.”

Destruction of electronics and machinery was a serious crime. Resource scarcity and import struggles made that a national matter. Somebody as rich as him might not even be aware, but to common folk any gadget was a symbol of status. An heirloom. Damaged vehicle should have gotten the attention. I was glad this vicious yob got reprimanded for once – especially since I was the one at fault there.

Regardless, the development was shocking anyway. Although this was the whole purpose of organically climbing through the ranks, it was baffling somebody actually dared to slap a potential future general on the wrist. Whoever it was, it was nice never knowing them. Brave soul.

Or all of it was a blatant, stacked lie. After all, Raktkalis had already suspected my supposed origin beforehand and decided to expunge it with vengeance anyway. Wasn’t his word supposed to be the law?

I tapped the device apprehensively. So perhaps this politician-in-making hasn’t outright resorted to falsehoods, but phrasing in that statement could be brought to question nevertheless. Might need to be wary of double entendre with this man.

I wanted to ask about so many things. In general, and about that day. Why were there only two soldiers guarding? Why was I kept awake? Why was the pursuit so delayed? Why hadn’t he rained down various calamities in my path? During and afterwards. A lot of things could have been much harder, but it almost felt like I was provided an opportunity to save my miserable ass.

I could not utter any of that. Whether true or not, it didn’t matter. Far too easy to twist coincidence into a convenient story.

Having gleamed enough surface knowledge from offline data, I got up to get closer to the patiently waiting predator on the other side of bars. There still were things to settle and I couldn’t for the life of me make another loud sound. I didn’t enjoy making all that god-awful noise to begin with. This man humiliated me enough for one day.

“At w-what capacity am I still being pursued?” I breathed out the unpleasant whisper.

Man’s deep-set stare lit up with glee when he caught up. “What, you mean by the law? You’re not.”

I scowled smelling ratshit. There was no way the grid disruption and bogus slaughter at the city centre has been forgotten.

Reading my broadcasting expression, Raktkalis went on in that low grating tone, “Perpetrator the disguises of whom are so seamless that nobody could share two coinciding insights about? Good luck tracking that down.”

I pointed at the man, indicating that elusive nobody who shamelessly squealed pure facts.

Raktkalis dismissed the accusation with an offhanded slash of his blade as he spoke, “I didn’t have enough manpower, so took it to my CO. That’s not about to repeat.”

Pale man was absently throwing his new short sword and catching it by the blade. It wasn’t yet flawless. I took joy in that. Silently.

He went on, “Besides, somebody has been apprehended for tampering with the power grid a long time ago. As a data broker you should really be more aware of these things. They’re in the news.”

If the news were worth anything, I wouldn’t have any business. This also sounded awful lot like I failed to spring a snare. He wanted me to feel emboldened and safe. I smirked, drawing a tear down the cheek with a finger in response.

Chewed on my lip thoughtfully. If he was to be believed, I got the answer I sought. The law wasn’t after me - but someone else had still been on the lookout.

“L-lord Raktkalis. If you want t-those details fast. I need to travel unobstructed,” I whispered out in the leaden, stifling basement air.

“Haven’t you already been doing that?” nobleman side-eyed me with a probing glare. Future ruler wanted answers, but he had already delved far too deep in these dark waters. I couldn’t drown the pest, but I wasn’t about to assist him either.

Warlord’s blade stopped its motion - handle in fist. I was sure I was just far enough to be out of reach, and yet an urge to step backwards was as intense as his stare. Even after all this deliberation and copious future plans, I felt I could be killed as easily as a roach on the wall.

Man-sized monster grinned with his teeth as if sensing that fear.

“It’s not fast,” I mouthed carefully.

Tip of the blade reached for my throat. It was still some ways off, but my head followed the upward motion anyway, as if it’s been right under the chin. Our eyes met.

“You shan’t be impeded by me.”

Promising, but I needed to be certain. Better here in a controlled environment than the crowded open space. Hunching in, I stepped forward. Not a lot, just enough to lose a nose. Detrimental to my craft, but not lethal. Raktkalis could, of course, make that extra effort and find a way, but he could also just shoot me. Essentially I was giving this huntsman just enough rope to hang himself. I needed to see what he’ll do with me within his grasp. I didn’t relish experiencing another bite, but it was preferable to know what comes after that.

Wide crazed eyes watched tip of the blade touch my skin and slowly squinted in delight. “You know, I really liked my previous dagger.”

It was my turn to narrow my gaze, but with hateful irritation. Muttered, “I was ext-tremely attached to my arm too.”

Such reminder made bloodthirsty lord bare teeth in a glee and he lowered the short sword. After sheathing his blade, Raktkalis deliberately crossed arms. Invitation – a dare, really – to step nearer was clear. Whether purposefully or by accident, the man read my intention perfectly.

I had absolutely no doubt he could draw a weapon before I’d even notice. This was a deceptive acquiescence. Was this highborn even capable of submission? Complete dismissal of his commanding officers suggested a negative.

Muttered few curses under my breath. Gripped the chewed up arm to keep my flesh ripper at bay too and braved ahead.

Raktkalis didn’t lunge at me, nor did my point of view drastically change to observe the concave ceiling. Thoughtful soldier remained still where he stood. The arm was fighting to break free and most of my attention began trickling towards keeping it at bay. Mental commands to countermand its will were a constant bother.

Having gotten my answer, I made a move to step backwards into a more relaxed state. That’s when a hardy, calloused palm clasped around my neck. As expected, I had time to get startled only after the fact. Not my alien limb, though. It properly rested on Raktkalis’s throat. My concentration to keep him alive skyrocketed to unknown heights. Maniacal grin did not encourage continued effort. He enjoyed this. It was painfully clear he could have prevented this retaliation.

Having given this realisation just enough time to blossom, unpredictable man shoved me away.

“Anything else, broker?” he rasped out with those bloodied lips and it subtly reminded me - the lord had unreasonable amount of matters to attend to even on a normal day.

I shook my head and that seemed to conclude the business. Devious officer gave me a barely recognisable mock salute and stalked out. “Start with the Arvels,” dull instruction followed.
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After making sure he spoke truth and that my various visages weren’t still actively circulating on the wanted posters, I started using intercity transport more. It was daunting to enter a train station and purchase the tickets like a normal passenger no matter how many times I’ve done it now. The act was highly unusual. So much so, I was more nervous than when trespassing. In a way, this was that and more. I was placing trust in words of a maniac who had hunted me for years and even cut off an arm.

Naturally, there were easier ways to corner me. He could have shot both of my knees back in the tunnel and simply waited for his people to break through the rusted bars. My faith was founded on a cornered man’s desperation. After all, I was far more useful unleashed upon the unsuspecting world.

Still, this experience was something else entirely. My chemically dulled alien arm twitched at every man and woman that passed by too close. Luckily, there never were a lot of these adventurous daredevils. Nevertheless, I worried that such jitteriness will get me hauled off one of these times, questioned and found out - as a mutant if not the heinous outlaw.

Service dogs were blissfully unaware of the reek of wilderness that inevitably clung to my left appendage. I all but bathed it in the scent neutraliser. Much like hair cream, this by-product made from the invasive animals was illegal – but still widely available. Hell, the army used it to hide themselves out there.

At least nobody would question the substances in my vials. All manner of weapons were permitted in the very likely event of stranding among the beasts. My nervous disposition didn’t seem out of place either. Everyone was tense. I wasn’t the only one with mild distaste for travelling.

I also had the new phone number of my lord client to bail me out as a very last resort. I was never going to use it. Just a feeling he’d merely send someone to shoot me for the incompetence. I’d rather just perish silently on my own. Didn’t need such pedestrian failings publicised.

Even with passages expedited by traversing in an actual seat, gathering intelligence still wasn’t a quick affair. A lot of people wanted a piece of Raktkalis for one reason or another. I was provided a list of households to look into. As nobody was entirely upright, their motivations for ire would only grow further if Raktkalis was to start revealing the secrets I fetched. The amount of political capital accumulating in his hands was a bit worrisome. Not that I wasn’t selling some of it on the side.

That said, identities of those who would resort to hiring killers were still shrouded in mystery. Worst of all, I still hadn’t come up with a way to catch the tail end of my more successful counterparts. Wonder if the callous princeling was about to lose patience. There never was a reply to the updates I forwarded. Disconcerting, but he did have aversion to remote conversing.

Why did I bother with this anyway? Nobody of substance was actively pursuing me anymore. Nothing was stopping me from just boarding long distance hauler and disappearing from this region whatsoever. Raktkalis would eventually get assassinated, solving that end of my problems too.

I really could just leave. Wonder if the thought ever crossed his mind. My abrupt disappearance probably didn’t even factor in. I was a useful tool; entertaining distraction to chase down in free time.

Blank cheque was nice, I suppose.

Why was I even trusting that he was graciously allowing me the passage? My plundered documents were all in order. There was nobody living to report them missing. The appearance was adjusted accordingly. The deadweight on my left side was an unfortunate giveaway, but it was cold and a lot people wore gloves. Not even Raktkalis could afford to reinforce every terminal. Not just yet.

During long hours spent in transit I had nothing else to do but ponder my life choices like that.

“Meet me at your convenience,” I read a notice in Kregzle’s profile. There were no direct ways to contact me. I still kept all my other details secret, especially anything that could be tracked by location.

Tapped finger on the side of a reassembled device. Surely, Raktkalis would rather I finished the business I was already in the process of. Going back now would be inefficient, especially considering I’d need to return and complete this anyway. If there was new and urgent information he’d just tell me here, right?  Nobody was that stuck up. Or were they?

Vision of the arrogant twat striking a tardy servant down came to my mind. It didn’t seem urgent. At my convenience sounded very much like not his. Asking was probably moot anyway. He wouldn’t reply, if it would be read at all. I had my doubts.

Alarmed and irritated, I checked man’s supposed itinerary. My access to his brokering interface had not been rescinded for practical purposes, but I used it for self-interest too. Raktkalis was traipsing all around the region these days too. You’d think a man with target on his bald cranium would sit put.

Most of these had to be doubles. Order assassins probably sussed out as much because there haven’t been further inquiries. With the death of an impersonator the reliability of this broker was put into question. Certainly no longer worth the price he was asking. Well, I was not here to manage a lordling’s underground affairs. In fact, I needed to sink this side hustle of his somehow.

Raktkalis’s entourage would be here in Z4 in a week. That gives me time to look into the intended target and find out whether Kalantan lord really was here. I could simply walk up to the front door, but ending up faced with clueless double just didn’t seem like healthy thing to do. Besides, I really wasn’t front door kind of girl.

Even if this was Raktkalis, how would such appointment be explained away in the eyes of the staff or wider public? A nobody straight off the street having an audience with general’s prospect. No, this was meant to be a clandestine meeting. I was nearly sure of it.

Sneaking into a property beforehand and leaving behind a bug would reveal the resident to me. Trespassing was simple enough whilst the owners were absent, because guard contingent travelled alongside the personage. As of now, stationed security albeit formidable, was not nearly as overwhelming as it could be.

The difference to skulking around on Raktkalis turf in Kalanta and the Zones, was that here the rich people’s residences were crammed into high-rises. It was both blessing and a curse. Less room for error, bigger pool of inter-institutional mix-up. My current Kalantan visage was exactly the look to open many doors in this situation. Or so I thought. It did indeed make several whispered conversations simpler. Central residents have been curious about novelty from a province. But that was about it.

A week and a day later I have decided it would be against my best interests to storm the residence. I hadn’t even been able to deliver the digital ear. Dropping it off at concierge in a form of a letter wasn’t fruitful endeavour either. Their chamberlain was far too scrupulous. One had to be in Raktkalises’ employ, I suppose.

The good news was that the young lord had brought an unreasonable amount of meatheads along. Their complex armour was great place to lose hardware in – and it didn’t even need to be imperceptible. Whilst soldiers weren’t privy to any secrets, their chatter has been a fount of knowledge nevertheless. Changes in routine were remarked upon. New protocols and adjusted procedures were discussed.

A week and two days later I tiptoed through dark and empty governmental corridors. It was after hours, closer to the morning. I waited to make sure all diligent paper pushers and janitorial staff alike were away. I had no guarantee Raktkalis was here, but even if I was wrong – I knew he would be eventually.

I leafed through some timetables earlier and found an influx of surnames with some bogus appointments. Conference rooms were booked with no notes scribbled underneath. Everyone who wanted to, had already known Kalantan delegation was in town. This miniature attempt to be cryptic was piteous. Bureaucrats in the central lands were far too complacent. I had gotten used to the standard of people who answered for a job with their lives. This was a nice change of pace.

