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      To all the weirdos and tender goths out there,

      Welcome home
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        Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it.

        Proverbs 22:6

      

      

      

      “Hail Satan!” chirped six-year-old Valeska, her cherubic face beaming at the blonde boy at the iron gate.

      Her raven black hair bounced on her shoulders as she skipped forward. She hadn’t seen another child in so long she couldn’t remember. Instead, she spent all her time in the shadow of giants, the adults of House Void Star.

      It was actually strange that none of them were around just then, but the young girl saw it as a blessing. The guards weren’t there to stop the boy from wandering into the estate!

      “I’m Valeska, who are you?”

      “Hey!” he said with such brightness and exuberance. “I’m not sure,” he said, his shaggy blonde hair tousled by the breeze as he stuck out a boyish hand.

      She grabbed it eagerly, easily, her grip so strong for such a tiny young thing. Her pale skin was covered in a black dress, the bottom of it puffed out over her scrawny legs.

      The Magister had always told her not to let her guard down around strangers, but he looked about her age, and she’d never had a friend before. She barely knew of the concept. But seeing him, all she wanted was to learn everything about him. And he couldn’t even offer her his name.

      “Where are you from? Another House?”

      “No,” he said shaking his head. “We live in a little apartment. Or I think that’s what they call it,” he said. “I don’t get out real often. They say it’s dangerous out here.”

      “Only if you’re a lamb,” Valeska said with a bright smile, “and I’m a wolf! See my fangs?”

      She opened her mouth, revealing that capped on top of her baby teeth was a set of silver fangs. She ran her tongue over one of them, feeling the pointed edge with a grin. They were brand new, and she was quite proud of them.

      “The Magister says that when I grow up, I’ll be able to slaughter all the lambs I want, but for now, I have to stay on the estate and train. Wanna see?” she asked, already beginning to tug him along.

      The estate itself was a large, ostentatious thing, melding together old Victorian houses, gothic iron, and lined with hideous statuary that always seemed to be watching her. It seemed well suited to the cool chill of autumn that had begun to arrive on the ocean breeze.

      “Today the Magister told me I have to learn how to jump really far, so I have to learn to jump over the pit.”

      She arrived at their destination, a deep pool of black water that was carved into a rectangle around three feet wide and six feet across. Neither of them could see the bottom of it, but she knew it had to go very far into the ground.

      “Look, I can already go the short way!” she gushed, and her black mary-janes brought her to the edge of the pool. With one fluid motion, she leapt over it, gracefully landing on the other side with around a foot of extra space.

      She bounced up and down, her raven black hair fluttering around her as she smiled back at her new, mysterious friend.

      “Do you want to try?”

      For Valeska, it was an easy task. She was six years old, but she had never been allowed a childhood. The path that was laid for her was one of combat precision, mental acuity, and intelligence gathering. Failure was not an option. House Void Star saw to that.

      But for the blonde boy who lived in an apartment—whatever that was – it was a task beyond him. He was excited to try, but his limbs betrayed him. When he tried to make that leap, his footing failed, his fear gripped him, and in his last second decision to not jump, he damned himself.

      He slid into that inky water, and floated down.

      Valeska stared in shock and horror, looking around for an adult, but there was no one. No one to save him.

      So, she jumped in.

      The pool was so narrow that it was hard to not kick him as she went under, the black dress swirling around her delicate body. Her foot found him first, and it guided her hand to his arm. She wrapped her hand around his wrist, and tried tugging him up, but he felt so heavy. He thrashed, and she lost her grip on him, bobbing up to the surface for air.

      That was when she saw him.

      The Magister.

      His long, white hair flowed around his stately shoulders; his pale skin covered with a fine, black robe. His ruby eyes were watching her from twenty feet away, his arms folded over his chest in a familiar way.

      It was the same stance he always had when he was waiting for her to learn a lesson.

      She didn’t call out to him, not then. Instead, she bobbed back down, finding the boy’s arm, and beginning to drag him up.

      He was flailing in a panic, sending him in all directions as he struggled desperately to get to the surface, but his actions were only damning them both.

