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Jaxon Blau
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Jaxon Blau was not a nice man. He got quiet when unhappy, red when angry, and spiteful when given power. And someone had allowed him a lot of power. 

Blau was in the midst of a meal when he received me. He sat at a wide table illuminated by the large fireplace behind him. The lights were dim, the flames casting sharp shadows across the room.

It was the middle of summer. In the south. 

His table was arranged beautifully — a number of appetisers, several main courses, homemade breads, and deserts all displayed in quality porcelain. The food was enough to feed an army.

He didn’t offer me any. He didn’t even invite me to sit, letting me stand by the door and wait for him to receive me. His two hulking bodyguards flanked me — an earthborn and an intimidator. One could snap me like a twig, and the other could project a terror so intense it was paralysing. What a lovely pair.

Blau’s inappropriate reception wasn’t due to the fact that I’d appeared without a warning. I’d given him enough notice to anticipate my arrival. And it wasn’t the hour, as he had set it himself. But I bit my teeth and straightened my spine, patiently waiting for him to be done with his display of authority because it was late and I wanted to get this job over with as few incidents as possible.

“You’re not the usual contact,” Blau said, chewing. He paused, making a show of looking me over. “Where’s…” he pointed to his face. “Tattoo?” He proceeded to tear apart a small bread and toss the pieces into his stew.

Zee had better things to do than deal with greasy crime bosses, even if they owned a third of Radegast’s farmland. Which didn’t make me feel any better about this assignment. I briefly eyed the fireplace, then turned back to Blau. “He is otherwise occupied,” I replied, keeping my voice monotone. “I—”

“Shame,” he smacked his lips, interrupting me.

“I bring a message, and a request,” I continued, keeping the irritation out of my voice.

When I reached into my bag to get the letter, only the intimidator flinched, relaxing when he saw no threat. Though the earthborn looked mean, he was too slow to react. Blau must have gotten him cheaply.

I moved for the table and the intimidator grabbed my arm. Every fibre in my body tensed, ready to spring, but I held myself back, resisting the urge to show him exactly where he could stuff his hands. This one was loyal, and he was alert. I tried to grasp for the reason of his dedication but his life was too dull and monotonous to spark a vision into relevant events.

Blau nodded, but the guard held on a few seconds longer, squeezing in warning before finally letting go. I filed it all down under personal insults.

I walked around the large table and came to stand beside Blau’s chair. He too was an intimidator, but his true strength lay in his ability to resist mental influence.

“Your reputation has been declining in recent years,” I spoke. 

He huffed, gaze locked on his meal. But he was no longer eating.

Declining put it softly. Blau had never concerned himself with proper working conditions or the state of his equipment, as long as things got done and he didn’t need to spend extra resources. A few decades ago he had started with a shiny new set-up and an eager workforce. He provided jobs for those who couldn’t get hired, guards for those who did not need them, and a rather profitable network to store and transport illicit goods across the province.

Today, half of his machines were an accident waiting to happen and he was bleeding workers in torrents, but his network was stronger than ever. He had grown too big to be allowed to fail.

“The work you do for your community is valued,” I recited the carefully crafted words, “and we’re concerned about the future success of your business.” I pinned him with a stare when he glanced up at me. “We’re willing to provide the support needed to straighten up your record and restore your reputation.”

Silence. His beady eyes were trained on me, waiting with disinterest.

“I specialise in information control,” I continued. “I can help quash some of the rumours regarding your workforce and I can get you in touch with the right people regarding new farming techniques.”

A half smile played on his lips, and I resisted the urge to frown at the cocky confidence drifting to the surface of his mood. He didn’t think it was a problem. I disagreed. Having your employees drop dead of exhaustion or die in accidents on the field was not a good way to lead a business. Acquiring more land by sending earthborn thugs to ransack potential plots was even worse. If he was to keep his network going in the future, he needed a good front.

“Were you aware that the military has launched an investigation into your holdings?” I said.

He blinked, momentarily surprised, and then recovered with a smirk. “The military’s always—”

“Mithra military.”

His meaty face creased in a harsh frown. “What does the Capital want from me?”

I replied with a tight smile. “That tidbit is for free. What you do with it depends on you. Anything further, standard rates apply.” 

The military didn’t care about him. It cared about his network. And so did we. 

I placed the letter in front of him. “My benefactor has kindly provided a few words of advice,” I glanced at the letter and then back at him.

Saying nothing, Blau rose from his chair and snatched the white envelope. I stayed in my spot as he walked past me and across the room. He examined the label in the flickering firelight, turning the letter over and over. His air was pensive as he seemed to consider. Briefly. Without opening it, he threw the letter into the fire and I watched the paper shrivel up and turn black, unread ink bleeding into the flames.

“Next time,” Blau said, “tell them to send an adult if they want to do business.”

I kept a straight face as much as I wanted to frown.

