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  For those who know what it's like to make a terrible mistake. It's alright, we've all been there. Keep going and make amends. One wrong step is not the end of the world.

Unless you are Raven. 
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  Chapter 1
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Luck was one twisted son of a bitch. If I ever crossed paths with him one day, I was going to punch his lights out for doing this to me. All of this. 
I drew in a deep breath and opened my eyes, fixing my gaze on the grimy wall. Its coldness against my forehead did nothing to calm me, and Arden’s restless pacing was most definitely not helping. No matter what I tried, my damn powers refused to cooperate. Not that it was surprising, considering I had no fucking idea what the hell I was doing. 
Thanks to me, we were stranded in the worst place possible. Well, second worst, since it would’ve been even shittier if we ended up giving Hathan an unexpected visit. My point still stood. We were screwed.
“I can’t do it! I don’t know how to do it! Nothing is happening!” I growled, pounding my fist into the crumbling concrete before turning to face Arden. He stood close in case I miraculously started glowing again, but no matter how much I focused on reaching that mind space where the spark happened, it just felt like I was trying to push through the worst constipation in the world.
Taking another step closer, he slid a hand over my shoulder, squeezing it gently. Apart from the initial shock of seeing this place—and learning where I had taken us—he showed no other signs of distress. He looked as composed as if he were standing in the middle of his royal gardens, letting me find my way between the high, intricately styled bushes, even though he knew exactly how to get through that maze.
“It’s alright. You’re just overwhelmed right now.” Warmth spread through my shivering body as he rubbed my back—a painful reminder that we were no longer in Jernen. This place was always chilly and stuffy in the worst of ways, and feeling the foul, dirty air on my skin made me shudder. Arden’s hand slid over my neck before cupping my cheek and lifting my head.
He raised an eyebrow, as if expecting me to magically shake off my anger and frustration when all I wanted to do was scream and punch things. I bit my lip until the spiteful words went down my throat. This was my fault, so he didn’t deserve to take the brunt of my anger.
“We should find you some clothes.” He let his hand fall from my face, turning around and giving the city another appraising look. The surrounding buildings were taller, especially the looming Orion Center across from us, so there wasn’t much to see apart from crumbling walls, shattered glass, and occasional lights flickering from windows. “It’s cold, and you might get sick. Not to mention this cloth is almost transparent.”
I looked down at the thin chemise that reached the middle of my calves and grimaced. It was going to be such a pain if I had to fight in this thing. Shaking my head, I tried to embrace the elusive calm. Staying here was out of the question, and going anywhere without a plan was stupid. We needed to find weapons and a hideout, then scout and figure out if anything had changed in the last three months. Once I knew we were safe, I was going to figure out how to get us back. Somehow.
With my determination growing, I forced myself to meet Arden’s eyes, almost sighing with relief when the expression on his face was one of concern, not damnation. He was worried about me. He clearly had no idea how much danger he was in. I had to focus on that.
He refused to let go, I reminded myself as I took one deep breath after another. He knew this could happen, and he still chose to hold on.
A dome of calm finally slid over my reeling mind. He trusted me; that’s why he held onto me even when I tried to push him away. And now it was time to justify that trust by keeping him safe.
“I…” I licked my lips. I wanted to reassure him since I was about to throw him headfirst into the chaos that was my world, but before I could say anything more, Arden smiled gently, smoothing down my messy hair.
“I know,” he said, brushing his lips over my forehead like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Lead, and I will follow.”
How the hell was he this calm when he was just teleported into another world? He should be gawking, pointing, and hyperventilating or something. When I ended up in that lake, I was confused as fuck and in full denial. And leaving this place behind meant fairly little to me, while Jernen was everything to him. He might be even more insane than I thought.
“Right.” I nodded, pushing away the urge to lean into his touch. I couldn’t afford to rely on him right now. He was the one out of place, and he wasn’t prepared for the dangers here, even if he was very good at pretending otherwise. His well-built figure, clear skin, and bright eyes were only going to make him stand out even more. Not to mention our clothing. I was actually lucky that I was wearing just the underdress because my ceremonial gown would have been like a beacon for all kinds of crazy.
“Let’s go.” I stepped toward the roof door, hoping the damn thing would open since climbing down the side of the building after the day I had was just going to be too much.
Turning the handle, I pulled, sighing with relief when it budged. The screech of the metal sounded especially loud as it echoed down the dark staircase before disappearing into the depths of the structure. Considering that Orion HQ was right across the street, we had to be in one of the central areas of Boston. If we were lucky, the military’s proximity would have spooked any criminals, sending them to the outskirts. But then again, life had proven time and time again that lucky I was not, so I clenched my teeth and prepared for the worst.
“Keep your eyes open,” I whispered, motioning for Arden to follow me down the stairs. “If you see someone, punch them. Don’t bother asking questions or giving warnings. If they point something at you, just… duck and hide as fast as you can.” I stopped at the last step and gave him a warning look. “Do not try to protect me. Out of the two of us, I’m the only one who has come back from the dead.” Arden shot me an unamused glance, but I was already turning my back to him, muttering, “I just need a second to switch my brain to this place.”
We continued, with Arden walking so close that our hands brushed when I slowed down to peek around the corner. I waited until my sight adjusted to the darkness, cursing under my breath when I recognized the familiar layout.
The building must have been used as an office at some point, but only piles of rubble and dust remained to keep the naked walls company. Everything looked relatively sturdy, so the chances of the floor or roof collapsing were small, but that posed another problem.
There was no way this place was empty, not with its location and all the perks it offered. I had hoped it would be a residential area—this way we wouldn’t have to worry about encountering anyone since nobody in their right mind would leave the safety of their home even if they heard a scream for help. But in an open space like this… it was impossible to tell how many people lurked about, or how friendly they would be upon seeing us trespassing on their territory.
I motioned for Arden to stand close, trying not to wince as pebbles and glass dug into my bare feet. After spending months in comfortable shoes and clothes, sleeping in soft beds, and eating like a queen, it was strange to be back here. My instincts were waking up, but I was no longer the person I was before I left. And this new me… I could only hope she could survive in this place where one wrong move could mean the end of everything.