Even though mysteriously vacated director’s office had a separate rooms for respite, I headed upstairs towards tell-tale shuffling of heavy boots. Topmost floors had leisure facilities and guest quarters. A place as good as any to settle in for the night. A bit more tricky to reach too, but not insanely so. Pompously built government house had a stupid amount of ornamental ledges.

I could have waited in the office. However, with bookkeeping here as messy as it was, I could not be sure when or where exactly Raktkalis would pop up. It would also be less than ideal if he walked in on me loitering with some esteemed company in tow. I’d very much hate that.

A living room would be a passable compromise. If he indeed was here, although my suspicions were strengthening by the minute.

I wasn’t extremely familiar with affairs of great houses, but I’ve seen my share of living arrangements for officers. The young captain didn’t adhere to his pay grade at all. The top floor apartments were decked out. I suppose they were outfitted to house an overworked visiting top echelon, but he wasn’t yet it. The unabashed abuse of privilege was mesmerising.

Heavy boots ceaselessly patrolled outside as I silently crept through soft carpet. I really should have just sat on the sofa or went to rummage around, but faint rustle and careful steps of bare feet revealed the host wasn’t yet asleep or perhaps had already wakened. Two. There were two people breathing behind that door. Neither sounded a slightest bit agitated.

I stood at an open doorway and stepped no further. He was hiding with blade drawn right behind the slab of wood. Walking further would spell my death.

However, letting Raktkalis imagine he’s undertaking in a successful ambush was laughable too.

Instead of sprinkling itchy powder over the door, I tossed the whole corked bottle.

Plink.

It flew out through the closed window and edge of the blade dug beneath my jaw. Perhaps I should have just called out instead of attempting to school the man about futility of hiding from Order-trained assassins. With this speed he had little to worry about anyhow.
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“I expected you days ago,” Raktkalis reprimanded dourly over an unrelated triviality instead of being mad about disturbance in the dead of night. Perhaps the matters have been compounding.

He didn’t seem like a person to be moved by apologies, so I whispered without bobbing my throat, “We don’t all have helicopters at our disposal, my lord.”

I felt sharp edge beneath my skin. Just a little more abuse and this farce of forcing me to use vocal cords will have to be forgotten.

Blade lowered as if conceding and started a lazy dance. A turned down stare examined my getup that still sported some Kalantan traits. It was far more difficult to meet those eyes without a safety net in between us, so I averted my gaze towards the other source of noise. It was one of those creatures. Former person. Round face with dainty features, now disfigured by a spiky arrangement. I don’t think it could see anymore.

“Surely, this didn’t work twice,” the blade eventually gestured towards my epilated scalp. He sounded pissed, in that calm before the storm sort of way. However, I reasoned that wasn’t aimed at me. Were some Kalantan soldiers about to take an involuntary dive through a window?

“Noh. This was for the locals,” I omitted softly. He didn’t need to know about the identities I’ve stolen for the expedited traversing.

“Mm,” the imposing lord grunted, squinting menacingly at me. I could not read the sentiment behind it. Thrilled to be an exotic novelty or was he mentally cutting down the central blabbermouths? Mm, perhaps the thought process was transparent after all.

Raktkalis sauntered closer in. So much so, I could smell the oil and gunpowder of his chest piece armour. The streetlamp lighting was quite lacking. The man slept with an added precaution in these turbulent times. Had he slept at all? To hear me coming was an accomplishment. I walked silently enough to fool my own ears.

“Your arm is better behaved today,” he remarked strolling by after having giving it just enough time to get cut.

“As I’ve told you…” I whispered out without needing to strain. It was a blessing the awed world always stood still in this man’s presence.

I insinuated a blatant lie, but he didn’t need to know the details. For his own sake, as well my continued health. The left arm was heavily medicated with paralytics, yet it still strained to move. Albeit I was worried over the mutation’s progress, I did not need my new organic blade acting out today. That would get me carted out and into another operating room. I’ll do something about that on my own terms. Eventually. The process didn’t seem fast. It barely advanced in a year.

“Did you kill my attendants?” man in a partial armour strolled towards two limp bodies. His sleeveless arms were a sight to behold. I don’t know how I ever mistook that physique for an exaggerated sham.

“They are alive,” I uttered softly through my confusion. Raktkalis cast a disdainful look towards the napping serfs as though the fact was irrelevant, then looked at me incredulously.

“What other minor nuisance is to befall me then?” he asked me with exaggerated thrill in the voice, as though it was inconceivable for me to forego inflicting a dose of irritants upon this poor, undeserving soul.

All my vilest efforts were insignificant enough to amount to mere amusement for the rich bastard. I grit the teeth before speaking, “We have a mutual truce, my lord.”

“Was it like that?” he pondered deeply, glancing up at the carved wood ceiling. And indeed, not a word has been spoken about the harm I’ve caused or cessation of it. “Pity. It gave me so much to look forward to.”

So this was a one-sided arrangement. His grace was granted. My participation - one way or the other - was optional. I itched to shatter a bottled plague at his feet, but I was not entirely suicidal – yet. Sight of Raktkalis lifting up ragdoll of a servant by the neck and shaking her to wakefulness had a calming effect.

“There are always the assassins, my lord,” silent whisper hid the simmering anger in a sufficient manner. I hoped.

He grinned wider as if sensing my discontent anyway. “I jest. Receiving conflicting orders was pretty bad. I’ve wondered - do you even know where you’ve sent me the first time?” he asked raspily and when I ambiguously shrugged, shouted, “Guard!”

Two fully armoured giants dropped in within seconds and immediately aimed at me. Before I leapt out of the window in a surge of panic, Raktkalis stabbed an armpit of one and riffle was sent flying from a limp grip. The other guy immediately lowered the weapon and stood at attention instead.

“Gauntlet. Everyone on this detail. Eight to remain,” he barked out an order and two subordinates vacated premises even faster than they’ve come in.

“Want to go watch?” Raktkalis turned back at me, loudly crushing fingers of the other serf by stepping on them. Muffled protest of almost-wakefulness gradually escalated into a barely contained groan. There would be no pitched screaming in Raktkalis’s esteemed presence.

I tensely shook my head.

“Good choice. It’s so repetitive.”

Lord violently discarded the servant he was still holding up. “Serve us food,” he commanded without looking at the terrified faces behind him. Dazed girls tripped over themselves to get up and rushed out to comply.

“It’s called Bowels of Hell for a reason. My troop has never been this close to a complete annihilation,” Raktkalis went on as though no interlude took place. “However, thanks to this rare opportunity we’ve reclaimed another patch of our scorched earth. Pity it’s been put under Sezses’s supervision due to proximity. I don’t think they’ll hold it for long.”

Raktkalises really couldn’t have done much with blackened outcrop on the exact opposite side of region. Still, boon to this name had to persevere.

“What about t-the d-dehsertion charge?” I contributed a shred of my own curiosity to this wildfire of a conversation. Perhaps a wrong thing to ask, but the strangely tense air couldn’t sour much further. In fact, it made scion chuckle.

“You didn’t hear? The blame has been cast on colonel who supposedly issued the nonsensical command. Allegation of attempt on my, and loss of many other lives are under investigation.”

Had the fabrication been discernable as fake, it wouldn’t have worked. However, now it looked far too legitimate to cast an unpleasant shadow on this diligent soldier like I’ve planned.

Great, neither side of that sword cut its intended target. Worse – made him out some sort of a hero, whilst somehow stabbing me in the process. I really hope the colonel in question wasn’t as vindictive as the usual bunch.

The ice that hid within those shadowed eyes told me the ordeals I tossed his way weren’t sidestepped as easily as portrayed. I too could read this murderous man on occasion. Perhaps it wasn’t too late yet to jump out of that window? Or the doors. Not like there was any security detail anymore to stop me. What the fuck was I doing here anyway?

Raktkalis wiped the bloodied short sword onto a towel that miraculously manifested in his hand and sheathed it. Strode towards a light leather couch and didn’t break out in hives upon touching a surface that wasn’t black.

“Would you like a drink?” scion offered and ghosts behind him opened a cabinet stacked with selection of fine alcohols for me to choose from. It was spellbinding to watch servants soundlessly float around to accomplish their tasks. People usually weren’t like that.

My eyes ran over the brimming shelves. It’s likely I wouldn’t be fed sedatives or poison, but even a simple inebriation wasn’t desirable during this fine balancing act. Still didn’t quite know what this was about. Shook my head negative again.

“I don’t partake either,” Raktkalis commented agreeably and waved it closed.

Did he too worry about additional substances finding their way into his bloodstream?

“The taste not quite to your liking, my lord?” I attempted a light-hearted jab towards scion’s genteel sensibilities instead of feeding this heavy tranquillity.

“The bitter taste… of consequences. Indeed, I don’t quite enjoy it,” he rasped out. That sounded like a memorable party, as well as about all I’d be hearing about it. 

Whatever the case, rising star of Kalanta was a lightweight. I found it unexpectedly endearing. It was also an accusation I would be taking to my much belated grave.

Man tapped his knee twice and a four-legged former person trot forth. The blinded mutant sat nearby and laid its head on the indicated thigh. Knobby hand rested amongst the embedded living spikes.

I waited for the lordling to get to whatever business I’ve been summoned for, but surreal silence stretched. Felt very much like my turn to say something, but was I permitted even to speak unprompted? My etiquette lessons were more than slightly bit dusty. What even was the procedure for barging in in the middle of the night?

Lordling seemed relaxed enough, caressing the offensive spikes in that manner. The former person didn’t appear to be entirely miserable. Content, even. She has also been extremely young. What outstanding lawless career did she have, which unforgivable atrocity has the girl managed to commit against the callous prince to deserve this fate?

That was supposed to be me.

That could have been me.

It still might.

Whether due to its own inner workings or my own unrest, the alien arm relentlessly kept on trying to be rid of its chemical shackle.

“What did she do?” I whispered the question, unable to bear oppressive ambiance much longer. 

Man raised his eyes. They narrowed as if trying to decipher my words. Didn’t quite manage to grasp it and he asked, “How do you mean?”

I uncomfortably gestured towards my twitching limb and explained, “Surely. Fate reserved for the worst enemies.”

Pale prince’s maniacal face lit up brilliantly as understanding dawned upon him.

“The opposite,” he grated out and looked down onto mutilated, mutated charge. “It’s the exact opposite,” man added in a much softer tone. Words contained affection and revealed the truth. Raktkalis really thought so. He didn’t do this out of spite. He liked the bizarre creature in his care, and perhaps even favoured the girl that came before.

If that’s what the princeling did to the people he liked, what on earth befell those he abhorred?

He went on, “Why would I bestow my enemies anything, above all – something so lethal? These bodies are far superior. Stronger, versatile.”

Also inhuman, compromised, deranged. Nobody could keep their full mental faculties living like that. I didn’t dare utter my misgivings. The future ruler did not care for such trivialities. The only thing which mattered in this equation was his satisfaction. Subjectively, I didn’t disagree. The splice had a blade’s edge appeal. The altered appearance sang of lethal danger. Animalistic moves enhanced it.

“Aren’t you Kalantans all about retaining humanity?” I quietly asked instead. Their pale visage and the skyrocketing mortality was not entirely due to the heavy industries their cities were based upon. They were actively poisoning even the most miniscule infections.

“Just because I can’t have it, doesn’t mean I can’t grant it,” he spoke and it was hard to hold the steely gaze. I didn’t look away. My crippling, homicidal disability was meant to be a most generous gift. Truly, nobody else could have bestowed it and I loathed this man for it. I just hoped my face didn’t betray it.

Changed the topic. “Where’s the rest of them?”

Last time I’ve laid my eyes on these abominations, there were several. And the eyeless weren’t among them.

His expression didn’t even flicker as he pronounced, “Dead. I’ve killed them.”

So much for the fondness towards his abominable mutants. It was suddenly very stuffy, although one window had hole through it and other was wide open to air out the sleeping gas I unleashed earlier.

“Why?” my accursed lips moved on their own to wonder. After all, this psychopath wasn’t the type to get bored of things that caught his fancy.

Did I utter it too quietly this time? No answer was forthcoming.

I desired desperately to escape the subject, but there was one more thing to ask, “My lord, do you still have remaining parts of the green creature?”

Affixed gaze narrowed with undisclosed intentions. “I do. Why?”

Good question. What now? I couldn’t ask to return whatever that’s left to a grieving widow. That would be a problem even if that wasn’t an invisible snake. Independent settlements that coexisted with the wilderness were about as desirable as the invasive animals themselves. Can’t make it known I want it handed over to me either, because that went so well with warhorse the last time we’ve been in this situation. I’d probably receive a pile of ash. Talking fauna would not appreciate that the next time I’m outside.

I’ll have to be content with a simple confirmation.

“Considering setting it ablaze,” I muttered at the expense of sounding rude in regards to his most gracious gifts.