Longevity had its perks — youthful appearance, knowledge, experience. Being taken seriously by narrow-minded peasants was not one of them. I didn’t respond, I didn’t react. Blau did not believe in consequences and he did not fear the bite of the military, but he would learn soon enough. Arrogance flavoured with foolish certainty never led far.

He waved at his guards and they reacted faster than their large frames seemed to allow, zipping around the table and toward me. The intimidator’s hands clamped around my shoulders as he shoved me for the door. I fought hard against the instinct to jab my elbow backward, turn and slam my knee into his gut.

“I’m not finished,” I protested but Blau dismissed me with another flick of his hand.

The intimidator squeezed, his energy lashing at me. It tickled my consciousness like a ripple in an ocean, instantly absorbed in its waves. Pitiful. Fear, concern, compliance, I couldn’t even tell what he was trying to project, only that he was annoyed.

I dug my feet, grinding us to a halt. “I suggest you let go,” I said calmly.

He just shoved me toward the door again.

I’d had enough. Twisting, I slipped from his hold, circled around, and brought him to the ground with a well-placed kick behind the knees. At this height it was a child’s play to kick him in the head and knock him out cold.

Injury repaid.

Blau and the earthborn gaped at me, but their shock didn’t last. The large guard barrelled toward me and I merely stepped out of the way. He was slow but relentless, correcting course and grabbing for me again. 

I eyed his wrists. No blocker. If he caught me, it was the end. The world slowed down as my senses sharpened and my body kicked into a familiar rhythm. I danced out of the way when he tackled me, helping him to the ground with a light shove. He fell hard enough to rattle the dishes on Blau’s table.

But earthborn, with their strength and resilience, were not as easy to knock out as  mentalists. I’d have to lure him into using his abilities stupidly, tire him out, and deliver the final blow when he was exhausted and not paying attention. We’d probably break furniture, knock down a few walls in the process, and make a mighty mess, hopefully without bringing the entire roof down. 

No, this house was Gayle’s legacy, and I wouldn’t be the one to ruin it. The earthborn was a guard dog, what I needed was for his master to call him off.

I leapt over the table, snatching a set of cheese knives on my way to Blau. The earthborn was already back on his feet. I threw the knife, aiming at the big boss. The bodyguard’s footsteps shook the floor as he circled the table. The knife didn’t have the right shape for throwing so I helped it reach its mark with a light air current. Smooth as butter, it embedded itself in the wooden accent of the fireplace behind Blau. The earthborn froze when I raised the second knife, aiming at Blau again.

“However fast he is,” I said to Blau, “I’m faster.” His lips parted to bark a command, but I spoke first, “And I never miss.” 

My fingers itched on the handle. I’d known that talking to him was pointless. Blau would not change, he was a victim of his success and as long as he believed he would continue being successful he had no reason to step in line. He hardly ever listened to Zee. What chance would I, a complete stranger, have? But removing him wasn’t a solution either. I stilled my fingers. His disappearance would cause a vacuum I didn’t want to deal with. If the message didn’t work, I had to find other ways to convince him. But before that there was something else that I needed from him.

I held his gaze and waited for his next move. He considered briefly before signalling the earthborn to stay put.

“What do you want?” he asked, his anger controlled but prickly.

“There’s a boy working for you—”

“I have many boys working for me.”

“His name is Reuben.” The one to whom he owed this house.

Blau considered, eyes drifting to a shadowy corner as he flipped through his memories.

This house wasn’t rightfully his. It had been Gayle’s once, and now her son worked for the man who’d stolen it from her. Did he even remember? Or was Gayle’s name lost among the many he’d robbed or destroyed.

The estate wasn’t the largest, but it was the sturdiest and perhaps the prettiest. Built on an elevated hill, the house was unlikely to flood in a land that suffered from spontaneous marshes. The hard stone foundation alone would make it last decades longer than its neighbours. Blau used it as a summer retreat and occasionally as a meeting spot for his deals. 

He stroked his chin as if he didn’t know what I was talking about. I threw the second knife, grazing the spot he was touching and his fingers. He staggered and, before he or his guard dog could react, I crossed the rest of the distance, pulled the knife out of the woodwork, and pressed it against his thick neck.

“You will pay out his wages, add a good bonus for hard work, and send him on his way,” I said slowly so he could understand. “No strings attached, no more meddling into his life.”

I waited for him to nod before retracting the blade enough to let him breathe.

“As for the rest, you can either clean up your game or you can fall. Personally, I don’t care, I’m just here to deliver a message.”

I did care though. If he had listened it would mean less work for me, and I was already on a tight schedule. He tried to say something, reconsidering when my blade bit into his skin.

“Don’t think of playing dirty,” I added. “You’ll find me quite difficult to get rid of if you anger me.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Blau kept most of his roofless workers in barns scattered across his vast properties. That way he could claim they were squatters if a surprise military raid hit. Or he could report them himself and give the army a chance to prove its efficiency in controlling illegals at some strategic time, in exchange for them looking away from his dealings for a while.

“Why the boy?” Blau asked as we approached the moonlit barn.

