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Chapter 1: Nightmare

[image: ]


This was never just a dream. The gunshot shattered inside her skull before the world caught the echo. Katrina Muckerton stumbled through the blinding wash of Alaska’s midnight sun—streets rendered in molten silver, heatless light burning her retinas. Her legs pumped without thought. Adrenaline eclipsed pain. Her jaw locked. The tendons along her neck vibrated like struck steel. She knew where she was going, the alley behind Deland Jewelry, where reality and nightmare merged. Concrete walls peeled in sun-bleached strips, overhead perched crows cawed in time with her hammering pulse, and the air smelled of ozone and spilled gasoline. She chased a single, fleeting truth, the echo of Gus’s final words clawing at her nerves—“No revenge, Kat. Promise me.”

Ahead, a black sedan idled under a dying streetlamp, its door cracked open like a wound weeping heat. Katrina skidded to a halt, breath ragged, the knife snug and familiar against her thigh. The tinted windows swallowed her frantic reflection—pale, fractured. The pistol’s flash still throbbed behind her eyes. Dream, she told herself. Lie, she knew. Every detail was too sharp, too savage. She’d lived this once, and the ghost of it rotted inside her bones. In every variant of this recurring nightmare, the sedan waited—engine ticking like a bomb strapped to her ribs. She crept forward, the world holding its breath. The brilliant light bled away behind her like a retreating tide, leaving only the alley’s foul breath and grim shadows in its place—sunlight faded into something older—curdled air, thick with dread.

The alley yawed before her, endless and still, with strange growths of mold on the brick. Shattered crates of soda bottles glittered under the flickering light. Loose posters slapped against scarred brick. Her fingers twitched at her side, nostrils flaring against the copper tang of blood—like old pennies—but it wasn’t hers. A dash of movement behind the sedan sliced through the haze—a shadow gliding past the front seat. She froze, every cell cinched tight. In that second, hope and horror wrestled like dogs in her gut. She wasn't the fighter with iron fists. She was a kid again—helpless, reckless, broken before she even hit the ground.

The alley door exploded outward. Shattered glass howled across the asphalt. Three masked figures poured out—black boots pounding, ink-bristled necks flashing tattoos, guns sagging heavy in panic-slick hands. They moved like a beast with too many legs. One tripped, and instinct snapped Katrina forward. Her fist cut through humid air. The first attacker folded. His knuckles—Cyrillic letters cracked with blood—smacked the pavement. She staggered back, heart slamming against her ribs. That tattoo—burned into her memory like an eclipse.

The sedan’s engine dissolved into the fluorescent buzz of Deland Jewelers. The memory bled through the nightmare like a fracture splitting reality. The attackers melted into the sunlit haze, leaving only shards of glass and the brittle rasp of her own breathing. Katrina lunged into Deland Jewelry, where chaos had sculpted a grave. Display cases shattered, jewels spilled across blood-slick tile like dying stars. Fluorescents above flickered epileptic shadows. Next to the counter, Gus crumpled like a discarded doll, badge glinting weakly through the red. She dropped to her knees, arms gathering his cooling weight. For a flickering second, she wasn't a fighter or a ghost—just the broken girl he'd once pulled out of a foster home with nothing but her fists and a probation officer.

“Gus...” Her voice cracked apart. Hands scrabbling at his torn uniform, a ragged hole at the shoulder, seams split. She cradled him closer. Each second stretched cruelly. His face, gray with blood loss, tilted toward her. His lips shaped broken words. “Kat...” His breath hitched, wet and ragged. “Don’t go into the dark.”

He squeezed his eyes shut before the words could finish. His badge slipped from stiff fingers, spinning on the glittering ruin of glass. Katrina caught it, thumb brushing his name, as though the pressure alone could undo death. The last ragged shred of her own scream faded in her ears, she jerked awake, heart detonating, sweat slicking her skin. The nightmare's final command ripped through her skull. No revenge. But it wasn't mercy he meant. It was a warning.

Darkness suffocated the room. She felt the chill of the pillow under her cheek as she sat up, drenched in sweat, breath hitching, blinds shivering in the draft. Gus's old guest room swallowed her—walls scarred by peeling wallpaper, floorboards biting splinters into her soles. The air reeked of old smoke and mildew—the stink of loss no industrial cleaner could erase.