Princeling languidly stood up. It was a captivating to watch this self-assured predator even when nobody was guarding his door. It was an image I’ve already seen dozens of times come to life. I much preferred to be distanced from this deceptively peace.

Raktkalis walked by eerily close to whisper in my ear, “You would have made a good Kalantan.” Man’s palm ran through my bald scalp. I had an inclination to duck, but stopped myself from flinching away. As long as the calloused hand didn’t grip a blade in it, I would not entice it either.

He walked off, resuming, “If a little hypocritical. After all, you already carry something outlandish. Say, how did that happen?”

My mouth opened to deny and lie, but thankfully no practised words came out. He either had the test results from the operating room, or concluded as much from our encounters.

I really hoped this wouldn’t be asked.

“It d-doehsn’t have t-to hahve hahppened in any special way. I go out a lot,” I forced out whilst nervously playing with the vials inside the pocket.

Turned to follow the princeling and found him glaring down at the table. In Raktkalis household, the servants ate first for whatever reason. Perhaps poisoning has been somewhat of an issue.

Man’s furrowed brow momentarily flashed towards me, “Curious that, too. Civilian surviving out there.”

How? Luck. Cheap tricks and copious amounts of luck. However, the line of inquiry finally revealed to me – polite small talk was done. Real questions have begun. Those about the place which raised me.

After none of the cowering white ghosts perished on the spot, Raktkalis sat down and nodded for me to take a seat before him. There might have been eyebrow movement involved but absent feature kept its secrets. “Join me,” he added.

My legs carried me closer. A feast had been laid out at this predawn hour. One could clearly observe dishes that have been sampled and quick glance revealed to me that it has been all of them. My assumption about tasting for poison was on point. Still, if that’s what the girls in white body bags got to enjoy daily, their voluntary servitude was understandable. After all, Kalanta wasn’t prosperous. Not to an average citizen.

“You’re vegetarian?” my acuity suggested and nosiness got the better of me. My keen perceptiveness also noted all of the ghosts grow tense. Raktkalis’s stare could cut, too. Before heads could roll over an imagined criticism I sat down and rushed to gloss it over, “Me too.”

He grinned wide as if sensing my flustered lie and enjoying it. “I’m not. Not at home,” man rasped.

I nodded along. It was impossible to trust processing plants to use only the local meat. Even under best of intentions, it was far too much effort to police the health of cattle. If something extra chose to grow on top of the steak-to-be, the better. It simply was not a problem in large settlements. Supplementary provisions from wild beasts used to be the main dish. It kept humanity from cannibalism for decades.

Still, young lord’s fussiness was hilarious. What was he consuming during the expeditions? Field rations weren’t gourmet, nor did they cater to anyone’s sensibilities. Soldiers cooked edible parts of their indescribable kills more often than not. Did the grouchy, famished captain disapprovingly watch everybody have fun from the shadows? I managed to keep my face neutral instead of breaking out in amusement.

“Would you like something in particular? Speak. It shall be found,” Raktkalis went on, pretending to be gracious host and encouraging me to live a life of excess. Of course it would be the unfortunate serfs who’d have to go knocking onto the closed stores at 5 in the morning. Such existence filled with an utter indifferent towards all the rest was inspiring.

And yet, disappointing myself the most - I saw no need of it. The table was brimming with cheeses, breads, and even exotic fruit. There was coffee, for fuck’s sake. That alone would have cost me a solid file.

Besides, this wasn’t a simple luncheon with friends. I didn’t put it behind the man to present me with a leg fresh off his sergeant either. As a threat, or a joke – didn’t matter. It was a solid possibility. I didn’t need to go down that route. We’d talk and I’d go.

Pushing aside the fact that this man’s death would benefit me too, got down straight to the business, “The Order will always unerringly locate your presence. Hiding in ambush is pointless. They’ll hear you – at very least.”

Cutlery was laid out in an unnecessarily convoluted and abundant manner. I have been taught how to use all that and in what order, however one-handed life was not so dignified.

Picked up a bun half of which was already cut off and clumsily smeared butter whilst it joyfully slid around the plate. Raktkalis watched the inept moves with an unpleasant spark in them. Or maybe just raptly listened to meagre information I was willing to divulge on this precious subject.

I went on, “Most will have additional ways to sense the surroundings.”

“How?” was a logical follow-up. I hoped he wouldn’t ask. I simply didn’t know. Shook myself out of the stupor when I realised something else entirely was being spoken, “What’s wrong with your arm now?”

Raised my face to look at the wide, maniacal eyes. I guess there were worse topics to be discussing.

“Nothing, my lord,” I stated firmly, staring back at the man’s demand to yield. Added an explanation, “Three b-backwards prot-trusions aren’t deft either way.”

“You can tell me or make it more entertaining,” he remarked and the words chilled me. This warning was more courtesy than he’s given to men who have been guarding him.

This was not a friendly meeting. I was sitting in front of a guy who got everything he wanted. I had to hope the next thing he wants won’t be an impromptu excision. The teeth marks took a while to stop actively bugging me.

Fuck. “It’s t-tehmp-porarily p-paralysed. I’d have hated t-to g-give someone here an awk-kward shave.”

“How thoughtful,” he drawled out and outstretched an arm in expectation. It was his dominant one, leaving free one less likely to wield the blade. If I suspected intention to butcher me again, I would not have complied. As it was now, I pulled out a small bottle and put it in front of me. My own threat visible, lifted out the deadweight and placed it over the table with graceless thud.

Raktkalis knowingly taunted the incapacitated limb. The green protrusions wasted no time ineffectually lashing out. Sluggishly, but relentlessly. Man caught the claw without effort and forced the finger’s soft cartilage away and under the thumbs. I could tell the alien arm remembered its tormentor and was bent on exacting vengeance. And yet here I was, just sitting like an absolute fool. Did I need to lose my whole body to get serious too?

“You’ve had that before, but never used it. Makes me wonder…” with his free hand Raktkalis grabbed the meanest knife out of collection and spun it between fingers adeptly. I recoiled but the grip was firm. If I struggle more there will be a mess and I’d still be trapped.

Or I could just splash man’s face with the deadly poison. He clearly thought me incapable. Do I tell this pompous prick he’s sitting here merely due to an unfortunate accident? Would only sound like an excuse.

Raktkalis put down the knife he was holding and picked up a smaller one. Speared another bun over the claw and spread the butter over it. I was then permitted to retract my sluggish appendage.

“Thank you,” I whispered, pulling bread off the confused hook and piling condiments on top.

“So, they’ve given you otherworldly hearing and not much else,” Raktkalis seamlessly got back to business. His deduction was irritatingly on point, regardless of my attempt to be vague. Although perhaps the man tried to empathise he’s given me something supposedly valuable too. I didn’t comment. It benefitted me more if he thought I had several yet unseen secrets in my bag of tricks. “Is that why you’ve left them too?”

The bite got lodged in my dry throat. He sure was the king of tough questions.

Did I even mention that? I thought he still assumed I was part of them. I was now eager to get back to discussing Order in general terms. Handled my near-death experience with dignity and cawed, “P-pahrtially, my lord.”

I don’t know why I was being truthful. I waited to be pressed for the details I wouldn’t speak. The lord was still chewing, so I decided to move the conversation into safer waters, “Finest acolytes will have ways to influence the environment. Plunging everything into darkness or drowning a room.”

I was about to bring up the sniper being entirely someone else, possibly military, but my amateurish distraction did not work. The steely-eyed lord was not dissuaded from pursuing an injured calf, “Do you resent your enriched hearing, then?”

“Noh,” I admitted begrudgingly. Since this inquiry wasn’t getting dropped anytime soon I explained, “I resent the chances of suhrvival.”

Not only it took a skilled surgeon, but the implants didn’t always agree with their new hosts too. The foreign life forms were of a completely different makeup, for one. Sometimes it meant a simple death, other times affixed organism kept on ceaselessly mutating the human.

“These finest acolytes must be far and few in between,” he remarked. The guess was on-point. Raktkalis went on making accurate assessments, “They’re not savages, then.”

Given the prevalence of modifications, that would have been the correct first assumption.  Independent settlements had ways of mutating naturally. I’ve also heard of guardian beasts exacting the biochemical manipulation onto the living creatures nearby. As it was, the assassin organisation’s treatments were as crude and basic as those performed by Raktkalis’s butchers.

“Tell me, which city is harbouring this peculiar rogue group?”

“Iht’s not like that,” I descended into a mutter. Had it been this simple, I’d have given this dangerous individual an address and would have washed myself off this case.

“Not in this region?” he asked in a low rasp.

I shook my head but realised I’ve been out of loop for years. Added, “They might be.”

Having finished my sandwich, I sat tensely and waited for physical manifestation of displeasure, brought forth by my glaring insufficiency. I was prepared to bolt. There was an entire table between us, it would give me a precious second of head start.

Raktkalis didn’t seem to be wrestling with his limited patience and just remarked, “For a so-called assassin organisation they’re surprisingly difficult to get a hold of.”

“They… they’re not t-that.” A common misconception. So much so, they were synonymous with it. However, reality was somewhat different. “Theyh choohse who to contact and which rec-quests to t-take even then.”

“In which case that’s just interference from foreign regions. Who could they be backing now?” he pondered out loud.

I coughed softly to interject the precious rumination, “It might not be that. They could be in the process of choosing.”

Raktkalis smirked at my misguided optimism. “Visit me in Pliena. I’ll show you what I do to my enemies.”

Alarming sentence, but perhaps not when spoken in that happy tone. “Youh c-cauh-ght sohmeone?” I exclaimed in a fuller voice and it made me cringe. Why was the bastard barraging me with the inquiries then? He had perfectly fine prisoner to squeeze for answers. Cross-checking?

“Yes, few weeks ago,” he waved to dismiss my enthusiasm. That explained his increased sense of self-preservation. “Not a big talker. I am actually quite impressed. Never seen anything like it.”

Should I dispel the mystique? Had to be due to the numbed nerves, although mental fortitude of anyone under Raktkalis’s care was their own business. Trait encouraged and cultivated within the Order, but nevertheless. It was impossible to work with something that was never there.
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Discussion went on for hours. Mostly business, but with some trivialities intermixed too. I still mindfully held my tongue more often than not, but conversation was unfairly relaxed nevertheless. It had no right to be. Not with petrified servants in all corners and especially not with the four-legged abomination freely traipsing around.

However, when unchallenged, the lord’s manic demeanour was toned down enough to falsely lull one into a repose. He almost seemed like any other person. Almost. The restless, vigilant look in shadowed eyes and tense straight back even which felt most natural to the freakishly pale warlord betrayed some special circumstance surrounding him. Still, the competent officer shone through as he was debriefing me about details on the reports I’ve sent and those I was still in the process of compiling. I held in a smirk upon confirmation that he had, in fact, been at least skimming the written word.

Sun began climbing the sky and one of the haunting ghosts dared make a noise by drawing curtains away. Expression on vicious face soured, but this subtle reminder of the time must have been part of servants’ duties because displeasure didn’t go beyond that.

Lord’s gaze drifted outside thoughtfully. He cracked his neck standing up and threw a folder aside. Another pale ghost rushed to pick it up and sweep the papers into a neat stack alongside other pertinent documents.

“I’ve got to get ready to see to my duties. Would you like to join me for the meetings?” Raktkalis offered with a sly smirk, knowing full well that eavesdropping on state affairs would be near irresistible for me. Would the sale of closed-door ingots be permitted? Can’t possibly be. Source would be immediately obvious. Was this, in fact, a dare?

To butter up the intriguing invitation further he added, “I’ll be meeting Miloc today.”

That piqued not only the professional curiosity, but personal too. It was a rare chance to witness the end result of my perusing.

I unearthed the merchant’s personal ledger. One where the numbers were meticulously listed with the staggering accuracy of thousandths. Not a big deal from a first glance, but Raktkalis found it captivating. Over the years and in quantities to supply a domain, I suppose it added up to a wilful embezzlement.

On the other hand, did I really want to be present for that?

Slowly moved my head side to side and offered an excuse he could accept, “I’d lohve t-to, Lord Raktk-kalis, b-but, I’ve work to d-do.”

My side of conversation strayed out of pure whispering on occasion. The lord didn’t seem to mind even the most horrific croaks of a broken larynx, nor the stuttering. It hadn’t been commented upon in any case, and I’ve grown less self-conscious.

My employer looked somewhat reticent but ended up agreeing, “Pity. We’ve lots left to discuss.” I didn’t think so, but lord’s grand design was not for mere mortals to be aware of.

Remarks like that made me wonder if perhaps this man was reluctant to see me go. However, taps on the thigh to invite his beast to run in tow gnashed that budding naiveté. To him, conclusion of this deceptively chummy visit over the coffee was something entirely different. It strained his restraint, aggravated unhealthy wish to possess. Raktkalis in all likelihood had a hard time letting his precious property leave. He’d rather tear it apart barehanded, like the previous bunch. That’s all I was to him. Pet project he started but not yet had the chance of seeing to completion.