“It’s a job,” I lied. “One that pays.” I added.

If there was one thing Blau believed in, it was money. His brows knitted in thought and I continued forward, letting him chase shadows and motivations.

The truth was that I had promised a dead woman she would see her children again. She wouldn’t. The least I could do was check in on them and make sure they were on the right path. Gayle had done me a service and I never forgot paybacks.

“I’d watch out if I were you,” Blau said as he unlocked the side door.

I smiled as sweetly as I could. “Excellent advice.”

I snatched the satchel of money from him before making my way into the dark.

The smell of human and cattle was so intermixed inside that I couldn’t tell one from the other. But I had watched the boy long enough to recognise his energy easily, so I weaved through the murky darkness, avoiding sleeping animals and humans alike, in search of my targets.

The two children huddled in a small space between bales of hay. I shook the boy awake. He cracked an eye open to look at me, then at the moonlight streaming through the worn boards.

“It’s too dark to shape the land,” he muttered, turning around and drifting back to sleep.

I shook him again. “Wake up, Reuben.”

He started upon hearing his name, sitting up and glancing around.

“Who are you?” he asked, voice alert.

“A friend.”

He shrank back, but he wasn’t trying to get away. He was shielding his sister. Tabea had woken before him, I’d heard it in her breathing, and was now staring at me through the dark.

“You’re too quiet,” she said in a small voice as the touch of her awareness tried to grasp onto me. The probing was delicate, unintrusive, but all the same nosy. And that mental touch was unmistakable — an empath. Not an easy ability to grow up with if no training was provided.

“You’re just not listening carefully enough,” I replied, and relaxed the hold on my energy a fraction. Not enough to reveal my presence, but sufficiently to let her sense my intentions.

She peered at me for a little longer, before squeezing her brother’s shoulder and making him relax. How naive. I was good enough to fake it, and it wasn’t hard for others to do so too. I’d have a talk with her later, but now the most important part was getting out.

I squinted when we walked back out into moonlight, expecting ambush even if I sensed no one near. But Blau and his men were nowhere in sight. Good riddance, though I knew that this wasn’t the last I would see of him. Still, he was not stupid enough to chance a confrontation so soon. For now he would retreat, learn more, maybe even get higher class thugs, and then he would be back. Blau was not the kind of man to forgive an injury.

The children hesitated at the door, round eyes peering at me, sizing me up. In the moonlight they looked small and scared, and for once I was happy my outward appearance wasn’t immediately intimidating. Still, I forced my expression to soften. No point frowning at them.

Reuben eyed me, the barn, and then the fields, dark gaze dancing in every direction. Hesitation, concern, fear, it all swirled around him.

“You don’t have to stay here anymore,” I said, guessing at his thoughts.

He turned to me. “If I don’t work I won’t get paid.”

“You weren’t getting paid now.” The food scraps and housing generously provided by Blau could hardly be called payment. But I didn’t rush him, letting the two of them weigh their options in silence.

Both were so thin that I wondered where they found the energy to stand, let alone work. They were only two of the endless stream of workers Blau churned through. I should have slit his throat when I had the chance, but my personal involvement only went so far and there was a greater picture. Tabea and Reuben had lucked out because I happened to owe their mother. Most of the others would continue to suffer so countless more could live. Far too many things depended on this network to chance disrupting it over pointless ideals.

The boy continued staring at me. His dark gaze and thick brow were so unlike Gayle’s that he must have taken after his father. But Tabea was a mirror image of her mother — the same light brown hair that curled at the ends, the same hazel eyes. She had been five when Gayle was arrested, that would put her at fourteen now. And though the siblings appeared similar in age, Reuben was… a degree older than Tabea.

“Who sent you?” he asked, straight to the point. I was starting to like this kid. The answer to that question, however, was problematic. If I told him it had been Gayle, he’d have questions that shouldn’t be answered at the moment.

“Your aunt,” I said instead.

His brows knitted in confusion. “I don’t have an aunt.”

“You do now.” Temporarily anyway. I’d been at this job for a while now, which meant a lot of people owed me favours. It wasn’t hard to find a good family to look after the children until they got back on their feet. A good family with an understanding of Reuben’s particular talents and the ability to help him develop in the right direction.

I tossed the satchel with his wages at him. He lurched to catch it, nearly dropped it, then fumbled with the straps to open it. The children inspected it, eyes rounding as they looked to me, then to the bag again.

“Your wages.” A few years’ worth of legitimate government bills. Blau hadn’t bothered paying them very well. Even with the bonus, if all they bought were necessities, it wouldn’t last long.

Reuben nodded, eyes drifting to the ground for a moment, then held it back out for me.

“We don’t need an aunt. We need our parents.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t do reunions.”

“What do you do then?”

“I trade information.”

He continued hovering the bag. “Information then.”

I rubbed my temple. Get in, get them out, set them on their way. That was the plan. So why was it getting complicated?