      He was heavier than her, maybe a year or two older, and she was still just a child, but she refused to give up. Several more times, she bobbed to the surface for a gasp of air before diving back under, and finally, her arms went under his armpits, and she used the earthen side of the pit to get up upright.

      When his head finally broke the tension of the water, the relief that flooded her was immense.

      She had passed the test. She had saved the boy.

      She turned to beam triumphantly at the Magister, only to find him looming above her with a disappointed scowl on his face.

      Before she could make sense of it, his leather boot was on her shoulder, and both her and the boy were pressed back beneath the surface of the water.

      Her confusion caused her to twist the wrong way, and she lost her grip on the boy, and as the Magister’s boot pushed down further, she became disoriented. No longer could she see the brightness of the sun, the shadow of the man who was raising her. It was darkness all around.

      Those brief breaths of air were not going to last long, but she had been trained to hold her breath, and that was what she focused on. She wouldn’t allow herself to panic. She wouldn’t fail the Magister’s test.

      She got her bearings once more, but couldn’t find her companion, and after a minute of searching, she was forced to return to the surface. This time, the Magister didn’t push her back down.

      “Have you learned your lesson yet?”

      She stared at him in shock, nodding her head, but the second she dove back down to rescue the boy, that boot pressed between her shoulders.

      She couldn’t get back to the surface. He wouldn’t let her. He was trying to kill her!

      Why? What had she ever done to disappoint him?

      The tears in her eyes were whisked away by the water that had become so oppressively heavy atop her. It weighed her down just as much as the boot, and she knew that her companion didn’t have much longer. She had to rescue him.

      When her hand found his again, it was still. There was no more thrashing, no more fighting.

      She was too late.

      And still, her little hand wrapped around his wrist, and this time, she launched herself to the long side, away from the Magister. Her hand searched the side of the earth, and finally she found what she was looking for. A root.

      She grabbed onto it as she dove beneath the boy, and bracing her body against the soil, her hand wrapped around the root, she began to push him upwards.

      His head broke the surface, and she felt the weight begin to grow atop her. The Magister was pushing down on the boy, but she was in a defensive position for the assault. She kept him lifted there, her spritely body fighting against the much larger man’s casual strength. Her limbs trembled, the oxygen in her body depleting, and she began to feel her mind grow dim.

      She didn’t know how long she stayed there, fighting a losing battle to keep the boy’s head above water, but seconds passed, then minutes, and they might as well have been an eternity. Her lips parted, and she knew that it was time. This was how she was to die.

      But just before she inhaled the water into her lungs, the pressure lessened.

      She pushed frantically to the surface, swallowing the air the moment she broke free, and the tears streamed from her eyes.

      She could still feel the Magister’s presence, but her vision was foggy, the tears and the lack of oxygen both taking a toll on her.

      And even then, she brought her hand to the boy’s chest, slamming against it, sending that tepid water splashing over her face as it was ejected from his lungs. He began to vomit, but the relief that washed through her that she had saved him was immense.

      Until the Magister’s hand wrapped around the back of his neck, dragging him out of the water like a disobedient pup.

      “Weakness, Valeska. That is what I see in you right now. Frail, pathetic weakness,” the Magister scolded her, his ruby eyes boring into her like she was lower than dirt itself. “You almost died, and for what?” he said, the distaste oozing from his full lips. “To save some immature lamb? Foolish girl. Don’t you know what lambs are for? They are for slaughter. And your efforts were in vain,” he chastised so cruelly.

      Valeska cried out, reaching for her friend, but it was too late. The adults of House Void Star had returned, as if they were all just waiting for her out of the peripherals of her vision. She scrambled from the pit of water, the hard ground beneath her knees as she trembled with impotent rage.

      “He’s not a lamb! He’s my friend!” she cried out, and the Magister bent down to her level, squeezing her chin between his thumb and a finger.

      “He was sent here to kill you. There are no friends for you in this world. The moment you trust someone is the moment you find a blade between your shoulders.”

      The Magister stood back up, and looked towards one of the women. She was a Lieutenant, dressed in dark leathers, and carrying a large gun. Valeska recognized her as one of the most ruthless of her guardians.