In the corner, Gus’s uniform jacket sagged from a hook, dust frosting its shoulders. Next to it, a chipped ceramic bulldog snarled from the dresser, paint chipped from years of neglect. Below the bulldog, his security guard badge gleamed cold and merciless. Katrina stared. It wasn’t a badge anymore. It was a tombstone. The badge’s flame-etched crest seemed to flicker like funeral candles in her sweaty grip, binding duty and death.

Her reflection crouched in the cracked mirror across the room—wild-eyed, cheeks flushed, fists clenching against phantom foes. Each broken shard reflected a different version of her—the fighter, the failure, the orphan, the would-be avenger. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass, trying to stitch herself back together, but the fractures only deepened. One shard caught the light just right—and for a moment, it looked like a knife.

Memories battered her. Gus’s hand steadying her after defeat, his patient grin when she nailed her first jab, the way he called her “kid” with a tenderness nobody else dared. He'd taught her violence could be discipline, not a reflex. Keep your hands up, chin down, bend knees, don’t be flat-footed. Yet here she was, waking to blood, drowning in guilt. Grief cut sharper in the quiet—and Katrina was bleeding out inside.

She rose, ghosting across the room. The hallway groaned under her steps. Faded photographs lined the walls: Gus in uniform, Gus grinning awkwardly at his retirement party, Gus with a wiry red-haired girl wrapped around his leg—her younger self, a brief reprieve from the world turned savage. She brushed the glass with trembling fingertips. All that was left of him fit in frames, dust, and a coffin she hadn't been there to close.

A cold gust rattled the window. It reminded her of every metal corridor she’d ever walked—and the violence that happened within them. She forced it open, hinges shrieking. Anchorage sprawled beyond—star-pierced sky, salt-and-pine air scraping her lungs. Traffic whispered in the distance, gulls cried in lonely arcs. The world kept turning like it hadn't noticed it lost something good.

She tucked herself onto the windowsill, knees to chest. The stars stared down, uncaring. Inside her, two voices battled. Get up, or rot. Her heartbeat drummed an answer. Get up anyway.

She slid back inside, sealing the cold out. Her boots scuffed the threadbare rug as she paced, gear bag waiting like a grave at the desk, MMA gloves cracked with old blood. Tools from another life. She flexed their leather straps and felt the ache in her knuckles. She touched the gloves—soft, deadly memories stitched into the leather. Weapons, not mementos.
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Chapter 2: Rejection
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Her tablet gleamed like an accusation. The email sat unread. Underneath the J & H logo that glowed like circuitry, a paragraph of damning corporate speak—Thank you for your application... We regret to inform you... WE CANNOT PROCEED WITH YOUR FILE... No clearance. No redemption. No path forward. They think I’m dangerous. They’re right. She slapped the tablet with a snap that cracked through the hollow room like a gunshot. Stacked screw-ups—no ladder high enough.

Her lungs seized, each breath a shard of glass. You don't get miracles, her mind hissed. Only work. Only blood. She squeezed the tablet, her knuckles turning white. The other shaking hand clenched Gus’s Anchorage police badge until its edges bit cruelly into her palm. But what choice do I have? He'd said no revenge—but this wasn't about vengeance anymore. It was about clawing back whatever pieces of herself the world hadn't finished chewing up yet.

She dropped to the edge of the bed, the old house groaning in sympathy. Wind rattled the shutters again, the first knuckles of a coming storm. She let the grief surge up—but this time, she didn’t drown. She wiped away a tear, snapped shut her jaw and swallowed the grief like shattered glass, making it part of her armor.

She stood, jerked open the closet door. Jackets, coats—some Gus’s, smelling faintly of old battles. Her fingers lingered over the bear claw scars down the back of the thick leather coat Gus wore saving a woman and her young son when a black bear invaded a gas station. She sighed and pulled on her own battered leather jacket, the weight a reminder and a shield. Underneath, a black tee stamped with a shattered fist.

She flicked on the bedside lamp. Yellow light bruised the darkness. She raked fingers through her cropped red hair, smoothing back defiance. The old badge he had given her sat on the dresser—silent, bent from years of use, not forgotten.

