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  Trigger Warnings

This book is meant for mature audiences. Please take care of yourself. 
Sexual assault and abuse, physical violence, death of a child, death, kidnapping and abduction, torture, war, killing, sex killing, assassination, violence, death and dying, sexism, racism, classism, grief and loss, hate crimes, poverty, sexism & misogyny, white supremacy, sex work & sex slavery, sex work shaming, sexual harassment, abandonment, child abuse, emotional abuse, sex addiction, building collapse, cults, explosions, hostage situation, imprisonment & incarceration, knife, sword & axe violence, physical assault, murder & attempted murder, poisoning, torture, genocide, massacres and mass murders, alcohol consumption & abuse, dead bodies & body parts, decapitation, dismemberment, genital mutilation, needles, physical injuries






  
  Dedication

Because there are people who make it so hard not to be a villain.
For every woman who sometimes wants to be those villains.
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  Chapter 1


With a single push, I ram the tiny dagger up his chin, carefully avoiding his jugular vein. I don’t want to give him a quick death. No, no. A quick death would be too merciful for a man like this . And I don’t give quick deaths to those who don’t deserve it. Never. 
My eyes spot the dagger jutting through his tongue. Hmm. Must be painful. An iron tang hits my nostrils as I wipe the crimson splatter from my shoulders onto his sleeve. His eyes roll, blood gurgling in his mouth, but he can barely move with his arms and legs tied to the golden throne I'd found him sitting on. 
Men in Marilag. 
Scratch that. Men with power in Marilag are so predictable. 
They love the beautiful and the rare, but they never know how to take care of them. For example, the golden throne in his mansion is full of dirt streaks because he'd forbidden anyone from touching it, even cleaners. They aren’t worth the touch of gold. So I want to make sure that the thing that makes him feel so powerful will also be his resting place. 
“Don’t even try, buddy. It’s not worth it. You’re dying and you know it,” I huff, reveling in the feeling of power over this type of man. 
Blood bubbles as his mouth opens, quiet words escaping it. 
“Oh, what was that?” I say mockingly. “You’re all-powerful and all that shit? Oh, sure. Sure. Lord Barnard. Super powerful, especially right now.” I look up for a moment, scanning our surroundings. We are in his hall, inside his massive mansion, but it was dark. I had already planned for his staff not to be home, so it was just us. And by “us,” I mean it’ll be him when they find him dead, whenever that may be. Just the way I like it. 
Fascinated, I gaze at the frothing blood that drips from his chin, spreading a deep red hue across the silk of his neck and chest. 
“Shame,” I say, sighing again. “That’s really some kind of material there,” I sigh, pointing to his silk robes. “Bet you spent a lot on that, did you? Shame.” I shake my head and click my tongue. 
He glares at me, even though he can’t fully sit up straight anymore. “You b-b-bi-it-ch,” he manages through his teeth, his words mumbled by the intrusion in his tongue. 
I recoil mockingly. “Ooh. Very scary, Lord Barnard, I almost shook in my boots,” I respond, shrugging as I pat my second tiny dagger onto his shoulder without actually piercing through. He flinches at every touch. I fake a smile at him. “Don’t worry, I really don’t like seeing people like this, so I’ll make it short,” I lie. 
I do like watching people suffer, especially people like Lord Barnard, who likes trafficking kids from Marilag to Maharlika, where the royal family can use them for whatever they deem proper for useless, untitled kids. He’s made billions from it, clearly, with a throne and a dais, and gold all over his property. He certainly never gave the kids a chance, so why should I? 
“You b-b-b-bit-ch,” he says again, coughing. 
I jump away, eager not to get his blood on my cape and coat. I flick my clothes away. 
“Careful, Lord Barnard! I gotta spend some time with friends after this. What shall they think of me if I have your blood on my clothes? Very unprofessional,” I say, conversing mostly with myself than with him. 
“The-the Sta-ars wi-wi-ill get you. The-they-y’ll co-co-me for you, you sh-sha-dow-to-to-uch-ed b-b-b-it-ch,” he murmurs, his breath becoming more shallow. 
I turn my head, bending slightly to bring my ears closer. Now he has my attention. “So, you’re with the Stars, huh?” I click my tongue again. “Lord Barnard, I didn’t even touch you.” I wrap the wisps of my shadows around his neck, slowly tightening then loosening, then tightening again, mostly to lord my shadows over him. 
I bet as a Star, he hates that. 
The Stars believe that shadow-wielders are born from the devil. They call themselves the Stars because, despite being mere humans, they claim to protect the heavens from evil.
