
VEGA

Vega

(The Underground—Book One)

Vega is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. Internet references contained in this work are current at the time of publication, but Desert Palm Press cannot guarantee that a specific reference will continue or be maintained in any respect.

All other rights are reserved. Desert Palm Press supports copyright which enables creativity, free speech, and fairness. Thank you for buying the authorized version of this book and for following copyright laws by not using or reproducing any part of this book in any manner whatsoever, including Internet usage, without written permission from Desert Palm Press, except in the form of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and articles. Your cooperation and respect support authors and allow Desert Palm Press to continue to publish the books you want to read.

For permission requests, write to the publisher at publisher@desertpalmpress.com or “Attention: Permissions Coordinator” at

Desert Palm Press

4804 NW Bethany Blvd, Suite I-2, #148

Portland, OR 97229

www.desertpalmpress.com

Copyright © 2026 by Emarya Montgomery

ISBN:  978-1-63304-091-5

E-Book: 978-1-63304-092-2

FIRST EDITION: First Printing: July 2026

Editing: Kaycee Hawn

Formatting: Anne Battis

Cover: Ali Montgomery

[image: ]

The Underground—Book One

Table of Contents

Acknowledgments

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Epilogue

About Emarya Montgomery

Note to Readers

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgments


[image: ]


When I wrote the first draft of this book at fourteen years old, I had one thought and one thought only: “assassins are cool.” A decade later, I want to report that I was completely right. Assassins are cool. So are lesbians, and stars, and libraries, and rebellions held against corrupt governments.

There are many people without whom this story would not have been made possible.

My father, who took me to my first protest when I was twelve years old, and who worries about me every time I attend one now. 

My mother, who has let me follow her around with an open computer and listened to my rough drafts and ramblings for as long as we both can remember.

Elise, my first reader who met my characters in their roughest form. Everyone needs a writer friend like you.

Gwen and Sophia, who have been my champions and my cheering squad.

Jodi and Peggy, who took a chance on a debut author and who make such a difference in the lesbian writing community.

My editor Kaycee, who approached my manuscript with infinite patience for my many misplaced commas and my obsession with verbs.

And finally Cecilee and Millicent, who have never let me settle for mediocrity.

Vega includes violence, abuse, and death and is recommended for mature readers.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


To my very own Morgans and Sams: Larry, Katie, Blaine, Quenten, and Gwen.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Epigraph


[image: ]


The only sin is mediocrity.—Martha Graham

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


I keep thinking about what it would have been like if I had never left.—E.V.

Valerie

The conductor raises his arms and hesitates a little too long before bringing them down. Around me, the other instrumentalists come in, not exactly together. They’re offbeat and out of tune.

Pulling my bow across the strings of my violin, I join them a second too late. I start flat before I play the note precisely on pitch. The sound of clunky, imperfect tones swell around me. They don’t even know they’re playing the wrong notes. I think someone in the back is on a completely different song.

I play a few measures perfectly for fun before I purposely skip an accidental and strike an opposite bowing.

The music rambles on around me. Not awful, even if there’s barely enough clarity to recognize the piece. As the conductor cuts us off with a half-hearted flourish, I sneak a sideways glance at the people beside me. They wear mild and mostly blank expressions. Some of them smile halfway as if they’re proud of their work. But never too proud.

I hide my thoughts behind a blank expression, careful not to let arrogance flicker behind my eyes. The people around me are boring. Never a spark of excitement or a flash of individual thought in their eyes. Never a bit of frustration when they mess up, probably because they never clock that they do. It’s not their fault—in fact, it’s normal—but I’m still bored.

The audience applauds. Quick and mechanical, as if it was rehearsed. As a company, we bow together and the curtain closes. I chance a disinterested glance at the people around me. They look contented and satisfied, as if what we did wasn’t borderline embarrassing.

I pick up my check from the desk. The subject line reads, “Valerie Portman, first violin. Central Origin Orchestra.” The best of the best. I sigh and shove past a pair of French horns who don’t even grunt at me. Absolutely brain-dead.