I melted back into a two-seater sofa to reflect upon my decisions more comfortably. The threat of getting shoved into a cage and carted along as an emotional support freak always hung above my head. One of these meetings will end up being final. Did he even need my assistance? The people he’s had me checking out recently didn’t even seem like enemies, but rather nuisances. Then again, I did adamantly refuse to go anywhere near other great houses. One princeling was more than enough trouble. It was also unlikely other generals would want to destabilise their own region.

Regardless of his meandering and seeming at ease after the capture of that single agent, there was the armour. He did need me. If that wasn’t the case, Raktkalis wouldn’t have come to me in first place. He was at wits’ end. But dark damn, the unhinged highborn was making it awfully hard to want to find whoever was threatening his life.

Except for when he seemed to completely accept me. My goals of affluence have never felt closer than now, in presence of an elite who so effortlessly acknowledged me and all the related quirks. I could easily delude myself into thinking I could someday be this man’s equal.

“You’re free to wait for me here,” coarse voice drifted out from several rooms over. He hadn’t raised a pitch even slightly, trusting in my able hearing.

Silently muttering curses, I discarded the invitation to rummage for hidden scandals and stood up to go. I felt like scattering the irritant powders around Raktkalis’s workspace as a parting gift, but serfs would probably end up cleaning it. Two were left to politely hover over the guest - either as helpful hands or watchful eyes.

I could make off with the valuables, but they had to be in a safe. I could dally and guess the combinations all day, but I did have urgent tasks to get onto. There was an early – the only - train to catch.

“How much coffee does he have here?” my artificial voice wondered listlessly.

Serving girls glanced at each other with panic on their faces and one dared to speak, “About this much, Mistress.” Her hands made a rough estimation. It wasn’t a lot, which was promising.

“Bring me all of it.”

I didn’t know if they’d obey or whether I’d be permitted to leave with my haul, but it didn’t hurt to try. These scrawny haunts surely were in no position to stop me – physically or otherwise.

My request was granted without any fuss. I was handed an elegant black vase with metallic unfamiliar leaves and berries hugging the shape. It didn’t quite look like steel and I grimaced with distaste. There were far better uses for precious metals, but such was the lifestyle of the prosperous, I suppose.

Undid the lid to peer inside. It truly was what I requested, but the amount was suspect. On the other hand, Raktkalis seemed to really like the bitter stuff. It was somehow fitting.

“Is there more at the residence?” I insisted.

A girl spoke, “There might be, but this has been brought along from Pliena, Mistress.”

Clearly, as the gloomy dark motif of this otherwise lively design clashed with the current soft interior. Could have guessed.

Her reply informed me the residences didn’t necessarily stock this expensive beverage. It might not be a favourite with others in the household. Also, the delegation has been lugging it around because not all the stops on this tour had luxury goods. After all, transporting something so nonessential across two continents was insanely costly. Poorer cities, even if they were in central zones, had other concerns.

Unfortunately, Z4 was just rich enough.

I wondered again in an inflectionless voice, “Is this a particular or favourite brand?”

I hoped that was the case, otherwise I’d have to scour local distributors for a replacement batch. On the other hand, might need to do it either way. In a bind, even a lower quality product could be palatable. 

The talkative girl offered up wholeheartedly, “No, Mistress. It’s just screened for additives, Mistress.”

Native or otherwise. It’s good I hadn’t even been entertaining the poisoning. These soulless ghosts would have fallen ill first and ruined the surprise.

If Raktkalis had no devoted slaves to tend to him, it might ruin man’s day more than missing out on a pot of fresh brew.

“Give me your hand,” I told her and an alarmed serving girl presented the pale twig. I touched my multipurpose device to her electronic shackle and copied encrypted contents. It was no warhorse, so I couldn’t see what mysteries were stored on the inside. Not right away. The gadget was exactly enough to relay a simple malware that ruined simplest functions too. Like the permanent lock. I pulled and girl’s shackle clicked free.

“Touch it to everyone’s lock and you all can leave,” I informed the girl and darted off in Raktkalis’s wake.

The man in question was taking a shower. This left a perfect opportunity to go over the normally inaccessible pockets. Two of the serving girls were in the bedroom, polishing the armour. Several items were lined up nearby. A bag of unidentifiable pills got my attention first, although this wasn’t what I came here for. Unthinkingly pocketed this intriguing find and reached for the wallet too. I needed help financing the buyout of all the coffee in town.

I almost cackled upon pulling out a circular badge of intricate design. The crest of house Raktkalis. It was a poor attempt of flattening a three-dimensional nest of dry branches into a rough shape of a card. Besides the authority this identification mark carried, it was outfitted with a chip that linked all official documentation. Including bank accounts. Don’t mind if I do.

I was ready to bolt at slightest provocation, but horrified servants pretended to not see anything. Apparently the role of these meek-looking girls was to accommodate, not play the guards. In this place the transgressions must be on the hands of whoever committed them. Which was fair, although it was probably for the best if the whole group absconded anyway. For all involved, but mostly me. I just cared about my own hide and success of the task I set out to complete. Had absolutely no sympathy for people who put themselves in position like this. Whatever calamity befell upon these girls, it was truly on them.

Grabbed the hauntingly beautiful box on the way out and leapt down the flights of stairs.

Out in the street I immediately boarded bus going to nearest slum. Transport was abundant due to the morning rush. Everybody was in a hurry to do some honest work - except for the people services of whom I required. Too bad the hoodlums were probably still asleep at this time.

Impatiently tapping my foot, decided to play some music for them and turned into an unused alley. Two gaunt young men and a scraggly woman turned up, asking for time.

“There’s a job. Pay is more of this,” I spoke with my electronic honey trap and threw them the box of beans. Few more unsavoury characters turned up.

“Whas tha?”

“Box is nice.”

“Sure, but I want that,” a hoodlum pointed at my phone. 

“What else you gotta?” biggest of the group attempted to lunge at me and I barely stopped my claw from creating a new corpse. His clothes still got shredded and chest bled something unholy.

“She’s got a knife!” someone shouted but the gang’s befuddled glances betrayed they saw no such thing in my hands. Claw went back into its cosy glove as if sensing danger. Or an opportunity. Street thugs had their own weapons out, but unquantifiable threat kept them away.

An imbecile spilled the contents out and precious beans scattered everywhere on the pavement. Perhaps I grossly misplayed my hand.

“Whuchu do that fo? It smelled kinda nice,” scraggly girl fervently protested.

Everyone’s gazes momentarily ducked down to look at all the rolling beads, but there was no great sense of loss in any of their faces. It dawned upon me that these people simply did not recognise it.

“It’s coffee,” I typed.

“What, for reals?”

“My granmama keeps talking about it.”

“So? Is it or isn’t it?”

Hoodlums kept trying to make sense of the impossible and some of them were starting to gather scattered treasure. Interest in a brawl was rapidly dwindling. Except for the man with a gash on his chest, who was sidling closer for the seconds. His next attempt will be last thing he ever does.

Not wasting time on dissuasion, I moved conversation along, “It’s a real import. I need few people to carry rest of it. It’s worth a lot more than a phone,” I added because this bunch didn’t shine overly bright.

The air grew far more relaxed, especially when a direct descendant of prune came to verify that this indeed has been the coffee of the olden days. Harmed brute was sent home to get patched up. They started considering and deliberating among themselves. The hapless weren’t trusting of this unbelievable fortune that came their way and a job that advertised zero risk. However, the hooligans were engaged in risqué business on the daily and did not back out.

Minutes later, several most presentable specimen rode back with me to city centre to empty Raktkalis’s coffers and the patience.
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I made it onto the train, but only because it hadn’t departed on time. Judging by the faces I passed, I didn’t even need an enhanced hearing to be well informed of the battle that raged outside. That was the reason for my leisurely stroll towards the station, even if my detour held me up longer than anticipated.

I had even began considering postponing departure until tomorrow. Riot beyond the perimeter convincingly tried to sway every living thing to bundle up indoors. Clean-ups can take hours too. However, I didn’t relish staying in a town I didn’t know very well after the stunt I’ve pulled. I wanted a good excuse to dodge the summons, too - at least until tempers have calmed down. Although the man could hold his grudge, so perhaps that point was irrelevant.

Once departed, delays continued. The ride was almost as abysmal as the times when I’d need to jump out and finish my trip on foot – because that’s exactly what I wanted to do. Halfway, the tracks were besieged by foreign fauna and the train had to halt. Sentries couldn’t engage massive beast in fears of it damaging the precious lifeline connecting cities, or merely leaving humongous corpse in the way. Either way, announcement came that we’d wait for reinforcement.

All this hold up before I even reached my first interchange! Rest of the day was bound to be filled with mind-numbing delays in between the sporadic rush. Connections between settlements adjusted accordingly, after all. Other places could also be suffering from beastly activity, too. It was makings of a long day.

At times I’ve wondered whether I’d reach my destination at all. As the train stood still and stoically faced the calamity, the passengers panicked. Some were sticking their heads out of the windows to look at obstacle ahead and waft their delicious fear all over the fields. Others wanted to take potshots at curious predators that slunk around the dallying metal wyrm. I hated having company. Sentiment tripled in life and death situations.

My own unease was on the rise, too. Invasive species were most commonly nocturnal, so this show of hands was highly unusual. I neurotically kept checking my paralysed and tightly wrapped rogue arm, but it couldn’t have possibly done anything unsavoury to call its buddies this time. Onslaught couldn’t possibly be happening because I failed to locate the rest of their quartered buddy. It was impossible for these strange organisms to be impatient. They didn’t operate on human parameters.

Through the open windows my ears picked up the roar and trudge of armoured trucks. Perhaps this purgatory won’t take an eternity. However, murmur among the passengers gave me new jolt of queasiness. It wasn’t the regular city guard. Vehicles were adorned with skulls and dry branches. This was Raktkalis’s personal unit. Some part of it, anyway.

Whilst everybody was busy gawking at the road, I should use the golden chance and clamber out of the opposite window. Didn’t want to take the chance even if they weren’t here for me. Beasts were a safer bet. I didn’t get the chance to act, as a crippling screech plopped me down onto the seat. I reached for my ears but only a single hand came up to muffle the unbearable noise. I pressed side of the head to the shoulder. It hardly helped. My brain felt scrambled. Ears could have been bleeding for all I knew.

When the unexpected assault stopped, I was a complete mess. Could hardly catch breath. Eyes, nose dripped fluid. The ears rung and fingertips were red. Nobody paid me any heed, looking all happy and boisterous. Kalantans must be performing laudable miracles over there and doing humanity proud. Other people didn’t seem to be affected. Fight was still going. I felt the vibrations rather than hearing them through the tinnitus.

Got up and shakily slunk towards the bathroom. At this point I didn’t care if Raktkalis’s men packed me up and threw inside a trunk. I could not run and everything was acceptable as long as there was no more of that sound. It was so awful. I still wanted to vomit. Curled up by the bowl and shook, lamenting afresh ever crossing paths with that psychopath. Each encounter stripped me of more and more. And he wasn’t even here!

He wasn’t. The voice issuing the commands belonged to someone else. I wasn’t deaf! I would have been overjoyed had I had the strength.

Rubbed red fingertips together. My orifices bled, but perhaps the damage to bizarre ear anatomy wasn’t permanent. Or it healed faster. I simply didn’t know. Never got whacked with ultrasonics quite this badly.

Slowly recovering in my less than ideal corner, I followed faint sounds of battling outside. Soldiers lured the enraged mammoth away and proceeded to batter it with various tricks up their sleeve. Some were efficient, others less so. Impressed passengers seemed to think the unit was testing new weapons. Probably true, because they had both the tech and the battle-hardened veterans to figure out how to neutralise most threats.

They were probably running a practise drill there, I decided. It should have been regular Zelonian army out there, not some incidental visitors. That sergeant must have preferred company of wild beasts to the one he was supposed to be guarding. And frankly, it was understandable.

Was anyone even left to guard Raktkalis back there? His troop was so split up and penalised. Little brat was just asking to get jumped. However, knowing him, perhaps that was part of the plan.

All that commotion sounded so distant. I could hear, but all the finer details were still lost. What if it stays like that? I needed my ears. As much as I feared undergoing the hazardous and non-optional procedure, I survived through it. It was now integral part of me. Without it I was an average nobody. I fucking needed this.

Fight raged on and the engine slowly yanked its burden forward. I lurched, but my stomach remained where it was and I got nauseous again. Screak of the metal split my head in two. Days when one had the honour of meeting Raktkalis somehow all were like this.

