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Rise of the River Man


CHAPTER 1
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MUTTER WAS IN TROUBLE.  No one wanted a Guard like him.  He was too big, too strong and too ugly.  He stretched out on the concrete floor and winced.  His ribs were definitely broken, but he’d fought and won with broken bones in the past.  He started coughing.  It was this sickness that had cost him the match.  He sat up; the coughing subsided.  He’d pleaded with Vickers, his Almighty master, not to make him fight but the money had already switched hands.  He leaned his head against the bars of the cage.  He’d lost the fight and now he’d lose his life.

The door opened and a male Almighty around thirty years old with blond hair entered the room followed by Satcha, the House Servant who ran this establishment.  The Guards’ Shelter didn’t allow visiting at this hour but Almightys did whatever they wanted.  Mutter didn’t bother to stand up.  He’d learned his lesson.  Right after he’d arrived, he’d trimmed his beard and had tried to look pleasant, but it had done no good.  Every time that he’d run to the front of the cage and had smiled at the Almightys, he’d smelled the fear on them.  Most had tried not to look at him, but he was big and scarred and hard to ignore.

They stopped in front of his cage.

“Ableson, this is the one I told you about,” said Satcha.  “Looks like he was a fighter.  So, he should be used to obeying.  I thought he might work for you, but he does have a bad cough.”

“Just a little tickle in my throat from this damp, rotten place.”  He hated Servants.  They didn’t know when to keep their big mouths shut.

The Almighty remained quiet, his blue eyes never leaving Mutter.

“Come here,” said Satcha.

Mutter wanted to stay where he was to annoy the Servant but Guards like him didn’t get many chances for a home.  He stood slowly, letting the Almighty get used to his size and appearance.

“How old are you?” asked Ableson.

“Not sure.  Been around for a while but not too old.”  That was the safe answer.  He had counted nineteen winters but that might be too old or too young.  He never could tell what an Almighty wanted.

“By his teeth and body we estimate around twenty-five to thirty years,” said Satcha.

Ableson twirled his finger.  Mutter understood that signal.  Before the fights had started, when the betting happened, he was often sized up by the gamblers.  He turned in a circle, giving the Almighty time to study him.  

“I’m strong and healthy.”  That was a lie but he would be healthy again.  He just needed a little time and some food.

“I need an obedient Guard.”  The Almighty’s eyes roamed up and down his frame.  

“Won’t find one more obedient than me.”

“Let’s see if that’s true.”  Ableson walked down the aisle.  “Is there another Guard who he’s close to?”

“Him?”  Satcha laughed, following the Almighty.  “He’s so big and ugly even the other Guards stay away from him.”

Ableson stopped in the hallway.  “Take this one out.”

The Servant opened the cage and slipped a rope over a young Guard’s neck.  Mutter’s chest pinched.  Typical.  The Almighty’s always chose the young ones.  His only chance was gone.  They would walk out and soon he’d be executed.  He started to sit back down, when the three of them stopped in front of his cage.  

“Put her in with him,” said Ableson.

“Ah, we keep the younger ones separated from the older ones, especially the older males,” said Satcha.

The Almighty didn’t say a word, but his look was enough.  The Servant muttered an apology and opened the door, shoving the young Guard into Mutter’s cage.  

He glanced at the little Guard who stood as far away from him as possible.  She couldn’t have been older than nine.  She had russet hair and large, frightened, brown eyes.

“Hit her,” said Ableson, his tone conversational.

“Wait,” said Satcha.  “That one’s young and attractive.  I can find a home for her.  Let me get—”

“I’ll pay for both.”  The Almighty’s eyes never left Mutter.  

Mutter kept his face a mask but his stomach clenched.  He didn’t want to do this.  He’d fought females before but they’d all been experienced fighters.  

“I need an obedient Guard,” repeated Ableson.

The girl trembled in the corner, tears running down her soft, round cheeks.  “Please, don’t hurt me.”

Pleading never changed anyone’s mind.  He knew the game and it would be her or him.  He stared into the girl’s scared brown eyes.  “Bruised, broken or dead?”  

“Just hit her.  I’ll tell you when to stop.”

Mutter stepped forward.  The girl curled in a ball on the floor, pleading and crying.  He grabbed her by the shirt.  She weighed next to nothing, all skin and bones.  He punched her in the gut, making the blow look harder than it was, but the girl was so small she gasped and coughed.  He hesitated, waiting for the Almighty to stop this, but no words came.  He hit her again.  She yelped in pain.  He shifted his stance, stalling and praying for the words that would allow him to quit, but the only sounds were the yells of the Guards in the nearby cages.  Most screamed for him to stop but some cheered him on.  If the Almighty wouldn’t end this, he would.  His next punch caught her upside the head, knocking her out.  He let her slide to the floor.

He walked toward the Almighty.

“I didn’t say stop.”  Ableson’s blue eyes challenged him.

He stared at the girl on the floor.  Only in the roughest fights, those to the end, did they hit opponents when they were down.

“Forget it.  He won’t work.”  Ableson turned and headed for the door.

He’d be dead tomorrow if that Almighty left.  The girl’s tiny frame was about the size of his arm.  She was still breathing.  “Wait.”

Ableson walked back to the cage.  “Obey or I leave.  This is your one warning.”

His heart thudded as each footstep moved him closer to the little female.  The other Guards had fallen silent.  He grasped her by the back of the shirt.  Her head lolled to the side, eyes closed.  He stared at the tears on her cheeks as he punched her over and over, trying to hit non-vital parts but it was difficult.  She was tiny and his fists were big.

“Enough,” said the Almighty.  

He lowered her to the floor.  Her breath was ragged and blood trickled from her lips.  His eyes burned, but no wetness came.  He hadn’t cried since he’d lost his mother.  It didn’t do any good.  He wiped the girl’s blood on his shirt as he faced the Almighty.

Ableson smiled at him and handed an envelope to the Servant.  “I’ll take him.”  

Satcha looked in the envelope.  “Ah, the price for the girl...”

Ableson frowned but handed the Servant a few more bills.  Satcha stuck them in his pocket and opened the cage door, putting a rope around Mutter’s neck.  

“Come.”  Ableson yanked on the rope.  