      “Valeska needs to repeat last week’s training. Don’t let her out of the basement until she understands the truth of the Chimera's ways”

      “No! No! Please, Magister,” she crawled towards him, reaching out for him. “Don’t make me repeat that. I’ll be better! I’ll be stronger! I’ll make you proud!”

      But he pushed her off him into the dirt, and the officer claimed her, dragging her into the pit of shadows and pain.
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        The first secret to winning the game is knowing you’re playing one.

        House Void Star Motto

      

      

      

      “I’m not a fucking pussy, Over-Lieutenant. With all due respect.”

      Videl—her second in command—couldn’t even swear without sounding a little stuffy.

      Valeska giggled as she leaned back on the hood of her black, military hummer. She tilted her head so that she could see him sitting in the cupola at the mounted machine-gun.

      “Well, I’m just sayin’. You almost seemed hesitant to…” She lifted her fingers to her temple like a gun, squeezing the imaginary trigger and twitching as if she was dying.

      Videl frowned at her, staring down at her youthful face. She was only twenty, and he was in his thirties she figured, but he never disrespected her. Somehow, she’d managed to find a loyal follower on the Isle of Satanos, the place you couldn’t trust anyone.

      Six houses reigned over the lawless haven, and each vied for prestige and power. Those outside your house were considered potential enemies.

      Those inside your House?

      They were the ones that would tear you apart the second you stopped being useful.

      “It wasn’t the killing him I had an issue with. The venue…”

      “What, you don’t like an audience?” Valeska interrupted, her voice sweet enough to cover the poison beneath. She tugged at her fishnet stockings, readjusting them idly as she took a long drag of her cigarette. “It sends a message, Under-Lieutenant.”

      “I didn’t think House Void Star liked to send such loud messages is all, Over-Lieutenant.”

      He was right, and she knew it. But at the time she’d simply gotten caught up in the thrill of it all. Her expression softened as she met his gaze, both of them wearing special contacts that made their eyes glow an eerie red.

      “Fine, I won’t bust your balls since you were trying to keep me out of trouble,” she conceded, and there was a flicker of tenderness in his gaze that made her flinch like she was struck.

      She averted her eyes, instead staring down at the new insignia her jacket bore of a silver, upside-down cross.

      Her promotion to over-Lieutenant was still recent, and she was at risk of letting it go to her head. Videl was probably one of the few who both respected her enough to give her a warning, and loyal enough to her that she wouldn’t shank him for it.

      “You’re a Wolf, don’t give me those sheep eyes,” Valeska sighed. That was what the commoners thought of her type, in the military. Wolves.

      And the Wolves thought of them as lambs in return. That was probably how it all started.

      She grabbed one of the daggers on her hips, twirling it as she finished her smoke and flicked it aside, a ring of black lipstick around the tip. The leather of her black jacket groaned as it strained across her cleavage, her tall, black boots crossed at her heel.

      Videl had taken less liberties to personalize his military officer’s uniform than her, the black material looking darker than night. He was always so stern, and more serious than Valeska liked, but she had to admit that with his impressive height and lean strength, he always cut a sharp figure. Plus, the scar over his cheek and eye did make him look pretty badass.

      He had served her since she got her position in the Island’s militia, and he didn’t ask for a lot. He was the brooding type, quiet and dependable, and when she asked for his opinion, he didn’t bullshit her. Even better than that? His advice was solid.

      He hadn’t been born on the Isle, unlike her, so he could never rise up very high in the ranks.

      That worked out just fine for Valeska. Gave him one less reason for him to stab her in the back.

      She stared out at the dark ocean, hearing the water churn against the cliffs below. The sea salt spray mingled with the acrid scent of the volcano behind them.

      Despite it only being the two of them, a drone hovered nearby, recording everything. The Eyes, as they were called, were a constant presence on the island, and Valeska had never known a life that included the word ‘privacy’. Not that it really mattered. Satanos was a sprawling volcanic island founded by people who embraced sin, and the rules were pretty fucking lax. Violence was a way of life, and every rule had an exception if you had enough power.

      Especially if you were a military enforcer on duty, like she was.

