
  
  [image: ]




  
  This is a work of fiction. The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author. 



All rights reserved.

Text Copyright © 2023 by Scarlett Strange

Interior Design & Formatting by Scarlett Strange

Map Copyright by Scarlett Strange

Header Images by Canva

Cover Design by Getcovers.com

Editing by Maryssa G. @pocketediting

Proofreading by Darlene Parsons-Schreckengost and Patricia Diaz Saco

First edition: December 2023








  
  Trigger Warnings:
Dear reader, this book contains scenes that some might find disturbing or triggering. There will be blood, violence, death, swearing, religious persecution (fictional religion), as well as sexual content. Read at your own discretion.









  
  








For those who don't believe they could be the hero. Don't wait until you fall into another world to see your true worth.
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  Chapter 1

[image: ]

God was dead. All that remained behind were his dumb third cousins, Hunger and Misery. And those bastards were drawn to me like flies to shit. 
My stomach growled in agreement as I peeled the shirt over my head, wincing at the searing pain that spread through my lower back. Gritting my teeth, I fumbled with the bloodstained bandages until the dressing finally dropped at my feet.
Catching myself on the edge of the dirty sink, I bit back a groan. Still blurry from the tears, my eyes landed on the small, cracked mirror I had propped against the wall, staring at the scary creature in it. My skin had taken on a nasty greenish tint, eyes sunken and bloodshot enough to make me look like a dark ghoul that had crawled out of someone’s worst nightmare. At least I had cleaned most of the blood from my hair using the rainwater from the clogged spout outside the window, so I did look a bit like a human, too. Kind of.
When I told myself I needed a wash a few days ago, that wasn’t what I had in mind.
This was what I got for trying to play the hero, for thinking I could do the right thing and get away with it. I had barely known those women, but watching them get dragged away so they could work in the brothels or the Underground had made me snap. Especially since everyone else had turned away—just like they had done ten years ago when Robert’s gang took me from the streets.
In the end, I had saved no one. They still took the women, and all I won was a freshly painted target on my back. It was as everyone said, ‘No good deed ever goes unpunished.’ Maybe this would finally teach me to mind my own business and let people deal with their shit. That’s what everyone else did.
I grabbed the mirror, angling it so I could see my lower back. My stitching from last night looked even more deplorable in the pale morning light, but at least the bleeding had stopped. A couple of inches to the right and the blade would have hit my spine, and then…well then I’d be totally fucked. 
Luck, fate, or total incompetence had guided the stabbing bastard to miss all of my vital organs, so now my biggest issue was the pain. Well, that and the risk of infection, but I had already disinfected the wound with alcohol last night, so there really wasn’t anything else I could do. Maybe a second time wouldn’t hurt, though.
Picking up the half-empty bottle of rubbing alcohol from the sink, I unfastened the stopper with my teeth and poured the rest of the contents over the injury. Clenching my jaw, I closed my eyes and tried to focus on breathing. Fuck, it did hurt.
“You fucking idiot!” I cursed through shallow breaths, waiting for the bright blotches in my vision to go away. My trembling fingers brushed against the tiny metal container I had left by the mirror, and I stared at the one remaining pill in it. My last painkiller—if I took it now, I was going to regret it later since I had no credits to buy more. But damn, it hurt! “Fuck!” I popped the pill into my mouth and started applying a fresh bandage. By the time I was done, a blissful numbness had spread through my body, turning the searing pain into a dull throbbing.
It was going to heal soon. It always did. I just had to endure it for a bit.
It would be fine in no time.
Wincing, I picked up my shirt from the floor. The thing was crusted with dry blood, and now there was a hole where the knife had gone through it. Not that I had any other options. This was the only shirt I owned.
A quick look around the safe house—a one-bedroom apartment with no furniture aside from the rotting sofa I had slept on—told me I wouldn’t find anything useful there. The only good thing about this place was that it had a sturdy floor and a single entry point—through the very unstable fire escape attached to the crumbling wall outside. The corridor on the other side of the door had collapsed, so nobody could surprise me from there. While that made it extremely hard to access and great to hide in, the opposite was true as well, especially in my current condition.
I picked up my wide leather belt from the edge of the sofa, making sure my five remaining throwing knives were properly tucked inside. The pain intensified as I tightened it around my middle, but I refused to leave it off for something as stupid as comfort. That thing was the only reason the wound had ended up so shallow.
Once my precious saber was secured across my back, I pushed the window open. The sounds of Boston City flooded the tiny space like a tidal wave, making me hesitate. I really didn’t want to go out there, but I couldn’t stay in here either. I needed medicine and supplies and a more convenient, safe place to lie low.
Slipping one leg out the window, I climbed onto the fire escape. Rust fluttered in the air, slowly descending to the busy street below as the metal screeched under my weight. Nobody spared me a glance when I landed with a squirm, apart from a filthy old man who shouted in surprise before he snatched his tattered blanket and bolted, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting me to follow.
Shaking my head, I scanned the packed street instead, searching for something that might actually be of interest to me. Getting into chases and fights was never on my agenda unless the person got food, a target on their back, or they had royally pissed me off. Even then, I was already in enough trouble after last night’s escapades. Now the only thing I cared about was how not to become minced meat at the hands of Boston’s most notorious miscreants, the Dellus Gang.
An urgent voice called for the people to get out of the way, and I stepped into the narrow space between two buildings just as a man on a moped blasted past us, sending a few of the slower citizens into a screaming frenzy. After a minute of grumbling and cursing, everyone calmed down and went back to their work—selling, buying, stealing… murdering.