Mutter fisted his hands, fighting the urge to kill both of them as he stepped out of his cage.

“What about her?” asked Satcha.

“Do what you want with her,” said Ableson. 

“But...you already paid.”

“If she lives, sell her again, or kill her.  I don’t care.”  Ableson walked toward the door.

Mutter refused to look back at the girl, the sacrifice for his freedom.
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ONCE OUTSIDE, MUTTER CONSIDERED running.  The tiny rope around his neck, held by the skinny arm of the Almighty wouldn’t stop him, but he wouldn’t make it far, not from here.  Too much traffic.  Too many Almightys and their Guards.

Ableson climbed inside his carriage.  “Get in.”

He’d never ridden in a carriage.  He’d always trailed behind on a chain.  He crawled inside.  It was small, enclosed like a comfortable cage.

“Sit,” said Ableson.

He sat on the bench across from the Almighty.  It was soft, smashing up around him.

“I’m Ableson.  What do they call you?”

“Mutter.”

“That’s an odd name.”

He shrugged.  His older sister had given it to him.  She’d hated him, blamed him for losing their home.  According to her, before he’d been born she and their mother had lived in a nice home adored by loving Almightys, until their mother had taken up with a stray Guard.  As soon as the Almightys had seen Mutter, they’d known his mother had mated with someone besides his sister’s father.  They’d been planning on sending him and his mother to the Guards’ Shelter, but Mom had taken her children and fled.  By the time he’d realized that his name was a whisper of hate, he’d had other things to worry about like where he’d find food and shelter.  His mother had died when he was five and his sister had abandoned him.  

“Do you have anything you want to ask me about your new home or why I picked you?”  Ableson’s eyes were eager, like he was dying to talk.

“No.”  He knew better than to question an Almighty.  He’d find out everything he needed to know as the days progressed.

Ableson laughed.  “The professor is going to love you.”  

He wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that.  No one had loved him since his mother.

Ableson stared out the window for several moments.  When he turned back toward Mutter his eyes were sad.  “I’m sure you wonder why I made you...you know.”  

He didn’t wonder.  Almightys were cruel and did as they wanted.

“You have to be curious?”

Obviously the Almighty wanted some kind of response.  “You wanted a Guard who would obey.  Now, you know.  I’ll obey.”

“That’s right.  I needed proof that you would do whatever I ask of you.”

“I’ll do what the Almighty wants.”  At least until he had the opportunity to run.  He’d been a stray before.  It wasn’t pleasant but he could do it again.

“Excellent.”  Ableson patted Mutter’s leg.

He fought to keep his face impassive when he wanted to punch Ableson over and over again until the memory of the little Guard was gone and all that remained was a bloody piece of Almighty pulp.

“We are working on a very important project.  We’ve failed in the past, but I believe that with you we will succeed.  You’ll have plenty of good food and a nice place to sleep.  I think you’ll be happy with me and the professor.”  

“I’ll be happy.”  He coughed again but this time he had a hard time stopping.

“We’ll give you something for that cold.”  Ableson took out a notepad and began writing.

As the coughing subsided, Mutter relaxed in the comfortable seat.  The unconscious face of the battered, little Guard haunted him.  He stared out the window, forcing the image away.  The night was glorious, warm and sultry.  He’d never thought to see the moon again or breathe the fresh air.  He’d made the right choice.  The little Guard would not have died for him, so why should he have sacrificed himself for her?

The carriage pulled to a stop and they exited.  The yard was large with a manicured lawn that stretched to the woods.  A red brick, two-story house sat at the end of the driveway next to another larger building which was surrounded by a fence.

“Come, I’ll show you where you’ll stay.”  Ableson led him through the fence and into the building. 

It was the cleanest place he’d ever seen.  The white tile floor was spotless.  He shook the dirt off his feet before following Ableson into the building.  

They maneuvered through hallways and stairwells, stopping on the fifth floor.  The scent of fear and other smells that he couldn’t quite place assailed him.  

“Come.”  Ableson stood in an open doorway.

His instincts told him to run but he’d never find his way back out of the building.  He entered the room.  It was filled with cages and laboratory equipment.  

Ableson unlocked the door to a cage and opened it.  “This is your room.”  

There was a pile of blankets on the floor, more blankets than Mutter had seen in his life and a small table and chair.  He swallowed a lump in his throat but entered the cell.  He had to sleep somewhere.  This wouldn’t be permanent.  It was probably just for the night.

“I’ll bring you some food.”  Ableson pulled the cage door closed and left.

He leaned down, feeling the blankets.  They were soft and smelled like flowers.  He wanted to collapse into them and sleep until his ribs quit hurting but sounds from the other enclosures drew him forward.  He grasped the bars of the cage and inhaled, as deep as he could without causing his cough to start again.  He couldn’t quite place the scents.  The odors of House Servant and Guard were strong but there were other smells too; ones he didn’t recognize.  There was movement in a few of the cells, but the motion wasn’t quite right.  In one cage, it was more a dragging than walking and whatever was in the cell next to his, made a noise like claws on the tile, tap, tap, tap as it scurried around its enclosure.

Ableson came back carrying a tray of food.  He opened the cage and placed it on the table.  Mutter’s mouth watered at the selection of meat and bread.  

“You can eat in a minute.  Take off your shirt,” said Ableson.

He pulled his shirt over his head.

Ableson examined his chest, poking and prodding.  Mutter tried to keep the pain from showing but the Almighty’s fingers seemed to find the exact right spots.  

“Give me your arm.”  Ableson drew blood and then headed for the door.  “Enjoy your meal and rest.  I’ll give you something for the pain tomorrow.”

“The pain is almost gone.”  He couldn’t appear weak or sick.

Ableson shook his head.  “We are going to work closely together.  This will not work if you lie to me.”

Mutter lowered his gaze.  “I won’t.  I promise.”  He could not mess this up.  He was caged again and would not be able to flee.

“The pain?”

He raised his eyes but knew better than to hold the Almighty’s gaze.  It was a sign of disrespect and honestly, he scared most Almightys.  “Still hurts but not as bad as before.”

“Very good.”  Ableson pointed to a small door at the back of the cell.  “Bathroom is in there.  I expect you to stay clean.”  He left the room, shutting the door behind him.