      “You know, most guys here would kill for me to bust their balls,” Valeska said after a pause, looking back up at Videl, his pale skin nearly glowing in the silver moonlight.

      “I’m not most guys, Over-Lieutenant.”

      “That’s right,” Valeska teased, her tongue running over the silver capped dental implants that looked like vampire fangs. It was a common body-mod, a weapon not easily removed. A last line of defence if someone tried to take something from her that wasn’t on offer.

      Besides, it was peak aesthetic.

      “You’re a special boy.”

      Videl glowered at her mocking him, and he was about to snark back when Valeska’s smart watch vibrated, followed by his.

      “Orders coming in. Oh shit, it’s even official tonight! Might finally have some fun,” Valeska said as she hopped off the hood of the hummer.

      “Escaped convict, heading for the little port village on the north-west shore. Execute with extreme prejudice.”

      “The spies always make for that place,” Videl said with less enthusiasm than she had. “What are your commands, Over-Lieutenant?”

      Official orders or not, she was the boss. She gathered her hair back into a glistening, black ponytail, tugging the collar of her leather jacket up to cover the pale skin on the back of her neck, then grabbed her dagger, holstering it on her hip.

      “You feel like getting up close and personal or just spray-and-praying it tonight? You know me, I could go either way,” she teased as she opened the driver side door, hopping into the cool, leather seats.

      “If the convict has already gotten to the village, spray-and-pray could land us in hot water. So, it depends,” Videl said, careful not to draw her ire by reminding her of the caution she had just promised him.

      Valeska chuckled as she put the hummer in reverse, getting back on the road and heading down the familiar path. He was a smart man. If he’d been born in Satanos, he’d be a real threat. Since he wasn’t, well… It was a manageable threat.

      She drove alongside the volcano, towards the massive, carved statue of Baphomet. She’d always been fascinated with it ever since she was a child, and as awe inspiring as it was in the light of day, the ram-headed visage of a dark lord of the always seemed transformed at night. The eyes were otherworldly, as if the ruby were instead a void, able to draw attention to itself even apart from the natural darkness, and they always seemed to follow her.

      It always filled her with comfort, instead of dread.

      The interior of the hummer lit up, and Valeska looked towards the digital screen that had synced to her watch. The face of a rather handsome brown-haired young man stared forlornly ahead. He couldn’t have been any older than Valeska, but of a completely different sort.

      “He doesn’t look like much anyhow,” said her second.

      “He looks cute,” she said to Videl, unable to help herself from teasing him. “Death’s gonna be the best thing to happen to him today. I doubt he’d last a week in the village. He’s so… soft and innocent. Did you ever look like that, Under-Lieutenant? Back in the normie world?”

      “I’ve never been that weak,” he gruffly replied.

      Valeska’s heart skipped a beat, and some forgotten memory threatened to surface before she pushed it back down.

      “I wouldn’t have you under me if you were,” she said, fighting to keep the vulnerable quiver out of her voice.

      Videl was quiet for a moment, and she worried that he might have picked up on something. He was annoyingly intuitive at times. He used the flood lamp to search the dark evening field near the trees, keeping watch in that cupola, swivelling the machine-gun turret around. The village wasn’t far from their location, and she could see the road leading down from the cliffs that would spiral towards the little enclave.

      “If he’s a spy, he might have means to bribe someone there for a way out in a shipping container or boat. Or there might be someone waiting to get him out,” he replied as if nothing was amiss. But Valeska knew that didn’t mean he didn’t catch the change in her tone. Just that he was clever enough to pretend he didn’t.

      “He stands out like a sore thumb. No one would ever believe he was a resident. Hell, even a tourist wouldn’t look so…”

      “So pristine?”

      “You could say that. He’s just begging to be made into someone’s sex toy. Literally the worst spy,” Valeska said as her eyes went from the road ahead to the picture on the screen. He had a unique charm about him, his features youthful and boyish, yet distinctly masculine. She might be interested herself in seeing what delights he could offer her, but she had her orders.

      “Unless he was sent to seduce someone with specific tastes, and then escape.”

      Valeska rolled her eyes at him, not as though he could see it. He was so serious. It was one of the things she valued about him, as much as it annoyed her. She always knew what he was thinking, where his head was.