It’s dark by the time I leave the theatre. Nighttime is the only thing I like about the city. During the day, the sky is filled with stringy, shapeless clouds. The buildings stand in perfect, dull uniformity, daring you to say a brick is out of place. People roll along like tumbleweeds, drifting here and there with placid and contented faces. But at night the stars are out, and they’re impossible to ignore.

I keep my head down and a pleasant expression on my face in case I pass anyone. I try not to show extreme emotion anywhere—normal people don’t do that—but it’s particularly dangerous at night.

My eyes are peeled, but for the most part, I’m alone with the people who live out here—the few angry souls who’ve gotten tired of pretending to function within society. I briefly wonder how far away I am from that reality as I cross the road to avoid a deliriously happy man repeatedly throwing a trash bag into the air and catching it.

I count as I walk by a string of nearly identical houses, all of them slate gray with white doors. There’s the occasional flower box or hanging basket, but otherwise they all blend together, only decipherable by number.

Soup is waiting for me on the porch. He’s a scruffy, ugly, mutt of a cat, and I love him for it. He glares at me with barely shielded contempt and an unapologetic attitude. I bend down to scratch his ears and kiss his little head. He hates that.

The door swings stiffly open. I call in to my dad to see if he’s still awake, and like I thought, he’s planted in front of the television, nodding along to a news station. He’s completely undisturbed by the horror stories.

I think about moving out sometimes, but he doesn’t charge me rent, and he doesn’t ask too many questions. It works as long as I don’t rock the boat too much. At least this way I’m avoiding the act of committing to a fake life in an identical house in the overground.

Jack chuffs out a grunt of approval at something a reporter says before turning to me. The movement sends a splash of beer onto the carpet that he doesn’t seem to notice.

“You’re home. How was the show?”

“We almost nailed it this time.”

“Good.” He turns back to his TV. Always a man of few words.

I shrug him off and head down to the basement, leaving the door cracked. One step down the stairs and already the air feels safer.

When I got my first violin, Mom forced him to soundproof the basement for me so I could practice. I thought she didn’t want to hear my screeching, but I think she knew she was giving me the privacy I would need one day. The padded walls and foam carpeting used to be disconcerting—like they were reinforcing my fear that I am actually insane. But now it’s comforting to me to have a space where no one’s listening.

The news prattles on overhead as I reach under my mattress for the things I keep hidden there. I change out of the simple black top and slacks I wear for orchestra gigs and pull on a purple dress I bought a couple of nights ago in the underground. I pull my hair down from its tight ponytail and let it hang free.

By the time I’m ready to go, Jack is snoring overhead. More likely than not, he won’t move before morning. I gently pull the basement door closed, making sure to avoid a creaking step on my way down. The padding on the window comes free easily, and I push up on the windowpane, shoving my violin through and hoisting myself up after it.

I brush myself off and Soup is there, batting at one of the laces on my boots. “Hi, Problem,” I say, smiling at him. He squints up at me, gnawing on the aglet. I scratch behind his ears and sneak away.

Nothing is quiet in the underground. It’s on the outskirts of the city, where no one with any sense of self-preservation will go.

People with unnatural hair and brightly colored outfits swarm in and out of buildings. There’s constant chatter. Laughter fills the air, and it’s like harmonies flowing over each other.

The loudness and the overtly confident people used to intimidate me. But now I find them exciting with their defiant expressions and celebration of their own beauty. Being in the same space as them changes the way I walk. I smile fully and make eye contact with people when they pass. A woman with dyed red hair winks at me. I blush as I smile back.

Intoxicating smells of baked goods and different cuisines fill the air. Music plays from every shop, and there are buskers playing on street corners. Graffiti covers the brickwork in the alleyways.

There’s confidence behind every eye, but there’s also mistrust. Most people carry weapons of some sort—sharp and bulky rings, pepper sprays, decorated knives—and although none are visible, I’m sure some of them are carrying guns.

Leyla’s already has a line of people around the building. The bouncer picks me out pretty quickly, holding the crowd back for me to pass. I thank him, and his deeply furrowed brow lessens in reply.

Lizzy, an alto with a smoky tone, has already entranced the room. Even her instrumentalists seem enamored, swaying with her when she sways and playing low enough to support her sound. Every so often, there’s a murmur from the crowd or the clink of a glass.