After disembarking in my final station for the day, I felt only marginally better. Haven’t yet decided upon my sleeping arrangements, so just enjoyed the evening’s relative quiet whilst vacantly staring off into infinity. Some passengers settled on the benches, others splurged to rent a proper room upstairs.

Whilst idling like this, meandered behind a column and checked in on my usual digital venues out of habit. I already had my hands full with Raktkalis, but selling the information I was already in possession of was no trouble.

There was a message.

“Return it,” it said and prompted me to smirk. Ludicrous slight I’ve committed yielded quantifiable results. Dismissive princeling felt outraged enough to actually write. The horror, the tediousness! After the day I’ve had, this felt like a balm on my soul. I considered his usual handling of business and ignored as my reply.

Still, as funny as this was, I imagined Raktkalis to be pissed off beyond measure. He wouldn’t have broken radio silence otherwise. Abrupt words were a command – unmistakably so. This was not about the coffee.

I might have overlooked something incredibly important. Missing crest is likely to cause turbulence – diplomatically or bureaucratically. It was a proof of identity, among other things. I had to hope princeling had no ceremonies to attend. Issue might become public then and would get blown out of proportion. Or in direct accordance. Stealing the crest was serious offence. I even posed as bastard of their esteemed line to use the damn thing in the imported goods shop. At this pace, I might even be back on the list of most wanted.

I chewed on my lip nervously. He did ask for this. For a minor nuisance to lighten up the almighty lord’s day. Or was this on the level of forging a dispatch towards an assured death? I left the window to compose directions towards the hidden precious regalia, but noticed another mail.

“You didn’t even like it,” Raktkalis’s second message read. I pondered on the confusing meaning. What didn’t I like? Coffee? There wasn’t much else to have strong feelings about. Stared at the words, even more baffled. Such a trifling thing, yet he had somehow noticed my sentiment about it. That man will make much better politician than I’ve given the credit. Young lord’s ability to read minute expression was outright eerie. No wonder Raktkalis disliked communicating without eyes on the full input available to him.

It was about the coffee, then. I snorted and descended into series of light coughs due to the irritated throat. Then the headache intensified. Pain brought back some reality into grave situation. This was probably a misdirection. The lord was enraged, but trying his utmost to appear nonchalant. Regardless, this nonstandard development was intriguing. It’s almost as if he attempted a joke.

I’ll send him the location of misplaced ID tomorrow. Couldn’t afford to tip the dangerous man off about having left Z4 already or hint the direction. To begin with, I departed towards Kalanta in secret because I hadn’t fully trusted he’d let me see his prisoner. Man had been very cagey about whole thing. All I’ve gotten was that she was kept in their capital – if that could be trusted at all. I wanted to know why the tight-lipped prime source of information was being sequestered away from someone who had the best chance to squeeze out something worthwhile. Princeling was far too naïve if he thought I’d start to respect his secrets all of a sudden.

Just to let Raktkalis know his queries were ignored on purpose, I sent, “What are the pills for?”

Reply pinged nearly immediately. Unexpected, but perhaps the man incessantly paced the room over the lost regalia. Or not. It wasn’t that late yet. Sun had barely began to hide. He could just be bored.

“Headache,” his message said. Not only it was prompt, the reply contained an actual answer. And not a single reproachful word. This sudden bout of openness took my breath away. Then I caught it and dismissed the claim.

“Sure,” I sent, hoping for sarcasm to shine through.

“Take one. You must need it after the sonic blast.”

I peeled my eyes off the alarming text to stealthily look for any gazes that could be watching me. Soldiers were aplenty, but they were busy inspecting carriages and the luggage for beastly stragglers. There was potential my arm could be discovered, but thus far they were respectful of something that looked like an injury. A lot of people sported wounds or had been outright crippled, especially among travellers. It wasn’t something particularly eye-catching anyway.

It didn’t seem like anyone was paying me slightest bit of attention. There were ways to track my movement otherwise, but I think in this case Raktkalis was just fishing. Good guess, nothing else. 

Rather than feigning ignorance of the topic, I sidestepped it completely and typed out, “If only your headache was that gullible.” Hesitated pressing send button.

Mysterious tablets could be one of three things: medicine, drugs or poison. Raktkalis would not ever let his quarries expire this easily or away from sight. That man also didn’t as much as drink, so getting high was likely out of question too. Which left me with the notion that this nobleman had spoken the absolute truth yet again. How unsettling.

Headache. The other passengers seemed fine, but soldiers who played that awful shriek could have been more affected due to proximity. The Kalantan noble could also be suffering from selection of ailments. Sickly appearance wasn’t a deliberate choice of style.

I should have kept the crest with me and tried to snoop more. Knowledge of an heir’s impeding demise could sell for an astronomical sum. Whoever sent the assassins could just kick back and let nature take its course, for one.

However, not going through with it was a deliberate choice. Recklessly waving that document around would land me attention of House Raktkalis, not just a Raktkalis. Therefore, I’ve left the useless insignia in the basement of our first real meeting. Deliberated passing it onto the concierge, stewards or even mailing – but did not trust any of these modes. Losing track of that article would get me thrown into dungeon. After all, someone was selling him out. Life of a scapegoat was not for me.

My slack-jawed pondering has been interrupted by unmistakable feeling of flesh sinking into flesh. Due to day’s stress I have completely forgotten to refresh dosage on my alien arm. It has now run full force into someone. There was even a crack. The misbehaving limb was still bound, so thankfully I wasn’t standing in a pool of blood. Instead, I saw a boy at my feet. He clutched his throat and tried to kick himself away.

I found my pockets undone and sighed. This was not my day. Admittedly, it could have been much worse. This little punk could have made out with something actually valuable. As it was, he would have just killed himself with the vials.

Stepped on petty criminal’s stomach to stop him from slowly scuttling away on the slippery mosaic. Child glanced towards already agitated soldiers, but had not cried out for help. It wasn’t even due to the hurting throat. Thief’s wide eyes were fearful and it wasn’t because of me. This must be a well-known pickpocket, then. Too young to receive a brand for the misdeeds; just ripe enough for a disciplinary beating.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, mister! I didn’t mean to. Please forgive me,” kid began muttering when soldier’s gaze fell on this awkward situation. I waved the frowning guard away as he was about to stride forth. Child attempted to trip me up and run away immediately. I was out of sorts, but compared to the usual contenders, handling a bundle half my height was elementary. As it happens, the encounter could even be of use to me.

I pulled out a hundred. Stuffed hand back into a different pocket and typed to speak, “I’ve got a job.”

Street-bound child’s eyes shone of irreconcilable distrust and awareness, but like a hungry rodent that he was, boy asked, “What sort?”

Being mostly sure he wouldn’t run despite countless misgivings, I released my captive and headed towards a bench. Silent steps followed after a hesitant pause. I rummaged in the bag and pulled out the packet of unknown pills.

“I don’t know what they do. Take one and tell me,” I typed out.

“Just the medicine? Okay,” he agreed eagerly, as if nothing pill-shaped could ever be bad. Or perhaps orphaned child was easily won over by the banknote within reach. I wasn’t going to question either godsent option. In all likelihood, child has committed to far riskier endeavours for lesser pickings.

Gestured him to open the mouth and flicked the pill straight down the throat. Was not going to risk trickery on this subject. I handed over the hundred and directed the kid to get us some food. There was a desperate-looking stall that was still open at this late hour and it peddled some quick local specialty to hungry latecomers and the personnel. 

The kid dared to glare at me unhappily and I stared back, waiting for him to voice the problem. “Mister. Ya said, hundred was mine,” child muttered meekly but adamantly.

Cash. Of course. I wasn’t particularly attached to my riches, and especially not such change. True refined extravagance might not ever be attainable to me, but at least my mind-set wasn’t that poor. Dark forbid I ever stoop to counting the lunch money.

Sighing with irritated distaste, pulled out another banknote to wave in front of kid’s nose and hid it again. “Be here tomorrow before the departure for the rest.” If you’ll be alive, that is. All part of important research. I still had my doubts. Even if that was legitimate medicine, Kalanta was bent on healing some ailments with pure poison too.
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The child had miraculously lived through the evening. Before we parted he had even informed me of lessening aches from the myriad bruises he carried. I made my way up to the rented room in the station’s attic, pondering on the strange development. Unhinged combatant truly didn’t strike me as a guy who’d be bothering with minor pain relief. Pulled out the phone to ask Raktkalis what that was about.

I found another message in relation to the previous conversation.

“Were the other stretches beset just as much?” the princeling wanted to know for some strange reason. He was refusing to let the thread drop, confirming my earlier assumption. These were but clumsy attempts to provoke me into incriminating myself. Quite amateurish, he really ought to know better.

“My lord is the one with access to the martial database,” I replied with the obvious.

I barely put my backpack down when the screen changed to mutely indicate a call. Now I have considered letting the overbearing lordling see my face as we exchanged these trivialities, but even if I wanted to shoot myself in the foot like that, the connection was too weak to accommodate a visual transmission. Sighing, I clicked to accept and let it naturally peter out. Found the call to be just an audio link.

A most loathed screech raked my ears.

“Augherfucker,” I moaned out in pain and threw the device away from me. None of this was a conscious act. It just hurt and I wanted to cover my head.

Light chuckle trickled in as the noise cut out. I panted on the floor though the racing heartbeat, grappling with newly reacquired bliss of silence. I still heard people in the other rooms, Raktkalis on the other end, soldiers outside the window. But it was all dull and so far away.

“W-what the fuck?” I muttered out angrily.

“Now that we’ve established you’re no longer in Z4, care to tell who you’re going after next?”

Damn, I really didn’t think I’d need to have excuses this early in the game. Was the shifty bastard already onto my true destination?

Luckily, my head had cleared up just enough to spot another open-ended trap. “We didn’t establish shit,” I groaned out painedly. Somehow he had managed to hear it. Where even was the phone?

“… reaction if not for the primary exposure,” he had been speaking and I hadn’t been listening. Got back up on my feet and rejoiced finding my precious phone safely lying on the bed. Even in worst situations I still managed to subconsciously respect the tech.

“How did your meeting with Miloc go?” I asked instead.

“Swimmingly,” hoarse voice said with a self-satisfaction.

“Did you drown him?” I muttered out without thinking as an image of Raktkalis dunking a guy in an aquarium came to my mind’s eye.

He laughed again. “Only in debt. For now. You did a good job.”

I plopped down on the hard mattress but ended up melting in it. The praise almost made up for the surprise sonic attack. I deserved it anyway, I decided. Should not have messed with man’s meds. These could have been antipsychotics for all I knew. Very important he take them.

“Youhr c-coh-ffee,” I started, dropping the pretence of stealth. He knew anyway. “Is b-beh-hind t-the rehd b-brick. In t-thaht basehment.”

He hadn’t deemed to reply and my ears concentrated on the ambient noise. I could hear my own surroundings, but not even a slightest rustle on the other end. Granted, my left ear was dripping anew but the headache intensified sensitivity to sound, transforming it all into a sharp grating noise. That man always sat in his own bubble of peace. So much so, I wondered whether the line disconnected.

“Raktkalis?” I mouthed so quietly that my call was drowned out by shouts in the background.

“Yes?”

“You got stupidly good hearing. For a human,” I threw the accusation out there. Luckily I was at a safe distance. Otherwise, such foul slander would land me in the mines. Still might.

I don’t know why exactly I’ve voiced this suspicion. Such gossip was as juicy as him being on deathbed – if not more so. An esteemed bloodline infected with monster flesh. The scandal, the disgrace. He would immediately lose race for inheritance. His home territory would banish the man - if not worse. Military career would turn into a raging dumpster fire, too. Mutants were occasionally rewarded with reinstatement of rights, but even then positions of power were forbidden. Enhanced cannon fodder, that’s all they were.

The medicine could have some suppressants mixed in with the painkiller.

I heard door clack closed on his end and the man spoke softly as if telling a secret, “I’ve a medical implant.”

I wanted to laugh. Is that what we’re calling it? Cool. Me too. Still, his tone didn’t permit derision. It was something he sent the servants away over, after all.

“I used to be deaf.”

Shit, he was serious. “S-shouhld you b-be telling this to a d-data broker?”

“I figured you ought to at least be spreading facts.”

“Why?” I wondered.

“So both of ours reputations remain intact, of course.” Like he cared for mine.

“Why tell me at all?” I corrected and heard him make a little gasp of irritation. I imagined that was dislike for not having guessed the thread of inquiry right. He sure relied on faces whole lot. Man stalled, changing mental gears.

“That’s an open secret. I’m surprised you didn’t already know.”

I suppose the household with its countless turning cogs couldn’t have overlooked the fact. It must have been public knowledge in Kalanta, or at least Pliena. And yet he asked for the serfs to leave. As much as the servile white fixtures were dehumanised, Raktkalis was still aware of them enough. Or perhaps just self-aware.

