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Content Warnings



Bullying, killing your bully, killing your parents, death of a child (off-page), vomiting, immolation, poisoning, gun violence, and a mention of beastiality. There is a cat, the cat does not die. 






Dedication




To Marcus, Henry, Ben, and everyone at Last Podcast on the Left - thank you for the brain rot 










Introduction




Then 

The elevator doors opened, revealing the tallest woman I had ever seen.  

Her black hair, streaked with blonde, sat atop her head in two rolls which cascaded into beautiful curls. The dark purple velour suit enhanced slim curves. Cute, buckled heels decorated her dainty feet. She could have been any of the many affluent patrons in this fine-ass hotel, but from the lack of purse and bulges in her pockets, I could tell she wasn’t. She was like me—another contract killer for hire.

“Want me to hold this for you?” she called, reaching for the button panel.

“Y-yes.” I dashed over to the elevator and slid inside. The doors reopened with a jerk, then closed with a ping.

My stomach dropped as the elevator ascended. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Someone put out a hit on me. It was the middle of the night; there shouldn’t have been anyone else here. At least, no one else in my line of work. The streets outside were empty, the lobby deserted.

“So, what’cha up to?” she asked, hands crossed over her chest.

“Working.” I couldn’t give more details than that. I should not give more details than that. A hair comes loose from the braided wreath I arranged it in—I tucked it behind my ear.

“Oh, same! Are you a lady of the night?”

I widened my eyes. “No. Yourself?”

“No, though I’ve always wondered about it.” She smirked. “You’re here for a mark.”

One of the things that made me so good at what I do was never leaving any collateral damage. Potentially being the mark left me no choice. This other hired hand must die.

My jaw tensed, but I didn’t respond. Her blank, pleasant face didn’t shift.

The elevator dinged when it stopped at her floor. “Relax, you’re not mine.”

She winked at me and gave a cute wave before leaving to complete her contract.

My heart thundered in my ears, and I’m not entirely sure if it was relief or something else. I’ve experienced attraction before, but never towards anyone in my line of work. Never towards anyone active in my line of work.

In short, I was in danger.

Now

A singular bulb swings softly above myself and the interviewer. I don’t have the right kind of magic to snuff it out, but fuck, is it annoying. Makes me feel dizzy and the depravation of proper food and proper water doesn’t help nothing.

“So that’s how Ruta Pawlak met Frieda Masters.” I want to punch this biographer’s face. He’s judging me. As if he wouldn’t be turned on and terrified by the tallest woman he had ever seen getting into an elevator with him. On a night where he thought he would be alone. The prick.

“That’s how I met Frieda Masters, yeh.” I toss the felled strands over my eyes and out of the way. It works, somewhat. 

“And how did it make you feel?” Tooth-pick thin lips narrow. At least his posture relaxes. 

I have been nothing but cooperative. Handcuffed, I pose him no danger. Drugged for days in the name of psychotherapy, there is no threat from me. Plus, he’s been here for several sessions over many weeks, having me talk about my unpleasant past, which only gets more sordid the more details I tell him. We’ve only really talked about the most recent stuff—my capture, my arrest, the court proceedings, all that nonsense. It’s not even the most interesting part.

I raise an eyebrow. “How often do you see two bounty hunters sharing an elevator? I don’t think I was…what’s the word? Paranoid? Sure. Yeh, that’s it. Paranoid. The only reason for her to have been there was to take me out.”

“Why did that worry you?”

The guards had taken my rings—thick silver bands that went on my thumb, index, and middle fingers—and wow, do I want to click them against each other. “I wasn’t done. I wasn’t done at all. I had so many other contracts to fulfill.” So many volumes of graphic novels, both domestic and international, to read. The manga imported from abroad are my particular treasures, rotting in storage while I’m jailed indefinitely.

“Done implies that you started.” He flips through that annoying notepad of his. “I don’t have much on that. Care to get into it?”

I don’t care in any sense of the word. But I am bored, and if people want to hear my story, then it’s good that they hear it directly from me first.








Chapter 1: The Beginning


Before Birth - 12 years old





Then

Pier-Upon-Pier City. My story started the year when the latest and certainly not last of several great wars ended. Immigrants from an ice-laden land appropriately named Lodska came on boats by droves with their ice magic because their government got trampled by every neighboring country. My father came on a ship with his family, and wow, do I still wish the bastard drowned then. 

It means I wouldn’t be here now, but some sacrifices net positive benefits.

I know nothing of my grandparents, except that they somehow secured a private room in an otherwise over-crowded tenement complex. This was the height of luxury in those days, despite waking up most mornings to fucking rats—both literally and figuratively. Shouts and screams echoed from every other room. My grandparents died before I came into the picture. Their passing made space for the small, blossoming family of that horrible man and that passive woman who consummated something to create me. 