There’s no proof, of course. Dark being bad and light being good is an inherited concept. People think shadow wielders are bad and dirty, where in reality, we can’t choose who we are. We're born with these powers, and there’s no clear reason why some have light and others have shadows. Some say it's genetics, but there’s plenty of shadow wielders born from light wielders, me included. 
He glares back at me, but I can tell the blood loss is getting to him. I circle him slowly, trying to find the best places to inflict the most pain. 
“Meenie, mina, moonlight’s call. One will rise, and one will fall,” I say, patting various body parts. I land on his dick, bursting into laughter, threatening to stab at it. “Aha! Gotcha,” I chuckle, moving away from what is for sure a tiny one. 
“Th-th-e Sta-ars are co-co-co-ming and w-w-when the-they do, I s-sure fuc-king h-h-hope the-they t-t-take you,” he heaves. 
I make my way back to face him. “Well, now I’m super scared,” I mock. “I guess I’ll find out, huh? Most likely without you around?” 
I stab his thigh with my dagger. He groans. There’s not enough in him to yell. 
“I h-h-hope ev-ery sin-gle one of you sh-sh-sha-dow-wiel-ders dies a pain-ful death,” he threatens, his words muffled. 
I put my hand to my lips. “Ooh. Do you mean like this?” I pull out the dagger rammed in his thigh. Blood swooshes out. Pretty sure I hit an artery somewhere. 
“Or…” I walk around him slowly and whip around once more, planting another tiny dagger straight between his legs. His body cowers in pain, but his tongue is too tied to scream. I giggle on purpose. “Sorry, Lord Barnard. It's hard to aim when the target's so little, right?” I continue to jest, pointing at the bleeding between his legs. He glowers at me, his chest heaving more slowly. 
Then I grab the dagger under his chin and pull it out. His head lolls, and blood gushes out. “Like that? That painful?” I watch as his body slumps, his eyes rolling back, the blood pooling below him. 
“Aww,” I say, lifting his chin with a gloved hand so my eyes would be the last thing he saw. I near him, the smell of his blood strengthening as my face approaches his. “I am not sorry you’re dying, Lord Barnard. This is the world telling you that men like you don’t deserve to live. Tell the devil I look forward to seeing him someday. I hope he gives you a real shot,” I say venomously. Then, with a wink, I turn away from the bleeding man as I check my clothes and my arms for any splatter of blood. My black pants, black shirt with long sleeves, black coat and cape, and gloves all seem relatively unscathed, except for that drop on my chest earlier, and another one on my wrist I hadn’t noticed before. I had braided my short dark hair, so it wouldn’t get in the way, but also so people wouldn’t recognize me. 
“Aw shit. Now I have to get rid of this,” I step away from the carnage. He won’t have long. Maybe an hour at most. But he deserved to die alone, so I walk away, listening carefully to his bleeding and slow breaths. 
“The…” he manages softly. 
I pause, then frown. Did I not inflict enough pain? 
“He’s coming,” he whispers as I turn to face him, my eyebrows knitted. 
With a final, drawn-out breath, his form collapses onto the opulent, golden throne. He looks almost beautiful, illuminated by the moonbeams that stream through the enormous windows. He lay like a king asleep in the darkness, the rich red fabric obscuring the ornate gold of his seat. 
Except I know he’s dead. And I know he’s a piece of shit this world doesn’t need.
I make a last-minute decision not to check his pulse. After all, no one knows he’s here, thanks to the meticulous planning I've been carrying out for the past few months, involving a fake Lord Barnard, and a surprise vacation for all of his staff, ensuring his body won't be found for another few days. 
I slip out of the gates, using a back entrance I’d scouted a few days ago, removing my gloves and slipping them into my pockets. I take off my cape, folding it neatly, then stash it into my backpack. Then, I turn my coat inside out, revealing a grayish fur coat. Finally, I remove my black shirt, revealing a white tank top, and push my black shirt into the bag. I’m always careful never to be seen walking around the way I do when I’m doing things like this. Pulling a green skirt from my backpack, I pull it on over my black pants before pulling the hair tie off my braid, resulting in my shoulder-length hair tumbling down to frame my face. I tuck a stray hair behind my ear, then reach for the wet wipes, eager to remove the heavy makeup that's my usual go-to. I didn't want to draw attention to myself by being out and about with it. No one knows I own makeup, not even my mother. I’d never let her know either. This is the life I’ve chosen. Completely opposite of what she is and how she’s lived her life. 
Once my face is completely free of makeup, I stroll back into town, putting on a nicer expression. The face people like to take advantage of. The face people make fun of. But it’s okay. I need my second persona; the one no one would ever consider being dangerous. 