      But he wasn’t much fun to joke around with.

      “Or maybe he was just sent here as punishment by the outside world. Someone wanted him gone, but couldn’t take matters into their own hands.”

      Valeska didn’t know a lot about the world beyond their isolated island, but she knew that the laws out there were stifling. People had so little control over their own lives. The island had more than their fair share of thrill seekers looking to indulge in a life worth living before returning back to be endlessly controlled and scolded.

      Valeska didn’t have much respect for those who thought of the Isle of Satanos as a vacation spot, however. A temporary reprieve from law and order before meekly returning to tell tale tales to their friends about what badasses they were when they likely never even left the brothel.

      She was going to die on this soil and be grateful she had lived as humans were intended to live.

      As they neared the outline of that cozy little village on the water, a second command came in.

      This one was a private order.

      Just for her.

      She was fucked.
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        Come and see my rose-coloured bath full of death!

        Robert W. Chambers; The King in Yellow

      

      

      

      “Spare the convict. Bring him in alive to us. Damage not an issue, as long as he is still alive and will survive.”

      House Void Star was always a tricky house. They were always looking for ways to undermine others and grow, and they often operated in the realm of espionage and subterfuge. It wasn’t unusual for them to send her a secretive order, but it was the first time they’d ever commanded her to outright defy an official order through the chain of command.

      It sent a chill down her spine.

      Refusal wasn’t an option. The cost to her future, her reputation, and her place in the House was always on the line. Every decision she made was carefully scrutinized for a shift in loyalty or obedience.

      Nobody got anywhere without their house’s blessing. She could impress her military superiors to Hell and back, but if her house didn’t approve it… she’d never get another promotion again.

      And House Void Star was not a particularly forgiving house.

      Not that any were.

      “Fuck,” she cursed.

      Videl was loyal, she knew that, and he was a part of the House. But she couldn’t capture him without bringing Videl in on the change of plans, and everyone had the limits to their loyalty. She didn’t want to have to push him, especially not over some machination she wasn’t even privy to, let alone benefitting from.

      The Isle had plenty of money, but offers, favours, refusals? Those were the real currency. And just because she obeyed the House didn’t mean they viewed that as a favour, and the refusal of official orders would be hers to deal with.

      “What is it, Over-Lieutenant?”

      She looked at the drone as it hovered alongside the hummer, its dim, red light a constant companion. She was accruing a debt from the Isle, to avoid getting one from the House. Void Star would know her allegiance is to them, but the other Houses would punish her for disobeying official orders.

      It was a shitty place to be put in, but it wasn’t worth fighting against.

      The Isle was good at teaching you what battles to pick.

      “Don’t open fire if you see him,” she said to Videl, her voice dripping and malice. “We’re taking him in. You see him, you let me know. I’ll play the sweet rescuer; you stay invisible unless I need you. Got it?”

      Videl instantly snapped to alert. He didn’t know why her command had changed, but he instinctively understood things had just gotten more serious. Spies from some western nation out to crush their little rebel island were a somewhat frequent occurrence, to the point that their orders to eliminate the threat was almost mundane. Saving a criminal, disobeying official orders?

      It was a first for both of them.

      As she said that, she noticed a curious thing: the light on the drone that hovered by her side had gone out, indicating it was no longer recording.

      Like any technology, malfunctions happened. But it was rare; this was top of the line stuff.

      The only rational explanation was… her house had done her the kindness of sparing her culpability in disobeying orders.

      She didn’t even know that was possible, let alone that she’d be worthy of the gift of privacy. It was a show of trust and protection she’d never experienced before.

      “Yes ma’am,” Videl said, even though she could detect the shift in his demeanour. He wasn’t one to disobey orders. But he’d always obeyed her over anyone, so her commands came first.

      “I imagine this has something to do with why the Eyes are offline?”

      “Yea, our people are looking out for us,” she said, surprise and curiosity mingling in her voice. This must be something big. Or maybe it was just someone in the mood for a pretty boy for the night.

      She’d been on the Isle her whole life, and she couldn’t pretend to know all the secrets that surrounded her.