Mutter waited two seconds and then sat at the table, shoving food into his mouth.  It was good.  He barely ever got meat and never whole pieces, just scraps.  The things in the other cells became more active once Ableson left.  He swore a long, skinny, bristly arm shot out from between the bars of the cell next to him.  He blinked twice but there was nothing there.  It had to be his imagination.  It had to be.
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THE NEXT MORNING, ABLESON escorted Mutter downstairs.  The Almightys in the laboratory ran tests on him and then he was returned to his cell with a meal.  The door opened and an older Almighty entered.  He was tall and thin with thick, gray hair.

Mutter stopped eating and stood.  By Ableson’s body language, this was an important Almighty.

“Professor Conguise, this is the Guard I was telling you about,” said Ableson.

“He’s definitely big, but is he obedient?”  The professor’s eyes were hard as they roamed up and down Mutter.

“Very,” said Ableson.

“The tests?”

“All good.  He has a cold and some broken ribs, but nothing that would prevent us from continuing the project.”

“Hmm.”  The professor stared into one of the microscopes on the table and then read the lab reports.  He smiled at Ableson.  “Let’s begin.”

Ableson pulled a syringe from a drawer and walked over to the cage.  “Give me your arm.”

Mutter stepped forward and put his arm through the bars.  “What’s that?”

“Now, you have a question?”  Ableson plunged the needle into Mutter’s arm.

“Sorry.”  The liquid was warm as it flowed into his blood.

“It will help with your cold,” said Ableson.

The two Almightys moved to the next cage, so Mutter sat down at the table to finish his breakfast.  An arm, thin and hairy stuck through the bars of the neighboring cage.  Whatever that thing was, it made him nervous.  He was pretty sure that it had spent the night watching him.  It didn’t move much, but when it did it was fast.  Faster than anything he’d ever heard. 

“How’s he eating?” asked the professor.

“He refuses.”  Ableson’s face paled.  

The skinny arm waved in the air, seeming to want whatever they would inject into him.  

“Have him moved to the other wing and then feed him.”

Ableson nodded, his hand trembling as he marked in his notebook.

They moved on to the next cage, continuing their journey around the room.  Sometimes they spoke to the creatures in the cages and sometimes they spoke only to one another.  Mutter tried to make out what was in the other enclosures, but they were all situated so that it was impossible to see inside of them.  From the scent, he was pretty sure that there were other Guards and House Servants in the cells, but there were other things in here as well, things he couldn’t name.  Fear trickled down his spine.  There was something very wrong about this place.  He finished eating and sat on the blankets on the floor, studying the room.  He had to become familiar with the routine of this place so he could figure out a way to escape.  His eyes drifted shut, but he forced them open.  He couldn’t let the Almightys think he was sick or weak.  They’d take him back to the shelter.  He needed to escape not to be sent away to die.  His eyes closed again and he shook his head.

The Almightys finished their rounds and stopped in front of his cage.  

“He’s still awake.”  Ableson was surprised.

“Stop fighting it,” said Conguise.  “Lie down.  You need to rest.”

That was one command he was happy to obey.  He collapsed on the blankets and sweet darkness swept over him.  

When Mutter awoke, Ableson was at the desk working.  

“You’re awake.  Good.”  Ableson walked over to the cage.

Mutter stretched and then stilled.  

Ableson stopped with his hand on the door.  “What is it?  Tell me everything, even if it is seems little or unimportant.”

“Doesn’t hurt.”  He raised his arms above his head and then swung them back and forth.  Not a twinge of pain.

“Really?  What about your cough?”  

He breathed deeply.  No rattle.  No tickle.  “Gone, I think.”

“Fascinating.”  Ableson went back to his desk, jotted something down in a notebook and then opened the cage door.  “Let’s go run some tests.”

He was starving but he knew better than to mention it.  His stomach rumbled as he moved out of the cage.  

Ableson laughed as he wrote in his notebook again.  “You’ll get breakfast when we get back.”

“Breakfast?  I just had breakfast.”

“That was two days ago.”  

He followed the Almighty downstairs.  It wasn’t possible that he’d slept that long.  He’d swear that he’d only rested a few minutes but he felt stronger now than ever before.  All he’d needed was rest and food.  Vickers had made a huge mistake.  He could have made the Almighty a fortune.

When they returned from the lab Mutter went back into his cage and Ableson brought more food than he’d seen in his entire life.  As he was eating, Conguise entered the room.

“His cold is gone and his ribs are completely mended.”  Ableson’s voice trembled with excitement.

“Not entirely unexpected.”  Conguise bent, staring into the microscope.

“You never thought—”

“Think about it.”  The professor straightened.  “Guards are known to heal quickly.  It is well documented.  The serum just enhanced his natural abilities.”

“Still, we didn’t see this with the others.”

Mutter glanced at them, but kept eating.  What others?

“They weren’t injured.”  The professor studied a few different slides under the microscope.  “I agree that this is interesting, but we’ll have to run more tests to see how much can be attributed to the serum.”

Mutter finished his food and stood, stretching.  He was restless.  He wanted to move, to run, and to hunt.  

The Almightys chatted about the slides and then walked from cage to cage either drawing blood or giving shots.  Mutter dropped back onto the blankets but he couldn’t relax.  The Almightys finished their rounds and returned to the table, studying the blood that they had drawn.  

He could not sit still one more minute.  He jumped up and began pacing.

The Almightys stopped working and turned toward him.

“Are you feeling unwell?” asked Ableson.

“I...no.”  It wasn’t smart to ask an Almighty for anything.  

“No lies between us.  Remember?”

Conguise rolled his eyes and went back to his papers.  

Ableson ignored the professor and walked to the cage.  “Mutter, tell me what’s wrong.”  

He stopped pacing but kept his eyes averted.  “I need to run.  I can’t sit still.”  He grasped the bars of the cage.  “I’m going crazy in here.”

The professor looked up from his work.  “Are you normally restless?”

“No, but I used to exercise all the time.  I like it here, I do, but”—he began pacing again—“I need to move, run, swim, fight.  Anything.”

Ableson and the professor shared a glance and then left the room.  They stood outside the door whispering.  Mutter had no problem hearing every word.

“I don’t think it has anything to do with the serum.  He was very active in his previous life and we didn’t see this with the others,” said Ableson.  