We walked slowly, trying to make as little noise as possible. Just when I spotted a broken Exit sign, the shadows in front of me shifted, and I thought the creature that had been haunting my nightmares materialized there. The only reason I didn’t scream was that I had no air left in my lungs. I hadn’t seen the thick pipe flying towards me until it slammed into my stomach, throwing me back. As I fell, all I could hope for was that if any of my ribs broke, they wouldn’t puncture my lungs. Recent events led me to believe that I could heal from pretty much anything, but it still hurt like hell.
At least it wasn’t Hathan. That thing wouldn’t bother with weapons. That thing is a weapon.
I rolled to the side with a grunt, watching through my double vision how Arden intercepted my attacker. A shout rang out, followed by a loud thud, and then Arden crouched by my side, catching my face in his palms.
“Raven! Are you alright? Can you stand?” he asked in a hushed voice, his eyes feverishly scanning me for injuries. Gritting my teeth and nodding, I allowed him to help me up. Pain blinded me as I staggered, and before I knew it, Arden was throwing my arm over his shoulders. Even as the needles in my chest intensified, I reluctantly pulled away from him.
“I’ll be fine. Stop babying me,” I snarled, irritated at myself that I didn’t see the strike coming. The other man was lying still on the ground, but his chest was moving, suggesting he wasn’t dead. Arden picked up the fallen weapon and handed it to me just as voices filled the hall. “Stay close,” I mouthed, waiting just long enough to see him nod.
We sneaked to the closest support column, then hurried past a pile of half-rotten desks. I spotted them then—at least half a dozen figures fanning out, checking every dark corner, and kicking around every object big enough to hide a body. I was just trying to figure out the best way to navigate around them when a flash of metal caught my attention.
I saw the gun almost too late, and without thinking, I pushed Arden back, barely ducking before the bullet ricocheted off the stone beside my head. Shouts drowned out the echo of the shot as dust and pebbles rained onto the floor.
“Run!” I yelled, grabbing Arden’s hand and pulling him in the direction of the broken Exit sign. Another bullet hit the desks as we dashed past them, sending splinters everywhere. Arden’s fingers slipped from my grip when I tripped and almost fell, but by the time I righted myself, he was running beside me. He reached the narrow metal door first, yanking it open while the shouts and sounds of heavy footsteps drew closer. The moment Arden shut the door, I wedged the pipe between the handles. Something heavy smashed against the metal, bending it inward before more little dents appeared on the surface as our pursuers fired several shots.
My fingers found the railing, and I hissed, “Go, go, go!” before stumbling down the steps. We were already four floors down when I noticed the lights flickering below. I made the mistake of looking over the parapet and almost lost my head as a blast of energy flew past my face, the smell of burned hair tickling my nostrils.
“Back up, back up!” I whisper-shouted, nudging Arden in the direction we had come from. We returned to the floor we had just passed, only to find the door there stuck. I threw my shoulder against it, groaning as more pain was added to my already aching body, but the damn thing didn’t budge.
Arden brushed past me, throwing his own weight against the metal. After the third attempt, the door almost fell off the hinges. I helped him push the fallen unit that had been blocking it back into place and once I was sure we weren’t being aimed at, I grabbed the fabric of my chemise and tore it above my knees.
Fucking hell with fucking dresses! This was Randrea all over again.
The voices on the staircase grew louder as the door gave in an inch. Arden moved into a defensive stance as if he were planning on fighting barehanded, but I tugged his elbow and gave him a sign to follow.
We had already crossed half the floor when cheers boomed behind us. That’s when another figure jumped at us, wielding a thin metal poker. I reacted faster this time, ducking under it, but because of me, Arden had no time to move. I could swear I heard a crack when he blocked it with his arm, but I was too focused on sinking my fist into our attacker’s stomach to be sure. The soon-to-be-dead guy fell to the ground with a grunt, his weapon rolling out of his fingers as he gasped for air. Seizing the poker, I raised it above my head, preparing to strike him down.
Enough with the playing nice shit. I was no longer in Jernen.
“R-R-Raven?” the stranger croaked, and I halted the weapon just before it could split his head in two. My eyes widened at the sight of his bruised face, the wide nose that had never healed right after the second time he broke it, and the thin lips that seemed so pale in the darkness, he looked like he had only a gaping hole where his mouth should be. His hair was matted on his forehead, more gray than black thanks to the dust sticking to it, but it looked just as unruly as the last time I saw him.
“Zhang?” I gasped, lowering my weapon slightly. “What the hell?”
“I could… say the same… thing!” he panted, pushing himself into a sitting position and staring at me as if he were seeing a ghost. “Where... have you been? No! How are you alive? We thought you were dead!”
“That’s a long—” I started, but Arden hissed beside me.
“They are coming! We need to move!”
I glanced over my shoulder at the figures creeping near, those with guns walking cautiously in the front while scanning the shadows. There were at least two with blasters, three with regular guns, and just as many with various weapons that could do equal damage at close range. There was no chance of fighting our way out of this. I looked back at Zhang. “Are you with them?”
“That’s also a… long story.” Zhang rose to his feet with his hand still pressing to his ribs. “Come. I can get you out.” His eyes darted to Arden, then back to me. “Hurry!”
As much as I didn’t like this situation, trusting Zhang was much smarter than taking my chances with the angry mob behind us. In this world, he was one of the few people who hadn’t betrayed me yet. So, no matter how strange it was for him to join a gang when he had resisted for so many years, I could hear his reasons once we were safely out of there.
Arden nodded, looking back one last time before we hurried after Zhang. When he stopped in front of a small door barely visible in the dark corner of the floor, I clenched the poker until the metal dug into my skin.
“In here, quickly! I’ll distract them!” Zhang urged. I stared at the darkness on the other end, listening for any noise that would suggest this was an ambush. “I know it’s hard for you to trust me, but you have no choice. Get inside, Raven!”
I gritted my teeth and stepped through, turning my weapon between my fingers. Man, I missed my knives. Once I got them back, I was never taking them off again.
A broken desk lay on its side against one wall, while a disemboweled sofa occupied another. There were no other exits, so at least he wasn’t leading us into an ambush—just a potential trap.
The door closed behind us with a soft click. 
“Do you trust him?” Arden whispered so softly that I could barely hear him, although I could feel his breath on my face. I opened my mouth to say I did, but nothing came out. So I just stared where I thought his eyes were, cursing myself yet again for getting us into this mess.