      Videl turned off the spotlight as they pulled into the small village. It wasn’t the party central that the main city was, but still there was music and lights coming from the biggest building, a tavern Valeska hadn’t visited before.

      “If I were a spy, and I looked like him, I would know that I’d stick out like a sore thumb in a place like this. But I’d probably be hungry and thirsty...” she said, more to herself than to Videl. “If I intend on escaping, I’d know that night is my friend, and staying in the shadows is safest. The alleys might let me get a feel for people, look for an opportunity. I’m going to start there,” she said before opening the hummer door and planting her black, platform boots on the ground.

      She was only five foot tall, but she was raised to be ruthless. She was one of the first generation of the island, and so a lot of people had a hand in bringing her up, molding her into the ideal Satanosite. She was a defender against the outsiders that sought to take her away and bring her into a world of crushing poverty and lawfulness, and a hedonistic worshiper of their faith.

      That also meant that expectations of her were higher than most people. The older generation that had moved here and created their commune, the others who moved here to escape their oppressive world, they weren’t given any slack. No one was.

      But House Void Star saw her as the embodiment of their achievements and methods.

      Failure was never an option.

      “If anyone else seems to be looking for our guy, they can’t find him first, got it?”

      Videl climbed down from the hummer, and stood beside her. He was over a foot taller than her and then some, but he looked at the much shorter woman as if she were the far more fearsome intimidating force.

      He took out his sword in hand, the obsidian hilt gilded with a few red rubies. It was one of the few flourishes his outfit had that marked it as his own. He still had a handgun at his hip, but he left the rifle in the vehicle. Among the forces, swords were often preferred. Only the military could possess guns, and some of the Island’s only laws were reserved for when and how guns should be used.

      In short, it was kind of a pain in the ass, and killing someone with a sword had less paperwork.

      “Understood, Over-Lieutenant. Want me to patrol the streets in case you flush him out of hiding?” he asked.

      She brushed her straight bangs from her forehead, looking in the rear-view mirror as she reapplied her black lipstick. She was procrastinating. A part of her wanted someone else to get to the convict first, take him out before she could enter the murky waters of serious Island intrigue.

      ‘Weak’, she chided herself, biting her tongue with her fangs so that she could startle herself back to reality. This was an opportunity to make herself known in House Void Star, and she wasn’t going to fuck it up just because she was afraid. The fact that she could even feel fear about something like this pissed her off.

      “Play it casual. He has to survive, and the longer he thinks he’s safe with us, the better. You’re down there looking for a dog that ran off.”

      Videl watched her, then looked around.

      “All right. Understood. I’ll be on the comms if you need me. Astarte guide you.” He gave her a lingering stare before he turned, his tall leather boots clicking on the cobblestone road as he made his way to the main street along the water.

      That left her to her own business of searching those dark, dreary alleyways.

      It was tedious work, but luckily, built into her red contacts was a night vision capability. She could see almost as well in the night as in day, albeit with a rose-coloured perspective.

      She made her way up and down vacant alleys, seeing nothing but discarded condoms, used needles, and the odd stray. Maybe her instincts had been off, and she didn’t understand the man as well as she thought. She had very little information to go off of, but something about him…

      Why did she think that she could get into the head of someone so delicate looking? He couldn’t be more different from her.

      She worked her way towards the tavern, its loud music thumping and pounding, and as she made her way down the alley, the hair on her nape began to prickle. It was a strange instinct, but one she always paid attention to. A dumpster sat there, which was nothing out of the ordinary. Except this one was too big for the space. It was intended for a garbage truck to lift and unload it, but a truck could never wind its way in between the walls.

      The unusual wasn’t unusual, not really. Not with all the schemes and secrets her people kept.

      But knowing why something was unusual was a skill that kept her alive more than once.

      She strolled down the alley as if she owned it, belonged in the deep shadows between buildings.

      She inspected the dumpster, walking around in and trying to unlock its secrets. It was too heavy for her to try to move, but she was interrupted by Videl as his gravelly voice whispered in her ear through the communication device.

      “Followed a suspicious looking man down the road. He headed into the tavern, lost him. Gonna keep searching.”