Unlike Tiny Death, a popular serial killer, who takes down random men. 
I didn’t realize I had a nickname until a few years ago when I had to bail my friend Dane out of jail. On the ride home, he told me all about a local serial killer on the loose one who killed using a multitude of tiny deaths. Mine were a quarter the size of regular daggers. 
So, Tiny Death it was. I've embraced the moniker. 
Especially on the days it’s needed the most. 






  
  Chapter 2


Icross the road quickly, waving at a soldier by the fish market. I’ve known him for years. He’s one of the very few soldiers who live in the south, so people come to him for their problems and issues with other people. We're lucky to have him around. Most of the richer people moved to the north to be away from the dirty south, and unlike them, he's humble and kind, never lording his power over anyone. The soldier waves back, smiling. 
Here, I’m known as the daughter of a whore who also became a whore. I know this from the way they all look at me. It’s really the sad eyes, the small smiles and awkward reactions. The occasional freebie because I didn’t know what else to do with my life but be a whore like my mother was. The pity. I don’t mind. I grew up with it, here in the slums of Marilag, where the rich are rich and the poor will always be poor. 
Marilag is the most beautiful district in all of Kaharian. We have great weather, beautiful land, generous trees, and breathtaking lakes. We’ve never had to worry about storms. The occasional rain only seems to arrive when we need it. Clearly, the gods above prefer Marilag over any other district. 
Marilag is also the only district where light and shadow wielders still exist together, fairly harmoniously. Oddly enough, I am the only shadow wielder in my family. When my powers first came in, my mother spent a good few months pretending I wasn’t hers. My mother is a light wielder; my father, who was a client, was also a light wielder. So how could I be hers? But the reality was––it’s been proven time and time again that our powers have nothing to do with genetics. They teach it everywhere, even in homeschool. It’s not enough to convince a group who’s been living with this belief for many years. It’s not enough to convince people that shadow-wielders aren’t a lower class. 
Me being the only shadow wielder in my family turned me into an outcast, where my mother publicly denied knowing me at the age of ten, when I first got my powers. Whereas, the light wielder born to shadow wielders on the same street as we lived breathes easy because their child would never experience the hurt and shame that shadow wielders have had to suffer through. Not only have I been shamed for being the daughter of a whore, I’m also the shadow-wielder that no one wanted, who didn’t belong with anyone. At least we lived in a place where it was still illegal to kill a shadow-wielder. 
The Stars, as my dead friend Lord Barnard had warned, had taken out other kingdom’s shadow wielders, so most places outside of Marilag only have light wielders. The Stars are an extremist group that’s been growing over the last twenty years. They are light wielders who believe that shadow-wielders are evil and deserve to die; thus, their uniform, the white cloaks with stars on them. The group slowly goes around Kaharian killing as many shadow-wielders as they can. Shadow wielders have to go on the run, eventually making it to Marilag since this is the only place they can exist legally. Marilag is the only place left where there are light wielders who don’t believe in what they teach. In most places, light wielders who don’t believe are shamed and cast out so they never speak up. 
My mother has worked in the brothel for pretty much her whole life, even before I was born. It’s all she’s known. For a while, I worried I’d also become a whore. I was so scared of it. I tried for a while; I tried to study hard, tried hard to make sure I got good grades, very rarely got into trouble so that maybe, just maybe, someone would take pity on me and take me away. It never happened. I was never good enough to be noticed. My mother rarely gave me enough to survive, so I was always too weak to become anyone. I didn’t have enough clothes, enough food. Nothing that would ever help me stand out. So at some point, I thought being a whore would be my future. Until Lady Morana, my mother’s boss, offered to train me. While most people saw a sad, lonely young woman, Lady Morana saw a weapon in me. I guess the fact that I still lived even though I’ve been through so much made her think I had a fighter in me. She was right. 
She had other assassins train me until I made my first kill, by myself, only eleven years ago, when I was seventeen. At twenty-eight, I was her most skilled assassin. I was the fastest, smartest, and most beautiful of them all. After all, the prettier we were, the easier it was for us to get in anywhere. The less of a threat we always were. 
I stop at one of my favorite stalls, the vendor of which is an older woman with grey hair and grey eyes who sells a variety of fish. She always looked at me kindly, but she was mute. I suppose that’s why I always came to her and why it was my favorite. I never felt like talking, and she never showed pity. She smiles at me, turning to grab a plastic bag with fish from her table. She hands it to me. I give back a bill. When she turns to give me change, I shake my head. 
Her face breaks out into a larger smile, then bows to me. I walk away. 
