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Chapter 1: The Northern Light

[image: ]


At 9:00 PM, the sun hung high in the June sky, casting a surreal golden hue over Anchorage. The midnight sun blurred the line between day and night, an unsettling constant that Katrina Muckerton had never quite adapted to. Her boots struck the pavement with a steady, deliberate rhythm, the only sound on the eerily quiet residential streets. The Chugach mountains loomed in the distance, their jagged peaks clawing at the horizon like ancient sentinels. She barely noticed them. Her mind was on the contract in her pocket.

The unsigned contract folded in her jacket pocket seemed to grow heavier with each step. It wasn't just paper, it was a choice — the rage she'd spent a decade turning into a paycheck, made official.

Gus Onalak would know what to say to help her decide. He always did. But Gus wasn't here, and the void left by his absence gnawed at her.

*     *     *
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The air grew heavier with the mingling scents of exhaust fumes and fast food as she neared the commercial district. Neon lights flickered on the facades of aging strip malls, their colors bleeding like smeared paint. A group of teenagers laughed loudly outside a convenience store, their voices sharp against the low drone of passing traffic.

The walk from Gus's modest, weathered house to downtown Anchorage had done little to clear her head. The usual catharsis she found in physical movement eluded her tonight. The chill of the evening air prickled at the exposed skin of her neck, slipping beneath the collar of her worn leather jacket.

Her dark red hair, cropped short and perpetually unruly, caught in the breeze and brushed against her face, catching for a moment on the old scar that ran from under her right eye down her cheek — a thin, pale line, years healed, that she'd stopped noticing herself a long time ago.

Adjusting the strap of her bag, she scanned the street ahead. Downtown's faded grandeur came into view—a mix of tourist shops, forgotten businesses, and cracked sidewalks that whispered of better days. The single-story retail building housing Deland Jewelers stood at the center of it all, its facade a ghost of its former self. Once pristine, the building now wore its neglect openly — peeling paint clung to its walls, and the neon sign announcing the store's name sputtered and buzzed like a dying firefly.

Katrina's steps slowed as she approached the parking lot that curved around the building. The hum of an idling engine cut through the evening's quiet, its mechanical growl tugging at her attention. A black sedan sat near the entrance, its sleek, polished exterior starkly out of place against the weathered surroundings. The driver's seat was conspicuously empty, but the glow of the dashboard lights painted the interior in an eerie greenish hue.

Her instincts prickled, a faint tingle at the base of her neck that made her want to keep walking, keep her head down. But she wasn't one to ignore her gut—it had won her too many battles to count. She slowed further, her hazel eyes darting to the car as she passed. Her pulse quickened as she noted every detail: the make and model, the lack of plates, the faint trace of movement behind the tinted rear window.

Something wasn't right. Brushing her hand against the pocket where her knife rested, she instinctively sought the cold comfort of steel. She kept her pace measured and steady, heading toward the alley that led to Deland Jewelers' rear entrance.

Turning the rear corner of the building, Katrina entered the alley behind Deland Jewelers, where the city's pulse seemed to falter. The faint scent of rotting garbage mingled with the metallic tang of the dumpsters lining the narrow passage. Shadows clung to the walls, their jagged edges flickering in the dull glow of a single security light.

The rear entrance loomed ahead, slightly ajar, its dull green paint peeling away in long strips. Her heartbeat quickened as she stepped closer, the weight of the silence pressing on her ears. Then, the sharp crack of gunfire shattered the stillness. In that moment, terror and adrenaline collided. Her instincts took over, and she dropped low against the cold, graffitied wall, her breath hitching as adrenaline surged through her veins.

The door burst open with a metallic screech, throwing Katrina into high alert. Three figures stumbled out, their faces obscured by ski masks. Their hurried steps reverberated against the alley walls, a discordant rhythm to the chaos unfolding. The tallest of the trio clutched a black briefcase in one hand as if it were a lifeline.