I waved off his money. “One thing at a time,” I said because it was the only thing that I could say to make him move. “First, let’s go meet your aunt.”

A frown tugged at his lips, and though he nodded an agreement the spark in his eyes didn’t change. I wasn’t getting out of this easily. I sighed again. Give someone a finger, they would take the arm.

Hand in hand, the children followed me away from the barn. Reuben’s gaze was locked forward, but I could feel his attention on me. Not a total fool. His sister, too, now peered at me suspiciously. Probably because I had concealed my energy again, or maybe because she had woken up enough to realise that trusting strangers was dangerous.

“Who are you?” Tabea asked.

“You can call me Nia.”
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Mop Up
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Something was tapping in the distance, like large bullets of rain falling against glass. The low, resonating clang slowly pulled me from my sleep. 

“I hate that bird,” Oceanna’s voice drifted from across the room.

“What bird?” I asked, my mind still hazy with sleep.

“That bird.”

I cracked an eye open. A large raven sat outside the window, sporadically tapping the glass with his beak. I sat up, the sudden movement making my head sway. Oceanna glared at the bird from her bed, but made no attempt to let him in. Even as I staggered off the couch and strolled for the window, Soot continued to beat against the glass, relentless in his pursuit to come inside.

Oceanna threw off her covers and swung her feet to the floor. “If you let that thing in again, I swear-”

She dove right back under the blankets when I unlatched the window. Soot pushed in, doing a half circle around the room before he realised it wasn’t meant for his large wings. He landed on the kitchen table, scratching at the surface as he skidded to a halt, then stared at me sideways with one yellow, beady eye.

I glared right back. One month. That’s how long I had been waiting for an answer. I stalked toward him, gaze intent on the message on his foot. He cawed a complaint but didn’t peck me when I grabbed him. He knew he wouldn’t get fed if he did.

Oceanna emerged from her refuge, sea-green eyes shifting between me and Soot. I unfastened the small metal cylinder and slid out the parchment. Oceanna’s soft footsteps approached, halting when Soot let out a loud screech. He was suspicious of anyone whose mind he couldn’t read. I shushed him, then carefully unrolled the paper.

I stifled a frown when I read the message.

Getting Jaxon Blau arrested had not been the best thing to do. It was, in fact, the worst thing to do, but I didn’t expect to have to deal with the consequences. After all, I’d done my job and gotten him to stop his misdealing. Even if it hadn’t happened as initially planned. But with him gone, his network and smuggling operation were up in the air.

Oceanna peeked over my shoulder, trying to look at the paper while keeping me between her and the bird. “What does it say?”

I rolled the message back into the small tube. “I need to follow up on something.”

Oceanna’s face scrunched up into a scowl. “You promised,” she hissed, arms folding over her chest. “No more jobs. You’re supposed to be helping me—”

I silenced her with a stare. I may have promised to help her, but I didn’t work for her. Besides, Oceanna’s request was not the easiest to fulfil even without her short temper sabotaging us both, and she knew it.

“How long?” she demanded.

I smoothed Soot’s feathers. The bird cawed a demand to be fed. “As long as it takes.”

She stalked away, threw on her fatigues and was out the door faster than a morning drill call. The loud crash made Soot shoot up in the air again, half hopping, half gliding across the room.

One month ago I had written up my report, detailing everything that had happened in Radegast. My warning, Blau’s response, the escalation, and eventual breakdown. He was not fit to lead and his presence did more harm than good. I’d listed all known parties and businesses that would be affected by his removal, too. And of course, I’d kept a few facts out: no, I hadn’t used my abilities; I wasn’t involved in the labour dispute, which was technically true; and in no way had I put myself in a compromising and possibly incriminating position. After the last few disasters I’d stumbled into, I expected anything from critique to threats of being sent away to the farthest corners of the continent.

Instead, I got a single sentence:

Deal with it.


I toyed with the little paper, rolling it, and unrolling it.

Cleanup was not my speciality. Well, not the kind of cleanup she would like. That was her talent and I’d hoped she would take care of it.

The message was written in the familiar neat writing — big curvy letters in the middle of the page, thicker than usual. And the period looked like it had almost punched through the paper. Deal with it.

Like I had time to travel the province, go through the list and investigate which businesses deserved to sink and which had to be preserved. I turned the note round, folded it, unfolded it, turned it again, hoping that miraculously an “I’ll” would appear on the page. But no, it still read the same: Deal with it.

I cursed, drawing Soot’s attention. He stared at me across the table for a moment and then continued pecking at his bowl of canned fruit.

Oceanna was growing impatient, getting into all sorts of trouble while I was busy with nonsense. Last time I was supposed to be gone for a month. The mission had taken a year. I still wasn’t done hearing about it. At least she hadn’t gotten herself suspended by yelling or punching a superior officer. We both knew I wouldn’t bail her out a third time. Even if there was any viable place left to relocate her to.

I picked up the pen, but I had doused it in too much ink because the first sheet of semi-transparent paper turned blue.

I crumpled the note and reached for another.