“I don’t trust anybody in this world,” I replied, bitterness seeping into my mouth. This wasn’t Jernen or even Paralea. Trusting the wrong people didn’t end in disappointment here—it ended in death.
Footsteps sounded outside, so we flattened ourselves against the wall by the exit. It was almost funny how seamlessly we moved without exchanging a word, as if we could assess the situation and think on the same wavelength. I would have smiled if I wasn’t so pissed and scared that I was going to get not only the Chosen killed, but the king of Jernen, too.
The seconds ticked by slowly until, finally, the group outside moved on. My body shook with anticipation by the time the door creaked open. Even before Zhang stepped through the threshold, I was pressing the poker against his windpipe. He swallowed hard as our eyes met.
“They are gone,” he announced, twisting his body so I could see behind him. After ensuring nobody was waiting to shoot us, I turned back to Zhang.
“Thanks,” I muttered, and he smiled at me. It wasn’t the familiar smile I remembered, full of somber acceptance and little hope. No, this one was sharper, weaker, and dripping with something that sent an icy chill down my spine. Just what had happened to him while I was gone?
“We don’t have much time.” Zhang stepped back, looking left and right. “It won’t take them long to figure out I lied. We need to get out of here before that happens, or we’re all dead.”
Arden moved closer, his fingers brushing against the small of my back. It lasted only a second, but it sent a wave of determination through me. I straightened my shoulders and nodded for Zhang to lead the way.
He guided us through the space with the confidence of someone intimately familiar with its layout until we ended up on another staircase, much smaller and way steeper, with half of its stairs broken or missing. Stumbling after him, we tried to walk quietly while the building echoed with voices calling to each other as they searched for us.
Once we reached the lower levels, Zhang rushed us through a series of wide, empty corridors. Luckily, we only ran into two of the gang members, so Arden and I made quick work of them. With no windows and very little light coming from scarce, half-broken lamps in the walls, it was hard to tell where we were going. The abandoned subway tunnels in these parts were a great way to move around without exposing ourselves to Orion HQ’s radar, but if he kept going down, we’d soon reach the Underground, and that wasn’t a place I cared to revisit.
I was just about to ask Zhang where he was taking us when he disappeared behind the corner. Wincing from the throbbing pain in my feet, I sped up.
“Zhang, wait up! We should…”
The moment I stepped into the next tunnel, I dug my heels in at the sight of the six vicious-looking men blocking the way. Two of them held blasters with their fingers already on the trigger, while the others stood almost leisurely, their guns strapped to their waists as if they couldn’t be bothered to unholster them. Arden collided with me so hard that he had to grab my shoulder to steady himself.
“Behind us too,” he whispered in my ear before pressing his back to mine.
I gritted my teeth. Were they part of the crew we just escaped from? No, that made no sense. Why would Zhang sell us out now, after helping us slip away from them? And if that wasn’t the case, what was with this setup? It was almost like they were waiting for us…
I stared at Zhang’s stiff back as he kept walking toward the men when something else caught my attention. His fingers were squeezing a small, black object, his knuckles turning white from the force.
Was that a radio? Fuck me!
“Zhang?” I clenched the poker tighter, even though I knew it was useless against their weapons. He flinched at the sound of my voice, turning halfway, but his eyes remained fixed on the ground.
“I’m sorry, Raven.”
My heart sank, and I tried to call on my powers again, more desperate to see the light glowing beneath my skin than ever before. Nothing happened.
Fuck! I should have seen this coming. But Zhang, of all people?
I don’t trust anybody in this world, my mind spat my own words back to me, and I almost laughed maniacally. It seemed I did trust Zhang; otherwise, his betrayal wouldn’t have stung so badly.
“With that bounty on your head, if I hadn’t done it, it would have been someone else,” Zhang said when he stopped by the armed men. One of them stepped aside as if to let him through, but he didn’t move, just added, “I’m truly sorry.”
“Fuck off!” I snarled, spitting on the ground between us.
“Don’t feel guilty, Zhang,” another voice spoke from behind the group, and the men parted, allowing a familiar face to pass through. Dressed in black from head to toe, the man rubbed his lips thoughtfully while his sharp gray eyes bore into mine. “She brought this on herself.”
“Killian!” I gasped, hope flickering in my chest… until I saw his expression. There was no trace of the usual amusement in his gaze. The look he gave me was nothing but cold calculation and spite.
Arden tensed behind me, his uneasiness fusing with mine.
Damn it! I needed to make sure he survived this, even if I didn’t. I had to get him out, no matter what. This was all my fault.
“Whatever you think I did, I didn’t do it. Let’s talk about this,” I said carefully. He couldn’t be this pissed because I didn’t finish that job, could he? Not pissed enough to kill us.
Killian smiled lazily, finally looking like the man I had learned to rely on in my darkest moments. I held my breath when he raised his hand, hoping he would order his men to stand down. As if reading my desperation, his smile widened, and he said, “Shoot them.”






  
  Chapter 2
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Dull pain and a sense of dread twisting my stomach woke me up. I tried to rise, overwhelmed by the odd urge to flee, but my muscles felt like liquid, so I just stared at the dark ceiling, waiting for the fog in my mind to clear. 
The sensations in my body returned first, the numbness lessening while stiffness replaced it. My right arm throbbed, and my fingers tingled as if I had lain on my hand for too long. I ran the one that didn’t hurt over my chest, half expecting to find an open wound there, but the skin was intact, albeit strangely tender.
I switched my attention to the real problem.
Rotating my shoulder so I could get my blood flowing and determine how bad the injury was, I winced as a searing pain spread to the tip of my fingers. It was difficult to tell if it was broken in this darkness, but if I could still move it, then the bone was likely intact. A small mercy.
Once I managed to sit, I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to remember where I was and what was going on. The last thing I could recall was being in Raven’s room, kissing her and taking her to bed, then… then she teleported us.
Memories of running through a dark, crumbling building while people chased us flooded my mind—a man with a pale complexion and dusty dark hair helping us escape, then leading us into a trap, and... there was a strange light and pain in my chest. The heavy fog cleared gradually, my brain piecing together the events of the last few hours until panic settled in my chest, sending my heart into a fierce gallop.
“Raven,” I rasped, coughing as the dryness in my mouth made my throat close. The air stank of alcohol and blood, mixed with the underlying scent of rotting wood and moss. A sliver of light was visible from across the room, likely a door, but it was hard to distinguish anything past it.