My job pays better than my mother's. According to Lady Morana, she usually gets bids on hits from potential clients. The faster someone can be killed, the higher the pera. I get a portion of it. That portion is always much higher than I would ever get from a client whose dick I’d have to suck. 
Of course, I can’t tell my mother this. She thinks I work the same job, but she never really cared enough to ask or take notice, and Lady Morana always gave believable excuses, like I’m in session with someone, a client took me away, when I’d be gone longer. Because she’d see me coming in and out of the brothel often, it was proof enough for her that I worked the same job. To my mother, I earn about the same as she does because I keep the pera where she doesn’t see it and pretend we’re just as we always are. After all, knowing my mother, she would never quit. No. Being a whore to her is like a second skin. She loves her clients. Loves sex. We’ve had this argument multiple times. She even asked me once: Why wouldn’t I want to be a whore? It’ll make me feel loved. 
Especially since she doesn’t know how to give it. 
Turning a corner, I wrinkle my nose at the smell of the sewer in the canals. The streets become more littered the more I enter the south, but it is quiet enough to hear the gentle chatting of a few people walking in the area. After all, people are at the mines around this time of day. Most buildings are run-down because maintenance isn’t a priority for people in the south. As long as we had a roof over our heads, it didn’t really matter if the walls were about to come down. We don’t really have a choice. I cross another street, walking faster this time until I see the red-brick building between a bar and a post office. It rose as high as five floors, with windows only on the higher levels. As I push open the glass door, a sickening citrusy smell attacks my nose. I wrinkle my nostrils. It helps cover up the smell of condoms and sex, but ‌I can never get used to it. The brothel is built like a hotel. There are multiple rooms; some are bigger with multiple beds, while others have a smaller bed. It’s more costly to stay overnight, and sex is paid on an hourly basis. When I was young, I always thought this building was nice. So much nicer than our house, anyway. Now I see it for what it is. 
A future I luckily skirted around. 
I trail my nails along the wooden railing as I go up the stairs. Even with the music blaring so loudly, I can still hear people moaning and screaming. I shake my head, forcing myself to ignore it before heading through a purple frosted glass door. 
For a moment, my eyes flare when I see Lady Morana on her desk. She is half-naked, her blue skirts billowing around her, her breasts lifting with ‌every breath, a big red jewel planted between them. A naked man is bent in front of her, his head between her legs. She moans loudly as she rears her head back. I sigh, knocking louder, but keep the door open. She turns to me, but the man between her legs doesn’t even look up. 
“Aza?” she says, her eyes closing as if she’s about to moan again. 
“It’s done,” I say stiffly before awkwardly turning around. 
“Did he give you trouble?” she asks, before the door closes. 
My foot sticks out to catch the frosted door. “They never do,” I respond before moving my foot and walking away. I slip my hands into my pockets, whistling, as I make my way through the hallways to the staircase, ignoring the open doors. Some women choose to keep their doors open to prevent the man from accidentally killing them. Once upon a time, seeing other people have sex used to make me blush. Now it’s just another day. At the bottom of the stairs, I spot a few people I didn’t recognize, all wearing nice clothes. They must be waiting for their women. My whistling stops, and my face changes to something a little shyer and more unsure. I force a little smile, grateful when they all pass me and disappear into their own rooms upstairs. When I turn my head, I get a glimpse of the open door of my mother’s room. I see her on her knees, her head bobbing in front of a naked man whose head is rocked back, his eyes lolling towards the back of his head. 
My eyes roll instantly. While for sure, my mother has insane sex skills; she is highly sought by her clients, I’ve never had sex that wasn’t just a way to dispel some tension. That is all sex is to me. A currency. A way to release. 
I climb down the stairs, desperate to put some space between my mother and me, only for my eyes to latch onto another half-opened door downstairs. A woman is on the floor, writhing in pain. I frown and plant my back against the wall beside the door, scanning the area for people that might see me. I didn’t recognize her, but that’s not unusual; it’s not like the women here spend their time chitchatting. There’s already enough shame within the community if this is their job, so most of them would always be in their rooms whenever they are here or in their homes. The halls are empty, except for the sounds of sex. Slowly, I stick my head around the door, eager to get a glimpse of the human hurting the woman. I rear back immediately the moment I see his body. 
I’ve seen this man before. 
I remember the way those scars run down his arm. A colored snake imprinted along his arm. Holding my breath, I slowly tilt my head back to look at them. The woman on the floor is pleading, tears running down her cheeks. The man is sitting on the bed, his erect cock sticking out as he smokes a cigarette with one hand. He sighs deeply, then kicks his foot at her. 