This was also not something I’ve ever heard. Common folk just denigrated the young lord born with a silver spoon. And indeed, such glaring flaw was hard to reconcile with this force of nature of a man. Perhaps it has been deemed as a false gossip and died out as he grew.

“Waste of time. Peddling your business is a death sentence,” I shot back.

“And yet you seem to love playing with fire.”

“The fire is refusing to be put out.”

Raktkalis chuckled lightly and stated, “You should have stayed.” 

What a loaded statement. It’s as though he was asking to get provoked some more. I was really glad I wasn’t there. I might just do something to escalate. Clearly making off with precious keepsakes were not enough.

“Nobody’s stopping you from visiting me, chopper boy,” I attempted to embarrass the man about his unrestrained eagerness. He didn’t get the clue.

“Where are you?”

“It’s dark,” I reminded him, baffled. Strange creatures loved the slow, heavy droning in the sky even during the day. At night no flying contraption had a chance of making even a circle around the town. Aeronautics was the most forlorn field.

He sounded utterly amused by my dismay, “So? Are you or are you not inviting me over?”

This madman, he would really just do it. Just drag a pilot after himself into the cabin and launch them both into certain death. Even knowing better than anyone how wilderness was, being a soldier in a constant deployment for weeks on end at times.

“No,” I considered elaborating further and telling Raktkalis that his death would be ill-profitable to my person at this time. Reconsidered, because the hotshot might just take it as a dare. “I’ll come by again soon.”


21 C

I stormed the noblest of Kalantan estates with confidence of a man late for work. I had staked it out before, so procedures were known to me. Floor plans have been long since memorised too. Multiple versions, as blueprints procured from different vendors clashed something fierce.

This was my very first time attempting to trespass, however. The entire territory was nothing short of a sprawling stronghold, as the frontier city had not cared much about the economy of space. Or finances in overall. I’d have thought that would leave a lot of openings to exploit, but the easternmost general wasn’t messing around. Even in my most furious, desperate hour I had not dared to get anywhere near the threshold.

Unlike the mansions en route, grandiose holding was fully staffed and no corner was ever truly free of presence - even in the unused wing. Patrols were many and unpredictable. All sensors covered at least two other devices and they were all state of art. Automated turrets were mounted on the roof and watched over the inevitably ineffectual manpower with cold stoicism.

However, I now had something I didn’t possess before. The exact copy of a highly assigned attendant’s armband. There couldn’t be many of these, even if they did drop like flies from mere proximity to their hazardous masters. She wasn’t even here to raise a flag with a repeat entry. Not for two more weeks. If the girl was to return at all – but by then I expected to have my entry erased completely. 

I was grilled by the stern guards as though their boss was standing right behind them. He might have been. I was unable to ascertain from the insignia. My gaze was properly affixed on their boots. Moreover, people came and went through the auxiliary gate’s booth.

Talking has never been my strong suit, but quiet speech to avoid the worst of stammering worked well enough to portray a docile servant. Nobody was surprised to hear occasional slip of what they assumed to be fear, in any case. In their eyes this probably added authenticity. It helped that I knew all the right surnames when pressed for details about the young pretender’s retinue too.

However, undeniably, the document I carried did most of the heavy lifting. This servant likely did have all necessary identification for travel, but I had deemed it quicker to simply command a free passage with the expensive, intricately indented blank. It probably wasn’t the procedure, but whims of the powerful were rarely questioned. Especially here. One way or the other, guards of Kalanta’s heart have seen enough of the official paper to not question its origins.

After discarding a generic uniform coat, I was left standing in the translucent milky gown. The sight must have been pathetic or revealing enough to avoid an overly close examination. I feared for my monstrous arm to get discovered, but bandage worked its miracles again. Metal detector was the only thing that graced my presence. An x-ray would have been detrimental. Perhaps it was used it for baggage more.

Before long I was allowed to run off and do servile things.

I did not have anything from my usual arsenal. Well, one tiny thing in a form of dark dust that would be easily mistaken for dirt. Lack of my tools was bound to make things difficult along the way. I hoped the absence of possessions would cast a deceptive shroud of transparency - and it did - but the check-up was harrowing nonetheless. I almost passed out considering all the different ways I was about to get murdered.

This would have been far simpler endeavour if the dark damn lordling hadn’t turned me into an accursed abomination. After all, here wasn’t the only place I now struggled to enter due to my unusual anatomy.

Shook myself out of the hateful trance. Revenge got me nowhere, if my pathetic attempts could even be called that.

Tiptoed down the black marble passageways attempting to find a similarly dressed work crew. I intended to stay far away from the elevated staff. High chance of death by purposeful murder was not even the top reason. I had no knowledge of this place and the proper procedures. Early exposure was all but assured. I needed to join a gaggle of newest trainees. There had to be heaps of those, considering the turnover.

After meandering for a while and pretending to be busy, I have seen enough to start trying to blend into their routine. After all, this wasn’t going to be a quick job. There was far too much ground to cover to even hope otherwise, not to mention finding my way into the secured lockup. For all of that to happen at all I needed to become a functioning part of this clockwork.

Pale servile people didn’t talk - even between themselves, so my cover remained unquestioned and presence unnoticed. Unfortunately, lack of chatter restricted the flow of information. I had to venture out and be nosy myself. Luckily, the servants were expected to be everywhere and had been largely ignored.

Not always.

My endeavours landed me in the path of many veteran brutes. Cushy posting didn’t seem to agree with bored elite soldiers. Understandable. Violence had been their daily ration the whole career. Aptly evading kicks and shoves only seemed to wake their game instinct and I quickly learned to just grit my teeth and take the abuse. It didn’t hurt anyway. Not even the pride. It was just part of the job.

Keeping the rogue arm at bay was far more troublesome – even if it was uncharacteristically placid recently. A second’s break in concentration would get us both killed. Vacating the estate grounds in an expedited manner was, after all, impossible. I wished the limb would understand. After all, I understood it. Defending myself in this situation was beyond simple. Soldiers expected no resistance from broken spirits that waited to expire. I was tempted myself.

One unexceptional day such routine harassment was interrupted by a meek pleading, “Master, Emerald Lord is fond of that one.” I was as baffled as the ogre in front of me. Servants rarely spoke. Never in defiance.

I looked at her downcast, fearful face as it failed to spark any recognition. Bald gaunt girl was identical to the swarm of others in the servant barracks. Still, it was clear she had recognised me. My disguise was lacking in the apt eyes of the natives.

“Is that true?” muscle mass barked at me and, not getting a timely answer, clenched fist around my neck tighter to shake, “Answer me, you sly bitch. You tryina get me killed?”

That peculiar phrasing. Did she know something? Was Raktkalis somehow aware of my presence here? Did this exercise have any point to it anymore? Did it to begin with? Whilst I was lost in whole other conundrum, meathead reached peak of irritation and released me.

“Fine. What about you? Do you have some imaginary favour?” uniformed ogre’s full attention focused on my unsought saviour.

“No, master,” she spoke so softly I thought I was the only one who’d heard. Grumpy soldier whisked the girl away in my stead. Servant looked over the shoulder pleadingly and her frightful eyes finally felt familiar enough.

She had been present for the meeting in Z4. No wonder the gaunt woman spoke so confidently. However, if she thought I had any sway in this kingdom, the serf had been delusional. She should have minded her own business. Hell, she could have ran away with the opportunity I mischievously provided.

More importantly, I had my own worries. If she was present, that meant rest of the party must be here too. Has it already been that long? My skin dye must have washed away by now. No wonder I was easily recognised.

Time strangely blurred in these windowless dark halls. There were no clocks and the only constant had been the perpetual movement of busywork.

In all that time I found out that none of my maps were not worth the fraction of what I’ve paid. Learned to navigate the palace confidently enough without them. Discovered several restricted passageways. And that’s where all my accomplishments ended. I wasn’t even able to get into the hub and erase my existence. All I’ve gotten from that excursion was a good beating for loitering out in the open.

Every significant turn had a heavy guard presence and security systems that far exceeded capabilities of the toy armband I procured in a rush. In all honesty, I wasn’t sure warhorse would have been enough. I’ve never even seen an interface like that. Took photos to pass along to the experts later, but wasn’t holding my breath even they could help. 

Even if by some miracle I got through the restricted gates, these were not areas the servile tended to. Hence, the trespassing would be immediately obvious. I was working out a plan to appropriate a more fitting uniform.

That wasn’t the only possible venue of approach. I had been formulating several alternative ideas too. Although, it would appear I’ve wasted enough time on inaction. Need to throw caution to the wind and concentrate on the most promising path.

I traversed hall after hall looking for utility shafts. After all, even the most heinous prisoners needed to breathe. They were hard to locate, as access hatches were hidden from sight with imposing décor.

However, simply finding a hole in the wall wasn’t enough. Vents didn’t connect in logical manner, as I’ve found out by standing directly in front of the exclusive zone and hearing something else entirely. Regardless, something had to lead to the forbidden dungeons. Surprisingly, that’s where the ineffectual floor plans finally came in handy. I just needed to figure out which of the many restricted chambers was the prison.

I had a reservoir of old conversations to guide me. Soldiers ran their mouths aplenty here too. After all, nothing ever happened in this steel fort of doom. There was nothing else to do but bitch.

There was no doubt all shafts were heavily trapped, on top of being far too small for a person to fit through. However, all I needed was an earhole. It would be more than enough for that little conversation I’ve been meaning to have.

Every now and then I’d stop and whisper into the ventilation grates. If this truly had been the Order’s agent, they’d have no trouble hearing me. I had no idea about the time of day, but it felt like a dead of night. Even with so many personnel filling the estate, it still firmly held onto the image of a stolid tomb.

Now I merely needed for my captured associate to be here, alive, awake, undrugged, not deafened, still of sound mind and capable of speech. They also needed to be willing to divulge secrets, but this part was on me.

The longer this went on, the less optimistic about this plan’s prospects I got. Were my ears recovered enough? So many factors, nothing was falling into place. Chances of getting discovered by someone or simply getting interrupted were staggering too.


22 B

No boots thundered down the corridor in search of a dawdling fake servant, but I kept expecting it. After all, overzealous handmaiden’s intentions or current state of being were unclear. Either way, permeating tranquillity meant I still had time.

“Hello?”

Somebody finally whispered back after ailing hours of effort. It took so long I had even returned to intermittent cleaning.

“Is anybody there? Please… be there…” parched whisper chattered desperately. I had prepared to recite the code-worded greeting, but this lost soul didn’t seem to need it anymore.

“I am,” I called out impassively, containing all my eagerness in a neat box. Pretended to be wary of the disembodied despair and asked a trick question, “Are youh of t-the orchard?”

“Gardens,” desperate murderess cried the correction and a sob rattled down the vent. The freshly sparked hope was so raw, it almost ignited some sympathy in me. As a fruit of these gardens myself, I should have been inclined, felt obliged to help her. However, the organisation failed to instil any lasting fondness in me. I escaped early enough.

“Whih-ch one?” It could have been a legitimate safety check again, but in reality this was a pertinent info. I desperately wanted to find out which branch was orchestrating this upheaval – at very least.

“One with the most vegetables,” captive casually referred to all the brethren that failed to ripen. It wasn’t meant as an insult, nor were the words out of line. A mere fact. Just a little detail that I absolutely abhorred having on my platter. Many culled vegetables directly translated into an above average output of the superior kind.

Capabilities of this woeful killer must have far exceeded those of my own, and not only because she stayed to complete the education. How on earth did Raktkalis manage to bag her so simply? I was awed, jealous and quite afraid.

I was carefully constructing a follow-up question, as her answer didn’t betray anything about the possible location of this particular viper nest. Not all caution was lost yet, even in this delirious state.

“Did you come for me?” trapped songbird interrupted, daring to dream of blue skies.

Such a particular phrasing. If she had been on a mission and failed, someone else would have been sent. But not for her in particular.

I erred on the side of caution and pretended to be on my own business, “I’m on delivery. Are we to share a basket?”

“No. I was… just taking a stroll,” captured assassin admitted to committing an avoidable folly with such deep regret that it shorn right through my indifference. I, too, have embarked upon many foolhardy tasks of importance to nobody but myself. I was right here due to an uninterrupted string of such whims. In a way, I and this hothead were far too alike. It could also have been me on the other side of these walls. Mere months ago.

“I can’t leave… Blossom, they won’t let me leave!” her words turned into quiet sobs again.

I didn’t wish this agent of doom unwell. The opposite. I sympathised with the free spirit who had embarked on some quest that held meaning only to herself.