I looked around again, my vision adjusting enough to distinguish the vague shapes of objects—crates, and boxes stacked in piles, long pipes propped on the wall in the corner… and a body lying on her side not too far from me.
“Raven!”
Horror gripped my throat, and I forgot about the ache as I crawled to her, rolling her onto her back. Pressing my hand to her neck, I sighed with relief when I felt a strong, rhythmic pulse beneath my fingertips. Her breathing was slow and deep, like she was merely sleeping, but now that I was beside her, the smell of blood had intensified.
Cursing again, I checked her head for any injuries, then moved to her shoulders and chest. I could vividly remember her getting struck there by that metal pole, yet she had acted as if the weapon barely grazed her. I had long stopped being surprised by her high pain tolerance, but it infuriated me when she tried to conceal it even in front of me.
I found no open wounds, but as my fingers pressed, she groaned quietly.
“Raven?” I whispered, pushing the hair out of her face. She didn’t wake up even when I shook her.
Gritting my teeth, I slid my eyes lower. Her tattered underdress had rolled to her hips, leaving her legs exposed enough for me to conclude there were no scrapes or cuts deep enough to warrant any serious concern. Then where...?
Light poured into the room as the door opened with a loud creak. Narrowing my eyes at the figure that paused at the threshold, I positioned myself between them and her body. Part of me knew there was little I could do if they shot me with one of those strange weapons again, but I refused to let them near her. I had already failed to protect her once.
My eyes were still adjusting when the newcomer brushed their hand over the wall. More light flooded the space, this time from above, and I stared with an open mouth at the small sphere hanging from the ceiling. At first, I thought it was some kind of spell that produced fire, but as my vision cleared, I realized it was a tiny glass ball with wires and a strange glow illuminating it. It wasn’t sunlight, and it wasn’t a flame, but it burned brightly enough to chase the shadows into the corners.
The figure by the door shifted, drawing my attention back to them. Tall and lean, the man stepped closer, tilting his head as if trying to see past me. His hair was the same color as Raven’s, but he had cut it so short that he looked like a warrior priest. She had mentioned that people with light hair weren’t uncommon in her world, but seeing it firsthand was rather jarring.
His eye twitched, and he pursed his lips, though it was difficult to discern if it was concern or displeasure that prompted the reaction. When he glanced back at me, there was something in his expression that eased the tension coursing through my body.
I decided to keep my mouth shut. I was in an unfamiliar world, and I had no idea what was going on. They spoke the common tongue so I could understand them, so quietly observing was the best course of action for now. We were already in trouble, so if I said something I shouldn’t, I could only make things worse for us.
The stranger took another step toward us, but then he halted. Crouching down, he placed the bowl he was carrying on the dirty floor, along with a small bag and a bottle of transparent liquid.
“Clean her wounds before they get infected,” he said as he got up.
I stared at him with confusion while he made his way to the door. He was almost out of the room when my curiosity got the better of me, and I asked, “Why are you helping us?”
He paused, staring at something outside. I could see at least two more silhouettes in the corridor, their shadows dancing under the light of another of those overhanging contraptions.
“I’m not,” he said flatly, then added, “Killian will want her in optimal condition when she wakes up. And I hate cleaning blood off the floor.”
The door closed, but I couldn’t shake the ominous weight of those words. What in Gia’s name did he mean? Killian had to be the man who ordered the others to shoot us, but what could he want with Raven? They clearly knew each other, and when he appeared, she had sounded somewhat relieved. Yet, he still had us shot. So were they friends? Enemies? Past lovers?
I reached for the items the stranger had left, turning them over in my hands. The bag contained several rolls of bandages, a foul-smelling paste, and the bottle was definitely alcohol. A rag floated in the bowl, which seemed to be filled with water, though the liquid was too murky to be clean.
I glanced up again—he had left the light on, so I could at least see her properly now, and I finally found the source of the blood. The soles of her feet were a mess of cuts and scratches, with glass and pebbles lodged between mangled skin and torn muscles. She was already healing, but I feared that if she did so with the dirt and debris still inside, it might end up doing more harm than good.
Keeping an eye on the door, I set out to clean her wounds. I’d only seen her sleep so deeply when she was severely injured, but her current state didn’t seem that bad. Could it be that her teleporting us here, as she called it, had taken a toll on her body? The last two times she had done it, she had been bedridden with a fever for days. Whatever it was, I hoped she woke up soon.
By the time I bandaged her and sat back with her head in my lap, she still hadn’t woken. Running my good hand over her back and shoulders to warm her, I listened as the voices outside the door grew louder. I had a nagging suspicion that somebody would come soon and start asking questions I didn’t have the answers to.
Taking a deep breath, I allowed myself another look around the small room. The thick, dark walls didn’t offer many clues about our location or how long we had been there. It wasn’t quite a dungeon or a cell, but with no windows and the cold, stale air, it seemed likely we were still underground.
It reminded me of the time during the war when Swen and I had been taken hostage. They had locked us up in a room very much like this one, beaten and chained to the wall like animals, with no food and very little water. Still, despite the unfavorable odds, we had escaped.
Could we do the same now? Even without her powers, Raven was just as capable as Swen, but this place somehow felt even more dangerous than the dungeon of a Paralean enemy commander.
I was in another world.
I slid my hand to her neck so I could feel her pulse again. Sensing it beneath my fingers calmed me, even as I fought to keep my mind from reeling.
I was in another world.
The realization weighed on me now that I had a moment to stop and take it all in. My breathing hollowed, and the lump in my throat grew until I could barely breathe.
I was in another world!
I had been raised with Gia’s teachings and tales of the Chosen, so meeting her had filled me with determination and hope. Her arrival meant we still had a future, and that our savior would be there to protect us. Never in my life had I considered a possibility in which the Chosen would return to her world and bring me with her.
What if she got hurt, or worse, killed? What if she couldn’t get back? What would happen to my world now that she was no longer there? The High Priest had said my life was tied to hers—my past, present, and future—so I would die before letting any harm come to her, but in this place, I didn’t even know what I needed to protect her from.
If I failed… that would be catastrophic. Not just because Hathan could appear any moment, and there was no one to stop it. Our problems were much more pressing, and with the two of us gone, I wasn’t sure what we’d find if we got back. When we got back.