Stepping into the narrow hallway she paused outside Gus’s office and wobbled. A floorboard creaked beneath her, the one Gus had always avoided because he hated the noise. The room wavered beneath her vision. This was once Gus’s “good room,” a sanctuary lined with mementos: framed service awards, a battered chessboard, a single leather armchair. Now it looked like aftermath—papers torn, mail strewn, a chair perched on two legs as if in mid-fall. The medal Gus had received for heroism lay tarnished in a coffee-slicked pool on the carpet.

She lashed out, fist smashing into the plaster wall. The impact sounded muffled, more a sigh than a crack, until a sharp bloom of pain lanced up her arm and hot shards of white dust peppered her knuckles. For a heartbeat, she didn’t feel anything but the blistering roar behind her eyes. Then the agony punched her nerves one by one, a rising scream under her skin.

Katrina’s breath came in jagged gasps. She raised her hands, knuckles raw, crimson pooling where skin had ruptured. Her right ring finger throbbed. She flexed it and heard the sickening click of a possible fracture. She willed herself not to jerk back. Bleed, damn them, bleed.

Under her fist-blurred gaze, the hurled tablet clattered onto the rug. The screen fractured, cracking from the J & H emblem outward like a spider web. The pieces reflected her in a dozen broken fragments. Silence stretched in this old house, ominous and waiting, like a beast crouched behind the walls.

“Perfect. Just perfect.” Her voice cracked like ice. She shook the blood from her fingers like she could fling the guilt out with it.

She pressed her forehead to the cold drywall, tasting plaster on her lip, grit between her teeth. The hush of the room roared louder than any storm—it echoed Gus’s absence, the empty spaces he once filled with jokes and coffee. He’d told her not to waste energy on walls. She swallowed around the guilt lodged in her throat.

A framed photograph on the mantel caught her eye and made her throat tighten—she and Gus mid-laugh in a snowstorm, cheeks pink beneath knitted caps. Young, unbroken, unburdened. She traced the glass with shaking fingers, as if she could return to that day by touch. But the moment snapped like a brittle branch underfoot.

She stood, legs shaky, and crossed to the mantel. She lifted the frame and peered at their faces. Her fingers trembled so fiercely she expected the glass to spray. His grin was gentle, proud. Her eyes were fearless. She closed her own eyes. If only innocence were transferable.

The kitchen beyond was a haze of sour milk fumes and burnt coffee, the ceiling light casting everything in jaundiced shadow. She dragged herself over, planting palms on the sink’s edge. The stainless steel was icy against her warmth, a shock to the core.

Gus’s private security badge hung on the fridge, fixed by a salmon-shaped magnet he’d picked up on a fishing trip. Its cheerful shape and bright colors punctured the gloom that permeated the house. She reached for it, fingertips brushing the cold enamel. She grabbed its edge, hand shaking, tried to tear it off, but couldn’t. It’s the only piece of him I can’t bear to bury. The badge was a relic of his last purpose—and her greatest failure.

Inhaling shallowly, she closed her eyes, then opened them. Day or night, the image of Gus's head cradled in her lap, his glassy eyes pleading as he drew his last breath, haunted her.

Her gaze drifted to the calendar on the wall—days marked off in neat pen ticks, now stuttering to a stop a week ago—the last day ink splattered and slashed. That was when she’d burned through her contacts—bribes unpaid, favors forfeited, even stolen credentials. Nothing had opened the door. J & H saw her as a liability, a danger.

She’d survived fights that left others broken. Her jaw clenched as her gut twisted in a relentless and unwinnable war with itself.

A slow drip of blood fell from her knuckles into the sink, each drop a hollow echo. Tick. Tick. Tick. The drips blurred together into a dark rivulet that spidered across the steel. A slow, inexorable bleed of everything she had left. Her pulse synced with it—a metronome of shame and rage. She leaned so heavily her shoulder ached, her body sagging under a weight she could not name.

Something inside her snapped—a quiet promise fracturing in the dark. She slapped the towel over her hands, wrapping them tight. The rough weave pressed into fresh cuts, a makeshift bandage and reminder of the fight ahead.

She forced herself upright, moving back toward the mantel. The photo stared at her, dust motes dancing on its glass like snow. She touched it again. “I tried, Gus,” she said, voice low, the sour bile rising. She swallowed, then rasped, “But your way... your way’s killing me.” The confession trembled on her lips, raw and unguarded.

Around her, the house groaned—a living thing unsettled. Wallpaper peeled like scabs, floorboards whispered secrets, and somewhere a vent clattered. She inhaled, tasting stale remnants of coffee and hope gone cold.