Not my problem.


Scratch.

I don’t have time for—


Scratch.

You should have thought of that before—


Scratch again.

Last time I checked, guild business was no longer my concern.


Scratch. Double scratch. Triple scratch. The paper tore.

No, there was no getting out of this. I had conscripted Zee to help me with the Nereid problem, leaving myself as the only agent open for jobs in the south. As pressing as this mission was, Oceanna would have to wait.

I dipped the pen in ink again.


If I have to deal with smugglers,
can I at least get my knives back? 
It would make things easier—



Scratch. Tear. Crumple.

I dug fingers into my hair. Why did this have to be so difficult? Back in the days, any problem could be solved with the blade. You would go in, do the job, you would get out, no more problems. But that was no longer the case. It hadn’t been for a long time. And this was not my territory, so if I wanted to stay I would have to play by her rules.

Exhaling my air into a growl, I picked up the pen a third time.

I’m on it.


Even as I wrote it, I knew I couldn’t afford another disaster. That one more ‘incident’ and I was ‘out’. That’s what she’d said. Of course, she’s said that before Oasis as well, but even she had to agree that Oasis was not my fault.


      [image: image-placeholder]Oceanna returned a while after I’d sent Soot away. She brought in the thick scent of cold and salt with her, her long blond hair drenched dark with sea water and her eyes still blazing. They swept over me before she disappeared behind the bathroom door, slamming the door hard enough to make dust drift down from the ceiling.

I stared out of her high-rise apartment window. The small houses in the distance still wrapped up in darkness wouldn’t stay so for long. A thin line of light formed on the horizon, framing the dark cliffs of the bay and spotting the islands among the waves. Another day, another job. With the new light, the trains would start going again and I wanted to get on with things as soon as possible.

“You know better than to swim at night, alone,” I said when Oceanna came out again. The currents got erratic and her control of water was not good enough to save her if she got caught in one.

She snorted, heading around the table and setting up her makeup products to start the day. Even if she refused to admit it, it was a problem. She’d been too far from the sea for too long and her water abilities reflected it. But I let it drop because it never ended well. Some people just didn’t want to accept the truth.

The sun was a blazing globe above the waterline when Oceanna approached me again, pausing for a moment to look at the sunrise. Her wild hair was pulled back in a neat braid so that you couldn’t even tell it was naturally frizzy, but it was the dark green woollen skirt-suit and the stylish brown heels that made the look come together. With her makeup and well-ironed uniform she looked like a whole new person — no longer the ruffian I knew her to be, but a respectable career woman.

Despite her complaints, setting her up in a desk job had been the right thing to do. Especially the position of clerk in the office of the captain of the Nereid squad who was right under the rear admiral. It kept her close enough to action to be relevant, but far enough from the field to avoid any further… incidents.

The decision hadn’t come out of nowhere. A long time ago, before Oasis had gone to hell, and before she had gotten herself jailed on murder charges, she had been a filing clerk. Her weak water abilities left her little else to do in a military-governed, dry desert town. She’d slipped back into that skin in less than a year. And it suited her.

“When are you leaving?” she asked after a moment.

“As soon as possible.” I kept my eyes on her reflection in the glass.

She frowned, the static of her energy becoming agitated. Displeasure tinged with fear. Sighing, I turned to her, taking a moment to admire how well she had taken care of every detail — from the perfectly shaped tan lipstick down to her polished nails. Even with her short temper she was far more professional than any of the dimwits they brought in these days.

“What?” she demanded in the familiar rough voice.

“It looks good on you,” I replied, nodding at her uniform.

She blinked, probably not expecting that answer. Her frown smoothed over into polite restraint. “Thanks.”

I turned back to the window. No, she wasn’t a lost cause, but it would help if she opened up and told me what she wanted instead of quietly simmering behind her frowns.

“I’ve got test drills soon,” she said vaguely. But it was as close as she would get.

I reached out my hand and she gingerly took it.

Energy was a finicky thing. It was everywhere, and it connected everything. Yet it could be slippery and elusive to most. Some were better at pulling it from their environment and using it immediately. Others had to slowly siphon, transform, and store it over time. Regardless of the source, elementals used it to influence their surroundings, and mentalists fine-tuned it to affect or read the people around them. But it didn’t matter what affinities someone had or how well they could control their powers if they couldn’t maintain a pool of their own. The weak nature of Oceanna’s elemental traits didn’t come from her inability to control water. It was rather due to a very low, very slowly regenerating pool. She could expand it with time, but with her late start it would take years.

I didn’t have that problem. If anything, I had an excess that I couldn’t use up in most normal situations. Reading and manipulating energy itself came naturally for me. I could tune my own energy to match Oceanna’s and channel over in minutes what she would take weeks to accumulate naturally.

Oceanna withdrew her hand, rubbing off the numbness that she always complained the transfer gave her. It wasn’t the transfer, it was her body that wasn’t used to holding that much. Used sparingly it could last her a few weeks. But it wasn’t power that she truly wanted, it was reassurance.