“But we’re taking a more aggressive approach this time,” said Conguise.

“I think we should let him out,” said Ableson.

“No.  Absolutely not.  We have too much invested.  We need a success.”

“We need his trust for this to work,” argued Ableson.

“He will obey because his kind was bred to obey.”

“I disagree.  Yes, they will obey until you are out of sight.  We need him to want to obey us.  That’s the whole point of this isn’t it?”

“It’s too soon,” said the professor, but there was no conviction in his voice.

“Let me take him outside.  I’ll chain him.  He won’t run.  He won’t be able to run.”

Mutter held his breath.  Some agreement must have been made silently because when the Almightys entered the room, Ableson was smiling.  Mutter exhaled softly.  He’d won.  He’d get to go outside.

“Tonight, I’ll take you for a walk”—Ableson’s smile fled—“but you have to promise that you’ll obey.”  

He would promise anything for the smallest taste of freedom.  “I’ll obey.”
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TO MUTTER IT SEEMED that night would never come, but finally the professor left for the day.  Ableson finished cleaning up the office area and walked to the cage, handing Mutter two short chains.

“Put one set around your ankles and one around your wrists.”

Mutter stared at the shackles.  He wouldn’t even be able to stretch his legs.

“I’m sorry but the professor insisted.”  When Mutter still hesitated, Ableson continued, “It’s the only way.  I have to know that you won’t run before I let you out on your own.”

“How can I prove I’ll obey if you give me no choice?”  Mutter’s excitement had vanished.

“It was the best that I could do.  We don’t have to go.”

The thought of not leaving the cell almost sent him into a panic.  He attached the chains around his ankles and wrists.  At least he’d get fresh air and a different view.  It was better than nothing.  

“Bend down.”  Ableson opened the cage.  He held a collar and leash in his hands. 

This was familiar.  Vickers had often made them wear collars before the fights.  He bent and the Almighty slipped it around his neck, leaving it loose which was a nice change.  Vickers had always tightened it so he could barely breathe. 

“Let’s go,” said Ableson.  

Once outside, Ableson waited patiently as Mutter tipped back his head, inhaling deeply.  It had rained recently.  The odor of damp earth and flowers filled his mind along with the scent of water and rabbits, a lot of rabbits.  He yearned to run and hunt.  Catch a rabbit and tear into it.  He stepped toward the woods, and stumbled, the chains around his feet tethering him.

“Small steps.”  Ableson gave a slight tug on the leash and Mutter followed.

As they walked around the grounds, Ableson pointed out places of interest—Conguise’s home, the Guards’ sleeping quarters, the House Servants’ quarters, etc.  Mutter didn’t care, but he grunted every now and then so Ableson thought he was paying attention.  He sniffed, focusing on what lived in the forest and crawled over the lawn at dusk and dawn.  

Too soon, they headed back to the lab.  He almost pleaded for a little more time, but he knew better than to push his luck.  

Once inside, Ableson removed the collar and leash.  Mutter entered his enclosure, his shoulders drooping.  

“Here’s the key to the restraints.  We’ll go again tomorrow.  I promise,” said Ableson.

He removed the chains.  “Thank you.”  The small gift of breathing the fresh air and feeling the earth under his feet meant more to him than he could express.

“You’re welcome.”  Ableson took the key and left for the evening.  

Mutter dropped on the pile of blankets, his large body sizzling with unspent energy.

“How was the outside?” whispered a soft voice.

He sat up.  No one but the Almightys had ever spoken to him in here.  “Who’s asking?”

“Name don’t matter no more.”

“Where are you?”  He moved to the front of his cage.  It was a stupid question since he couldn’t see inside any of the other enclosures, but the voice didn’t seem real.  It was so quiet, almost a thought instead of a sound.

“A few down from you, I think.  I don’t see good anymore but they probably put you where they kept the others like you.”

“What others?”  This Voice had been here longer than him.  This Voice could answer questions.  “You tell me what you know about the others and this place and I’ll tell you about the outside.”  

“Okay.  You first.”

Mutter hesitated.  

“Please.  I’ve been in here for a long time.”

There was desperation in the Voice’s tone.  Mutter had only been here a few days and he’d been going crazy caged all the time.  He went back to his bed, shut his eyes and described the outside, reliving every scent, sound and touch.  

“I miss the sky,” said the Voice when Mutter finished.

“Ask Ableson.  Maybe he’ll take you outside.”  He wanted to pull the words back into his mouth.  The Almighty might revoke his walks if the others asked too.  

“No.  He won’t.  I’ve changed too much.”  

“What do you mean by that?”  Cold sweat dripped down his back.  There was something not quite right with the sound this creature made.

“They don’t think I can speak because they can no longer hear me.  I’m glad that you can now,” said the Voice.

He moved all over his cage, trying to peer into the other cell.  It was impossible.  “Are you a Guard?”

“Not exactly.  I was a Guard, but now....I’m not sure what I am.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’ll see soon enough.  If you want, I’ll tell you what I know about the others.  The ones who were here before you.”

“Yes.”  He needed to know what had happened to them, especially if they did something that caused them to be sent back to the shelter.  

“There were two others while I’ve been here.  There may have been more.  They were Guards, like you.  They were given shots like you and me.  All of us.  They changed just like you’re changing.”

“Changed?  I’m not changing.”

“You are.  We all are.  You just don’t know it yet.”

“I’m fine.  I feel great.”  He pressed his fingers into his ribs.  They had healed fast even for a Guard.

“The others did too.  They felt strong and hungry.  Always, always hungry.”

His stomach rumbled.  He was eating more now than he’d ever had in his life, but he was still hungry.  “What happened to them?”

“They died.”

“The Almightys?”

“No.  Not how you mean, anyway.  The others felt good and then they got sick and died.  There was nothing the Almightys could do for them.”

“How did they die?”

“In pain, like we all die.”

“Sure, but how?”  His instincts had warned him from the beginning that there was something not right about this place, but now, they screamed for him to get out, flee before he died.

“They changed but didn’t change right.  It happens to most of us.”

“I’m not changing.”  

The Voice was silent.  Mutter sat on the bed.  He wasn’t different.  He was healthy, but he’d been healthy his entire life except for that cold.