My eyes fell on a slender man lying in the alley just a few steps from where I stood, his tattered shirt hanging torn and dirty over his bony frame. His shoes were missing, and so were his pants. I would have thought he was just unconscious, as stupid as it was to sleep somewhere where he could be robbed blind before he could scream, if it wasn’t for the flock of flies that kept landing on his parted lips. Then I noticed the black substance coming out of his mouth, nose, and ears, and I rushed out of the alley, away from the corpse everyone else was ignoring.
I had barely crossed the street when a deep shadow passed over our heads, diminishing the dim gray light that was our only sign that it was daytime. A few heads turned up even now, but I didn’t bother. I knew exactly what I’d see. 
The Age of Perpetual Night. Somebody named it in a poem, and it stuck—a tale about a world where the sun never showed its face through the thick clouds covering the sky. Gas, some said, caused it; government conspiracy, insisted others; magic was the best one I had heard so far. Did it really matter? No, not really. Not when there was nothing we could do. Not when this was all most of us knew.
I had heard stories from the older folks that they remembered a time when the sun did shine and the world was much different—if they could be believed at all. This place, this darkness, it messed with your head, so some days, I didn’t trust even my own memories.
Yet… I believed them because part of me knew what the sun felt like on my skin, what the light looked like on a cloudless day, and what pain burned like when I stayed too long under its glare. Still, it made no sense because, even if it was true, it must have been decades since anyone had seen the sun. Decades before I was born.
I wasn’t sure how to explain it, but I knew the strange feeling had something to do with that recurring dream. The same one I had again last night while I sweated through my fever—of a sunny day, endless green fields, and the smell of flowers; a gentle voice calling my name while I walked toward a small, cozy house with fresh grass brushing against my legs. Nothing ever changed in the dream, and it always ended right when the door opened, showing only a faint silhouette inside. Then I woke up, chest heavy with longing, warmth, and… wrongness. Like I was not where I was supposed to be.
“Hey, watch where you’re going!”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I moved my hand to my leather belt, sliding one of the knives out. Those words usually meant one of two things: danger or opportunity. I’d had enough of the former, but the latter…
My eyes stopped on my target.
A tall, stocky man fumed in front of a wonky stall made of the forepart of a car. Pans, utensils, and other junk filled the narrow space, all neatly tucked where the battery used to be. On top of them stood a small crate of fruit—no doubt his most prized commodity. Most of the fruits looked brown and squishy, but I could still see yellow and green patches here and there. Somebody had toppled said box over, likely in a piss-poor attempt to steal a bite, but got scared of being caught when the owner spotted them.
Amateurs.
Slipping the knife back in its place, I returned my attention to the man just as he finished cursing the long-gone deviant. By the time I was done sizing him up, the vendor had gathered half of his stock. I knelt beside him, picking up a few of the fruits and setting them in the box under his watchful gaze.
“Thank you,” he muttered, eyeing me with suspicion. I couldn’t blame him, not even when his eyes inspected me from head to toe. His shoulders relaxed when he realized my tight pants and frayed shirt couldn’t possibly hide anything, and he even gave me a concerned smile.
“No problem,” I said as sweetly as I could, tugging my hand to my thigh. The shivers crawling down my back told me he was still watching even as I turned the corner. Once out of sight, I lowered my eyes to the two tiny apples in my palm. It had been a long, long time since I’d eaten non-canned food. If it weren’t for the old books and magazines I hoarded in a few of my hideouts, I would have forgotten what apples looked like.
As I brought them to my nose, the sharp stench of rot challenged my insides. Bile rose in my throat, and I pulled them away from my face, giving them a hesitant look. My stomach grumbled to remind me it had been way too long since I last ate any kind of food to be this picky.
Fuck it.
I rubbed one of them against the cleaner parts of my shirt, then took a small bite. The peel was crunchy, but the core was soft, melting right onto my tongue. It tasted sour and earthy, but not bad enough to spit it out. Way better than nothing.
“Raven?” a hoarse voice called my name, and I looked around in search of its owner. The pile of rags I had just passed shifted, taking the shape of an old man with an unkept gray beard and clothes several times his size. His lips pulled into a grin that revealed one too many missing teeth, while the lines around his eyes and mouth grew even deeper as he adjusted himself to face me. “Long time no see!”
“Diego.” I smiled back, leaning on the wall next to him. Only the smell of sweat, dirt, and vomit that stuck to him allowed me to distract myself from the pain as the hard stone pressed against my tender side. “What are you doing in these parts? You should go to the shelter.”
“What’s an old fart like me gonna do? Those places are for people in need,” he grumbled, waving his too-thin hand in dismissal. Past his seventies and constantly fighting a variety of ailments, how he survived in the city by himself was one of the great mysteries of the universe. “You look terrible.”
I gave him a wry look. 
“Is that a way to speak to a woman? What if you hurt my feelings?”
“Ha!” the old man cackled. Still, when he looked back at me, the concern in his eyes lingered. “You sure ya alright, kid?” 
“I’m fine, I’m fine. When was the last time you ate?” I asked instead.
“Ya should worry ’bout yerself. I hear some rowdy guys lookin’ for ya. Somethin’ ’bout their boss wantin’ to cut you into ribbons. What did ya do again?”
“Nothing perverted bastards like them didn’t deserve.” I shrugged, turning away from Diego’s reprimanding gaze. I had been lucky to find a place to get some undisturbed rest, but I doubted they’d just give up the search. The Dellus Gang was nothing short of persistent—about the only good quality its members had.
Just as the thought crossed my mind, I caught sight of the now-familiar face of one of Dellus’ guys as he appeared at the end of the street, two bulky men trotting behind him. A nasty bruise graced his left eye—a bruise I gave him last night after he slapped one of the women who had dared resist him.
A stall advertising a collection of knives and vicious-looking cutting tools blocked their view of us, but I doubted that would last for long. The tall, blond man behind it shouted too loudly to be ignored, raising blade after blade for potential buyers to inspect.