She turned back to the fridge. She stared at her warped reflection in the stainless surface—eyes hollow, skin ghost-pale, anger curdling into something darker. Gus's words haunted her. No revenge. But her inner voice, low and relentless, whispered, What if revenge is survival? What if it’s the only thing left worth fighting for?

Her eyes snagged on the tilted, chipped cross. She shut them. I’m no good to anyone like this. 

A  tremor crawled up her spine at the memory of the man begging for mercy as a single bee crept over his heart, then, later, laughing as hundreds swarmed, their wings drumming, a thunderclap behind her eyelids. Her fingertips quivered on the counter. Her knees threatened collapse. Genesis—false rebirth. Codex—twisted doctrine. She needed them to still the rage tearing her apart. But with the job rejection—no clearance, no serums, no hope.

Knock, knock, knock. The knuckle raps on the front door jolted her upright. The sound echoed through the empty house like a gunshot. She snapped to alertness, heart hammering. Someone was here.

She backed away from the counter, knuckles wrapped and aching, and stared down the hallway toward the door. Was it another rejection? Another threat? Or something—someone—offering a sliver of hope?

The knock came again—firmer this time. Katrina squared her shoulders and walked toward it, every nerve at attention. The door stood between her and salvation, or ruin.

She reached out, hand hovering over the handle. Her mind raced. Who would come now? Who would offer another “no”? Yet something deeper stirred—a spark of defiance.

Katrina cracked the door open, the cold night folding in against the stale warmth of the house. Rain clung to the stranger's jacket, dripping onto the warped floorboards. Katrina caught a scent—ozone and metal—and felt her nerves buzz.
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Chapter 3: The Proposition
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A cold draft rattled the doorframe, skittering across Katrina’s cheek. The woman dropped her hood and Katrina’s heart stuttered. Electric-blue and neon-pink streaks in her pixie cut glowed under the weak porch light—roots dyed in rebellion, code etched in her bones. Her leather jacket was a tapestry of band patches and safety pins—armor she’d earned. 

Beneath tinted glasses, the woman’s smoky gray eyes scanned Katrina’s face with the precision of a surgeon. Katrina’s jaw clenched—teeth grinding—her fingers flexing on the rag. The stranger’s presence felt like static, filling Katrina’s ears with a high-frequency hum, prickling at every pore. Katrina bit her lip. Curiosity steadied her pulse, even as a metallic tang coated her tongue.

“Katrina Muckerton?” the woman asked, her words falling like dropped scalpels.

Katrina raised an eyebrow. A tremor shot through her shoulder. “Depends,” she replied, voice rough as gravel. “Who wants to know?”

A jittery smile tilted the woman’s lips into a crooked arc. “My name’s Valentina.” The woman’s gloved, twitchy fingers stabbed the air like they were typing on an invisible keyboard. “Not interested,” said Katrina as she started to close the door. “Wait!” the woman shouted, her voice edged with panic. “I believe we have overlapping grievances!” Katrina edged the door shut—then paused, drawn by the stranger’s invitation. A hacker preaching shared pain? Ridiculous... and yet...

Katrina turned sideways as she weighed the woman’s words. Gus's dusty police jacket, a cracked bulldog figurine, the badge he never removed from his final uniform, and his fishing vest decorated with hooks and lures, all littered the hallway. A flash memory flickered—Gus's last promise to go fishing—broken by his murder. She squeezed the warped wood of the door. She’d never seen this woman before. She lingered in the doorway, unsure. Something about this bizarre looking woman piqued her interest. “Who are you?”

Valentina’s gaze flicked to Katrina’s hands. “You’re bleeding.” She offered a hand like a gesture of diagnostic concern. “Want me to come back after another wall gives you a concussion?”

Katrina smirked despite herself, the tension coiling in her stomach. Her knuckles whitened on the rag. “That depends,” she said, stepping into the doorway. “You here to sell me something? Preach? Recruit?”

“I know about Attu.”

Katrina’s stomach dropped. How the hell does she know about Attu? The phantom taste of cordite turned to bile and crawled up her throat as memories of gun-fire and flying fists flooded her mind. Katrina staggered back as if hit by a sledgehammer. Her chest thumped so hard she could almost taste her pulse in her throat. “Who are you?” she rasped.