“Will you tell me about the outside again tomorrow?”

He was a bit pissed at the Voice.  It had promised answers and had given him nothing but worries and questions, still he couldn’t deny this small request.  “Yes.”

The next few weeks fell into a pattern.  In the morning his blood was drawn, sometimes he was given a shot.  Then he had breakfast.  About once a week he was taken to the lab for tests and then there was lunch, dinner and finally his walk.  

He was starting to like it here.  He had plenty of food and a safe place to sleep.  The Almightys hadn’t asked him to do anything else he didn’t want to do.  The only issue was the lack of freedom but Ableson was working on that.  The Almighty had already allowed him to stop wearing the wrist restraints.  He still wore the ones around his ankles, the collar and leash, but Ableson promised that soon those would also be gone.

He yearned to race through the woods and swim in the canals but he settled for exercising in the cage.  He paced and did sit-ups and push-ups, anything to burn the fever in his blood.  He’d convinced Ableson to extend the walk to an hour a day.  It wasn’t enough, but it was better than before.  Then, after Ableson returned him to his cell and left, he’d tell his story to the Voice.  

That night once he had finished, the Voice said, “I’ll be gone in the morning.”

The Voice was so faint now that he had to strain to hear it.  “You can’t die tonight.  Ableson is going to take me into the woods tomorrow.”  It was a lie but if the Voice made it through another night, he’d make up something.  

“Mutter, I’m afraid.”

He moved to the front of the cell and sat on the floor as close to the other cage as he could get.  “Death is peaceful.”  He didn’t know that, but his mother had looked peaceful when she’d died.

“It’s not death that I fear.  I don’t want to be dumped in the sewer.”

“You’ll be dead.  You won’t care.”

“I’m afraid of the ones who have gone before me.”

“They’re dead too.  Nothing to fear from the dead.”  Still, a chill ran down his spine.

“I’m not so sure that they were all dead when they were moved.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Almightys can’t hear well,” said the Voice.

“You said that the Guards remove them.  We have great hearing.  They wouldn’t have taken them if they weren’t dead.”

“There was vibration with some.  I felt it through the floor.  I think some were...kind of asleep.”

“No.  You’re wrong, the Guards would hear them breathing.”

“I don’t think so.  Some of us can sleep so deep our breathing almost stops.  Later, we can awake.  I think they used that to escape.”

His heart thudded.  What the Voice was saying was impossible.  “Can you do that?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“That’s what you’re doing tonight?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll be free.  You can see the outside again.”  He was happy for his friend, but he wanted to go too.

“The others...they were dangerous, like you’ll be.”

“I’m not changing.”  But he’d started to wonder.  He had loads of energy, more than ever before but that could be due to the consistent, good food.  However, a full belly didn’t explain how his senses almost hummed with their own life.

“Stop lying to yourself.”  The Voice was louder, harsh with anger.  “You are changing.  You are turning into something lethal, something very dangerous.”

“I’m dangerous now.”  He flexed his fists, wanting to hit the Voice until it stopped talking.

“Not like you will be.  Not like what might be waiting in the sewer.”

“If, and this is a big if, they were alive they’ll be long gone by now.  The tunnels will lead out to freedom.”

“But I’m slow and big and...they might think tasty.”

“Then don’t go.”  It was selfish but he didn’t want to be alone in here.  The others in the cages didn’t talk to him.  He was sure that they listened to his stories because there was always movement in the other enclosures as he spoke, but none of them ever said a word.

“I have to.  You should too.”

“I can’t slow my breathing—”

“No.  Escape.  When you’re out at night.”

“How?  I’m in restraints.”  The collar and leash wouldn’t stop him.  Ableson’s skinny, little arms wouldn’t stop him, but the chains around his legs, those would stop him.

“Break them.”

“I can’t.  I already tried.”

“You’re stronger now, as you change.  Try again.”

He hesitated and then grabbed the chains and pulled.  His arms ached but nothing.  He dropped the shackles on the floor.  “See, I’m not stronger.  I’m not changing.”

“Keep trying.  Or find a way.  Escape.”

He dropped on his bed.  “I wish you’d stay.”  It was the closest he’d come to asking.

“I can’t.”

He’d expected that answer.  Pleading never changed anything.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 5


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING, MUTTER stood at the front of his cage as six of the Almightys’ Guards dragged the body of the thing he’d called the Voice out of the room.  It was oblong with no particular shape, just a blob.  Two tiny arms stuck out from each side and four tentacles protruded from what was probably its head.

A wet trail on the floor left by the Voice’s body ran from the cell out the door.  There was no way that thing had ever been a Guard.  What else had it lied about?  He glanced at the other enclosures.  It didn’t matter.  The Voice had been right about one thing.  He needed to get out of here before the things in the other cells got free.

After dinner he paced in his cage.  Soon, Ableson would be back for their nightly walk.  He had two choices, ask for more freedom or escape with the chains around his ankles.  If he escaped, he’d have to hurt Ableson and then the authorities would hunt him down.  The streets that the strays inhabited were tough and if he was wanted someone would turn him in for a reward.  That left asking for more freedom, but he’d have to be smart in how he worded his request.  Unfortunately, he’d never been good with words, only his fists.  He dropped on the bed, his mind racing and his muscles twitching with nervous energy.  

The door opened and Ableson entered, grumbling under his breath.  He sat at the desk.

Mutter walked to the front of the cage.  

“I can’t take you on a walk tonight.  With the”—Ableson’s eyes darted to the enclosure where the Voice had lived—“loss, the professor has dumped all the paperwork on me.”  He smiled, sadly.  “I’ll make it up to you tomorrow.”

Here was his moment.  Good or bad, he had to try.  “Sir?”

“Yes?”  Ableson turned toward him, eyes friendly.

A surge of courage raced through him.  “Can I go for the walk alone?”  He couldn’t stop his legs from bouncing and his hands from clenching at his sides.  “Please.  I need to smell the air.  Run.  Swim.  Please.”  If he had to stay locked up, he truly felt that he’d die.  

Ableson moved closer to the cage, studying him.  Mutter could grab the Almighty, snap his neck and take the keys Ableson kept in his pocket, but he forced himself to remain calm, waiting for the right moment.