“It was good seeing you, Diego,” I said as I pushed myself off the wall. “Don’t be stubborn and go to the shelter.” He smiled but said nothing, which told me I was wasting my breath. “Here, catch.” I tossed him the second apple I was planning to keep for dinner, then stepped into the stream of people, adjusting the saber in a more comfortable position. I had the feeling I might need it sooner than I had hoped.
I glanced back at the group of men by the corner, only to find the one with the black eye looking in my direction. A wicked smile blossomed on his face as he pointed a crooked finger at me.
“That’s her! Get her!” he bellowed, but even before they had taken a step, I was running. “Don’t let that bitch get away! Cut her off! Cut her off! Hurry!”
A sudden shift in the hazy, automatic movements of the people forced me to slow down just a couple of minutes later. I dug my heels in, watching as the sea of gray and brown parted to make way for two grim figures—not that they needed much to clear their own path when they towered at easy seven feet, shiny metal hugging them from head to toe. Each Orion soldier, the military that all but ran Boston, held a standard-issue A18 blaster rifle set on stun, with several other weapons that cost more than everything I’d ever owned attached to their shiny armor. They moved in a creepy unison, their heads only looking forward but no doubt taking in the whole hundred-and-eighty-degree curve.
Perfect, just perfect.
I looked back to see two of the Dellus men speed-walking toward me. When they noticed the Orion soldiers, they hesitated. The only people who wanted to catch Orion’s attention even less than me were gang members like them. The Dellus Gang had been a nuisance for years—mostly for the regular citizens since they focused on extorting, exploiting, and terrorizing the populace—but once the people started complaining too much, Orion was forced to step in.
The problem was that the Dellus thugs were like cockroaches. You get rid of ten, and twenty more will appear. I was pretty sure the soldiers had permission to kill them on sight by now.
And then there was me. My fake ID was good enough for the odd jobs I did, but it had no chance of fooling their scanners if they ever stopped me. Then I, being an undocumented, hence illegal individual, would be in even deeper shit than my Dellus buddies.
The man with the black eye and his companion resumed their pursuit, so I pushed my way through the quiet crowd and ducked into the nearest sidestreet. Trying to ignore the increasing pain in my back, I almost didn’t see the tall, stout man who stepped from the shadows on the other end of the alley. Ducking under the blade he brandished at my head, I retreated a few steps to get out of his range.
Fuck. That was close.
“This is the end of the line for you, bitch!” He grinned as he blocked my exit, filling the space too well for me to sneak past without getting cut by that blade. “What would it be? Come with us and pay for what you did or have a date with one of them Orion bastards?”
Gritting my teeth, I turned sideways to find his companions closing in from the other end of the alley. In just a few seconds, they’d have me cornered, and then there really wouldn’t be any hope left. My best option was to attack before they joined forces. That or spreading wings and flying away.
I looked up, smiling. 
Wings. That was it! Well, not exactly. Who needed wings when you had ladders?
Maybe this was not the end of the line after all.
“You guys should take a hint like real men,” I said, backing away from the one with the knife. “I’m into more refined gentlemen and ladies, so stop chasing me.” Before the one with the knife could reply, I was already sprinting in the opposite direction.
The black-eye guy raised his machete, moving into a defensive stance. I snorted at the foolish way he held his weapon—too high and too stiff, not to mention he exposed his abdomen like he was begging to be disemboweled. If I was planning to attack him, he would have been dead before he could nick me. The man behind him looked like he could knock me out with one punch, though. Good thing I wasn’t aiming for them.
Just before I reached them, I jumped, grabbing onto the bottom of the ladder leading to the suspended fire escape above. My arms screamed as I hoisted myself up, but before I could climb onto the landing, a hand grabbed my ankle and yanked.
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Shit.
I yelped in pain but immediately closed my mouth to stop any other noises from coming out. The taste of blood on my tongue cleared my head just enough to kick my instincts into gear. I slammed my heel into the face of whoever was pulling me down, and they cried out before releasing me. Finally, I crashed onto the landing, gasping for breath. I pressed my trembling fingers to my back not at all surprised to feel something warm soaking the thin fabric of my shirt.
Double shit. 
I watched through the grate as one of the Dellus men prepared to hoist his buddy after me, thinking that I might have overestimated myself this time. I had already lost a lot of blood, and if I kept losing more, I might die even before they got to me. I had always healed fast, shockingly fast, as people liked to remind me, but I usually needed prolonged rest while my body took care of itself. This time, I had barely had a few hours of fitful sleep.
Not enough. Definitely not enough.
The Dellus guys froze, then pressed against the wall, lowering their eyes. Holding my breath, I twisted my head enough to look at the other end of the alley. Time seemed to stop as I watched one of the Orion soldiers walk toward us with a slow, unhurried gait.
Get up, I told myself while I pressed my hand harder against my back, willing the blood to stop flowing out. You have to get up! You can’t die like this! I just needed a little more time, a little more strength, and I’d allow my body to rest as much as it wanted to. This is not how it ends!
Warmth spread through my back, heating my fingers until I couldn’t bear it. I focused on the new surge of pain, wondering if this strange buzzing in my body was what death felt like. But instead of the ache intensifying and my strength waning completely, numbness settled over the wound. A surge of energy passed through me, and without thinking, I pushed myself up. The metal screeched beneath me, and I froze, praying that it hadn’t been too loud. The Orion soldier reached the end of the street and turned the corner.
Run.
I staggered to my feet and started climbing. Hissed curses bounced off the walls as hurried steps told me my pursuers had rushed out of the alley. I had about three minutes to get away if they decided to follow through the inner stairs. I had to make them count.
As I hopped on the top of the building, I ran to the opposite side. Picking up the wide plank stowed by the edge, I slid it between the two rooftops and crossed before pulling the timber with me. The guy with the black eye and his buddies burst through the roof door a second later. After giving them a mocking salute, I made a show of walking away, but the moment I heard the roof door slam shut behind them, I stopped to catch my breath.