I move easily through the captivated audience, and I can tell Lizzy’s near the end of her set. She winks as her eyes lock with mine.

In the back room, I pull a hookup from my bag and take the time to re-tune from the journey, plucking out a couple of melodies while keeping quiet in case there’s a break in Liz’s playing.

During a fifteen-minute break between her set and mine, I see a couple of my regulars trickling in as I run through my setup routine and sound check. Lizzy settles onto a stool at the bar.

A couple of stares and wayward glances come from the audience as I set up. I look out of place among the rest of the underground—not as flashy. But the mistrust tends to fade as I start playing.

I play with ease. My bowing is intentional, and my vibrato matches my tempo to a fault. I weave from piece to piece, layering emotion into each of the bow strokes. At the climax of my set, I glance up at the audience for a moment. Along the back wall, a couple of other musicians are grouped together. Some nod their heads. Others lean back with their eyes closed.

A sense of pride comes over me. It’s such a risk to be here, but if you’re not willing to die for what you love, you don’t deserve to love it. That’s the unspoken rule.

I feel a set of eyes boring into me on and off as I play. A woman sits at a table in the corner—leather boots and messy curls—drinking what looks like whiskey. She’s settled back into her chair, tapping her fingers on the side of her glass.

She watches me unabashedly. Judgmental, as if she’s trying to figure me out. I smile, staring back at her in challenge.

At the end of my set, whoops and applause sound from the back of the crowd. I pack up my equipment and vacate the stage, making room for the next group of musicians to set up.

One of the bartenders waves me over after I finish packing everything up. She has my usual waiting for me, and I thank her before swiveling around to watch the next band set up their equipment.

Across the room, Lizzy’s making her way to the door, her fingers interlaced with a pretty redhead she was chatting up at the bar. She turns back and waves flirtatiously at me. I laugh, lifting my glass in a silent toast to her.

“Nice set.”

It’s the woman with messy curls. I’ve got a better angle on her now. She might be in her late twenties, early thirties. She looks intense but not unfriendly. I gesture toward the seat next to me.

“Fellow music lover?” I ask.

“Not in particular,” she says matter-of-factly, and I shoot her a look that makes her laugh.

“Is there a reason you’re here then?”

“I heard you playing,” she says simply.

I wave the bartender over and order Messy Hair another whiskey, before turning my attention back to the band.

They have a new saxophonist I don’t recognize. He looks nervous. There’s no way he’s more than thirteen. They reel them in young here. I catch his eye and smile at him encouragingly. He freezes for a second, his eyes widening. He looks away, his face going red.

“It’s Vega, isn’t it?” Messy Hair asks.

“Val, actually.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she says, furrowing her brow at me, and I get a better look at her face. She has strong features. Her eyebrows are dark to match her hair, but undone, like she hasn’t bothered to pluck them in a while. She smells faintly of something floral and earthy—I want to say jasmine—and her lips are pressed together in thought. She notices my gaze. I pull my eyes back up to meet hers.

“What did you mean?”

“I wasn’t asking for your name,” she says, and my face heats. It’s possible I’ve misread this interaction.

“That’s a shame.” I push my stool away from the bar, calling a quick goodnight to the bartender. “Enjoy the rest of the music.”

I feel her eyes follow me across the room until I reach the door and they slip away into some other distraction.

On the way out I thank the bouncer and push past the people crowding to get in. I have hours before the sun comes up.

Various lights and advertisements flash at me from either side of the street. I try not to be on the streets of the underground without a destination in mind. The atmosphere’s better here, but it’s completely unregulated and riskier for it.

Somewhat out of habit, I walk into an art gallery with a hidden bar upstairs. I ask the bartender for a beer, slipping in the code phrase as I do.

He unlocks a door behind the bar to the second floor. I climb the staircase, the music thrumming through my bones with every step.

I step through the doorway and the colored lights wash over my face. The air has the saccharine-sweet smell of liquor and sweat. A slight haze of smoke floats over the room, and half-dressed bodies move to the music coming from a couple of instrumentalists in the corner.

An acoustic guitarist whom I recognize from a couple of gigs tries to catch my eye from across the room, but I pretend not to notice. I scan the crowd for the only other person who shows up here as much as I do—Morgan.