“How am I supposed to know if something happens? Or call for you if I need you?” she asked.

I whistled and a large shadow swooped down from the rooftop. Moonlight’s pale feathers glinted in the dawn’s light as he circled around, looking for a place to land. Since I didn’t have my glove on, he settled on the ledge and eyed me expectantly. I climbed off the sill and cracked the window open. The large owl let out a series of hoots and screeches, mostly questioning why I had summoned him without treats or purpose. 

I didn’t like using Moon here. His distinct white-grey feathering made him stand out in the south, and by the seaside it screamed ‘messenger bird’. But he was the only one who wouldn’t bite Oceanna or try to claw her eyes out if she crossed him. Moon was also very self-sufficient and didn’t require treats and bribes to behave.

I nodded at the bird. “Let him loose if you need anything. Leave out treats once or twice a week. He likes lean meat. Raw, not canned.”

She eyed him suspiciously, lips pulling into a familiar frown.

“He’ll know how to find me,” I clarified. “And he’ll know if something is wrong.”

Her suspicion didn’t ease, eyes shifting between me and the bird. I smoothed his feathers to calm him and mentally conveyed the command to keep an eye on Oceanna. Moonlight squeaked his accord, but nibbled at my fingers to show his hesitation. I understood his concern. Oceanna radiated discontent so strong it would make even the least sensitive mentalist twitchy.

“He’s not going to be happy if you keep hating on him,” I scolded.

Moonlight was a little empathic, and he got touchy when he felt unappreciated.

She uncrossed her arms. “He stays out of my way, I try not to think about it too hard.”

Dismissing him with a wave, I latched the window closed.








  
  

Chapter three

The Bookkeeper
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The small warehouse smelled of dust, wood, and stale paper. Salty sea air drifted in from the loading docks, the dampness adding a note of well-aged mould. It was the kind of dull but persistent smell that no amount of washing would get out of my clothes for a while. 

The warehouse also bustled with activity. People and machines scurried to move boxes from one side to the other — from the waiting trains at the railroad to the docked ships, and then back again. I wrinkled my nose. Damp wasn’t enough, it had to be noisy and crowded as well.

But I ignored the overall unpleasantness and kept pace with the inspection group. Work paused as we passed, people turning to look at the uniformed men at my side. Lieutenant Alexio swept the workers with a glance and suppressed a smile. Work resumed, quiet whispers and hidden stares aimed our way as we marched on to the walled-off office area across.

Antilla was the largest commercial harbour on the east coast. It served as a distribution point for trading guilds, rally point for naval military deployment, and a connection point to the Isles. A network of channels, rivers, and railroads concluded here, bringing in traffic from all over the continent. 

It was an open secret that, despite also being the largest military harbour in the Governance, Antilla was the centre for most smuggling operations, and Blau’s arrest had given the army the perfect excuse to crack down on criminal activity and take over a few key legitimate businesses in the process.

Alexio was remarkably young for the position he held. He was also the son of some official or other. His inexperience made him easy to sway toward certain decisions and at the same time expendable enough to blame if anything went wrong. He was probably quite aware of the first part but I had a feeling that he was deluded enough to overlook the second. His youthful ignorance also made him easy to read and prevented him from noticing details that could otherwise help his personal goals. Which worked quite well in my favour.

He scanned the space with a disdainful look once more. “What do you think?” he asked me, unwilling or incapable of erasing that damn smirk off his lips.

I kept my face blank. “Too early to tell.”

A soft frown marred his previous condescending cheerfulness. I had to thread carefully. He’d already tried to prematurely shut down both shipment companies we’d visited this morning. I’d stopped him once, argued the other case, and overriding him a third time was risky. Especially when he had a list of recommendations from his superior to follow and a quota of businesses to take over.

The trading guilds were perhaps the only institution that maintained a degree of independence from the army. The military had been pining for a stronger foothold for decades, and with Blau’s fall it was finally time to take that step.

That’s where I came in. 

Some would fall, there was no escaping it, but I had to subtly divert the military’s pick. I needed to steer them toward business that appeared flashy but didn’t hold much importance. They couldn’t be allowed to disturb the illicit routes that maintained supplies to the Nereids whenever the Governance tried to starve them into submission on one decision or another.

And so, the shabby warehouse we were currently inspecting had to remain independent.

Operated by Rita & Co, it was a small shipping business that mainly dealt with transportation of textiles. Despite the ‘Co’ label it was run by a single woman — Rita. She had inherited it a few years ago from a patron who had taken a fancy to her. In the grand scheme of trading guilds she was a small fish, but she had a very important role in the smuggling world — she was a Bookkeeper. She was someone who made sure that when contraband shipments reached their destinations everything looked legitimate to accountants and anyone else who might take an interest. With her own shipping business to back her up, it made it easy to launder goods. She was also rumoured to be stunningly clever although with a nasty temper, which made her dangerous and kept most low criminals away.