However, this apparent innocence of hers only raised questions. Mere trespassing wouldn’t brand her an enemy in Raktkalis’s eyes. Future head of state didn’t utter words lightly and that was the one he chose. Moreover, if this was just some bored brat messing around - what were those multiple entries of purchase about?

“B-but… Whyh h-here?” I croaked out my most sincere disbelief to spurn her into a potential self-explanation. However, according to the captor, she hasn’t been very talkative before.

“Oh, it’s such stupid nonsense…”

“T-tell me. Misuhnderst-tandings c-can be c-cleared up,” I suggested. Unlikely, and we both knew it. Ire over trespassing - whatever the reason - was well-warranted. However, treacherous hope always died last.

“Hah,” she spat out bitterly. “Do you think I haven’t tried?”

Oh. Somebody lied.

“That bastard doesn’t care. He just enjoys torturing women,” she went on spitefully.

Again, not something I could argue against. Unless, perhaps, that he indiscriminately maimed men too.

Still, Raktkalis had no reason to exalt the jailbird in my eyes. It was likely his line of inquiry had been too single-minded, as context must not have mattered. I, on the other hand, just had to know.

Didn’t need to keep pushing the assassin to talk. An opportunity to spill the bucketful of regrets all over the floor must have felt invaluable.

“Instead of taking it as a compliment, that sleaze does this…” prisoner’s speech escalated into further indiscernible angry prattle. Trapped and tortured woman’s hostility was well-deserved, however the choice of her words was odd.

“Wait. T-tell me frohm t-the start.”

Prisoner exhaled laboriously and concentrated on events long passed. “Protea returned claiming to have bedded the next General. Big fucking deal! He’s not even that important yet. Just one of many potentials. And yet they’ve given her so many privileges.”

“Just fohr t-that?” It was quite preposterous. Unless, of course, that was her designated assignment.

“I know! That’s exactly what I’ve said. And so…”

I wasn’t exactly listening. If that was indeed her task… The picture came into clear focus.

Asked just for the sake of finality, “T-there’s a Raktkalis child being raised in the gardens?” An iffy position to find oneself at in a hereditary meritocracy. Next generation’s leader brought up by a foreign murder cult.

“Well, no. Not yet.”

“Right. And youh’ve c-come t-to do t-the same. Fumbled so bad that ended up down there.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t have the paralytic faculty that Protea does. You know how unreliable potions are,” the prisoner complained.

The offhandedly tossed phrase doused me with cold water and washed away any sympathy I’ve unwittingly collected. Disgust bloomed in my gut instead, along with an unexpected hot fury. This woman was exactly where she ought to be. Her senior should probably join her as well.

Drastic change in my attitude wasn’t out of some sense of morality or a sudden onset of justice. That happened. A lot. All the time. Everywhere. However, in this situation the notion sickened me deeply. It was something unthinkable. Not when it concerned that man. He seemed so above mortal harries; transcendental. How dare they transgress against the proud lord fit to preside over the poisoned mountains?

Instead of blowing up, I calmly continued the interrogation, “Is s-she a t-tree, then?”

After all, I needed to know who I’m up against. Paralysis induced by proximity seemed bad enough. What else was there?

“Nah, but becoming sapling might not be a long time away.”

Which was but a step away from highest the rung. The very best, oldest and wisest rested upon it. Massive leap between the two in all honesty, but it was still way over my head.

How were they planning to enthrone a candidate produced by a mutant that far advanced? I suppose it might get overlooked if all the other relatives start dropping like rocks from the sky.

“Someone’s coming. Please. Get me out. I can’t take this anymore!”

“T-thereh’s not much I can d-do right nohw. How c-can I c-cohntact youhr p-patch?”

A moment’s pause as our conversation either got interrupted at most unfortunate point, or her mind has cleared up enough to have doubts. “Why not your own?” she wondered.

“I am from the field of seedlings,” I implied being far too young and inexperienced. That also meant my superiors were not overly concerned with outside dealings. It just might be quicker to directly alert someplace else.

“Ah…” Woman shortly offered up an email. Not much of a lead, but perhaps a meeting could be set up. I could pin down a city, at least. Should be relatively simple from there on. There were only so many ways to hide a massive shady operation.
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I stood behind Raktkalis with a transparent jug of water and contemplated upending it over the busy man’s shining head. The other diminutive ghostly presence must have been reading my mind, for she kept glancing up with anxious wide eyes as if trying to discourage an active suicide.

I thought I would have been noticed by him by now, but the servants were completely see-through in this place.

I came in a while ago with a haunting of serving girls who carried a wide selection of raw meats. Before I could fully envision the lord shedding his vegetarian shackles and diving straight into the bloody pile, silver platters were set down on the floor. That’s when I disappointingly found out it was all for his mobile art instalments.

He had two now. In addition to Spikyhead, there was a second creature still healing from a lot of unnecessary, decorative cuts. It moved sluggishly. I’ve decided to call it Stiches. Unlike the previous abomination, this one had eyes and they all watched me intently. I stared at it too. Couldn’t find its mouth as all features were removed from the face in favour of additional peepers, but that changed when lethargic former person started eating through some of the man-made mouths on the torso and throat. What looked like stitches were actually teeth.

Deciding I’ve had enough of standing, I left the designated corner to deposit my precious jar on a needlessly distant cupboard where other ceramics resided. Truthfully, everything was far away here. The office had no business being this grand. It could have passed for a lobby. The lord had the option to form up his entire company and have his echo shout at them. It would be so incredibly unsettling to be here on my own.

My unnecessary meandering wasn’t commented upon. He hadn’t even glanced up. So servants were permitted the freedom to stretch their legs. Why did they all stand so rigidly and always in corners? The other girl decided I don’t exist anymore and successfully became one with the wall. Pity the pitch blackness betrayed her so callously.

From closer up I started to doubt that all of Stitches’s other eyes worked. They weren’t focused. The nerves would need to be properly hooked up to the brain too, which perhaps they were. However, I knew from personal experience that when the brain itself did not have sufficient imagination to bend the elbow backwards and scratch something, it just didn’t happen – even if all proper anatomy was in order.

I slunk back to the irritatingly large table and picked up a folder to peruse. Without having time to read the first sentence, jumped backwards to dodge the dagger. The only reason I succeeded was because the swing was slothful and I was waiting for it.

Raktkalis’s forehead wrinkled high above the brow ridge. The genuine confusion on that strong-featured face was a delight. He boyishly grinned after just a second.

“How long have you been here?” Raktkalis rested his weapon over the shoulder as if still planning to use it. I didn’t put that past him and stayed well enough away.

I shrugged, also donning a warm grin, “In t-the esht-tate or t-the room?”

His baldness swung to the side in thought. “You’ve been loafing here all along, haven’t you?”

“Heyh. T-this,” I gestured energetically towards the gossamer gown, “is actually v-very h-hahrd work.”

Raktkalis ignored the quip and chillingly criticised, “Instead of wasting time, you should have investigated something worthwhile.”

The officer who barked legions into submission was making an appearance and all that ire directed onto my insignificant person was a burden too heavy. I stood up straighter, hands clenched into fists at my sides. I couldn’t look him into the eye anymore, just stare straight. All I could do was resist falling on my knees to receive a reprimand in the Order style.

Raktkalis thought I was snooping around his business. This was a pure unadulterated disaster.

He could kill me. It would take one wrong word. Dark star, I preferred communication over a distance so damn much.

“Your Lordship wouldn’t have let me talk to her,” I forced out the whisper, afraid for the words to lock up anyway. My conclusion was more feeling than a fact, but it solidified only after that conversation.

I wished to tell Raktkalis I wasn’t investigating him, but that happened regardless. Probably the worst opener I could have chosen.

Raging gaze scrunched up and then widened with trepidation.

“You’ve been to dungeons?”

“W-whaht, like t-thaht’s h-hahrd,” I attempted to drag this corpse of a conversation away from the grave minefield. To artificially inflate my value, recounted the passcode his prized prisoner had shared in hopes I’d somehow be along to get her out.

Dagger clanged thrice on the metallic clip on the shoulder and was sheathed. Somehow this partnership hinged onto ridiculous amount of hoity-toity coincidence, and only occasionally my skill.

It was the time of day when I’d be questioning what exactly I was doing hanging around this dangerous individual.

Erratic psychopath fell back into his throne and expressed what could have been worry, “I had assumed you perished at some lowly bureaucrat’s feet. How absurdly foolish of me.”

I forced muscles to unclench and reoriented myself towards a more lax conversation. Didn’t relish standing tense like a common slave.

Instead of apologising for overstepping, I opted for an offensive blame shifting, “Youh s-should have inf-fohrmed me of Order’s n-nonlethal intentions.” That’s right, wasted time is on you. I was not brave enough to say it out loud, but I counted on lord’s deciphering capabilities.

“You should have tracked the provided list,” it was yet again the reprimand of the General in making. My bad for going after the most prominent threat to his life, I guess.

However, finally possessing all the pieces I now clearly saw that I should have just done as told. There were reasons he never pressed me about Order. I should have realised that much.

Raktkalis must have noticed the mental shift. His tone changed into a milder hoarseness, “Have your undertakings been worthwhile?”

I nodded unhurriedly.

“Results forgive everything,” he said as though sharing a secret and didn’t pry further. Was that an unspeakable taboo, then? Did he leave all Order related matters to me? Or was he handling it himself?

I couldn’t bring myself to ask any of those things I wanted to ask.

I took notice of his hand caressing a barbed neck almost out of sight. I didn’t even hear – or notice – how the mutant came close to twine itself around the master’s legs. I thought only someone who heard their own bones creak could move this stealthily. Since she was blinded, perhaps Raktkalis has given her an appropriately enhanced hearing? Or I could simply be mistaken or distracted. My attention has been focused on keeping my head attached.

I bet that creature didn’t get shouted at for something it didn’t do exactly right.

Belatedly noticed Raktkalis watching me. I was sure I wasn’t making faces, but he grinned and offered me his other hand as though in invitation to come closer. Perhaps to sit close or even on his lap. My breath caught as I found myself tempted. After all, every aspect of this brazen man was electrifying. He was brilliantly manic.

All I’d need to do was kneel at his feet like that other being. Lose even more slices of myself. Perish when the time comes for this doomed bloodline to be replaced, if not much sooner. After all, the much beloved Stitches and Spiky were not this lord first batch.

“N-nohbody is selling c-correhct b-bluhprints of t-this p-place,” I muttered to dispel both previous heaviness and the charged allure. Version provided by Raktkalis was worst by far. He was doing outstanding job sabotaging his broker image. I didn’t point it out.

The invitation fell away onto the armrest as though it was never there. “To be expected. The stronghold is constantly remade. But good enough news, I suppose. The turncoats must have been all disposed of.”

Personally, I was surprised there have been only that many. With this incredible staff turnover I’d have thought hundreds would have been approached with lucrative offers. Just a matter of time until new floor plans pops up.

Perhaps he’d been thinking along the same lines. There had been sources of up-to-date information, after all. Thoughtful officer demanded, “May I see the most accurate depiction?”

I emptied my non-existent pockets in a showy manner.

Raktkalis’s eyes narrowed with leeriness. “You didn’t bring anything?”

I opened my mouth to ask the man how he presumed I’d have carried such blatant contraband over the checkpoint, but shut it. He didn’t know how I’ve gotten inside and that’s how it would remain. For whatever reason the lord never outright asked which vulnerabilities I exploited and that suit me just right. Perhaps he enjoyed puzzling it out himself. Maybe his pride didn’t let him.

As it was, patching the holes in their defence line was not my job. In fact, I was even adding to them. If the servants share corruption of the armband and that causes mass exodus later down the line… I sure hope it never gets tracked back to me. Yeah, fat chance there.

Raktkalis absently traced one particularly sharp spike as he drowned in deep thought. His finger strength bent bony protrusion and threatened to snap it off. Gravelly voice shared the gleamed insights, “Impressive, although it couldn’t have been by choice. Venerable elders here are growing quite lax, aren’t they?”

Sounds like it was time for culling on home ground. At the pace he was going, I was surprised their army had any soldiers to begin with. However, manpower has always been the cheapest element in wars. I suppose his way of erring on the side of prowess had merits too. Surrounding oneself with either the smart soldiers or the strongest was a solid strategy.

“Youh’d b-be suh-rp-prised how many d-doors youhr c-crehdentials ohpen,” I offered up to throw him off the right track.

He shared an incredulous look. Indeed, this was a person who used that pass every single day.

“Speaking of,” Raktkalis fished out the retrieved the household crest and threw it in the air several times. “I was surprised you gave this up so easily.”

Ah yes, the transgression I committed. Was it my turn on the chopping block? Again.

Rather than resorting to a toady appeasement or outright lies, I chose to be honest. After all, it was beyond obvious I would have wanted to do more than make a single shop very rich. Opportunities were boundless. If not for that one pesky thing.