Without ceremony, Valentina stepped into the room, her fingers wrapped around a small datapad. Katrina stepped back instinctively, spine brushing the wall—this was her space, and the woman was already inside it. Valentina smelled of ozone and worn circuitry, a scent that prickled Katrina’s nostrils. Valentina pulled off her gloves and shrugged off her jacket, revealing a silver-black tattoo of circuitry winding up her left arm. “Hacker,” she said, voice clipped, “and no, I don’t recruit. This is a one-job deal.”

Katrina crossed her arms, rag dangling from her hand, jaw clenched so hard her molars clicked. This woman knew about Attu! Her eyes flicked to the datapad, then to Valentina. The room felt smaller now, shadows thickening. She fought the urge to slam Valentina against wall. “One job. Right. What’s the catch?”

Valentina produced a slim USB drive and a silver ring from her pocket, placing them on the battered coffee table like artifacts on an altar. The drive hit the wood with a dull thud and glinted like a spent shell casing. The ring spun once, catching stray light, then fell with a light clink. To Katrina, they looked like weapons for war. “My sister, Lina,” said Valentina, her voice thick with purpose, “worked for J & H. She got in too deep. Then she vanished. No resignation. No trace.” Valentina's eyes laser-focused into Katrina’s. “I want the truth.”

Katrina’s chest tightened. “You think they killed her.”

Valentina’s eyes grew distant, haunted, then softened with a hint of a tear. “They erased her records,” she began, voice cracking. “Rendered her a ghost in every system.” She sighed, then tapped the USB drive. “I cracked J & H’s TLS grid—got schematics, logs, loops. You help me digital-ghost into their blacksite, I’ll get you inside J & H.”

Katrina had no idea what a TLS grid was and barely understood the rest of the techno-babble. Didn’t matter. Valentina’s fingers trembled, but her eyes didn’t flinch. Determined. Maybe desperate. The offer hung between them—heavy as the weight of Gus’s badge on her dresser. She rubbed her cheekbone. Shifting her weight, the floorboard beneath her creaked like an old bone bending. In her mind’s eye, Gus's ghostly image complained about the noise. His image faded, leaving her staring at the very real Valentina.  “Why me?” Katrina asked, a wisp of longing for Gus in her voice.

Valentina’s gaze sharpened. “Because you’re desperate to infiltrate J & H. And you don’t leave ghosts unavenged. That combo’s rare. They rejected your application. You need another way in. I need someone on the inside.”

Katrina raised an eyebrow, dreading the confirmation. Her throat bobbed. “You know... about the rejection?”

Valentina nodded. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” Her tone was flat, data-driven.

Katrina studied the ring— simple silver. Heavier in her hand than she expected. She traced a finger over the engraved binary sequence, not understanding what it meant. She turned to Valentina. “You’re not here as a good Samaritan.”

“No,” Valentina said, folding her arms. “I don’t trust people. But I trust data.” She tapped the USB again. “This drive is your key.”

Katrina measured her options. The rag she held had once cleaned her knuckles after an octagon fight. Now it trembled with possibility. She inhaled the stale coffee scent mixed with anxiety. In the silence, Gus’s voice returned, graveled with warning. No revenge.

Trust data? Katrina wondered. How many lies can data hold?

Her gaze locked on Valentina’s. “You have enemies?”

Valentina gave a humorless shrug. “Lots. Corporate blacklists, rogue agents, the occasional hacker collective. But none have my insider access.”

“And I’m supposed to trust you because...?” Katrina’s throat tightened, skeptical—but curiosity pulled at her.

Valentina leaned forward, breath cold against the stale air, a static crackle in her conspiratorial whisper. “Because I can help you get you what you want.”

Katrina’s pulse jumped. The serums—her one shot at peace, at not burning every bridge she touched. She inhaled, willed her heart to slow, then exhaled.

“How do you know what I want?”

“Revenge for Gus Onalak. Bring down J & H for the misery they’ve caused you.”

Katrina hesitated, flashing back to Attu, where Gus's killers nearly killed her. A bead of sweat traced a cold line down her temple.

Valentina studied her for a moment, then her eyes glinted, as if she’d just hacked the unhackable. “You don’t want to take J & H down. You want the serums.”

Katrina’s breath hitched. Her gut squirmed like a worm cut in half, nailed by Valentina’s insight. She pressed her palm to the
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