I pressed my hand to my back, noting the drenched shirt, but when my fingers brushed over the wound, it felt like the bleeding had stopped.
Maybe I’m running out of blood, I thought with amusement, but my smile quickly dropped. As crappy as my life was, I wasn’t ready to part with it yet. I needed to get to safety. I needed to hide and…
A flicker of light in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned, looking around. A few heartbeats passed and another flash of red made me focus on the old radio tower just a few blocks away.
Now? Killian decided to put a signal for an available job out now of all times? Damn that bastard and his timing! I had been waiting for a job for weeks, and of course, it had to happen when I was… like this.
“What the fuck did I do to deserve this?” I murmured, looking up at the sky in indignation. Nobody answered, of course, so I let my head drop.
I needed to rest. I really did. But I also needed food and medicine. If I got the job, I could get all of that. I could recover and then do whatever Killian needed me to do. I could make it. I must. My other options were much worse.
Breaking into a steady jog, I stuck to more familiar routes and avoided the sections that looked ready to collapse. When I neared the tower, I slid into the narrow space between two buildings and started climbing down using all four limbs. By the time my feet hit the ground, the pain in my back almost knocked me out. Blowing out a breath, I wiped the sweat from my brow and stepped onto the open street with my back straight.
Killian’s secret bunker lay hidden behind a wall of rust, dirt, and colorful graffiti. If one didn’t know where to search for it, and if they somehow failed to notice the conspicuous bodyguard standing outside, they could easily miss it.
“I’m here for the job,” I announced as I stepped in front of the enormous man blocking my path to the door. He stood so still—except for the occasional sneer that stirred his features—that I could have mistaken him for a statue. If his menacing look and imposing figure weren’t deterrent enough for any sane person, the tattoo of a roaring tiger on the left side of his face and the snake that ran from his elbow to the shoulder were like a final warning for anyone who wanted to cause trouble for his master. 
The perfect epitome of Killian’s hospitality. He surely knew how to pick them. 
I waited for him to move while he measured me with his gaze, but he just scowled.
“He’s busy. Come back later.”
“He has a job. I want it.” I straightened my shoulders, trying to appear as threatening as possible, only to watch his scowl evolve into a snarl.
Was that guy new? Every time Killian had a job available, he would put out the signal, and whoever got to him first would get it. I was lucky I had been squatting in his backyard, and now this mountain of muscles was wasting precious seconds. Like hell I was leaving to come back later.
“Get lost, bitch”
Hoping I still had enough strength left to deal with this moron, I drew my saber out of its sheath. The bodyguard was fast, too fast for a man his size, freeing the metal pipe that hung from his belt in one slick, fluid movement. He met my blade right before it sank into his shoulder, and I dodged, avoiding a skull-shattering blow to the head. It turned out his reflexes were the only impressive thing about his fighting. He barely even reacted as I ducked under his arm, sinking one of my knives into the back of his knee. Tumbling to the ground, I watched him reach for the blade while the smell of fresh blood filled the air.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I warned, sheathing my blade as I made my way to the door. My back was throbbing again, but at least my legs held, and I was still alive. The faster I was done with Killian, the better. “You’ll only bleed out faster.” His features twisted in anger as I gave him a wry smile. “Now sit still and don’t touch that blade. Once I get my job, I’ll send somebody to check if you’re still alive.”
“Crazy bitch!” he spat, pressing his hands over the wound while more blood seeped through his fingers.
“Next time don’t pick a fight you can’t win,” I murmured before pulling on the handle masked as a dog’s nose. Rust and graffiti covered the interior, too, although the muted orange light made them hard to distinguish. The familiar reek of stale air, alcohol, and old vomit filled my lungs, making me shudder with disgust.
The short staircase ended in a large rectangular room with a low ceiling that always made me feel strangely claustrophobic, even though I had crawled through places much smaller than that. A massive bar covered the length of one wall while solid chairs and metal tables welded to the floor took the rest of the space. No windows, no doors apart from the one leading to the emergency back exit, no furniture that could be used as a weapon. The most dangerous thing inside was the light bulbs hanging from the ceiling, their wiring exposed. That and the glass bottles behind the bar, but nobody had ever been stupid or brave enough to go for those, even when fights broke out.
I marked three people as I entered the room—one at the bar, stocking bottles without labels, and two by a table in the back. The former reacted first, pulling a shotgun and aiming it at me with a reverberating click.
Brad had been Killian’s right hand ever since I first met them over ten years ago, and even though he knew me well enough, he was always quick to draw a weapon on me. In his defense, he did that to everyone, but I had the feeling he liked me—he had never shot me before, although I might have given him a reason or ten. He didn’t fire now, either.
I raised my hands to show I held no weapons. 
The one person I didn’t know, a bearded black man with tattoos running up his folded sleeves, straightened. His eyes darted to the knife lying next to the map in front of them, but he made no move to retrieve it. Then there was Killian, sitting in the chair beside him, smirking like a cat that had just watched a mouse step into its territory.
“Your guy outside needs medical attention,” I said as a way of greeting, hoping that Killian’s odd but useful fondness for me would save me from trouble again. He wasn’t known to be a gentle or generous guy, not even to his own son, but ever since I’d known him, he had this strange obsession with me. It was creepy and unsettling most of the time, but it sure was useful when I desperately needed something. Or when I ran my mouth too much. Of course, all his favors came with a steep price, but the very fact that he was willing to do me one was more than I could hope for.
“You’ve looked better, darling.” It had been a while since I last saw him, but his nicknames annoyed me just as much. Killian waved his hand dismissively, and Brad returned to his work. The other man strode past me, disappearing up the stairs. “I guess you’re here for the job?”