Unsurprisingly, he’s at the center of things. He dances through the crowd with movements so coordinated and fluid that everyone else looks awkward by comparison. A flirtatious blonde leans forward to brush up against him accidentally. He sidesteps her with a move so well-executed, she doesn’t take offense. He’s not getting away from me that easily.

I hoist my violin strap on my shoulder and stride toward him. He sees me coming a mile away, but he doesn’t look up to show it. I can see it in the way his body language changes. Now he’s not dancing for himself. He’s showing off.

When I come within a foot of him, he reaches out and grabs my hand, spinning me in and out and around him in a way that would leave me flat on my face if I tried it on my own.

“Hi, lover.” He settles a hand on my lower back and begins waltzing me around the dance floor. My violin case narrowly avoids taking out people’s legs.

“Don’t ‘lover’ me, Morgan. You missed my gig tonight,” I say, poking him in the chest.

“Oh, don’t sulk, angel. It’s not becoming.” He switches to a swing dance as the music shifts and forces me to follow along, barely keeping up.

“Was he gorgeous? You’re only allowed to stand me up for the gorgeous ones.” I’m delighted with the blush that colors his face.

“He was all right.” His eyes sparkle with the memory.

“Oh? Prettier than me?” I stumble slightly, only for his hand to appear like magic beneath my arm to steady me.

“Who could possibly be prettier than you?” He spins me again, skillfully sidestepping my violin case.

“Only you, dearest.” I snort, as he twists up his features into a face.

“Details?”

“I don’t kiss and tell,” he says with a gasp. He’s cute when he’s dramatic.

“Since when?” Morgan laughs and spins me under his arm.

When I regain my balance, he’s rolling his eyes at the musicians in the corner. The style of music is pissing him off. They’re not playing the right thing for his body to move to. I swear his limbs flow from dance to dance without permission from his mind. He huffs, turning the biggest set of unabashed puppy dog eyes right on me.

“Morgan.” I say, prepared to refuse.

“As if you’d ever say no to me.” He pushes me toward the group of musicians.

“This is extortion.” I’m seconds away from giving in.

“Call it what you want, just fix it,” he orders, shoving my violin case into my hands and breaking the spell that kept me from tripping over my two left feet.

“Fine. But I get full details later.”

“Yes, dear.” He flashes a grin and lifts his head to yell over the crowd like he owns the place, “It’s Maestro’s turn.”

The drunken crowd shouts out sloppy cheers and wolf whistles, fully aware that they’re in for a show from my best friend.

The musicians in the corner perk up from their haze. I’ve played with a couple of them before. I recognize the bassist in the corner from a gig at Leyla’s. Her braids fall to her waist, swishing and swaying with the music. She’s wearing electric blue eyeliner tonight and a glossy natural lip. She waves me over and hands me a drink, watching as I tip the cup to my lips.

I pull my violin from its case and hook up to one of the spare amps. She starts fiddling with her bass, messing around until she finds a key she likes. I feel the vibration in my bones, as the other instrumentalists fill in and begin to play off one another in a call-and-response. They play haltingly, leaving me room to take the lead on the melody. I bring my bow to the strings and pull one long note, bending the sound before stepping on a pedal and letting the reverberations fill the room.

On the stage across the room, Morgan’s figure flashes into view behind a backlit curtain. He begins to move, circling his hips and posing to show off different angles. The room erupts with whoops and catcalls.

I cheer along at first, then allow my focus to drift back to the music. My fingers flow over the strings.

I let the music build until Morgan makes his big reveal and the curtain comes down. He doesn’t move so much as smolder along with the music.

I play off him, and him off me in a sort of duet, and the other musicians feed off our energy, matching it well. People move as if in slow motion, dancing below him. They watch him in awe. Every so often, he drags someone up onto the stage, pulling them into his striptease before spinning them away to swoon over him.

I play until my fingers go numb. The room settles into a mutual high, and tracks play in our absence. Before long, people start to cling to each other, enjoying the temporary companionship.

Morgan appears at my side and brushes a strand of hair out of my face.