“Stop,” she begs again. 
He rises from the bed, staring at her for a moment before bending down to grab her hair. “Do that again and I will kill you,” he threatens. 
I roll my eyes. Threats aren’t uncommon in the brothel. I’ve seen them multiple times over the many years I’ve hung out here while growing up. I’ve seen almost every man do it to almost every woman. My mother, Lady Morana, every woman in this whorehouse.
Louise, my younger half-sister, thinks otherwise because she reads romance books from the library. She talks so much of love and having a happy life that I’ve learned to control scoffing around her. I never want her to turn out the way I did. Or the way our mother is. Louise is also a product of a client not using a condom, but I promised myself I’d never let her become a whore, nor become who I am. She deserves more. She deserves love, even though my mother and I don’t understand it. 
“Please stop,” the woman begs again, shaking as she tries to lift her head ‌from the floor. 
I see blood dripping from a slight cut on her forehead. 
The man smiles triumphantly, his grin sick as he lords himself over her. 
“Say you’re sorry,” he demands. 
She whispers a soft apology, muffled by her hands. 
He laughs, as he grabs her hair and then feeds his cock into her mouth. Instantly she sucks it, as if she hadn’t been on the floor crying mere moments ago. 
I breathe softly, twisting the other way so I can make it out the back door. He didn’t need to see me. Not now. Not right away. After all, I’ve already got blood on my hands today. 






  
  Chapter 3


Ihead directly to visit our landlady, who conveniently lives on the same street, only a few blocks from us. Clara's one of the few people who knows about my double life. She’s a bit older than I am, but I think she might be my best friend, and certainly one of my very few friends. As sad as that sounds, it is the path I’ve chosen. I secretly pay her rent, and Clara saves the pera my mother gives her in case she falls behind. We’re ahead by a few months, but not knowing always keeps my mother on her toes. It makes sure she actually puts her pera toward something. Sometimes, I worry she’ll get into drugs or alcohol; then we’d really have lost her. 
When I make it to Clara’s familiar gate, I push it open, smelling the smoke from her fire instantly. She’s sitting near it, knitting a sweater that’s almost half done, but her face lights up as soon as she sees me walk through her living room door. Clara and I grew up together. She’s in her thirties now, but neither of our families had enough pera to actually put us through school. Her parents died when she was young, and we became even closer, pretty much going through homeschool together. 
While I became an assassin, Clara followed in my mother’s footsteps because she preferred sex to enacting violence. 
One of her clients beat her up, and the healers we could afford couldn’t help her, so she has been unable to walk for years now. 
I step forward, handing her an envelope. 
Her head tilts. “Rent again?”
I nod. She sighs, but accepts it anyway, counting the bills in her head.
Clara and I both grew up with pera problems. But when she got beaten up, she used her savings to buy property, and that gives her enough income to live, along with homeschooling a few kids from the area. She knows how difficult it is for Louise and me. 
She looks up, smiling at me before studying me completely. 
Clara is the exact opposite of me. She’s kind, loving, and especially forgiving despite all the bullshit she’s gone through. She holds no anger, no guilt, and I absolutely don’t understand it. She’s the most wonderful person I’ve ever met, and I’m lucky to have met her. So, like I see Louise, I see Clara as my family. As someone who grounds me. She is everything I want to be–happy, kind, nice, sweet to everyone. She’s a copy of her mother, who was also extremely kind but had to deal with bad things. 
I stare back at Clara, allowing her to run her eyes all over me, knowing she wouldn’t judge harshly. 
Clara would never judge like that. Her father passed away while she was young, so I never got to meet him. But Clara’s mother was always the type to share–even if they didn’t have a lot. The type to forgive, even though anger was justified. Clara grew up like that. Lots of patience, zero tolerance for hate. 
She waits for me to complain about her studying me, but I don’t; instead, I cross the room to be near her. 
While Clara moved on, focusing her energies on having to relearn to live her life for many years with no help, it was me who was angry for her. 
One day, her client was found dead, his cock rammed down his throat. He was my first unsanctioned kill. A very satisfying one, if I may add. 
“You look tired,” she says when I sit down across from her. She rolls her chair in my direction, her hand reaching out to feel the warmth of my forehead. “You’re not sick, though, are you?” 
I push her hand away. “I’m fine, Mom!” I chuckle. 
Even so, her eyes remain on me, a slight crease forming between her brows. “Who was it this time?” she says finally. 
My mouth opens, my eyes wide and unblinking, a silent gasp catching in my throat. She always seems to know. My eyes bore into hers, a silent challenge passing between us in the tense air. She knows very well that I’m not allowed to reveal my victims. 