I hadn’t had the heart to tell her the bad news since she had already looked so nervous about the Ascension Ceremony. I could barely believe it when I heard the report.
I had expected Sadon to retaliate in some way after our departure, but denouncing her as the Chosen and calling her a child murderer was not a development I foresaw. The declaration of war was a given, of course. They had been itching for a reason to arm themselves, and I knew the moment I saw Raven surrounded by Paralean nobles that I would finally give them one.
Still, watching her walk toward me in that breathtaking white robe, with her hair gleaming like the sun and her eyes shining with so much hope, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her. Not back then. Not if it meant her questioning herself again.
Rubbing my forehead, I prayed everything was going well back home. I had left detailed instructions on what to do should my secret be revealed while Eren was too young to take the crown. My disappearing without a trace could fit into that lane, and the plan would still work. We also had contingencies in place for emergencies like war or famine or worse—Hathan. Even though we didn’t know the full extent of Sadon’s and Isen’s power yet, my trusted circle would have to manage without me. Hopefully.
Closing my eyes, I banged my head on the wall.
Perhaps I should have let Raven go when her skin started glowing. Perhaps I should have trusted her to return to me. Perhaps I should have… but I couldn’t bring myself to do it, even when I knew the consequences could be dire. The idea of never seeing her again was unbearable to me, even if it meant forfeiting my own life. I could see how foolish that was now, understand the implications of my decision, but at that moment… none of it mattered.
I gently pushed the golden hair out of her face. She looked so fragile and defenseless that my chest ached. I had seen her fight dozens of Riagrim without showing fear, yet as I watched her now, I realized how frighteningly small she was. She might have survived death once, but there was no guarantee she could do it again. She couldn’t control her powers; she didn’t even know what her powers were exactly. Until she figured them out, she needed my protection. I had to keep her safe, even at the cost of my own life.
She was irreplaceable. I was not.
The door opened, and I watched as three figures entered this time. One of them was the man from before, his face an unreadable mask as he leaned against the wall by the door with his arms crossed. A tall, dark-skinned male brought a chair in, setting it in the middle of the room before retreating to one of the piles of crates. A knife flashed in his hand, and he casually started cleaning his nails with it.
The third man straddled the chair backward, propping his hands on the backrest and tapping his fingers on the dark wood. He wasn’t particularly well-built, but from the short distance he walked to his seat, I could tell he was dangerous. There was something about people who were confident in their power that shone through every step, every movement, every smile.
I would know. I had learned to emulate that for years.
Gray was overtaking his black hair, but his eyes were as sharp as a blade. There was a fresh scar on his left cheek and a bandage peeking from the collar of his shirt, but he didn’t seem to be bothered by either. The way the others watched him, their bodies turned in his direction as if ready to jump to his aid, suggested this had to be Killian.
He studied Raven’s sleeping form before turning to the man with the knife.
“Wake her up.”
His underling pushed himself off the crates, striding toward us. He didn’t carry any of those shooting weapons, so I drew her closer to me when he reached out.
“Touch her, and I’ll break your hand,” I warned. He looked over his shoulder to Killian, who was now studying me with a bemused expression. A subtle wave in dismissal was all his subordinate needed to retreat to his previous position, unsheathing his knife again.
“And who might you be?” Killian asked. “What is your relationship with Raven? She is not the type to make… friends.” When I didn’t reply, Killian’s smile dropped. “I suggest you don’t annoy me, pretty boy. People who annoy me do not live long to regret it.”
“My apologies,” I said politely, inclining my head in what should have been perceived as respect. I didn’t like how Killian was looking at me, but if pretending to be harmless was what it took to secure our safety, that was what I would become. “My head is still spinning, and I can’t hear well. My name is Arden.”
Killian narrowed his eyes, and the murderous glint in them dimmed, if only slightly. Licking my lips, I racked my brain for something to say that would buy us time. I was just about to ask for some water when the weight of Raven’s body disappeared from my thigh, and she pushed herself up on shaky hands.
“You asshole, you actually shot me!” she croaked, her voice coming out coarse and groggy. I caught her when she swayed, but Raven didn’t look at me, her attention locked on the man in the chair. The smile had returned to his face, but there was no warmth in his eyes, just something akin to triumph.
“Good morning, sunshine,” he chuckled, leaning his chin on his hand. “How have you been?”
Raven glared at him, but contrary to my expectations, she didn’t lunge. Instead, she leaned against the wall next to me, adjusting the shirt I had covered her with when Killian looked her over.
“Splendid,” she spat. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
I tensed at the challenge in her voice, half expecting Killian to snap. Did she not realize we were surrounded by armed men? As much as I loved her fearlessness, sometimes lying and pretending to be nice could yield much better results.
To my surprise, Killian flashed her his teeth in something between a snarl and a smile.
“What’s wrong with me?” he repeated, intertwining his fingers in front of him. “Oh, I’ll tell you what’s wrong. What’s wrong with me is that I gave you an assignment despite you looking like you were on your last legs. But I decided to be nice because I like you. I even allowed you a prepayment, remember? And then BAM!” He threw his hands in the air, his smile turning into a frown. I thought his eyes darted to me, but it was so quick, I could have imagined it. “You disappear for eight months. I assumed you were in hiding at first, which was smart, with your face being on every screen and poster out there. But a month passed, then two and three. I got worried.”
Killian shot to his feet and strode toward her. I was ready to lunge if he tried to attack her, but then her fingers brushed against mine, as if telling me to stand down. Her eyes never left his, not even when he crouched in front of her.
“I thought… There’s no way my girl would do something so stupid as to stab me in the back!” I bristled at the possessive way he called her ‘my girl,’ and clenched my teeth before saying something I’d regret. Raven looked completely calm, even a little bored. “But then it occurred to me that whatever you stole from that warehouse might have been worth double-crossing me. And it seems I was right. You look really well, darling, even better than our beloved Chancellor, who has been stealing supplies like the end of the world is coming.”
“I didn’t steal anything from that warehouse. I barely got out alive!” Raven snarled through gritted teeth, leaning forward until their faces were almost at the same level. “You said it would be a recon mission! There were a dozen Orion soldiers in there! Armed! And there was nothing to steal—they were doing some kind of experiment! That’s all I saw before they turned me into target practice!”