He has a tired and satisfied smile on his face. We stumble behind the bar in the corner of the room and sit against the wall. We prop each other up with a bottle of something between us and trade jokes as we drink ourselves to sleep.
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Most of us creep away in the early hours of the morning, especially those who have to make it back to the overground by sunrise. Morgan wakes me before slipping away, pressing a kiss to my temple. I don’t know anything about his life in the overground, and he doesn’t know anything about mine. We keep each other safe that way.

The underground is different before dawn. The flashing neon signs have all been pulled inside. The people on the streets have become blander, their piercings removed and tattoos covered up. Those with dyed hair have tucked it away in hats or wigs. But even so, I can see the flash of rebellion in several of their eyes. They cover it up, but the rage is still present.

The smell of baked goods wafts to me from the few bakeries already up and running. It smells dull and flavorless, the way it’s supposed to.

I pull my jacket closer around me against the wind. It feels a little like it could rain. As I walk, I tie my hair up in a tight ponytail and thank the stars my eyeliner has rubbed off by now. I set my face in a placid, disinterested expression. I pass pretty well for normal.

I turn down the alley where Leyla’s hides during the day and the bouncer is standing there, his deeply furrowed brow pulled back in an expressionless look. He looks at me as if he were seeing through me and doesn’t acknowledge any recognition. I do the same.

I keep a casual but intentional pace, ducking my head as a black car drives by. I don’t know if I’ll ever get over the feeling that I’m being hunted for sport during the day. In reality, no one pays me much attention.

I make it home as the sun starts to show. It’s still dark enough that no one sees me sneak through the window into the basement. I shut it securely behind me and crawl into bed, willing sleep to find me.
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I’m not sure how much I could get past her.—E.V.

Valerie

Morgan has a gig at a theatre in town, which—according to him—is a really big deal. They put on performances every few nights and live-record them, posting it to public databases and mediator propaganda sites repeatedly as they get taken down. It’s exciting, but dangerous.

People bustle around me in the underground, laughing and shouting to each other across the street. I blend in a little better tonight. I had time to do my makeup the way I like it, and I’m wearing the earrings I took from a girl last fall. I listen to the conversations around me as I walk, trying not to laugh at their brazenness.

On a whim, I stop at a coffee shop to kill time before the show. The barista’s flustered, so I wait at the counter for a moment while she zips from brewing coffee to warming pastries. When she makes it back to the counter to take my order, she slows and drops her eyes down to my lips before scanning back up to my eyes. I crack a smile and laugh a little at the flirtatious look in her eyes.

Her smile is pretty and a little crooked, and her eyes are almost golden. She keeps her head shaved and wears it well, accented with huge silver hoop earrings.

She takes my name, and I order a cappuccino with a sprinkle of cinnamon. She brings it to me a few minutes later, lingering at my table.

“Are you waiting for someone?”  Her crooked smile is back.

“No, I’m killing time before a friend’s show.”

“Where’s the show?” she asks, and I tell her. She seems impressed that I know someone performing there.

“Did you want any company?” she asks.

I like that she’s bold. “Maybe. What time is your shift over?” I ask, and she glows.

“Fifteen minutes, as long as my replacement shows up.” In the place of a name scrawled under the lid on my cup, she wrote Pretty Eyes.

I try not to watch her as she works, but every so often she glances up at me and I feel myself blush. Her replacement shows, and she floats over to my table a few minutes later. We set off for the theatre.

We make small talk, and she points to different booths and shops along the way with a story about each one.

“Should we get your friend flowers?” It makes me laugh.

“Morgan’s not a big fan. I usually get him cookies or something instead,” I tell her.

She lights up and takes me to a bakery along the way.

We order chocolate wafer cookies for Morgan. I know they’re his favorites because he steals them every time I buy them for myself.

On the way to the theatre, I tell Coffee Girl about the risks—possible mediator attacks and all—and she’s generally unconcerned. She’s been to a show or two there before. We purchase tickets and get good seats, cracking jokes about the interactions of the people around us.

When the lights dim, Coffee Girl nudges her shoulder close to mine, whispering about the dancers and asking me to point out Morgan.

He’s not at the center of things—they have him doing a lot of lifts and such—but your eye can’t help gravitating toward him.

“Oh, he’s gorgeous,” she whispers.

“And knows it,” I reply. She laughs.