Katrina's eyes locked on it instinctively, but the moment was cut short. The thicker-built man at the rear collided with her as he turned, his weight slamming into her with bone-jarring force. They both hit the ground, the impact forcing the air from her lungs in a sharp gasp.

"What the—" the man growled, his voice rough and edged with panic. Before he could finish, Katrina's fist snapped upward, the sickening crunch of knuckles meeting bone echoing through the alley. He yowled, flailing as she shoved him off her. His gloved hand swung wildly, gripping a small pistol. Katrina seized his wrist with both hands, twisting until his grip faltered and the weapon clattered to the ground. Fury burned in her chest as she yanked him forward, slamming her forehead into his face. Blood spurted from his nose as he cried out in pain.

"Move it!" one of the other men barked, his voice sharp with urgency. The two grabbed their fallen comrade, hauling him up before Katrina could deliver another blow. In the scuffle, she clawed at the man's hand, ripping the glove away. Her gaze flicked down, catching a glimpse of the Cyrillic tattoo etched across the back of his hand—an intricate design she knew meant trouble.

The taller man, still clutching the briefcase, bright orange hair peeking out from under his hood—barked a command in a language she didn't recognize before they bolted toward the street. Their retreating footsteps faded into the night, leaving Katrina kneeling in the grime, her fists trembling with unspent rage.

Adrenaline surged through Katrina as she pushed herself to her feet, her palms scraping against the gritty pavement. Her breaths came in harsh, visible bursts against the cold night. Her knuckles throbbed from the impact of the fight, but her focus was elsewhere.

The alley was silent now, save for the faint hum of distant traffic. Every instinct screamed at her to pursue the masked men, but reason chained her to caution, pulling her toward the open rear door. Something about the way it hung slightly ajar, its frame dented as if it had been forced, sent a pulse of icy dread down her back. Swallowing hard, she approached, one cautious step at a time, and peered inside.

Chaos greeted her. Glass cases lay shattered across the showroom, their jagged remains catching the dim fluorescent light in sharp, glittering edges. Jewelry spilled across the tiled floor in careless piles, the gleam of gold and silver taunting the wreckage. The air reeked of copper and something acrid—blood and gunpowder.

At the center of the devastation, Fedor Deland knelt, his wiry frame hunched forward as if in prayer. Blood seeped from a gash on his forehead, the sluggish rivulets pooling around his knees. Katrina's stomach clenched at the sight of another body nearby—a man she didn't recognize, sprawled lifeless on the floor. His wide eyes stared blankly at the ceiling, and a dark stain spread from the bullet wound in his chest, the red vivid against his pale shirt.

A faint groan pulled Katrina's attention to the front of the store, cutting through the haze of destruction. Her chest tightened as her gaze landed on Gus Onalak, slumped near the shattered glass door. His security uniform was dark with blood, the deep red blossoming across his chest like a cruel mockery of a target. Katrina's breath caught, her legs moving before she even realized it. She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands trembling as she cradled his head. His familiar, weathered face, worn with age and wisdom, now bore the anguish of unbearable pain. His light blue eyes fluttered open, their usual warmth clouded with agony.

"No revenge," he rasped, his voice barely audible over the pounding in Katrina's ears. His words were weighted with a finality that made her throat tighten. Gus's hand, shaking and pale, weakly grasped her wrist, his calloused fingers icy against her skin. "Promise me, Kat... no revenge." Her mouth opened, but the words refused to come. The raw vulnerability in his gaze sliced through her like a blade, but she couldn't bring herself to speak the truth. She swallowed the bitterness rising in her chest and forced a lie past her lips.

"I promise," she whispered, her voice breaking as tears spilled down her cheeks. The weight of the words felt like a stone sinking in her gut, heavy and immovable. Gus's eyes softened, and his lips began to form the familiar cadence of the Lord's Prayer. His voice faltered, each phrase growing weaker until the final words—"but deliver us from evil"—were little more than a whisper. His chest stilled beneath her hands, and his grip on her wrist slackened, his fingers sliding away. A low, guttural sound tore from Katrina's throat as she lowered his head to the floor, her tears splashing against his still face.