Praying I could pull this off, I swallowed the lump in my throat as another pang of pain shot through my body. “You guess right.”
“What is it I hear about you and the Dellus Gang?” Killian leaned back in his chair, tilting his head as he took a sip out of his drink. His eyes remained locked on mine, but I doubted he missed the filthy clothes or the hollow cheeks, courtesy of my friend Hunger.
Straightening up, I ignored the tension spreading through my lower back and the weakness that had started to creep down my legs. Instead, I shrugged with all the nonchalance I could muster.
“I’m handling it.”
He snorted and put his glass on the table. I didn’t ask how he knew about the incident already, but I had no doubt he was thinking of how he could use that information in his favor. Liking me didn’t mean he didn’t see me as a tool. He hadn’t become one of the leaders of the dark circles of the city because of the goodness of his heart.
“That’s not what I’ve heard,” he said, motioning for me to sit. The gray on his temples looked even more prominent up close, but I doubted there was a single person who knew him and thought he was getting old. If anything, he seemed healthier and fitter than he had been a few years ago. “You have a talent for pissing people off, don’t you, Raven?”
Taking a seat, I bit my tongue before I said something I would regret. 
“I can take care of that for you, you know. For a price.”
If anyone could get the Dellus Gang off my back, it would be Killian, but his price was too high, and I wasn’t that desperate. I wasn’t going back to the Underground, even if it meant running away from the Dellus Gang for the rest of my life.
“Do I get the job or not?”
“Suit yourself.” Killian sighed dramatically, pointing a finger at me. “Brad, bring the lady a drink, will you? She looks like she could use it.”
I used Killian’s distraction to check on the map sprawled between us. Boston’s maze of streets and buildings was easy to recognize, but what piqued my curiosity were the sections marked in red and blue. Red indicated Orion’s presence; blue was the mark of Killian’s territory. To my surprise, there was much more blue than I remembered.
Killian’s gaze returned to me, so I switched my attention to the plate with four slices of bread that held the map open from one side. They had to be a few days old, judging by the mold that had crept over the crust, but my treacherous mouth still watered.
“Help yourself.” Killian pushed the plate toward me, and the map rolled over to his side. I didn’t care if there was rat poison inside that thing as long as it filled my stomach with something.
Stopping myself from stuffing it all in my mouth, I patiently removed the moldy parts and started chewing, one bite at a time. The bread was hard, tasteless, and difficult to swallow, but I could feel my empty stomach singing a song of praise to the heavens. I glanced at the murky white liquid in the glass Brad put in front of me but decided against it.
“What’s the job?” I asked after devouring two of the pieces. Killian didn’t stop me, so I took advantage of his generosity.
“Are you sure you’re in a condition to handle it?” His gaze remained on my face, but I had a nagging suspicion he had already noticed my wound. Or maybe it was my overall appearance, as Diego mentioned, that made me look… unreliable.
“Have I ever failed you before?” I asked, holding his gaze. This was my only card to play—Killian knew exactly what I was capable of, maybe better than anyone else. And technically, I hadn’t yet failed in any major way during any of his jobs.
Killian matched my smile, then shrugged, his eyes saying, ‘It’s your funeral.’ As if biding for time, he slid his fingers over the table, checking for dust, but found a lot more than that, judging by the disgusted face he made before wiping his hand on his pants.
“There has been a lot of traffic in and out of a particular warehouse in the South District. No Orion soldiers spotted, so I suspect a competitor is trying to make his big break,” Killian finally spoke in a voice that held none of the previous amusement. “I need somebody to sneak in and find what is going on. Scavenge what you can and report back to me. I want to know what they are doing, how many there are, and if you can provide me with a description of their leader, then you can expect a handsome bonus.”
“What’s the payment?”
“Two weeks’ worth of rations, three if you’re not making a pig of yourself.”
I choked on the bread, falling into a vicious cough until I could finally breathe again. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I studied his calm face with growing suspicion.
That was too generous a payment for a simple reconnaissance mission. Still, even if it was a trap, I could survive somehow. For so much food, I was ready to do anything. I could find a safe house and lie low for weeks, a month even, if I rationed. By then, the Dellus Gang would have hopefully forgotten about me.
“And the bonus?” I tried to keep my tone nonchalant, but the excitement was already taking hold. The twitch on Killian’s lips told me he had noticed. That bastard, he knew he had me from the moment he pushed that bread toward me.
“Next job I have, it’s yours.”
I licked my dry lips. “What’s the catch?”
“You go in blind.” Killian shrugged, a very casual gesture that made me narrow my eyes in suspicion. His answer was fast, too fast, as if he expected me to ask. “I have no idea what is in that warehouse. It could be old junk or a weapon. Needless to say, whatever it is, it’s mine.” We stared at each other for a long moment before he sighed. “I already sent one of my men down there, and he hasn’t returned. I know he won’t talk, but… if you see him inside, you are to make sure he doesn’t have the chance to. And, of course, I expect you to keep that troublesome mouth of yours shut. Can you do that?”
Ignoring his taunt, I weighed the options in my head. Not my first time going in blind. Not my first time killing someone, either. It definitely beat running from the Dellus Gang for another long night, and the chances were, his guy was already dead, so I wouldn’t have to take another innocent… well, another life.
“On one condition.” I considered asking for medicine instead of a portion of the food but decided against it. Confirming I had a weakness could cost me more than just this job. I could exchange some of the food for pills with one of the dealers I knew on the street. Killian didn’t need to know. “Once I’m done with this job, you give me a safe place to lie low. Alone.”
A delighted spark glimmered in Killian’s eyes. Before I could say I had changed my mind, he nodded. “Done.”
“Deadline?”
“Two days.”
I tried to keep the panic out of my face. Two days? This wasn’t enough time for a reconnaissance mission, not to mention I needed to rest. I hated doing things in a rush, but this opportunity was too good to pass. I’d have to make it work somehow.