He’s featured well in the third piece, and he does beautifully. As we watch, I quietly relay some of the show drama, pointing out the dancers Morgan has grievances with. Halfway through the second act, we break into the cookies.

We wait in the lobby after the show, leaning against the back wall and people-watching. Morgan comes out toward the end after taking his sweet time backstage and his eyes find me. Coffee Girl and I wait as he wades through his adoring fans, one of whom pulls him up short.

A man with chestnut curls hands Morgan a cluster of yellow daisies, to his pleasant surprise. Morgan says something that makes him laugh, and Coffee Girl and I exchange a look. They’re adorable.

Morgan excuses himself for a moment and skips over to me. I smile at Yellow Daisies where he stands waiting.

“Hi, darling.” I pull him into an embrace. “You were stunning.” He spins me around a little in his joy and pulls back.

“You didn’t bring me flowers.”

I gesture to the daisies in his hand. “It looks like someone else already covered that.” I hold out the half-full box of cookies. “I brought you these.”

He opens the box immediately. “And helped yourself, I see.”

“It was a long second act.” Over Morgan’s shoulder, I catch sight of Yellow Daisies again. He’s pretty. I wonder if he’s the one Morgan was telling me about the other night. “He’s new.”

“How do you know?” Morgan asks. I level a look at him.

“He brought you flowers. You think flowers are cheesy.”

“I’m coming around.” His eyes find Coffee Girl.

We simultaneously realize that we’re being rude and stumble over each other to make introductions.

“I’m so sorry. This is—” I start but come up short. I realize I’ve been referring to her as ‘Coffee Girl’ in my head, and I can’t say that in front of her.

She gives him her name with a good-natured smile. “You were lovely,” she tells him. He shakes her hand.

He excuses himself a few minutes later and leaves with Yellow Daisies. I meet Coffee Girl’s bemused expression.

“He seems sweet.”

“We can get a little carried away,” I say it as an apology but she shakes her head and loops her arm through mine.

It’s after midnight, and the stars are out in full force. The streets are a little quieter but still populated enough. She teaches me the constellations, and we walk until morning.
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She tends to blur the lines around playing God.—E.V.

Valerie

I sneak away in the morning a little later than I usually do. The sun is already rising, and I quicken my pace. If I hurry, I can still make it back without being seen.

I turn down the alley I usually cut through on my way home, where two figures who haven’t packed away their underground vibe for the night are standing. One is a woman dressed in all black with bulky studded leather boots. For the underground, she’s dressed casually, but for daytime, it’s bold.

She’s standing across from a man in a faded shirt with an unreadable band name and a nose piercing that might be a clip-on. From here, he looks pinned against the wall, but she’s far enough away that I know she’s not touching him. Neither of them notices me.

The fear rising in the man is palpable, even from several yards away. He makes a choking sound and looks as if he’s trying to pull something away from his neck.

The woman pierces him with a look, and he stills. “I’ll give you one chance to explain. We both know I don’t owe you that much.”

Something releases, and he can breathe again.

“Raia knew the risks when she got too close. If she got herself caught, it was her own fault. You should understand that more than anyone.”

It was the wrong thing to say. She pushes her hand toward him and curls her fingers inward with a flick of her wrist.

He starts to scream, but his throat tightens before he can. It caves in on itself, wrung by a strip of wire, and his whole body goes limp so fast I’m not sure I saw it right.

The man hits the ground hard, his head twisted to one side, and from the look of it, his throat has been nearly cut through, dark red blood beginning to stain the concrete. My intake of breath is sharp and stupid, but I can’t help it.

The woman’s eyes jerk up, locking with mine. Only now do I recognize her as Messy Hair and Whiskey from the other night. My heart hammers in my chest as she pierces me with that same look she had directed at the man sprawled across the concrete. She takes a step toward me, and without another thought, I rip my gaze from hers and take off running in the opposite direction.

I reroute my way home and push myself to move faster, fully aware of how suspicious I look running through the streets at dawn.

I think I hear her footsteps behind me, but I don’t look back. I pump my legs and don’t slow until I’m sure I’ve lost her.

I reach home, and it’s already light out. This wasn’t my most careful night. I sneak
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