My mother cared for me as much as she could. But she couldn’t protect me from my father’s fists or spells. And she couldn’t do anything about the way my skin reacted to everything. See, it wasn’t that I had allergies. The air in Pier-Upon-Pier City was just pure poison like that. Not much has changed, unfortunately, but at least they got rid of the smell.

To get me to stop scratching, my father would use his scant magic to freeze the blood beneath my fingertips and tear the nails off. The screaming enraged him, but I was too young to communicate better. He took his overstimulation out on my mother or out on some poor slob in the street. 

With how much it seemed he hated his first child, it mesmerized me that my parents had another one. Piotrek, they named him. And the son born after him.

Now, I wanted to kill my father over the fingernails thing. Because wow, why would you do that to your child? What really sealed the nail in the coffin, so to speak, pun fully intended, is what he did to Piotrek. The first one, obviously.

Piotrek complained—a lot. Not that I could blame him. We were four people living in one room. My father’s temper accounted for all of ours. 

As did his rage. 

As did his violence.

Too long would go by before I had the abilities and wherewithal to do anything about it.

[image: image-placeholder]Summer. The air reeked of dirty bodies and the bags of refuse left on street corners for far longer than humanly acceptable. We were all sweating and Piotrek, in particular, did not like being warm. And our father loved being drunk, which only made him sweatier.  Loved isn’t the right word, but it silenced the demons in his head enough that he could make them our problem. It helped nothing. Headaches and hangovers ignited his temper. My mother was lucky to be working—most women did at that time. It was a matter of survival. Someone in our family had to. That shitty dock job which ruined her back and hands spared her from my father’s harm.

In that room, for most days, it was me, Piotrek, and my father—can I call him Simon? Great. Anyway, Simon’s morning bender hadn’t ended. The trigger was unclear, but from what I know of the motherland, there wasn’t a moment in history that didn’t lead to some kind of post-traumatic stress. Especially then, but it wasn’t as bad as it was going to get.

Simon grumbled under his breath, a wet, gargling sound which had no words I could decipher. Maybe it was Lodskish, I wouldn’t know; my parents never taught it to me. But Simon was so loud when I didn’t want to hear him. 

Especially when I didn’t want to hear him.

And Piotrek couldn’t stand summer in that apartment either. The heat, the smells, the noise, none of it. Piotrek, however, was stupid in that way all five-year-olds are. He had just learned how to communicate in paragraphs, knew his colors, had the precise words for the things bothering him. Before then, Simon spared him from his own outbursts. I’m sure some of my bad habits are a result of too many knocks to the head. Same goes for my stunted height.

I never saw the worst of it.

It happened while I was at school.

I came home and Piotrek was gone. Not like missing, but dead. I didn’t see the body, but my mother’s choking weeping said more than words could ever convey.

From what Frieda showed me of her well-adjusted family, this wasn’t normal in any way, shape, or form. I still don’t understand why she resented them in the way she did.

But the only story I can share is my own. And there it was.

Now

In my own trauma, I repressed what exactly happened. But I freeze, unable to continue. I stare at the metal table, eyes wide. The only sound I hear is the creaking as the light hangs above us. I am elsewhere. If time stopped, it’s not because I did anything.

“Can I talk about something else?” I ask. My voice is disgustingly soft. Simon is dead. He cannot hurt me anymore. Some scars do not heal.

“Of course,” the biographer says.

So, I turn to a more fun topic, where I had more agency: dealing with hooligans.

Then

If you think school was any easier, well. You’re an idiot, and not in the way five-year-olds are. I don’t know what to say otherwise.

As a student, I think I did well enough. I can clearly speak and understand what people are telling me, but, more importantly, I understand what people aren’t telling me. Most of that, however, I learned in my line of work.

School, whether it intended to or not, prepared me for it.

There were plenty of magicians and non-magicians in public schools, but I was the only ice mage in P.S. 65. They called me Glacial. Especially this one kid. Percy Green. He was bigger than me, less of an immigrant—I think his family came over on the first crossing centuries ago. He had it out for me like I personally wronged his family. But that wouldn’t make sense; an ocean separated our ancestors and guardians until this moment of childhood.

He annoyed me very much.

His house was between mine and the school. Most days, he followed me, asking if I could go any slower, if I’d be melting because of the sun, regardless the season. Bastard—literally—stayed far enough away from me that I couldn’t spin around and thwack him. How I wanted to, every time he opened that grating mouth.

One afternoon, I gave in to those urges. He asked me about my walking speed. My fist curled into a ball. This twelve-year-old girl snapped a punch into Percy Green’s freckled face.

Unfortunately, the incident took place too close to his house. Percy’s father saw the whole thing through his window. He threw open his door and yelled expletives I can’t remember, nor had I heard before that day. I shivered, not because of cold, but anger. If he had known what kind of little shit his son was, then maybe he would understand why I had to clock him.