“I d-didn’t relish g-getting on the general’s radar,” I whispered with soft apprehension.

Throw, spin, snatch. Pause. Repeat. The jerky moves seemed irritated. Should I have gone with flattery? All dictators loved their asses kissed a little. My habit of peddling the whole truth will get me killed. Sooner than otherwise.

“A bit late for that,” Raktkalis muttered and stalked towards the safe to punch in the combination. I didn’t manage to catch it. My heart wasn’t in it.

What did he just say?

I was handed a beat-up protective folder. Within it was a black envelope, inside of which was a pristine bevelled and embossed sheet. Text in front of me swam.

“Ahm Ih b-beihng c-couhrt marh-t-tialled?” I made a preposterous joke. There were no trials. Execution, on the other hand…

“Close. You’re invited to grand cousin’s birthday celebration.”

“Whoh?” I wondered out loud.

“The general.”

Right. General. These two were related. To this jerk a state-wide event was an ordinary family function. Birthday celebration, my ass. What did I get myself into this time? And how do I get out?

Ignoring summons was an awful idea. It was best to do something while they were still just asking. And this was a beautiful ask. A lot of effort was put into crafting the paper, the two-toned ink, the message. Plain rude to say no. On top of upsettingly disrespectful.

An unsettling feeling nagged at me. That grand occasion was sometime at the beginning of spring. I focused my bleary eyes on the running text and found the date. My memory hadn’t been playing tricks on me – celebration was in weeks. Which meant, this shamelessly embellished piece of paper was supposed to have been in my hands months ago! At least! Nothing about these events were last-minute caprices. They were planned-for years in advance!

Mangled binder was a giveaway enough. Young Raktkalis has been lugging the invitation around for a while. Perhaps it has even been hidden beneath the layers or armour each time we met. After all, if he’s been tasked to pass it along, he had no choice but do it as well. The insistence to meet eye to eye suddenly made sense. He’d been probing whether to strangle a roguish savage himself or let me hang publicly. And now, after a tedious vetting process, I was permitted to stride into an early grave on my own two feet. How kind.

“H-hohw l-lohng h-hahve youh h-had t-this?!” I turned away from the aggrandised parchment to all but scream in horror at the lousy messenger.

Unbeknownst to me, a hand has been hovering over my head. It descended with a feather-light touch on the cheek. Callouses felt scratchy regardless of tender intention, if it indeed was that. The man’s expression was that of curious contemplation, but for the life of me I could not gleam the meaning.

I could feel my eyes pop wider in an ever growing horror. It felt offensively intimate, but the last time Raktkalis was this close he took a bite out of my arm. I held my twitching claw at bay and watched his overly still form for any sudden moves, fully expecting for the shortsword to gut me.

“What difference would it have made?” he mouthed, but a faintest whisper made it legible.

Right, there was that other persistently following execution. I forgot. Nothing like an even earlier threat to put things in perspective.

“With such advance warning I wouldn’t have bothered…” I hissed out with reignited agitation, but came to my senses in time.

Most vicious grin bloomed on predator’s face as he finished my sentence, “With me?”

Not how I was going to phrase it, but the sentiment was close enough. And indeed, that was a conclusion I should have reached much, much sooner. Had I known the endgame was getting noticed by General Raktkalis anyway, none of this would have progressed this far. I should have just ended this persistent brat before he became an accredited officer and disappeared from the region for a decade or two.

“That was never your call,” Raktkalis sneered gratingly.

His rough hand pushed my face away to expose the throat. Just as fingers began trailing down onto my most battered part, I attempted to escape by stepping backwards. The rough hand immediately clutched my neck as though on instinct. The bruise from before loudly blare up under this new abuse. Severe stare fell and affixed onto his handiwork.

Pressure over the throat gradually grew. Raktkalis leaned in and whispered into my ear from so close I felt his hot breath, “Don’t wear white.”

I found the colour rather lucky on my errands. People in Kalanta gave way most of the time or simply looked away, granting the much needed privacy for my secretive affairs. After the time in the castle I sort of understood why. It was the colour of the condemned. These plastic dresses were convenient body bags, leaving but a minimum amount of blood on the floor after their wearer’s most unfortunate demise. It was but another Kalantan open secret, a quirk silently condemned and also completely put out of everybody’s mind.

Raktkalis’s concern would have been flattering – if I could breathe. I snarled, trying to shake his hold off. The rebar grip wasn’t budging. My control on the left hand slipped and the bone crescent immediately shot forth to fight for my life. It was instantly contained by Raktkalis’s free hand and the man grinned, welcoming the attempt on his life.

I punched him in the nose and Raktkalis just took it. There were no spare hands to stop the hit, but he could have neutralised attack in dozen other ways. He chose not to. Madman was enjoying my flailing, the coming to terms about my weakness, physical inferiority.

The maniac’s eyes watered so I knew there has been pain – he just completely disregarded it. I punched his face again. And again. Then the throat.

Just before I employed equally ineffectual kicks, the pressure eased and I inhaled as much air as it was possible. Then some more. Upon such intense relief, the vision blurred and I felt unsteady on my feet.

I found myself recovering rest of my breath as a boneless heap in my attacker’s arms. Raktkalis held me up and stroked back of my neck. Upon feeling the tense return to full consciousness, he pulled away and put me back on my feet. An arm kept holding me up by the elbow right until I was permitted to petulantly rip out of that too.

I never thought I was a match for trained exterminator, but reality check crumpled the self-esteem anyway. I could not even look up. I wasn’t afraid – had he wanted it, I would already have been dead. I was simply ashamed. At times like these I regretted not staying with the Order to learn everything they had to offer.

Rubbed my sore neck, sure the bruise would have at least doubled since before. Not that I cared in particular. He seemed to, for some stupid reason, as the eyes didn’t stray from the neck.

I absconded to the water station and gulped down something lemony. When I finally dared to look at the silent lord of this part of the manor, found him just as I’d left him. Narrowed eyes were staring back at me with some unpleasant calculation.

Man pulled out small black box out of the upmost pants pocket. It must have been snagged from the safe too. Curious, I watched the crude fingers play with it for several seconds before he threw diminutive package to me. I had to lean sideways to catch it.

Out of my fouled mood I didn’t hold back the voiceless admonishment, “My severed arm throws better than this.”

This jerk deserved some shit after that unnecessary show of force. I felt just a little entitled to a small vengeance, even if the best I could do was berate verbally. At the same time, I’ve been causing a lot of harm this past year and he was yet to retaliate. At all. Perhaps it wasn’t all that uncalled-for as it appeared.

Raktkalis cleared throat, as if trying out the roughed up cords before replying. A servant already stood next to him with a half-drank cup of water. He wasn’t touching it, just stared at me piercingly.

I guiltily averted my eyes to a suddenly very intriguing plush box. Undid a tiny latch to pull out a familiar skull nestled among black branches. It was a three-dimensional representation of the insignia I have stolen.

Smaller, elegant jewellery to be worn in formal events as a show of status and allegiance. No less an official regalia than the crests carried by recognised descendants. Different uses, obviously, but this was nevertheless a powerful legal instrument. A misuse would of course land the new happy owner in a severe disfavour of the household that issued it, but other than that this was essentially a free pass. Especially in Kalanta.

Naturally, I had to dangle the glittery skull at him and ask, “Whaht the fuhck?”

Servant girl dramatically collapsed like an old brick building during downpour. Glass of contaminated water splashed everywhere, adding to that image.

After the invaluable present I’ve been offered, my ill-conceived attempt to temporarily poison the guy was straight up pornographic. Raktkalis didn’t as much as glance at the fallen server, didn’t even take the succumbed body into consideration as he strode forth and kicked it away.

I thought he’d be furious, but everybody just did this to him so often Raktkalis didn’t pay attention anymore. Dissatisfied allies and their hired guns, scheming foreign groups, probably overambitious family too.

Me.

We weren’t anything of substance, just two convoys in the night enjoying a temporary truce, but I found the fact deeply joyless nevertheless.

Lordling aptly untwined the delicate chain from my clutching fingers and raised the ornament up. Before I grasped what he was doing, a hook skewered cartilage and the national treasure was fastened to my person.

“So you don’t have to borrow mine,” he spoke even more gravelly than usual. “Don’t take it off.”

Lord in the high castle was completely disconnected from his people. I snorted in response, “T-this will ghet ripped off with my whohle ear t-ten steps outside the gate.”

“Then I’ll retrieve it,” man shrugged as though that was what I’ve said. It prompted me to smirk, because he probably wasn’t even joking. Raktkalis’s hunt wouldn’t even employ the tracking chip inside it. At least the pompous lord didn’t argue that the trinket would provide some immunity all on its own.

I huffed and tentatively touched the aching earlobe, then tried to undo the clip. “Raktkalis. I can’t have this.”

I really couldn’t. For my sake. To this man it was just a pretty gaud. To me this was a key to all the state secrets I’d want to unlock. The temptation to sell this to a highest bidder was immense too. Above all, it was a sign of allegiance. I didn’t know what to do about any of those things.

My fingers got caught in a steel cage. Painfully so, even through the numbness. There was blood. The branches were sharp. They scraped against bone.

“Display it during the jubilation, since you won’t have the privileges afforded by rank.”

Look who’s put a lot of thought into this. Certainly not me. This was all because one of us had months to think it through. I was still considering disappearing completely rather than attending. He made the gathering sound much worse than what I’ve been blearily imagining, too. Not overly inviting.

“What, do the guests engage in battle royal?” I joked and hoped to high heavens it was funny.

“Optional. But there will be a lot of powerful people. My own kin should be warned to stay well enough away from mine.”

Yeah, just I don’t think that will ward off the biggest threat to my continued existence – the guy who issued these trifles.

“Youh say it as though they’re different,” I pulled the jewellery forth but it barely entered my field of vision.

“They are,” coarse voice assured.

A mirror with frame of dry branches materialised to my side. A new serving girl has offered it up. Several have entered the room, indicating that someone has been watching the cameras and seamlessly orchestrating the lord’s comforts. I found this pressure of constant eyes repulsively disagreeable. To him, it was yet another thing to treat as normal. After all, the generals always were under a scrutiny.

I averted eyes from the unpleasant truths and stared into my own reality. The face of some stranger, adjusted to portray whoever necessary at the time. It was easy enough to look away and re-examine the precious bauble instead.

The dots in the eyeholes weren’t white as in the house’s official seal. Miniscule, unworked emeralds were lost in the shadow at first, but once noticed - impossible to mistake or overlook.

I glanced at the expectant Raktkalis’s face and found his eyes to be dull greens too, as though that’s how the clan allocated the personal seals. The many bastards of esteemed line must all be a little different like that.

My thoughts circled back to the main reason of the current visit. I couldn’t outright ask, but still wanted to find out somehow. The pallid soldier had no hair, which posed a slight issue. Since stabbing the unhinged man was much desired but an ill-advised act, I’ll have to request some cooperation on his part.

“I need a piece of you,” I whispered. “Nail, blood, saliva.”

Before I even finished speaking, Raktkalis put his thumb between the molars and yanked the whole nail off, producing all three samples that I’ve asked for. Instead of as much as wincing, he grinned to mock my unnerved expression. This daredevil was fucking excessive. Not that I hated it about him. There was something about seeing someone to be so unrestrained, unabashed and unapologetic.

Young lord handed the dripping thing over to a server and she adeptly packed the nail in a fitting case as if this was a common enough occurrence. Only the shaking fingers betrayed the slave’s unease as she handed it over to me. Her own fault for working in direct sightline of that unpredictable spectacle of a man. I would not have signed up. Meeting Raktkalis for these brief interactions had been intense enough.

He was squinting with some dark imaginings again. Man’s scratchy fingertips ticklishly ran down the edge of my bloodied ear.

“Lord Raktkalis, I’ve disturbed your work enough. I’ll be on my way,” I whispered in an attempt to shake off the new ambience.

Didn’t quite manage to escape it.

“If I’m ordered to kill you, I will,” Raktkalis declared matter-of-factly. This much has been obvious from the start.

Did he mean he personally does not want that? Was this a warning? To stay away from the event, or the exact opposite – he’d have to hunt me down if I disobey the summons?

“You may go,” he turned and strode towards the encompassing table in dismissal. I wasted no time stalking out too, no longer bothering to hunch in or watch my feet with rapt attention. The earring permitted me to kick away the soldiers in my path just like they’ve done to me, but I was far too busy to be petty.

“Summon major general and the head chamberlain,” I heard Raktkalis’s gruff bark even through the closed door. It would seem the honour guard would not escape the ire for letting an intruder wander in, regardless of having higher rank than the young scion. Inside this kingdom, the status of a lord weighed heavier.
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