We were halfway to the offices when a tall blond woman made to intercept us. She wore the latest fashion — soft turtleneck sweater and trendy suit, flats instead of heels, and silk gloves for no particular reason. For someone who’d never been to the Capital she knew how to carry herself with importance. If I had to guess, that was Rita herself. 

In no hurry, she strolled up the long central stretch of the warehouse, shoulders back and gaze locked on our group. Alexio paused, meeting her halfway with a cocky smile. She responded with one of her own as her grey eyes swept over us, lingering on him. She catalogued it all, his shiny new shoes, his uniform — a soft looking wool-cotton blend rather than the usual rough fabric — and his expensive watch. He did the same, sizing her up like a lion would a gazelle. This would not be an easy fight.

The two exchanged pleasantries. Alexio didn’t introduce me to her, and Rita didn’t ask. He ordered his two guards to remain behind with a jerk of his hand, and bid me to follow with another. I didn’t miss the spark of mental activity that passed between him and his men. A telepath giving orders to two trackers in the middle of an operation did not bode well.

Rita didn’t spare me a second glance as we moved on. Few people did, and that was the goal. Her mood was steady as we made our way to her office, without a hint of concern or stir of mental agitation. She was in her element here. Familiar environment, common situation. She knew how to carry herself around mentalists, but she was not perfect. Every now and then her energy would flare up, betraying her elemental nature. Lucky for her I was the only one to notice, else Alexio would have been calling for a hit squad by now. But if she wanted to keep blending in, she would have to reign in her blazing aura.

Her office was a small, dusty space where the scent of old paper and cold dampness seemed to aggregate. As soon as we entered, Alexio deposited himself on the lone, tattered chair in front of the similarly old, scratched-up desk, and casually started jabbing questions and demands at her. He asked for the worker manifesto, the shipping logs, the accounting records… and at some point I thought he was throwing words he’d overheard just to see which one would stick. Rita nodded to each request with a polite smile plastered on her face, but the increasing bite of her energy betrayed her. The woman hated being bossed around, and it was only her intense focus on suppressing her instinctive reaction that stopped her from calling him out.

It was probably that same strain, which prevented her from realising that most of the documents he asked for he didn’t have the authority to request, and that she could easily dismiss him. Even file a complaint, if only she had bothered bringing in legal witnesses. She did neither. Excelling at illicit dealings didn’t necessarily teach one how to use the real law to one’s advantage. Instead, she calmly walked around her desk, a small storm flashing through her energy, sat down, and began passing him papers.

In reality, all Alexio was entitled to were the shipping logs and the partner list. Yet he asked for every little business note without regards to whether he could actually read it. Not that he took the time to even flip through them. Once he had a thick stack of folders and books in his hands, he held them over his shoulder for me. While it was technically my job to help him sort paperwork, I had to suppress the urge to smack him with the pack. Calmly, I set my bag on top of a dusty file cabinet and the books onto another.

If he’d had any experience in these kinds of investigations he’d know that it would take weeks to research and confirm the legitimacy of all the documents. If he had any experience in the army he would also know she had just handed him a loaded gun by providing the accounting book without a warrant. I couldn’t tell if Rita was a special kind of stupid or an excellent manipulator.

I quickly scanned through the pages of the accounting book, while keeping an eye on the two of them at the same time.

“So,” Alexio began, “you’ve run this business long?” He swept the dusty office with a glance before settling his green gaze on her. Although his voice was kind, the slight upturn of his nose made his disgust obvious. This place was not up to his standards.

Rita sat back, arms crossing. I sucked in a breath. Bad move. She was going on the defence. 

“Long enough,” she hummed a reply.

Alexio’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “Family business?”

“In a way.”

“Please elaborate.”

I tuned them out and focused on the numbers, because a few things did not sit right. I scanned one recent page over and over, cataloguing discrepancies. It was simple things, calculations not adding up here, locations not matching there. At a first glance it looked like a sloppy cover-up, but knowing her reputation that was unlikely. Her handing it over with so much confidence also didn’t make sense if the document was incriminating. The only conclusion I could draw was that she didn’t know about it and was being set-up.

The office veered into silence. I glanced at Alexio, meeting his eyes. The look he threw me was all smug, like he knew what I would find. 

I didn’t like that one bit.

Someone was trying to destroy her business and he knew about it.

“I bet you meet a lot of interesting people,” he turned his attention back to Rita. She wasn’t exactly glowering, but the mismatch between her burning eyes and her cold porcelain smile was as close as she could safely get to that. “Capital, southern provinces, even the west coast. That’s a lot of clients for such a small operation,” he made sure to sweep the office with a glance again, this time letting a note of revulsion creep into his voice. “I don’t know about the west coast,” he continued, “but the southern provinces must be nice. Have you had the chance to travel there?”

Of course she hadn’t. Travel permits weren’t exactly given out like candy. Even to those in the trade and transportation business.

She shook her head, her stormy gaze sharp on him. “Haven’t had the pleasure. Yet.”