Killian’s eyes narrowed, and he stared at her unblinkingly, as if trying to decide if she was speaking the truth or not.
“If that’s the case, why didn’t you come to tell me that?” He grabbed her chin so suddenly that I had no time to react. They stared at each other, neither moving nor blinking, and it took everything in me to keep my posture relaxed. I could feel Killian’s men watching me, and I had the feeling this little altercation was just as much a test for Raven as it was for me.
Why had they brought us here? Why were we kept together? Why weren’t we chained or dead? I needed answers to all those questions before forming a plan for our escape. But first, I needed to ensure they didn’t glean whatever information they sought from our reactions.
Raven hadn’t moved the whole time, her tongue staying uncharacteristically quiet.
“Orion looked for you everywhere,” Killian sneered, his fingers digging deeper into her skin. “They arrested several of my men, killed just as many, and hit almost every gang in Boston. Yet, they couldn’t find you, not a single trace! Explain that to me!”
Raven wrapped her hand around his wrist, slowly prying his fingers off her face. He didn’t resist, but he didn’t move away either, staring expectantly as if he had no intention of leaving without answers. Despite her calm demeanor, there was sweat running down the side of her face.
I had no idea what half of what they were saying meant, but I got the feeling that this job he had given her had been more important to him than even she realized. The way he treated Raven suggested he cared enough for her to spare her life, but every time the affair was mentioned, the fiery, frustrated glint in his eyes burned brighter.
“That’s what I’d like to know too,” she finally said. “The last thing I remember was running from Orion and falling into an elevator shaft. Then suddenly we wake up on the roof of that building and eight months have passed. This guy doesn’t even remember that much—he could only recall his name.”
Killian cocked his head my way this time, and I made sure to keep my expression blank.
There is no way he would fall for that, I wanted to tell her, but I kept my mouth shut. Contradicting each other would only make things worse for both of us. They might even decide to separate us and question us then.
“Really?” Killian scoffed.
“Really.” Raven shrugged as if she didn’t care if he believed her or not. “Why else do you think you caught me? If I betrayed you and bailed, do you think I’d be stupid enough to stay in Boston? If I ever cross you, you will never see me again. Ever.”
Killian studied her for a few more seconds, then abruptly rose to his feet. Once he was back in his chair, he gave us another appraising look.
“Your life is full of mysteries, isn’t it, Raven?” he scoffed. “If I remember correctly when we met the first time, you told me you didn’t remember a single thing from before you turned ten. And now another memory loss. Only this time, there is a guy who suffers the same affliction as you!”
“What can I say? It might be contagious. You should probably keep your distance.”
His expression darkened and he spat, “Don’t test my patience, girl. Do I look stupid to you?”
“You look like you want something from me,” Raven replied with that same staggering bravado, matching his frown with one of her own. Despite her pale look, torn clothes, and very unfavorable position, she somehow managed to look frustrated with him. “Or we’d be dead right now. So what is it?”
“Something from you?” Killian repeated, his eye twitching in obvious annoyance. I glanced at her, wondering if she realized just how close she was to making him snap. Killian’s attention switched to me, so I met his gaze, tensing when a smirk spread across his face. “I own you, darling. Debts must be paid, and yours has been gathering interest for a while.” Raven’s body went rigid, but she said nothing, even when he turned to her, his expression downright gloating. I looked at the other two, but they watched with passive disinterest, as if the scene in front of them was nothing unusual. “You haven’t forgotten how debts work, have you? Because the Delus Gang surely didn’t. When they couldn’t find you to pay for what you did, they went straight to the shelter. Your poor friends all but begged me to save them. Zhang might not be a good fighter, but he looks like a pushover, which can be a skill on its own. And that angry chick… phew, she has some balls, I’d give her that.”
“What did you do to them?” Raven snarled through gritted teeth. Killian just smirked.
“Weren’t you mad at Zhang just a while ago? Now you’re worried? Make up your mind, will you?”
Raven’s throat bobbed. What kind of debt were they talking about now? There was so much going on that I felt even more disoriented than when we landed in this new world. I wanted to help her and keep her safe, but it felt like the only way to do that right now was by keeping my mouth shut and praying she knew what she was doing.
“If all of that is settled, then why am I here?”
Killian cocked his head to the side, his expression turning almost proud. For the life of me, I still couldn’t understand what kind of relationship those two had. They seemed ready to kill each other, yet sometimes Killian looked at her as if she were a beloved child.
“You still don’t listen carefully when people are talking, my dear. That can be a fatal flaw, you know,” he chuckled. “I never said they were paying off your debt to me. I took care of the Delus gang for them, so they are repaying my kindness. Your debt from the job you botched and the consequences it had on my business haven’t been touched.”
I didn’t like the sound of that, especially after seeing how Raven’s jaw tightened even more.
“So what? You’re sending me back into that hellhole?”
Her voice shook, and I shot her a surprised glance. I had never heard her waver like that before, not even when she teleported back to the Temple, battered and bloodied, raving about losing the battle she was supposed to win.
Killian’s smile was almost warm as he shrugged.
“There is only one thing you’ve ever been good at, Raven, and that is violence,” he chuckled, letting his eyes linger on me this time. “And your friend… I have a feeling he will fit right in.”
“He has nothing to do with this. Why are you taking him?” she asked defensively and I almost winced. She was doing so well until now, but showing him she cared about me was a bad move. Besides, I had nowhere else to go but wherever she was. I was going to follow, even if they didn’t take me.
“What do you mean?” Killian threw his arms up, making an innocent expression. “I’m merely creating job opportunities. A big guy like him has to eat, no? You can’t have a body like that without eating.”
He rose to his feet, turning his back on us as he stepped toward the door. The golden-haired man opened it for him, and just before he left the room, Killian said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Get them ready for transport. We are taking them with us to the Underground.”
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Growling in annoyance, I stumbled through the cell door, almost falling to the ground. Killian was kind enough to provide me with clothes and shoes, but the latter were too hard and didn’t fit properly, so it was sure it would be more comfortable to walk barefoot. Not that anyone asked me.
I spun around and glared at the guard who had pushed me, just as another was shoving Arden inside. He regained his balance much more gracefully, taking a couple of steps toward the wall while keeping an eye on our jailers. They locked the cage with several large padlocks and walked through the small wooden door at the other end of what could only be called a dungeon.