He'd been her northern light, always there, guiding her.

Katrina's tears blurred her vision as she knelt beside Gus, her trembling fingers brushing against the blood-streaked fabric of his uniform. She wiped her face with the back of her hand, her gaze shifting to the shattered counter. Beneath its splintered surface, she found the silent alarm and pressed it, the soft mechanical click barely registering through the pounding in her ears.

Somewhere, distant sirens began to wail, a promise of too little, too late.

Pulling the unsigned MMA contract from her jacket, she unfolded it and laid it gently across Gus's legs, her throat tightening. "This was for us," she whispered, the words lost in the hum of fluorescent lights and the distant howl of the city. The gesture felt pitifully inadequate, but it was all she had to offer.

Her hazel eyes flicked upward to the security camera mounted high on the wall. With a slow, deliberate motion, she raised her hands and flashed the gang sign she'd seen carved into her attacker's hand. It wasn't just a clue for the police—it was a challenge.

Rising to her feet, she spared one last look at Gus, her jaw clenched tight, before she turned and bolted out the back door, the cold air biting at her tear-streaked face. Her boots struck the pavement, fast and uneven, the jewelry store already behind her and somehow not far enough.

The sirens grew louder, but they couldn't drown out the two words looping in her head. No revenge. He had guided her with a kindness her own parents never had. Now he was gone, and the fire in her chest had no intention of cooling.

She didn't know where they'd gone. She would find them anyway. The Cyrillic tattoo. The black briefcase. The orange hair under the hood. It would be enough. Gus had asked her for one thing. She'd already broken it, standing in his blood, before she'd even left the building.
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Chapter 2: The Road Ahead
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As Katrina drove through the streets of Anchorage, the city's eerie midnight sun cast long shadows that danced across her windshield. Her knuckles tightened around the steering wheel, the tension in her body coiled like a spring ready to snap. The Cyrillic tattoo she'd glimpsed on the assailant's cold, sweaty hand was etched into her mind, a sinister brand she couldn't shake. She'd seen it before, she was certain of it—at Anya's Brewery & Pub. Her vision blurred as tears welled up, but she swiped them away angrily, unwilling to let grief cloud her focus. The memory of Gus's blood-soaked body and his final, faltering words fueled the fire in her chest.

The memory of when she met Gus surged forward, unbidden and cruel. She was twelve years old again, a scrawny kid with scraped knees and a busted lip. Gus Onalak had found her in the schoolyard in the aftermath of yet another fight, dragging her off a boy twice her size before the teachers arrived.

That was the day he took her home, stepping into the dilapidated chaos of her childhood. The smell of stale beer and burnt food filled the air as her parents hurled slurred accusations at him. She still remembered the grim set of his mouth as he listened, his blue eyes narrowing with quiet resolve. He hadn't raised his voice once. He'd worn the same faded flannel shirt he always wore, and he'd waited her father out the way a man waits out weather, patient and immovable, until there was nothing left to do but take her with him.

Not even Gus could erase the day she'd picked up her father's gun. Her fourteenth birthday.

The memory cut her like a jagged blade — her mother's cries, her father's drunken rage, and the deafening crack as she pulled the trigger. She'd only meant to stop him from beating her mother again, but the bullet had struck him in the leg. 

Gus had been there inside four minutes — she never asked how he always seemed to be close enough, and he never told her. He hadn't asked what happened. He'd looked at the gun still in her hand, at her mother slumped against the wall, at her father bleeding into the carpet, and he'd said only, "Put it down, Kat. I've got you now." 

The aftermath had been chaos. Gus had shielded her, pulling her out of that hellhole and into the foster system. It was the first time anyone had fought for her.

Now, the man who had saved her was gone, ripped away by the same kind of violence he'd fought to protect her from.

*     *     *
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The jolt of a pothole knocked her back to the present as she pulled into the parking lot outside Anya's Brewery & Pub. She took a moment to steady her breathing, gripping the worn leather of the steering wheel as though it might anchor her spiraling thoughts.