“No?” he said in mock disappointment, “most of your suppliers are based there, aren’t they? How do you manage a business without ever meeting them in person?”

“We correspond in writing.”

“You do?” This time he feigned surprise. “You must talk often to coordinate this well.”

A now familiar flare sparked in Rita’s energy, mirrored by the lamplight reflected in her pale eyes. She was going to meet his challenge straight, and I needed to stop this conversation before she said something incriminating.

“There’s an error in your files,” I spoke, snapping the thread of their conversation.

Two faces turned my way, one smug, one curious.

“Error?” Rita’s voice cracked just a little.

“Yes.” I crossed the small room and set the shipping records book in front of her. “This shipment was mislabelled.” I pointed to one recent entry marked as coming from Blau. It was a common tactic smugglers used — swapping less legitimate suppliers for well-known ones. Yet she didn’t know that Blau was no longer in business.

She looked at the page, then at me, brow creasing in confusion. Alexio’s smugness somehow managed to go up a notch.

Blau’s operation had been shut down a few months prior and anyone still claiming to receive goods from him would face serious investigation. While the military had kept it on the down-low, I was surprised the news hadn’t reached her. These kinds of networks had a way of spreading information. Her not hearing about it meant somebody had gone out of their way to blindside her before the investigation.

“I’m fairly sure—”

The look I gave her should have been all the warning she needed. “Because I checked in with customs and I’m fairly sure it’s mislabelled.” I set another paper in front of her. It bore the seal of a customs agent and listed a ‘corrected’ shipment. Instead of Blau’s it was another legitimate business I knew to still be operational. How fortunate for her that I always came prepared with proper blanks I could fill when no one was looking.

Her eyes narrowed a fraction. “Who are you again?”

“Where’s your assistant?” I pressed on. “You should clear it up with whoever filed this.”

There was no assistant, and she did her own filing work. But she was smart enough to use a different name when signing the ledgers, giving me a chance to spin this and give her plausible deniability.

Her face lit up with realisation, then shadowed with suspicion.

“She’s on vacation.”

“Clearly.”

Her lips formed a line, her mood spiking. She wasn’t as good at acting as she thought. Her anger was mounting quickly and reacting badly would only make her situation worse.

I tapped the paper. “You should correct this,” I said before she could speak. “And there will be a fee, of course… For misfiling.” I held her gaze, hoping my warning would get to her this time.

Rita smiled tightly. By the feel of it, she wanted nothing more than to punch someone.

Disengaging eye contact, I turned to Alexio. He nodded at my statement, but the smirk was gone from his face because it wasn’t going as he had planned. The brief exchange gave Rita a chance to read the paper I had given her.

“My, my,” she said, her earlier anger dissipating, “perhaps I should hire you as my record keeper.”

“You can’t afford me.” The words just slipped. Exactly the wrong words. Her gaze sharpened. Now she was interested. “Do you screen your workers before hiring them?” I shifted topics.

“I—”

I gave her another pointed look.

“My overseer does it.”

“Do you hire elementals?”

“Only registered.”

I hummed. Not true. And if she thought her workers were as subtle as her, she was in for a nasty surprise. Else Alexio wouldn’t have left his trackers behind to screen them.

“We’ll need the employee files.”

“I’m afraid that’s confidential,” she replied without missing a beat.

Good answer.

I glanced at Alexio and he shook his head to confirm we couldn’t press this. His mood had darkened before, but it was now a gathering storm.

“I’ve seen everything I need,” I announced to him, keeping my eyes on Rita. “I’ll need copies of these.” I pointed to the shipment logs. “We will come back for the employee files later,” I couldn’t stress that word enough. It was a good thing that anyone listening could chalk up the emphasis to a Capital accent.

Rita rose to her full height, took the shipment log from me to copy, and retreated out of her office without another word. If she were as smart as people claimed she would know to order her less legal workers as far away as possible for the near future.

“What about accounting?” Alexio asked when she left.

The accounting records were perhaps the most incriminating thing in her documentation. The rest I could cover for if confronted, but the blatant errors in taxation… not exactly.

I gave him my best dumbfound face. “What about it?”

Not believing me, he reached for the old worn book Rita had foolishly left behind. He cracked it open and quickly flipped through the pages, which confirmed to me that he knew exactly where to look and what to expect. His forehead creased with a frown when the book didn’t tell him what he wanted. But it told me something very important — this would be a battle, and they weren’t afraid to play dirty.

Alexio shoved away the records, the confusion badly concealed on his face. The book was truly old and worn, with loose pages and no distinguishing characteristics. It wasn’t accidental. In less legitimate circles ledgers were supposed to be easy to switch. Had he taken the time to read it before throwing it at me, he would have known if I’d swapped something out — be it a single page or the entire thing. His inexperience could indeed be useful. I just had to make sure he didn’t get himself dismissed based on incompetence. 

When we walked out a moment later, I could swear that the small warehouse was a little less crowded.
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