“Can I trust you?”

He nodded, hope flaring in his gut.  

Ableson glanced at the door.  “Give me an hour.  I need to make sure that everyone is gone.  Then, I’ll let you run on your own tonight, but you have to swear that you’ll return.  I’ll get in real trouble if you don’t.”

“I promise.  I’ll come back.  Thank you.  Thank you.”  He wanted to drop to his knees and kiss the Almighty’s feet.

Ableson’s eyes narrowed.  “If you run, I will find you and then you’ll never leave the cage again.”

He swallowed and nodded.  Ableson turned and went back to his desk.  

The next hour was the longest in his life, but finally Ableson checked the hallway and then came to the cage.  

“Put your ankle chain on.”

He’d been hoping the Almighty would overlook that, but he bent and did as he was told.  

“Be back in thirty minutes.”  Ableson opened the door.

“Our walk is an hour.”  He wouldn’t get far with these chains on in thirty minutes.

“If you’d rather not go.”  Ableson started to shut the door.

“No.  No, please.”  

“I’m taking a big risk by doing this.”  The hardness in Ableson’s face softened.  

He stepped out of the cage.  “Thank you.  You don’t know how much these walks mean to me.”  They were the only thing keeping him sane.  If he tried to escape and failed, the walks would end.  He wasn’t sure he could live like that.

“I do understand.  I’ve spoken to the professor about having outside pens too but....well, he doesn’t understand what being caged all the time does to you Guards and House Servants.”  Ableson patted him on the shoulder.  “Maybe, the success we have with you will help to convince him to let the others enjoy the outside too.”

He cringed inwardly.  His escape would eliminate any chance the others had of ever going outside.  Still, life was hard.  He had to think of himself.  “Thank you again.”  

“Don’t let anyone see you,” said Ableson.

“I won’t.”  He slipped out the door and hurried down the hallway as fast as his hobbled legs would allow.  

Once outside, he headed straight toward the canal that ran near the woods.  His scent would be covered by the water.  He glanced back at the house and lab; all was quiet.  He waded into the ditch, sinking into the cold, dark water.  It was refreshing, invigorating.  He began to swim, using his chained legs like one big flipper.  

He flew through the water, switching from canal to canal but always heading for the city.  There he would find something to remove the chain and then he’d lose himself in the strays’ alleys.  Ableson and Conguise would search the surrounding areas first.  It would be weeks before they thought to look in the city.  By then, he’d have made a little money and he’d be gone.
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MUTTER ARRIVED IN THE city just before dawn.  He’d made great time in the water, but he had to find somewhere to hide until he removed the chain.  He shuffled through the maze of alleyways.  He passed a few stray Guards and Servants but the ones out at this time weren’t dangerous.  These were the younger ones, the weaker ones, the ones who couldn’t fight for the good food at dusk, but instead picked at the leavings.  He was in the middle of the city now, a perfect place to hide.  The faint smell of meat drew him to the dumpster behind a grocery store.  He hid in the shadows and sniffed.  There was still some food in the bin, rotten fruit and vegetables.  The meat was long gone but they’d toss more.  Until then, the fruits and vegetables would have to do.  

He glanced around.  The area was empty.  He moved as quickly as he could to the dumpster, jumping inside and following his nose to the food.  He filled his pockets and then hopped out, hobbling into the alley and hiding behind a stack of boxes.  

The food was not good, but it stopped the rumble in his stomach.  The sunlight had arrived and with it the city came to life.  He’d have to wait to find something to remove the chain.  He’d search around noon when the city settled down for lunch.  He had to have the restraint gone by dusk or risk being attacked.  He rested his head against the brick wall and dozed.  

A slamming door woke him.  A small, female House Servant carried bags from the grocer and tossed them into the dumpster.  He inhaled, catching the scent from the bags.  Cleaning supplies, no food.  She paused, her light green eyes scanning the alley.  He held his breath, afraid to make the slightest sound.  The boxes blocked him from view, but Servants had excellent hearing.  Her nostrils quivered and her ears tipped toward him.  There was nothing he could do to cover his scent and he’d never reach her before she escaped into the store.  All he could do was wait.  After a few minutes, she turned and went back inside.  A stray Guard around here shouldn’t be anything she hadn’t encountered before and yet, the alley was quiet.  There would be food here every night.  Someone should have set up camp like he had.  His nerves hummed.  Chain or no chain, it was time to go.

He moved up and down the alleyways, searching through the piles of debris for something that he could use to remove the restraint but there was nothing.  It was late afternoon when he found himself back at the grocer’s.  There were no new scents of Almightys or Guards.  She hadn’t called the authorities about a stray.  He stared at the chain.  The Voice had said to use his hands to break them.  Of course, the Voice wasn’t in his right mind or his right body.  Still, he sat down, clasping the chain near his ankles and pulled.  Nothing.  He was not changing.  The Voice had been wrong.  He leaned his head against the wall.  That left him with only one option.  

He made his way toward Sovee’s home.  It was risky.  Sovee belonged to Vickers and could report him, but the older Guard might help him, if the price were right.

He went around the back of the house and tapped at the door.  “Sovee, you there?  It’s me, Mutter.”  The door opened.  Sovee was a big Guard almost as big as him.  

Sovee smiled, the scar across his face pulling his one eye almost shut.  “I figured you’d be dead by now.”  

The older Guard stepped back and Mutter slipped inside.

“Someone bought me.  Can you believe it?”

“And you repaid them by running?”  Sovee stared at Mutter’s feet.

“It wasn’t a good place.”

“We do as we’re told.”  Sovee was a perfect Almighty’s Guard, never questioning only obeying.  “I tried to teach you that, but”—he shook his head—“you must have been on your own too long.”

“Can you help me or not?”  He didn’t need a lecture.  

Sovee nodded and Mutter followed him farther into the house.  He’d been here many times over the years.  Sovee, who was retired from the ring, trained Vickers’ fighters.  The old Guard opened a closet and pulled out a pair of bolt cutters.  

“Where’d you get those?”  Guards were not allowed to have dangerous tools.

Sovee’s hard, brown eyes glared at him.

“Sorry.  None of my business.”  As long as the chain was gone, he didn’t care what the old Guard did.