The hum of neon signs buzzed faintly in the still night air. The pub's weathered facade loomed before her, a relic of countless nights spent both drowning in her anger and seeking refuge from it. Tonight, though, was different. Tonight, she wasn't here for solace.

Stepping out of the car, Katrina's boots crunched against the gravel. The air smelled of spilled beer and stale smoke, a sharp contrast to the cool crispness of the Alaskan night. As she pushed through the heavy wooden door, the atmosphere inside shifted. Conversations hushed, and the clink of glasses paused. The bartender's glare cut through the dim light, a silent warning that her presence was unwelcome.

A burly bouncer stepped forward, his bulk nearly filling the narrow entryway. "You're not welcome here, Muckerton," he growled, his voice low and firm. His eyes flicked to the room behind her, as if anticipating backup should she resist.

Katrina met his gaze without flinching, her jaw tightening. "I'm not here to cause trouble," she said, though the edge in her voice hinted at the storm roiling just beneath the surface. "I need to talk to Anya."

The bouncer's lips pressed into a thin line. "Doesn't matter. You need to leave." His stance widened, a clear message that he wasn't budging.

Katrina's fists clenched at her sides, the scars on her knuckles catching the dim light. She could feel the weight of the patrons' stares, their curiosity mixed with wariness. On any other night, she'd back away and leave, not wanting to cause trouble. But not tonight. Trouble had already found her and she was not going to back down. Her voice dropped, low and unyielding. "I'm not leaving until I talk to her."

A tense silence followed, thick enough to choke on. The bartender exchanged a wary glance with the bouncer, who shifted his weight but didn't move. Katrina's unwavering stance seemed to draw the room's collective attention, the quiet hum of whispered speculation growing louder. She snickered inwardly upon seeing the raw wound on the side of the bar where she had dragged the helmeted head of the biker who had tried to kiss her.

Finally, the bartender gave a slight nod, his jaw tight. 

The bouncer stepped aside reluctantly, his glare lingering on Katrina as she brushed past. "Don't make me regret this," he muttered, his voice low enough to almost blend into the background noise.

Katrina ignored him, her boots clicking against the worn wooden floor as she made her way to the back of the pub. The stares followed her, heavy and accusatory, but she forced herself to focus on the task at hand. Each step brought her closer to the office door, her pulse hammering like a war drum.

She pushed open the door without knocking, the sound of the creaking hinges slicing through the muffled din of the pub. Anya looked up from her desk, her auburn hair tied in a loose bun, her dangling earrings catching the lamp light as she moved. Her green eyes narrowed, the guarded warmth Katrina had once known replaced by cold suspicion. "Katrina," she said flatly. "You're violating a court order just by stepping foot in here."

Katrina dropped into the chair opposite her, ignoring the accusation. She wiped her eyes with the rough sleeve of her jacket, the motion brisk and almost defiant. "Gus is dead," she said, her voice hollow. The words seemed to linger in the air, heavy and final. "Murdered by three men." She leaned forward, her elbows resting on the desk as she stared into Anya's eyes. "I need answers. And I know you can help me." Her voice cracked, but her gaze remained unflinching. "Please, Anya. Don't make me beg."

Anya's face fell, her expression caught between disbelief and anguish. "Gus?" she whispered, the name trembling on her lips. Her fingers stilled on the pen she had been fidgeting with, as though the weight of the news had drained the energy from her. "He... never deserved this," she murmured, her voice trembling. The room seemed smaller now, the air thicker. She took a slow breath, her green eyes locking onto Katrina's. "He was a good man...a good cop."

The room seemed smaller now, the air thicker. Katrina watched Anya's eyes flicker and fill with tears, as if she were remembering moments with Gus. Katrina felt her own eyes moisten as she watched the hate wash out of Anya's eyes, replaced by a forlorn look of regret. 

Anya had never liked her. Katrina had always assumed Anya blamed her for it — for
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