      That meant she couldn’t call him back to help her right away; not without interrupting and potentially losing a lead. She’d have to figure out how to move the dumpster on her own, and she began to look around for something that she could use as leverage to push it. The alley was frustratingly well kept, and so she hopped up on the edge of the bin, hoping there might be some discarded wood or metal.

      But the garbage inside looked a little too neat. Too tidy. It didn’t even stink.

      What kind of tavern garbage didn’t stink?

      She took out one of the bags, and while it was full, she doubted it was actually garbage. It felt too… uniform in there. So, she took out another. Then another.

      It was a fucking front!

      Hidden beneath the fake trash was a hatch, attached to the building. A smile twisted her lips. She delighted in secrets. Another form of currency that held real meaning.

      If this youthful man was spying, perhaps a little hidden nook was something he could have used. Or maybe it was a tunnel for human smuggling. It wasn’t an uncommon trade on the island, considering how many people tried to sneak in and off it.

      She took the time to collect the garbage she’d discarded and placed it a bit less conspicuously back in the bin to surround her before hopping into the dumpster and inspecting the hatch.

      It would’ve been a tight fit for a big man, but for her it would be a breeze. And as she tested it, the metal began to slide open.

      It wasn’t even locked!

      Amateur hour.

      It was narrow for a room, running the length of the tavern, and she could hear the thudding of the heavy metal music more clearly. It was probably built in from very conception to be a hidden space for secret dealings she reckoned. The little village was, just as Videl said, a hot bed for smuggling after all. And tavern owners had no doubt learned a few tricks of the trade from the rumrunners of old.

      The chamber had old sleeping bags and discarded supplies as she peered around, confirming her suspicion that they were human smugglers. She quietly made her way down that narrow room, and found that the corner looped around to the back of the building too.

      She paused at the bottom of a ladder, looking up towards the darkness above it. Maybe it was a scent in the air, or a subtle warmth, but even over the pounding of the music, she could sense something. Someone was above.

      One of her platform heels tested the ladder, and put her weight upon the rung. It didn’t creek, and she chanced another, then another. Finally she made it so that she could peer over the edge, and she was bombarded with the smell of sex.

      A big, burly man’s ass clenched and bounced as he thrust into a smaller man that he was pinning down onto the table.

      The husky guy grunted and groaned, the sound of his flesh slapping to the attractive, younger man’s filling the air. He gripped the boy’s dark hair—it was impossible to tell what colour it was in such darkness through her night vision – and wrenched it back.

      “C’mon… that’s it… you little bitch,” he growled at the smaller man

      The other man groaned and whimpered. He was a fit man, nude and pristine, but he was weak and pathetic, not even able to struggle against the violation of his body.

      It wasn’t an uncommon sight. Do as thou willst, was the core tenant of the island’s faith after all. Violence was a natural part of human nature, and as long as the guy wasn’t going to kill the younger looking fellow it was largely fair game.

      But Valeska was on a mission, and it was do as she willst most of all.

      Her eyes darted around the room, seeing no one else around. The thrum of the music would drown out all sounds to the outside world to the point that Valeska thought that this rapist was far more of a coward than he looked. Why gag a victim when no one could hear him scream?

      Even the kink of it seemed pathetic to her.

      She grabbed one of the sharp stilettos from her side, weighing it in her hand as she waited for him to be fully distracted by pleasure.

      The burly guy began to tense up, and Valeska slithered along the ground so as not to draw his gaze. Patience was a virtue that her House had painfully taught her, and in that moment, it felt natural to breathe into silence, move with the shadows.

      The Chimera could contort itself, cut off the useless pieces of its body and replace it with what it needed in the moment without regard to the personal pain it would cause. The only thing that mattered was the mission, and the path of the Chimera was that of invisibility, camouflage, and sacrifice.

      She got behind him as he reached the finale, letting the steel of her stiletto graze along his femoral artery before settling the tip at the base of his taint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          Sweet Boy
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        Exemplify the chimera; that which can evolve by sheer will alone.

      
        Sever that which no longer serves you, and birth yourself anew.

        House Void Star Motto
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