I looked around with disgust and a weird sense of nostalgia. The place hadn’t changed much since I was last here—the same dirty, moldy floor and walls, with nothing to chase away the cold chill or keep the rats at bay. There were no windows—just a single lamp hanging above the exit door that flickered occasionally. The smell of blood, sweat, and shit had grown worse than I remembered—or maybe it had just been a while since I was forced into such a craphole. With all the fresh air and fancy accommodations in Arden’s world, I might have grown just a bit spoiled.
And then there were the cages. For some reason, they had felt smaller back then. Darker somehow, scarier. Maybe it was because I had been a kid, or perhaps there had been more bodies cramping the space. Robert liked to keep his strongest fighters separated into different dungeons so they couldn’t form bonds and unite against him, but he always needed fresh meat to die at their hands. Considering the death rate at his games, it had been a miracle for a face to stick around for more than a few months.
Currently, there were barely half a dozen people in each cell, leaving enough space for the faintest illusion of privacy. I could probably lie down on the floor with my arms spread and still not touch anyone.
My eyes raked over the prisoners huddled in small groups away from the door. They were likely all paying a debt or serving some kind of punishment since Killian had stopped forcing random people to die for pure entertainment. I had thought that was the reason for him not throwing me into the arena years ago, although, with Arden being here now, I was starting to question that theory.
Cuts and bruises, some fresh and bleeding, some old and sporting a thin scab, marked all of their hardened faces. Their clothes were predominantly black, often with more tears and holes than fabric. I even noticed bandages on a few of them, which was surprising since Robert had never cared to provide any medical attention for the survivors. It seemed like Killian actually put some effort into keeping his entertainers alive.
Maybe he was finally mellowing out after all these years. One day, he might even develop an actual conscience. If I could make my skin glow and teleport people between worlds, then nothing was impossible.
The people in our cage stayed in their corners, studying us with narrowed eyes. I couldn’t help but notice how their stares lingered on Arden, singling him out as the bigger threat. With his imposing height, bulging muscles, and grave expression, I couldn’t blame them. That worked for me just fine, since I really didn’t want to fight with anyone outside the arena, too.
I followed Arden to the opposite side of the cell, where he was shrugging off the tattered jacket he had been given to wear, his face set in concentration. That’s when I noticed the swelling and purple bruises on his right forearm. Gasping, I grabbed his wrist to examine it closer, and he let out a low, shuddering breath.
“What the fuck? When did you get this?” I whispered, angling my body so it was blocking him from view. If they figured he was hurt, they could use it against him, and in this place, he’d need all the advantages he could get until I figured a way out.
“Your backstabbing friend might look weak, but he packs a mean punch,” Arden replied, glancing behind me. I ran my fingers over his arm, squeezing it gently to determine how bad its condition was. Arden made no sound this time, but I could see the vein in his neck bulging.
“I don’t have friends here,” I murmured, and when Arden looked like he was about to say something annoying, I continued, “I don’t think it’s broken, but the bone might be cracked. We have to immobilize and elevate it. You can’t use it.” Snatching the jacket from his grip, I slid his arm into the sleeve as gently as I could. “Don’t take it off. Keep your hand still, but don’t be too obvious. If Killian finds out you can’t fight, he might just kill you. We have to—”
“I can fight,” Arden interjected, and I glared at him. I had no intention of watching him kill himself because of his stupid pride. This situation was bad enough already.
“Isn’t this your fighting arm?” I retorted, and the smile he gave me made my heart jump. Why was he smiling like I had said something funny? His limb was useless, and if it got any worse, he might even lose it. Maybe he finally realized that he was in another world, and a shitty one at that, and his lovely kingly brain couldn’t handle it.
“I have two arms.” He shrugged, and I gaped at him. Yep, definitely mad. “What exactly is the Underground?”
Taking a calming breath because there was no point in arguing with so many people listening, I gave the dungeon another disgusted look.
“It’s a place under the city where the gangs do most of their serious business. A man named… Robert previously ruled it. He was a vicious son of a bitch who won most of his money and power by holding fighting matches and survival games for the rich people’s entertainment. After he was killed, Killian took over his territory,” I explained.
Arden’s face fell, and he stepped closer, his fingers brushing against mine.
“You asked Killian if he was taking you back. Does that mean you’ve been here before? Fighting?” His hand squeezed mine tighter. I licked my lips, wondering how I should answer. I didn’t want to recall, least of all, tell him about all the atrocities I had witnessed and survived here, but the concern in his eyes told me he wasn’t going to drop this.
Before I could answer, there was a shuffle behind us and a female voice spoke.
“Raven?”
I spun around in alarm, scanning every face in the cage with us. Three of them were men, sitting huddled together in one corner; the opposite one was left to a lone woman who was just getting to her feet. Her dark, matted hair covered half of her face, while the other side was shaved—or it had been some months ago but it had grown out of the hairstyle.
“Sasha?” I gasped in surprise. Relief swept through me at seeing her alive—she still haunted my nightmares along with the others, and now that I knew she was here because of my actions, I didn’t want to have her death on my conscience. “What the hell happened? I heard that—”
I saw her move, but I was a second too late to stop the fist that connected with my cheek. The force sent me tumbling backward, and I slipped on the slimy floor, falling on my ass.
“I’ll tell you what happened, you crazy bitch!” Sasha snarled, aiming at my head as she sent her foot flying. I dodged, but she twisted her body, charging with another powerful kick. Flattening myself against the floor, I rolled out of her range before she could stomp my face. “You happened, you moron! It’s all because of you! I will beat you to—”
I was already getting up, prepared to defend myself, when Arden sneaked behind Sasha, catching her in a headlock. She panted and struggled like an enraged bull until his hold tightened enough to make her face turn purple.
“Settle,” he warned. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you attack her again, I will.”
Still snarling, Sasha raised her hands in surrender. He waited until he was sure she wasn’t bluffing, then relaxed his hold. He didn’t release her, though, just arched an eyebrow at me as if waiting for me to decide what to do with her.
I looked her over. She was thinner than I remembered, with hollow cheeks and even more scars marring her skin than before. There was a time, long ago, when we had stood in the Underground like this, but our roles had been reversed. She had been the pretty, pampered one whose appearance determined her fate, while I had been the bruised, beaten one ready to fight tooth and nail to survive. The irony was almost laughable.