Sovee grunted in agreement and with one quick cut the chain was separated.  It took a little more work to remove it from Mutter’s ankles but soon he was free.  

“Thanks.”  He headed toward the door.

“Be at the carriage docks tonight when the moon is high.”

He should have known he wouldn’t get away without paying.  “I need money.  Do I at least get a cut?”

“I just gave you three.”  Sovee chuckled at his joke.

He wanted to punch the other Guard in the face, but instead said, “I’m hungry.  I need to eat before the fight.”

“Then you better hurry.  The dumpsters will be picked clean soon, if they aren’t already.”

Typical.  Sovee was no one’s friend.  He opened the door.  The sky was dark.  He strode down the alleyways, no longer concerned about the others who lurked in his path.  He was big and scarred; there weren’t many who would pick a fight with him now that the chain was gone.

When he arrived at the grocer’s, the dumpster was empty.  There was still a little rotten fruit, but he needed meat.  There were lights on in some of the neighboring stores, but the grocer’s was dark and quiet.  He crept to the building and tried the back door.  It was locked.  If he broke in, he’d have to find another place to eat tomorrow, but he couldn’t fight without food.  He glanced around.  The alley was empty.  He grabbed the handle, shoving his shoulder against the door.  It groaned a bit at the pressure and then popped open.  He slipped inside and followed his nose to the meat. 

There were rows of packages, red, bloody and delicious in the refrigerated section.  His mouth watered.  He grabbed a handful and turned to leave.  A pair of pale green eyes stared at him through the darkness.  It was the Servant from earlier.  He’d assumed that she’d left with the grocer.  He should have been more careful.  There was no way he was going back to the shelter especially under these circumstances.  The authorities killed thieves right away.

“I don’t want any trouble,” he said.

“Then you shouldn’t have broken into my home.”  She glided through the shadows.

He kept her in sight as he made his way toward the door.  He could kill her with a snap of his wrist, but he’d have to catch her first and that might take time which he didn’t have.  Plus, she wouldn’t go quietly and that would bring help from one of the neighboring stores.  

“Put it back and I won’t report you.”

“I can’t do that.”  He needed this food more than the grocer.

“Then you’ll be dead at the shelter tomorrow.”

“They’ll have to find me first.”  

“Oh, they’ll catch you.”  She moved out of the shadows, closer to him but still out of reach.  “You do not exactly blend in.”  She was even smaller up close.  “Put the meat back and leave.”  Her voice was firm.

He sniffed.  “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”  

“Why would I be?”

This was a first.  All females feared him.  Even before his scars he had not been an attractive Guard, his features blunt and hard.  

“Just because you’re ugly doesn’t make you mean or fast and you’ll have to be quick to catch me.”  

She raced forward.  Her claws connected with his arm and sliced through his shirt.  He lunged for her, ignoring the pain.  He didn’t expect to catch her, just scare her away from the door, but his hand locked on her wrist.  He spun her around, pulling her flush against him, the packages falling to the floor.  He wrapped his other hand around her throat.  It would be a simple task to snap her neck, barely a movement, but he hesitated.  Her bones, tiny beneath his touch, reminded him of the little Guard.  She struggled in his grasp.  He blocked every move she made, keeping her close.  Her body was firm, yet soft.  After a few moments she stilled, her eyes meeting his and holding.  

“Now, what?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”  It was obvious that he wasn’t going to kill her or he’d have done it by now.

“You can’t have the meat.  I’ll get in trouble.”

“You protect this place?”  It was a job usually given to Guards or maybe a Guard and Servant, but never a Servant so young and small.

“Yes.”  The word was almost a hiss.  “I’m deadly.”

He grinned.  “I’m sorry.  You’re just so little.”

“Let me go and I’ll show you.”  She bared her teeth.  

He couldn’t refuse the dare.  He dropped his arms and she attacked.  The first slash, across his cheek, caught him by surprise.  He’d been sure that she’d run.  The second one he blocked, clasping her hand in his and spinning her around, her back tight against his front.  

“How did you do that?”  She turned her head, trying to see his face.  “Guards are not that fast.  Ever.”

He lowered his lip to her ear.  “I am.”  He’d never been attracted to a Servant, disliked all he’d ever met, before her.  She had spirit and it had been a long time since he’d been with a female.  Eat then mate, those desires coursed through his blood, demanding.

A bell sounded.  She stiffened in his arms.  He covered her mouth with his hand to quiet her scream, but she remained silent.

“I forgot my house keys,” yelled the grocer.  “Help me find them.”

“Please leave,” she whispered against his palm.  

He let her go and hurried out the door.  He slipped into the alley, lingering in the shadows.  The lights came on in the store and there were voices and movement but nothing to hint that she’d told the Almighty about him.  His stomach clenched.  He still needed food.  Maybe, he could find some on the way to the docks.  The lights at the grocery store went out.  The back door opened.  

She stepped outside, carrying a small bag.  She stopped at the dumpster.  “Guard,” she whispered.  “I know you’re here.  I can smell you.”  She stuffed the bag under the dumpster.  “For you.”  She went back inside.

He waited a few moments and then darted behind the garbage can and reached underneath.  It was a small chunk of meat, barely a bite, but his hand trembled as he put it in his mouth.  No one had shown him kindness since his mother.  He went back to his spot in the alley.  His stomach rumbled more insistently now that it had tasted what it desired.  He leaned against the wall, watching the building and waiting for the time to leave.
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MUTTER DIDN’T HAVE ANY trouble finding the location of the fight.  He’d been here before but only to watch.  Vickers’ Guards weren’t allowed to participate in street fights.  

Sovee waved to him.  He pushed through the crowd.  

“When do I fight?”  He wanted to get this done.

“Turn around.  Let Noodles take a look at you,” said Sovee.

He turned slowly.  The betting was starting.  He’d fight soon.

“Hmm.  You still sick?” asked Noodles.

He faced the other Guards again.  “No.”

“You were a good fighter.  Surprised Vickers let you go,” said Noodles.

“I lost.”  

“You won’t lose tonight though, will you?” asked Noodles, his tone hard.

“Nope.”  He’d like to ask who he was fighting but he needed to be confident.  If Sovee didn’t make enough money the other Guard might make him fight for free again.

“I’ll back him,” said Noodles.