I didn’t realize a crowd had gathered—seeing a grown man yelling at someone else’s kid provided enough entertainment, I suppose. Not like there is still anything else to do in that dumpy neighborhood. All I wanted to do was go home and read the true crime rags I loved at the time—still do, really. I wanted to be in my cramped apartment reading.

The one time my father ever came to my side was that afternoon. He left on a beer run when he saw the commotion. Seeing a depraved kindred spirit, Mr. Green was about to explain to Simon what happened. Why he felt justified in harassing a bullied twelve-year-old over fighting back against his shitheel child.

Simon wouldn’t have it.

Like father, like child, Simon sucker-punched Mr. Green, knocking him out. Stunned silence surrounded us. I didn’t even know how to react, but I wanted to laugh. Not triumphantly, but more at the ridiculousness of Simon coming to my rescue. Simon would have hit me if I cried, so I just left my mouth hanging open. 

Even though he spared me from further embarrassment in that one instance, I still hate Simon for what he did to Piotrek.

Anyway, I thought Percy would leave me alone after that. He and his dad had matching broken noses. But this is Pier-Upon-Pier City—Percy wanted revenge.

[image: image-placeholder]I used to go to the newsstand after dinner. There was excellent series on true crime and serial killers from a strictly forensic point of view that fascinated me. It put science to practicality in a way that made it more salient than school ever could. 

On my way back, however, Percy called my name. Or rather, he called that gratuitous nickname he had for me. Glacial. When he came up with the nickname, I hadn’t even awakened my ice magic yet. But it came with puberty. To add insult to injury, my period had started that morning, with all its fun discomforts. Ice flowed through my veins, pricking at my fingers, waiting to be unleashed. Meanwhile, my stomach roiled and my lower back cramped. Fuck, I was uncomfortable.

In hindsight, no wonder I so easily punched the little shit.

“Can I help you?” I responded, calmly. I wasn’t going to start the fight. Instead, I tucked the magazines I bought under my arm, ready to go home without incident.

“All alone, huh?” Percy rolled his sleeves up. “Good. My nose still hurts, you fucking iceberg.”

Iceberg was a new one. My jaw twitched. I had enough of this kid.

Percy, large in his father’s over-sized coat, like some kind of predator, stomped towards me. His fists were ready. He wanted to break my skin and make sure I carried the scars until the end of my days. Or I wouldn’t even have the chance to form scars, because I would be dead that night.

The problem with bullies, however, is that they are never prepared for their victims to fight back.

He charged at me, loudly. Knowing his play, I ducked out of the way. Ice crystals formed in my mind, their perfect structure coalescing into smooth, cold cerulean. They materialized on my free hand. I curled my fingers into my own frigid fist and hit Percy.

Again.

Again.

And again.

Now

“And you didn’t get caught?” the biographer asks. His breath quakes. I guess me at twelve was kind of scary.

I laugh, this ugly barking sound. “I wouldn’t be here with you right now if I got caught.”

He tilts his head from side to side. “I suppose you’re right.” Though his words are uncertain, he recovers quickly from his fear. Not a new wrinkle forms on that face.

“You said at our last session that it’s not like they can give me more life sentences.” I chuckle; it’s a good reminder. I can tell him whatever I want, however many times he tries to visit.

He swallows hard. “What did you do to Percy?”

“He died.” I leave it there. It’s cumbersome to tell him how I dragged him into the woods, froze off his teeth, fingers, and toes. I took that hideous coat and into the river he went. Oh right, I also weighed him down with rocks. Somewhere in the ocean that body lays. His parents skipped town after that. I’m not sure I ever felt as powerful as I did as a twelve-year-old.

Maybe the biographer and I can have a whole session that’s only about hiding bodies and getting away with so much bloodshed. But, fuck, does he annoy me.

It helps him that my hands are locked behind this chair. It saves him that the guards slip magic suppressant into everything I consume. I haven’t summoned ice in several years. Shame, because it is beautiful. It solves problems words can’t.

And this biographer is turning into a giant fucking problem.

What I Don’t Tell the Biographer - At School

As far as whatever publication this man is putting out about me, there are some things I’d rather keep to myself. Here we are.

It is common knowledge that elemental magic happens randomly. Some call it a mutation; others call it a miracle. I call it a tool. Ice served me well. It helped me do what needed to be done to survive, and by survive, I mean get paid.

Myself and the other elementalists formed a little cohort. Percy’s disappearance opened up my social circle. Before, people avoided me because they did not want to be on the receiving end of that harassment. With the threat gone, I was approachable. I’m glad I opened up those social doors for them.

It shouldn’t have been up to me. But Percy shouldn’t have been such a colossal dick.

The unfortunate lesson I gleaned from my school days is this: killing solves problems.

Snuffing out life means that those problems go away. Permanently. And if you’re clever about it, no one needs to know.

And wow, was I clever.
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