“Why the rush?” I asked as casually as I could, trying to keep my voice steady. Killian eyed me thoughtfully before shrugging.
“I got word they are moving house, so I need this done quickly. Is that a problem?”
“Nope, no problem.” I shook my head, eyeing the map. Killian stood up, sliding his hand over the paper until it spread open. Then he pointed at the location of the building, giving me a few minutes to memorize its surroundings.
“I’ll need a prepayment,” I said as I got up. My feet wobbled, so I caught myself on the edge of the table, pretending to study the map some more. When I glanced at Killian, he was still wearing that smug expression on his face, which gave me hope he hadn’t noticed my blunder.
“Feeling confident, are we?” He chuckled, intertwining his fingers over his chest. There was nothing I could do if he refused, but there was no harm in asking. Killian poked his tongue against his cheek, studying me thoughtfully. “Brad, bring one of the boxes.”
His right-hand man disappeared through the door behind the bar, returning a couple of minutes later with a small wooden crate that rattled with his every step. Setting it on the table next to us, he returned to his work without so much as a glance my way.
Killian patted the box.
“You know you’d have to pay me back if you fail to retrieve the information, don’t you? It has been a while since you have been to the Underground,” Killian droned, but I was too focused on the crate to listen to him. I’d have to get off the streets the moment I leave this place. Showing up in front of people with so much food was the same as striding to the middle of Copley Square and shouting, ‘Fuck you, Dellus bitches!’
I put my hand on the box, pulling it toward me. Killian let go, but his unnerving smile lingered on his lips.
“I’ll see you in two days,” I said, securing my payment under my arm. Pain shot through my back at the extra weight, but I pushed it down. I was almost out. I just needed to stay on my feet a little longer.
“Can’t wait,” Killian smirked, but I was already turning my back to him. I was almost at the door when I noticed Brad bending over the bar. I half expected him to draw a weapon on me again, and when he didn’t, I let out a quiet sigh.
“Hey,” Brad spoke as I was stepping out of the room. I turned to look at him when he threw something. I caught the small pouch right before it hit me in the face, giving him a puzzled look. His impassive expression didn’t change as he lowered his eyes to his glasses. “Next time you bleed all over my floor, I’ll throw you out.”
Blinking in shock, I stepped into the dark, smelly corridor, not entirely sure if I heard correctly when Killian snickered, calling Brad a softie. Trying to balance the box and the pouch in my hands, I headed up the stairs. By the time I reached the last one, my legs were shaking, and I was panting heavily, so I almost fell forward when the door opened from the outside. A tall figure filled the frame, but with the light coming from behind them, it was hard to distinguish a face. They didn’t attack me, which probably meant they didn’t know me. 
I adjusted the box in one hand so I could use the other to throw a knife if necessary. I wasn’t sure how good my aim would be with my sight coming in and out of focus, but they’d have to pry this thing off my fucking corpse if they wanted it.
“Raven?” The person at the door stepped aside so I could exit. Relief flooded my body as I finally recognized the shy, uncertain smile on the man’s lips.
“Hi, Zhang,” I replied while he closed the door. A bruise that was already turning green graced his left eye, and under it, three deep cut marks were forming a scab. “What’s up?”
“You got the job, didn’t you?” He grimaced, his dark eyes dropping to the box. There was longing in that look, but I knew he wouldn’t attack me. We had lived in the same shelter for a few years and seen a lot of shit together, so I knew that while he wasn’t one to run from a fight, he wasn’t one to start it either.
“Yeah,” I murmured, leaning my free hand on the wall.
“Have you been good?” Zhang asked with forced enthusiasm. I looked back at him just as he dug his hands into his pockets, his shoulders slouching. He had lost a lot of weight, not that he had much to begin with. He wasn’t looking at the box, though, his attention was solely trained on me. “We miss you at the shelter. We could use a hand. They brought a group of children recently, and they are quite a handful. You can come and scare them a little, make them behave.”
“You say it like I’m some kind of monster.” I scoffed, blinking a few times to clear the bright blotches that floated in my vision. “How’s…” A wave of nausea washed over me, and I locked my knees together before they buckled. Shit, this wasn’t good. I was going to pass out. I couldn’t pass out. Not yet. “…everyone?”
“Hungry, cold, and scared. The usual. There was a wedding a couple of weeks ago and…” Zhang’s voice hollowed out, and when my vision cleared, I noticed him moving toward me. My hand tightened on the box, and I pushed the other one from the wall, ready to slip a dagger out, but that turned out to be a mistake. Without the extra support, my balance shifted, and I toppled forward, unable to do anything to stop it.
A pair of arms caught me before I hit the ground, barely keeping me upright.
“Raven, are you alright? You look like death! Are you…” A hand pressed against the small of my back, and I hissed as pain exploded where his fingers dug in. “Shit, you’re bleeding! What happened? How long have you been like this?”
The crate slipped from my grip, clanking to the ground. We both looked down at where the lid had cracked open, revealing the cans inside. I sucked in a sharp breath, half expecting Zhang to toss me aside and lunge for it, but his eyes remained on me.
“I’m taking you to the shelter,” he said, brows creasing together.
“I’m fine. I just need some rest.” Pushing away from him, I reached for the box but dropped helplessly to my knees before I could even touch it. My body toppled sideways, and Zhang caught me again just before my head collided with the pavement. He laid me carefully on the ground, pulling on my shirt before cursing again. He shook his head as his face appeared in my fuzzy vision.
“When are you going to learn to ask for help?” he muttered, picking me up with a grunt. I fought to keep my eyes open, pointing at the box in our feet. “I know, I know, I got it.” He crouched down and moved it onto my lap before adding, “You’re not a god, Raven. One of these days, you will push yourself too far, and if you don’t learn to ask for help, you’ll die alone.”
I wanted to tell him it was more likely that trusting people would get me killed, but the words refused to go past my lips. He strode out of the dark alley and into an even darker one, and I slumped against his chest, praying that this was the last time I had to leave my life at someone else’s mercy.






