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1


Heinrich landed with a bone-crushing thump. Once again, Abigail had thrown him across the training room, while Robert sat on a chair and chuckled. His so-called body-guard and trainer always seemed to enjoy watching the heir apparent getting his arse handed to him. Heinrich wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about having the mother of his child and life partner beating the crap out of him daily while the man responsible for protecting him got so much pleasure out of it. Not to mention the utter glee on Abigail’s face whenever she bested him in and out of the training room. Being a Runner gave her an unfair advantage. Even though he’d had the best training possible from masters of all the martial arts from the time he could walk, or the fact that he was the result of centuries of selective breeding, like all the children of members of The Organisation. She was still stronger, faster, and better in every possible way.

When she went for the swords, he got worried. Unlike Abigail, he wouldn’t be brought back to life if she skewered him. Once a Patron was dead, he stayed that way. Only Runners were allowed to be brought back unless their heads were entirely severed from their body.

Abigail may not have been a Runner anymore, but she still enjoyed some of the perks of the job as long as she was a member of his household. She was still one of the deadliest women he’d ever known. The only other woman he’d known more deadly than Abigail had been his mother. Unlike Abigail, his mother had been killed in the arena when he was a boy. Abigail, on the other hand, would never have to run in a Race again. She was an unbeaten champion and had won her freedom, much to his father’s disappointment.

Graf Erich Von Zimmer, Heinrich’s father, hadn’t been able to find a decent replacement for Abigail since her final victory. He’d picked up a new Runner at the last Race called Zelda, but she was nowhere near Abigail’s or his mother’s quality. Zelda’s previous owner hadn’t even negotiated to keep her. It was almost as though he couldn’t wait to get rid of her. His father felt that Doctor Mannheim could fix any of her issues and that Robert’s expert training would smooth over any of her rough edges. He also thought she would be more obedient than her predecessor. Heinrich, on the other hand, didn’t believe she’d win a Race anytime soon, if ever, which didn’t bode well for his father’s interests or the family’s dynasty. A Runner could make or break an empire.

Abigail waited for him to get back on his feet before she tossed a sword his way. He caught it by the hilt and prepared himself for the onslaught. He could see the bloodlust in her eyes. She always seemed to be more vicious when a Race was imminent.


Abigail’s victories and her few losses had usually been according to his father’s plans, but her final triumph had not been according to those designs. It had put the Graf at a severe disadvantage during a sensitive negotiation and in a foul temper. The only reason he hadn’t disposed of Abigail in a bloody and permanent fashion for her disobedience was that Heinrich had reminded his father that Abigail was not just any Runner. She was the mother of the future heir to the Von Zimmer dynasty. Heinrich had also informed him that Abigail had his full support and that if the Graf touched a single hair on her head, he would have to kill his own son too. His father had raged for some time but eventually saw reason, even if it did take a lot of schnapps. Henrich smiled at the memory of seeing his father that drunk. It had been a rare sight.


The next Race was in a week. It would be the first time in many years that Abigail wouldn’t be attending as a Runner but as an official Von Zimmer family member.

“What are you smiling at?” she asked as she struck a high guard position. The tip of her sword pointed at him.


“At you, mein Schatz,” he said.


She smirked as she lunged. Heinrich parried with a grimace. Her sword slapped his butt. Her laugh was throaty and reminded him of their son’s laughter when he’d done something cheeky, but knew he’d get away with it.

Doctor Ernst Mannheim burst in looking dishevelled and sweaty. He’d been running, not something the doctor believed in doing regularly. He felt that running should be left to the Runners and was not something mere mortals should so. The doctor liked his schnapps and beer, not exercise. It was something the doctor and the Graf had in common. The look on Mannheim’s face silenced Abigail’s laughter. He wasn’t just perspiring, he was crying.

“What is wrong?” Heinrich asked.

“Your father,” Mannheim choked the words out.

“What of him?” Heinrich asked but somehow knew the answer. He’d been expecting this day for some time. “How did it happen? Was it his heart?” He asked before Mannheim could answer the previous question.

“He was assassinated at the board meeting,” Mannheim said.

A shocked silence hung in the air as Heinrich processed the news.

“I have requested that they send the body home so I can perform an autopsy. They say he was poisoned, but I would like to verify this,” Mannheim said after what seemed like a respectful timeframe. “I would also like to ascertain what sort of poison was used. I am hoping that if I can determine the exact poison, perhaps we can ascertain the origin and who is behind it.”

The room had grown colder, and the walls seemed to close in on Heinrich. His skin felt frozen, and as though it was on fire at the same time. A thousand lights danced in front of his eyes. He wanted to vomit.

“Heinrich!” Abigail shouted. Her voice sounded as though it were aeons away and not right next to him.

“They will never allow you to get your hands on his body,” Heinrich said to Doctor Mannheim. His voice sounded strange in his own ears.

It took him a few moments to realise that he was looking up at Abigail. He was on his knees, still clutching his sword. He was grateful he hadn’t impaled himself on it during his time of weakness. He took a deep breath and swallowed his emotions as he stood up. It was not a time to show weakness, not even in front of those he trusted most.

He’d been expecting the news of his father’s death, but he’d always thought it would be from natural causes. Assassinating the head of The Organisation was unthinkable. The Organisation had straightforward rules and a code of conduct that was sacrosanct. Patron’s had Runners and The Races to settle any disagreements and prevent just this sort of assassination. Although, despite these rules, there had been times in the past when members had been taken out, but not generally by other members of The Organisation. These assassinations were also usually punished severely by the board. Killing lower members within The Organisation was one thing and happened more often than anyone wanted to admit, but killing the head of The Organisation was another matter entirely.

Murdering his father was also unnecessary. He was not a healthy man, he hadn’t had long to live. His last physical with Doctor Mannheim had shown he had developed a heart condition. Mannheim could have fixed it quickly and prolonged his life way beyond the current medical innovations available to ordinary people, but his father had chosen to adhere to the original principles of the founders of The Organisation and decided not to extend his life unnaturally.

The timing of his assassination was also curious. Why kill him a week before a Race? It didn’t make any sense. What plan had his father been standing in the way of? Was his father’s death just the beginning? Was this just the first shot in a war none of them had been expecting? Who stood to gain the most from his father’s death? Questions raced through his mind. He thought he knew the answers to some of them, but needed to confirm his suspicions. All would be revealed in time, he just needed to wait and see. Sooner or later, someone would make the wrong move, and he would be watching and waiting to strike. Whoever was behind it would lose their heads, he silently promised his father.
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