Clara caves. “It better have been someone who deserved it,” she mutters, rolling herself away to the kitchen. She doesn’t believe in violence, unlike me. 
I remember the first time I told her I was an assassin. For a moment, she looked shocked, then her face cleared as if she understood why. After all, while she tried to make peace with the children in the playground on our street, I punched whoever I could. 
“It was!” I assure her, as I lean on the doorway to watch her put a pot on the stove. “I can’t stay,” I tell her. “How are you?” 
She shrugs. It’s the same answer she’s given me over the many years that we’ve been friends. After Clara got hurt, she stopped going out. She’ll go to the library with Louise, but otherwise, her social life was me, Louise, and her other fourteen-year-old students. On a normal day, it seems fine, but Clara has stopped interacting with other adults. Not that I have more friends than she does, but at least I go out and have fun. Blow off steam. Maybe not in the best way, but I’m barely in the house. Ever since getting hurt, she’s been afraid of bringing new people into her life. I guess that’s what happens when a client you’ve slept with multiple times ends up beating you to a pulp. 
“You know your mother’s late on rent this month and last, right?” She adds as she rolls herself into her room for a moment. 
This time, my eyes narrow, my jaw clenches, and my fists tighten at my sides. “She is?” 
Clara nods. “She hasn’t been paying the usual amounts either.” 
A low rumble vibrates in my chest, my teeth bared as my eyes narrow. She knows better. She knows better than to waste pera on other things. 
This is for Louise. She's what matters.
“Breathe, Aza.” Clara touches my arm. “Breathe.” She hands me a mug. 
I drink it, the chamomile mild on my tongue, then shoot her a look. “Did you tell her you’ll tell me she's behind with her payments?” 
“I told her to tell you herself, but I’m assuming she hasn’t?” Clara says, rolling back to her outdoor area. I shake my head, sighing. 
“Why don’t you tell her, Aza? Then maybe she’ll stop,” Clara adds, frowning. 
I tilt my head, the edge of my lips rising. “You know better than that. She’s not going to suddenly be a mother. She used to take Louise to her client sessions! I bet she did the same with me. Imagine a baby watching her mother suck a cock,” I huff angrily. 
Louise is fourteen years old now. But when she was a year old, I burst into the whorehouse to hear my sister crying while my mother gave a blow job to some random client. I could hear Louise crying as soon as I entered the brothel, but my mother barely did. I was fifteen years old. I was so mad at my mother. That was the day Lady Morana gave me a choice. The day I decided I’d train and be something else so I never had to rely on a man for anything. So Louise and I can escape this city and never have to see my mother again. 
“I still don’t understand why you don’t leave your mom, Aza,” Clara shrugs. 
I swallow hard. It’s a good point. We could’ve. I can support Louise on my own. But what happens if I do and I can’t be good enough for Louise? What if I can’t love her the way she needs to be loved? What happens when Louise needs a mother? I’m certainly no mother. I don’t know how to comfort anyone. I don’t know what children need. What happens if she’s a light-wielder? I wouldn’t know how to teach her. What happens if I'm all the family she has, and I'm killed? It’s not exactly the easiest decision, but I also can’t support us if I don’t do my job. So what do I do? I stay. I’m too scared to try it. I have too many insecurities to answer for, and Louise to keep me grounded. 
I shoot Clara a look. She glances back at me with the same kind of understanding, the same resolve that we’ve had for the last five years, at least. 
She scoffs, instead moving around to avoid looking at me. The truth kills. We’re both too scared to be out there. Too scared to fail, otherwise we lose the only life we have. Too scared to try because if we do and we fail, we don’t just ruin our lives; we ruin Louise’s too. 
Clara nods, sighing heavily. “I wish there were something I could say to her.” 
I kiss the top of her head. “Me too. I gotta go.” I head out, walking home. 
Clara’s house is closer to the brothel. The street we live on is probably the lowest of the low here in Marilag. All the apartments are on top of each other, flanking both sides of the street, as if this is the only place they wanted to put dirty, low-class people. Most homes here are either apartments or rundown houses. There’s never any color on the houses or apartments, usually dirty white or brown. Cracks are visible, lining the outside of most buildings. A small canal with smelly running water borders both sides of the street. The street lamps never work. There’s someone bending as they sat, pooping right into the canal ahead of me. I can see from the way he sways that he’s inebriated, maybe never even out of it. 