Sasha wobbled, gripping Arden’s injured arm to steady herself. He didn’t so much as wince, but I could tell it hurt him by the way the blood drained from his face.
“Let her go.”
He moved to stand beside me, and I tried not to stare at his arm while he casually pressed it to his body. So, I turned to Sasha instead, wondering if that’s how I used to look before going to Arden’s world: scrawny, dirty, with eyes that held more resentment than a will to live.
Despite the commotion, no guards came to check what was going on. Everyone else in the dungeon sat inhumanly quiet, watching us with wary eyes. The only sound came from Sasha’s heavy panting and my heart drumming in my ears.
“I heard what happened,” I said, holding her gaze despite the urge to look away. 
Her eyes narrowed, and she bared her teeth as if she wanted to sink them into my throat. Arden shifted closer, but I had no intention of letting him use that arm again, even if it meant kicking her ass.
“They came back again and again, looking for you!” she snarled. “And when they couldn’t find you, they took more people. Even little girls, you bitch! All because you act before you think and then you run!”
“You can blame me all you want,” I said, “but we both know they would have taken them either way. They always do. My surrender wouldn’t have stopped that.”
Her face paled, and the last of her anger simmered down as she straightened her shoulders, giving me another resentful look. Her eyes slid to Arden, studying him from head to toe before an unpleasant smile pulled onto her cracked lips.
“So you were too busy to clean up your mess, but not too busy shagging Mr. Handsome over there? Who is the selfish slut now?”
I opened my mouth to reply—not sure how to explain that I had been stuck in another world all this time and, unfortunately, there had been no shagging—when the door to the dungeons opened and a guard stepped in. He looked around the quiet room before fixating his hard gaze on us.
“You three,” he barked, his upper lip curling in annoyance. “Break it up or you won’t be getting any food!” He gave us a dirty look, as if daring us to challenge him, and when we moved away from each other, he snorted.
A second guard followed, carrying a large pot and a handful of bowls. Once the door was open, they ordered us to sit down and distributed portions of something that looked like a stew. To my surprise, there was even meat in it, though I didn’t dare ask what kind. After everyone had received their food, the guards left without another word.
I took a spoonful and grimaced as bile burned my throat. A few months ago, this would have been a feast, but after tasting all those delicious dishes in Arden’s world, I wasn’t sure I could stomach another bite. Glancing at him to check his reaction, I realized he was no longer beside me. Instead, I found him looming over Sasha with his hand extended in a silent offering. Her expression was closed, eyes wary and suspicious, but whatever he said made her relax enough to take the bowl. The three men in the corner stared with unmasked envy as she devoured the second portion.
Arden returned to my side, sliding down the wall to sit beside me. When I continued to stare, he finally met my gaze and smiled.
“She looked hungry.” We both glanced at Sasha just as she was wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She did look hungry, but I doubted a second bowl of hell’s vomit would help her much. “If she is fighting again in that weakened state, she might not survive. We can skip a meal or two. She can’t. You care about her, don’t you?”
“What? No, I don’t!” I grimaced, looking away, but not before noticing the amused glint in his eyes. She literally just attacked me, called me names, and all but blamed me for everything that was wrong in the world. I would have understood her raging about being here because of me, but she didn’t say a word about that. What made him assume we cared for each other was beyond me. I supposed he was entering the delusional stage now. I had to get him back to Jernen before it was too late.
“You didn’t punch her back,” he said as he rested his head on the wall, his shoulder brushing against mine. I gave him an incredulous look.
“I don’t punch a lot of people! That doesn’t mean I care about them!” I deadpanned. “It’s called self-control.”
Arden snorted, his amusement making me bristle even though seeing a smile on his face helped my twisted insides uncoil a little. At least he wasn’t angry with me…
“Whatever you say. Still, who is this Sasha person you don’t care about? It sounds like you two have a history.”
“She is… someone I grew up with,” I replied, rolling my eyes when his smile widened. “She is also violent, infuriating, and a real pain in the ass. A lot of bad things happened between us, right in this place.” I looked up as something fell on my head, wincing in disgust when I realized there was water dripping from the ceiling right where I sat. I pushed myself up, and when I noticed Arden’s curious gaze, I decided that if I didn’t do something, he’d keep asking annoying questions.
Before I could change my mind, I stomped across the cell, my shoes flopping with every step despite tightening the laces enough to stop my blood circulation. Sasha looked up when I drew closer, her grip tightening on her empty bowl as if she was preparing to throw it at me. Gritting my teeth, I offered her my portion, but she didn’t even glance toward it. Her eyes kept studying my face like she was considering punching me again. My cheek was still throbbing, but instead of swelling and turning blue, I could feel it healing.
“I didn’t spit in it,” I said, and she finally looked away, only to roll her eyes. “If you don’t take it, I will give it to someone else. It doesn’t matter to me.”
Her face tightened, the movement pulling on the vicious scar on her left cheek until the faint light of the lamp danced across its silver surface. I could never forget the day she got it—the blood and her screams as Robert ran his blade over her face. Even now, when I looked at her, I kept seeing that pained expression and the birth of the hate that tore us apart.
From the corner of my eyes, I noticed one of the three men rise to his feet, eyes trained on my bowl. I turned my head slowly, waiting until he looked up.
“Sit down, asshole, before I feed you your balls.”
Cocking my head, I gave him my most challenging look until he slid to the floor again, eyes full of hunger and loathing. Sasha snorted, and I could swear the edges of her lips twitched upward.
I opened my mouth to tell her to take the damn bowl before I poured it over her head when her fingers finally wrapped around the metal container. A sharp nod of her head was the only gratitude I got—much more than I expected—so I turned around, ready to return to Arden’s side. He was still watching me with that same curious gleam in his eyes, which was enough to make me hesitate.
I glanced back at Sasha. She… She probably had some valuable information about what had been going on for the past few months. Not that I held much hope that she would tell me, but it was worth a try. Also, it meant not going back to being drilled with more annoying questions.
Sasha ignored me when I pressed my back to the bars and sat down beside her. Staying within her range was making me tense, especially after she attacked me, but Arden’s approving half-smile kept me there.
“I’m sorry,” I said after what felt like an hour. “I was planning on coming back and
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