  
  Chapter 3
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“Is she dead? She looks dead!” 
My eyes snapped open, and I forced myself to stand perfectly still as I studied my surroundings through the loose strands of hair falling over my face. I was lying on my stomach, and the cool air of the room bit into my naked skin, covering it with goosebumps. The tightness around my thighs told me I still had my pants on, but my shirt was gone, and so were my weapons.
“She’s awake! Run!” someone shrieked, and the thudding of feet had me sitting up faster than I should have. The room spun, so I grabbed the edges of the cot, trying to keep myself steady while breathing through the pain. So I wasn’t dead, at least.
The room was small and stuffed with nothing but empty, narrow beds. Despite its cleanness, the air was heavy with the stench of alcohol, blood, and mold. The infirmary in the shelter, my memory whispered. 
Once my vision cleared enough, a movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned my head slowly this time, trying to avoid another dizzy spell, and stared at the small group of children that were hiding behind the beds nearby. Fear, curiosity, and excitement flickered in their eyes as they looked at me like a bunch of hungry puppies who were watching a man eat.
Hungry. Food. The box.
Panic rushed through me as I spun around, no longer caring if I got dizzy or not. I saw it then, resting on the crooked nightstand by the bed. My knife belt was lying on top of it, and my saber was propped on the wall beside it.
I stared at my belongings, wondering if my eyes deceived me until the whispers of the children made me turn again. A few of them had started to rise from their hiding spots, but when I turned, they hid again. I wanted to tell them I could still see them, but then the door at the back of the room opened, and they shrieked in surprise.
I got up, keeping a hand on the wall, when I recognized the two people that strode in. The older one lingered at the back, scolding the children for making a ruckus, while the younger one continued toward me with a steady gait.
“How are you feeling?” Zhang asked as he finally reached my bed. 
I turned to face him, but before I could speak, I noticed his eyes sliding from my face down to my chest. My naked chest. His face flushed, and he turned away, raising his hand instead. I stared at the ball of cloth hanging from his fingers, taking it with a grateful nod. “I’m sorry for undressing you, but your shirt was… unsalvageable. You can have that one.”
“Thank you,” I said, hoping he’d figure out I wasn’t thanking him just for the shirt.
He kept his eyes cast aside while I dressed, realizing all too late that this thing couldn’t possibly be Zhang’s. It fit me almost too perfectly, and the neckline dipped very low, revealing a good portion of my chest.
“I wasn’t aware you had such… provocative tastes, Zhang,” I scoffed, adjusting my boobs so they wouldn’t spill out if I needed to run. Luckily, the fabric was thick but stretchy, so I could make it work.
Zhang glanced at me, and when he was sure I was decent, his eyes returned to my face.
 “It’s not mine. It’s Sasha’s.”
“Of course it is,” I grimaced. I considered returning it and just walking out of the shelter naked but figured that would only amuse Sasha, so I decided against it. Picking up my knife belt, I secured it to my abdomen while Zhang slumped into the bed opposite mine.
“You should have told me that blood was old. I thought you were bleeding out in my arms! I’d never run so fast in my life and don’t take this the wrong way, but you are heavy!” he grumbled. “When I got us here, I treated your wound. How long have you been walking like this? Three, four days? You are lucky to be alive!”
“I got the wound last night,” I murmured, bending over to pick up my saber. Pain shot through my back, but I swallowed the squirm and raised the weapon, adjusting it across my back. “Talking about time, how long was I out for?”
“Twelve hours,” he replied distractedly, looking me over from head to toe, as if seeing me for the first time. 
Twelve hours? Fuck! That was half a day gone! I needed to hurry up. 
“And what do you mean last night? No way! A wound can’t heal to that extent so fast!” Zhang protested, but I just shrugged. “Raven, this is…”
“…an unbelievably good luck,” Kane finished as he joined us, the children trailing after him. Gray-haired and wrinkled past his age, the caretaker of the shelter smiled warmly at me. Three of the girls skidded to a stop behind him, peering at me from around his narrow hips. “You gave us quite a scare! It’s good that you had that medicine in your pouch because we couldn’t afford to find you any.”
I frowned in confusion, but he just nodded toward the bed. I noticed the pouch Brad gave me lying by the pillow, and understanding hit me like a brick. Brad had given me medicine? 
“Um, yes,” I murmured, not sure what else to say. “Sorry for all the trouble,” I added, taking a step away from the bed as my eyes darted to the door. The girls behind Kane gasped, hiding behind him as if I had just unsheathed a knife.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Kane’s words stopped me just when I was about to pass him. Freezing in my tracks, I met his warm gaze. Even after all those years as a caretaker of this place, after seeing the worst and then some, he could still hold such kindness in his eyes. I couldn’t decide if I should envy or pity him.
“Um, thank you?” I said awkwardly, not sure what he wanted from me. Zhang made a low, throaty noise that could have been a laugh while Kane’s smile turned amused.
“While I do appreciate your gratitude, you could try saying it with a little less scary expression. But that’s not what I meant.” He looked away, eyes going to something by the bed. I followed his gaze to where the box was still standing on the nightstand. “It’s all inside. I made sure nobody touched it.”
Ah, the food. Yes, I should…
“Keep it,” I said after a brief deliberation. His mouth fell open, and even Zhang got up from the bed, eyes wide with disbelief. “You need it more than me. Consider it a repayment for keeping me alive.”
Tears filled Kane’s eyes, and I almost rolled mine—he was still such a crybaby. Taking a dirty handkerchief from his pocket, he blew his nose so loudly that a few of the children giggled.
“You know you don’t have to do this, right?” he sniveled. “This will last you more than a week! And in your condition, you’ll need it! We didn’t do that much anyway and…”
“Just accept it, old man,” I murmured, glancing at the children standing behind him. Their hollow cheeks and cracked lips, their tiny forms and skin covered in dirt and bruises reminded me of endless days full of hunger, fear, and desperation. Of how weak and defenseless I used to be. “I… I need to go.”
I had barely taken a couple of steps when Kane’s voice rang out again.
“Five minutes!” Turning around, I gave him an exasperated look. “Stay for five more minutes! Please!”
Wondering what he was up to, I watched him whisper something in Zhang’s ear before the younger guy left the room. Kane motioned for me to go to him, and while I dragged my feet, he moved the box to my bed. The children drew closer, their curiosity winning over their fear.
“Here, take this.” Before I could say anything, he shoved one of the cans into my hands. “Open it.” He smiled and then turned to the children. “Whoever wants food, line up. No pushing!” Before long, the children had formed a line—the youngest first, with the older ones impatiently pouting behind them. “There is enough for everyone, so don’t fight.”
I snorted as I sat down but kept my mouth shut while I popped the first container open. The smell of the canned food made my stomach grumble, but I ignored it, eyeing Zhang, who had just returned and was now distributing paper plates among the children. The two girls in the front drew closer, their fear forgotten while they stared at the can with open mouths.
Kane cleared his throat, making a sign for me to divide the portion among them. They muttered their thanks almost in a daze before digging into the meal with the ferocity of starving beasts. Enticed by the smell, the others piled closer, excited squeaks filling the room.
Once we distributed the last of the food, we watched them chew and moan in delight. Seeing their eyes light up made me smile for a moment, but then I quickly smoothed my features when I caught Kane and Zhang watching me. Zhang moved to stand by my side, squeezing my shoulder and making me extra uncomfortable.
“I really have to go.” I got to my feet after the last of the children licked their plates clean. Every set of eyes locked on me, so I focused on the door, zigzagging between the tiny bodies and the little hands that reached for me as if to stop me. “I’ll bring more when I get the rest.”
“Raven.” Kane’s voice made me pause at the door, and despite my better judgment, I looked over my shoulder. He was smiling, but his eyes looked sad. “Take care of yourself.”
I strode out of the room without a word, sneaking into the corridor leading to the back exit. As I reached the heavy metal door that let fresh air in, I noticed a figure leaning on the frame, hands crossed over her chest.