Immediately, I know it’s Lance, an old man who had exploded his powers a few years ago. Whether we have light or shadows, we're taught to control our powers at a pretty young age, but if we cannot, there's a tendency for us to explode. This means our powers erupt out of us, creating chaos anywhere and everywhere. It can kill the people around you, it can turn you into a lunatic, it can do things to you that you never thought your powers could. When Lance exploded, he killed his entire family and the whole street. He’s been an outcast ever since and has lived his days drunk from the memory of it. Everyone knows him and avoids him at all costs. 
I reach our door, shooing Lance away angrily. He rises slowly, his knees shaking, his dick still floating around as he walks with his pants hanging by his calves. I shake my head, watching him disappear around the corner before turning back to my door. My door is a bit of a mystery, too. Broken since the day we moved in, sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. I push a key in, then wrangle the doorknob a few times. It wriggles for a moment, then finally, after a powerful push, it opens. 
“We really have to fix that door,” I say as soon as I see Louise, sitting in the kitchen with a few different books open in front of her. 
“Aza!” she yells, jumping off her seat to hug me. 
I bend down to face her, looking at her dress and shoes. “You okay?” 
She nods, then sits back to face her books again. Just like I was, Louise is homeschooled because we can’t afford school. 
Clara teaches her most days, but Louise usually comes back after lunch. Despite the things we don’t have, this girl is smart as hell and sweet. Reading already by the age of five years old, her obsession with romance started only a few years ago. She still talks about how a rich, tall, and handsome prince will save us one day. I certainly don’t want that, but I sure hope it happens for her. She deserves more than this life. 
“Did you eat today?” I ask, rubbing her head until she pushes my arm away.
She nods. “I did. Clara made me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich before I came home.” 
I sit next to her, watching as she reads her book. 
“What?” she chuckles, the little dimple on her cheek appearing. Sometimes, with my job and everything that goes on around me, I forget that there are beautiful things in this life. Like my sister. She and I are very different. I have olive skin; she has pale skin. My hair is shortish and jet-black; hers is long, curly, and auburn. Her eyes are green, and mine are dark. She’d be a knockout one day, and I know she deserves more than this life. 
“You know I love you, right?” I whisper. “There is nothing in this world that I believe in more than you, my smart little rascal,” I tickle her sides. 
She giggles. “Stop! I have to finish this tonight so Clara can take me to the library.” 
I rub her head again, kissing her cheek. “Okay. I promise next week I’ll take you myself.” 
She beams at me as the door opens. My mother walks in, and immediately my mood sours. 
“Hello, little one,” she says as she enters the kitchen. 
My eyebrow rises at her sarcastic tone; luckily, Louise doesn’t pick up on it. 
“Hi, Mother!” Louise runs to hug her. 
My mother flinches, her eyebrows startle upwards, her eyes narrow in suspicion, and her hands instinctively move to ward off my sister. She gives Louise a thorough once-over, from her hair to her shoes. “You’re so dirty, child. Go away,” she says, her nose wrinkling.
Louise recoils, looking down at her dress. She gives it a tentative pat, her fingers brushing against her dress’ surface. 
“Really?” I glare at my mother. “You think she’s dirty? That’s coming from you?” My eyebrows rise. “Go upstairs, Louise. I’ll be there with you in a second.” 
Louise’s shoulders droop, her lower lip trembles, and she traces the floor with her toes before shooting our mother a hopeful look. When Seraphina does nothing, she finally nods, picks up her books, and runs upstairs. She stops half-way up the stairs, shooting one more tentative look at our mother, waiting, hoping probably for some kind of acknowledgement. I know, because I used to do the same thing. I used to beg for attention. But with every flinch, every back turned, every moment that she showed she didn’t care, eventually I learned. Eventually, I adjusted. Louise hasn’t because I’ve managed to shield her from most of the things my mother does. When I rescued her from the brothel, I promised she’d see love––even if it didn’t come from my mother. I pat Louise on the back, whispering that I’ll be right up again, before turning back to my mother. 
My mother opens the fridge before grabbing a beer. 
“What is it now, Aza? What has your mother done poorly today?” She rolls her eyes, sinking into a chair before raising her arms in defeat. 
Like she was actually a mother. I take a deep breath, my temper rising faster than I can process. 
“Where’s rent?” I ask calmly, taking a moment to continue breathing before I go full Tiny Death on her. 
She avoids my eyes, downing the drink in her hand. 
I slap it away, and the beer bottle hits the sink, breaking into a million pieces. Beer splatters from where it hits before dripping and pooling on the floor. 
“Jeezus, child. Who peed in your pants today?” she mutters, but she only gets up to grab another one from the fridge. 
“Seraphina, I swear to God,” I fume. 