“What?  Wait.”  His eyes met Sovee’s.  “I thought you were backing me.”  This was not good.  He knew Noodles by reputation and if he lost the fight, the other Guard would own him for a long time.  He’d be sent on jobs that no one wanted to take like stealing young Guards for the sex trade or catching Servants for the meat market.  

“How does me spending my money cancel your debt to me?”  Sovee laughed.  “Nope.  Noodles will back you and I’ll bet on you.  We all win.”

He glared at Sovee.  They had never been friends but this was betrayal.

“I don’t think he’s happy about this.”  Noodles patted Mutter on the back.  “You’re up.  Go make me some money.”

He sent one last glare at Sovee and stepped into the circle in the center of the crowd.  His opponent pushed through from the other side.  Mutter kept his face impassive.  Half the battle was won on perception.  If he showed weakness he was done, but this would not be easy.  The other Guard was tall and lean with long arms and huge fists.  

His opponent approached.  By the roar of the crowd the other Guard was moving fast, but to him it was like slow motion.  He stepped aside, putting his foot out and tripping his enemy.  The Guard hit the ground but jumped up quickly, lashing out and connecting one of his huge paws with Mutter’s jaw.  He staggered backward, his head spinning but instead of sinking into the dizziness he lunged forward, his fist slamming into the other Guard’s chest.  The crowd shouted as his opponent landed a few hard blows to Mutter’s face and stomach.  He felt nothing but the desire to attack.  He sent an upper cut to his opponent’s jaw and the other Guard stumbled.  Mutter wrapped one arm around his enemy as his other fist continued to punch, digging into flesh, over and over.  The thuds became a pattern, a chant in his head, kill, kill, kill.  

Hands pulled at his shoulders, too many hands.  He dropped his hold on the Guard, spun around and attacked.  His arms and teeth connected and tore into flesh.  Loud voices, some screaming, penetrated his haze.  The hands were gone.  The crowd had backed away.  

The scent of terror was everywhere.  The surrounding Guards stared at him, faces pale and eyes wide.  He couldn’t fight them all.  He had to get away.  He bared his teeth and stepped backward.  His foot hit something soft but solid.  His opponent’s chest was split open, exposing his organs.  Flesh.  Meat.  He shoved aside his hunger; the silence of the crowd told him he needed to flee now before they organized.  He stepped over the body and the crowd parted for him.  As soon as he was far enough away he turned and ran.

It wasn’t a conscious decision to go back to the grocer’s but that was where his feet led him.  He stood in the shadows of the alley.  He couldn’t stay.  They would want retribution for what he’d done.  He had to find food and then leave.  He crept over to the dumpster, knowing there was nothing there but hoping for a crumb.  

The door to the shop opened.  “There you are.  I’ve been looking for you.”  The Servant stepped outside, holding a small sack.  

“Stay away.”  His hands trembled at his sides.

“You need to eat something.  The little bit of meat that I gave you couldn’t have been enough.”  She continued toward him.  

He couldn’t let her get close.  He might hurt her.  He stepped toward the alley, moving out from behind the dumpster.  

Her eyes widened, but not in fear.  “Holy Araldo, what happened to you?”  

The concern in her voice held his feet as she approached.  

“Where are you hurt?”  Her hands touched his face and arms.

“Not my blood.”  His head throbbed now, probably from hunger.  

“You’re burning up.  Come with me.”  She grabbed his hand, hers tiny and soft in his big paw.

He let her lead him into the building.  He shouldn’t.  She could get in trouble for helping him but he followed her into a back room with a sink, pallet of blankets and shelves filled with food.  

“I saved this for you.”  She handed him the bag.  

When he opened it, the sharp smell of meat a little past its prime assaulted his nose and his stomach grumbled.  He shoved a chunk in his mouth.  “Thanks.”

She filled a mop bucket with water from the sink.  “What happened to you?”

He hesitated, a hunk of meat in his hand.  If he told her the truth she’d make him leave.  No one had been kind to him in years.  He didn’t want to lose this, but it was for the best.  He stuffed the food into his mouth.  “I killed a Guard.”

“Were you attacked?”  She didn’t blink as she stared at him, waiting for the answer.

“No.  It was a street fight.”

“To the death?”

“No.”  Her green eyes hardened.  He didn’t owe her an explanation but he couldn’t stop the words.  “I didn’t mean to do it.”  He started to pace.  “I don’t remember doing it.  All I remember is hitting him.”  Again and again.

“Do you fight often?”  She continued to stare at him, but her eyes were pale green and soft once again.

He stopped pacing.  “I used to.  I may have to again.”

“Did you ever kill anyone before?”

He shook his head.  Except the little girl.  He forced that thought away.  That didn’t count.  He’d had to do that to survive.  

“Take off your clothes.”  She carried the bucket over to him.  

His heart skipped a beat and then picked up pace, racing in his chest.  His hunger satisfied, his eyes roamed her body.  “How old are you?”  He wasn’t sure if it mattered.  His head still pounded and his body was hot, but he’d mate.  He’d fought and won.  He’d eaten.  Now, it was time to mate.

“Not for that reason, you idiot.  You reek of blood.  They’ll follow your trail.  ”

“You can’t be involved in this.”  He headed for the door.  

She grabbed his arm.  “I’ll take care of it.”  

“Why?”  No one helped anyone without a reason.  

She pushed his shirt upward, her hands cool on his hot skin.  Suddenly, he was exhausted.  His legs trembled.  He needed to sleep, now.  He wouldn’t make it far until he rested, which left him with no choice but to trust her.  He lifted his arms and ducked as she pulled his shirt over his head.  

Her hands moved to his pants; he pushed them away.

“Turn around.”  If they weren’t going to mate, he didn’t want her to see him.  He was large and scarred.  She’d be frightened.

She smiled but did as he said.  He took off his pants and then moved behind a shelf.  

“Wash up and then rest.  I’ll be back soon.”  She grabbed the clothes from the floor.  

He waited several minutes to ensure that she was gone before washing the blood from his face and body.  He searched for something to wear, but settled on wrapping a blanket around himself.  He would have to sneak out and find new clothes, but right now he needed to sleep before he passed out.  He lay on the floor next to the pallet of blankets.  He would not touch her bed.  
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