“Oh, how the mighty have fallen. I thought you didn’t want anything to do with us anymore?” Sasha scoffed, looking at me from underneath her long, black lashes. Her dark hair fell over the right side of her face, hiding the old scar she hated so much, but her left eye bore into me with the same intensity as I remembered. Zhang wasn’t the only other kid I grew up with, but while he was quiet and caring, Sasha was… too much like me. That had been the root of all of our problems.
I ignored her mocking remark, stepping past her before we got into another fight.
“Raven,” she said my name quietly, almost gently, but it was the warning in her voice that made me stop. I didn’t bother turning, just waited for her to say what she was there to say. “What you did for those women… I know why you did it, but it doesn’t make it any less stupid. Now the Dellus Gang will never leave us alone because of you. So until you deal with your shit, don’t come back, or you’ll put everyone here in even more danger.”
I nodded, keeping my retort behind gritted teeth, and walked away without looking back.
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My stomach growled as I adjusted myself on the concrete floor. I had grown used to it by now—it kept growling every now and then, and I kept pretending not to notice. It was a little game we played to pass the time. 
The bread I ate yesterday at Killian’s had lost its filling effect, and the bat I caught this morning made my stomach feel like that thing was still alive in there. I thought of the food Killian had given me as prepayment, my mouth watering at the memory of its smell. Not that it smelled delicious or looked like anything other than shit, but it was food.
Picky people always died first. Everybody knew that.
When I got the rest, I’d keep a can or two tucked away for bad days. I’d hide them so well, even I wouldn’t be able to find them until my hunger was so strong, I’d start smelling them through the metal containers.
Killian had given me two days, and I had wasted half of one sleeping. While it did help with my strength, now I was running out of time. My initial plan was to sneak in during the night even though it would leave me less time to snoop around, but then I saw the Orion soldiers. They were already there when I arrived, and I watched them stand guard until the sky lightened and people started appearing on the streets. There was no sign of them all day, but something was telling me they’d be back later. This meant there was a good chance the coast inside was clear as well. At least for the time being.
I had only one chance, and it was now.
I got to my feet with a grimace, running a hand over the wound on my back. Standing still and not getting into any chases had done wonders for the thing—it wasn’t completely healed, obviously, but the ache had dialed down, and the stitches didn’t feel like they were about to rip open anymore.
Nobody lived in the building I used for my watch if I didn’t count a family of rats in one of the upper apartments, so I was free to roam as I pleased. I passed the main door on the first floor and descended into the basement—the pleasant aroma of rot, shit, and death assaulted my nose. I braved to the end of the stairs, where I took out my flashlight, the blinding light sending something scurrying in search of cover.
Biting it between my teeth, I crouched and put my fingers in the manhole, sliding it aside with a grunt. The stench intensified, making my smell receptors cry in agony and die as I lowered myself through the opening, landing in a puddle of foul water and human waste.
Life in the city had taught me that the most dangerous places—including a chain of unstable tunnels that could collapse at any moment—were sometimes the safest. Orion didn’t bother patrolling down here, so the only risk was suffocating from the stench or having an entire block fall on top of my head. Both held better odds for survival than a run-in with one of those armored bastards.
Switching the flashlight to my left hand, I made my way down the passage. I had already scouted the tunnels and made a mental map of the place, so I knew exactly which exit to take that would let me slip into the warehouse.
Trying to breathe through my mouth, I moved as quickly as the slippery floor allowed. When I reached the shaky ladder leading to my way out, I climbed up the slimy bars, pausing at the top to listen.
The screeching of metal against concrete sounded loud enough to wake the dead, but to my relief, as my head popped through the hole, there was no one in sight. A pile of crates obscured my view of the place, so I snuck around them to get a better look when a flash of metal caught my attention.
Three government jeeps were parked in the space between me and the opposite wall, with two Orion soldiers in full gear guarding them, their backs partially turned to the crates. Neither moved nor aimed at me, which meant they hadn’t spotted me yet.
I took a step back, ready to run straight for the gaping hole in the floor when my mind reminded me of my promise to Kane and the faces of the children as they chewed through the scraps of food. I was already here, and they obviously didn’t know that, so why run? I had evaded Orion soldiers before. I just had to do that again. Besides, this time, I wasn’t even going to steal anything. Probably.
I looked around for a way further into the warehouse, which would not put me in their direct line of sight. My gaze landed on a metal construction right behind me, supporting a set of stairs that rose to several overhanging passageways. Neither of the soldiers reacted as I started climbing up.
The metal construction split into more walkways, some crossing to the other end of the room, some sticking to the wall on my side. I didn’t want to get too exposed, so I kept to the shadows, searching for more flashes of shiny armor or any other safeguards that I might bump into.
I walked for a minute before I heard the voices. Panic gripped my chest, and I was about to sprint back when I figured that even if I did, there would be nowhere to hide. That was when I realized the sounds were coming from below.
The space ahead was crowded compared to the rest of the facility. Scientists with white rubber clothes circled a dozen capsules made of some silvery metal; a team of five poked at each one, scratching with their pens on their folders or tinkering with the metal using some pincer-like instruments. I narrowed my eyes in an attempt to see better, but the capsules had no transparent parts, no insignia, no markings of any kind.
I kept moving, counting the Orion soldiers positioned by the walls—four, seven, eight. A force this great could easily subdue the entire South District in minutes. What could be so important in those capsules? What exactly had Killian sent me into?
The whispers grew louder, and I froze, half expecting somebody to land on top of my head. I couldn’t distinguish their words, but it made the warning bell in my head ring. I glanced at the group of scientists closest to my position, but they seemed too focused on their work to have a conversation. None of their mouths were moving, either.
I crouched down, leaning a hand on the railing to make sure I didn’t fall. What exactly was all of this? The capsules looked more like coffins than any sort of weapon. The strange objects lined on metal tables along the opposite wall had to be some new tech equipment. Definitely not a competitor as Killian thought. No doubt a government facility if Orion was involved and if it was hidden in this inconspicuous location, it had to be something illegal nobody was supposed to know about.
Fuck. I needed to get out of there. This was more than enough information.
I got up carefully when something else caught my attention—a makeshift room was raised at the very end of the warehouse. Thick but transparent nylon covered the place, held up by big, solid scaffolding. It was hard to tell what was inside from this distance, but I could distinguish half a dozen people in hazmat suits fidgeting around something that looked like a black box.
My vision blurred, and a narrow corridor flashed in front of my eyes, fluorescent lights flickering over the walls. A shadow crawled from the other end, swallowing the lamps one by one as it made its way toward me. The darkness lunged, and I took a step back, feeling something brush against my shoe. The sinister corridor disappeared, replaced by the brightly lit warehouse. Heart in my throat, I looked down just in time to see a small bolt roll over the edge of the metal walkway.
Everybody froze as the bolt landed on the capsule below, toppling to the floor. Then they all looked up.
“Intruder!” one of the scientists shouted right before a rifle blast crashed next to my feet and I almost fell off the railing.
I sprinted back the way I had come from, keeping an eye on the Orion soldiers as they rushed to intercept me. I couldn’t escape through the sewer hole, not unless I wanted to be confined underground with these guys and their blasted weapons. I needed another option, somewhere close, somewhere accessible, somewhere…
My gaze
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