“Relax, child, it was only a few hundred dollars. I deserve to go out and have fun, don’t I?” she responds, rolling her eyes at me again before sinking back into the chair. 
“Your child also deserves a home and school,” I sigh. 
She shrugs. “Then she can get a job, can’t she?”
My jaw drops, the pumping of my heart so loud that I clench my fists. I glare at her. “Maybe next time, wear a fucking condom so you don’t endanger more kids. Mother,” I remind her. 
“Jeezus. You’d think bringing you into this life is more than enough. Thanks for bringing me into this life, Mother. Thanks for paying rent, Mother. You only had to be in labor for forty hours, but that’s absolutely nothing, Mother,” she mutters mockingly under her breath. 
That’s her argument. She went into labor for forty hours with me. Thirty-five hours with Louise. But we owe her. 
“Yes. Because you know anything about being a mother,” I say sarcastically. 
She looks up at me, her eyes cold and blank. “You know nothing about being a daughter.” 
“How would I? I didn’t have a mother,” I respond dryly. 
“How about you pay the rent, good ol’ daughter?” she slips in, the corner of her lips rising with the sarcasm in her voice. 
Fury blooms in my chest and a sarcastic laughter escapes my lips. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because I have to pay for food?” 
The sarcastic smile on her lips disappears. 
“Maybe next time when you’re shopping for food, you'll think about your daughter, huh? That could be nice. Because your daughter, you know, the other one that’s only fourteen years old, she’s not yet allowed to drink.” I shoot her a disdainful look before turning and running upstairs, taking two steps at a time, to avoid doing something I'll regret. I step into Louise's room, quickly scanning for her. She’s on her bed, a bunch of books open in front of her. She’d wiped her tears already, but her eyes were swollen and she was trying very hard to avoid looking at me. I rub her back gently. I’d promised long ago that Seraphina could hurt me all she wants. I can take it. But Louise? She deserves better. 
“I’ll be back to make you breakfast, okay? You going to be okay?” I ask. 
She shrugs, looking up to give me a small smile before turning back to her books. Moving closer, I bend down, my lips brushing her forehead in a gentle kiss. “Don’t mind her, Lou,” I whisper quickly before leaving to enter my room. I grab a few things and a change of clothes. 
I was going to need my alter-ego to do some things that require less thinking. My favorite way to release. Taking my backpack, I head down the stairs and out the door, not even bothering to talk to my mother. 






  
  Chapter 4


Idisappear further into the trees away from the south before I change into my black pants and black shirt, then find a bathroom in a restaurant to put on my face and tie my hair into a braid. This black shirt is a little different, though. It has a wide V in the front, showcasing cleavage, in case I need it. Most of the time, for things like this, they’re very helpful. I pull the shirt down tight, tucking it into my pants. 
Sometimes, we all need a little release. 
I continue walking into the main streets in the south, my eyes darting around, trying to remember the man from the other night. There was only one thing that would give the best release. Especially on a night like this. Staring at the bar nearby, I decide I didn’t remember it enough to check, so I press on until I find a dilapidated sign for a bar called the Last Stop. The sign, I remember. I walk into it, the putrid smell of peanuts instantly flooding my senses. I find a seat by the bar, where the bartender spots me, his eyes brightening with curiosity. My lips spread into a triumphant smile when I realize I’m in the right place. Only a few other people sat at the bar, mostly men. It's still early in the night, especially for Marilag’s nightlife, so only regulars are here at this hour. By regulars, I mean mostly people who are already drunk. 
“Whiskey ginger,” I order, winking at him. 
The bartender has dark, long hair pulled into a ponytail behind his back. His dark eyebrows are shadowed by his amber eyes, and his black muscle tee shows the snake tattoo on one arm and scars on his right. I knew I’d seen him before. Here he is, ripe for the taking. 
“Hi.” I smile, turning my face a little to the right so he can see my dimple. A dimple I never got to show as Aza, because I wasn’t known for smiling this wide. 
The man makes my drink, but instead of handing it directly across the counter to me, he rounds the bar table and sits beside me, pushing the drink over. I lick my lips, turning his way so I could accidentally bump his legs with my thighs. 
“Hello, gorgeous,” he says, his head tilting as he puts his elbow on the bar to show how big his muscles are. I giggle, blinking innocently as I run a gentle finger over his muscles. 
“Damn, you’re sooo…” I pause for impact as my fingers trail his biceps, creating a big “O” with my mouth, “…big,” I force a flirty smile. Men love that. His smile grows, and my touch empowers him. His hand reaches over, putting his grubby hand on my thighs as he slides it higher and higher. I imagine for most women this would’ve been sexy. To me, it’s a job. So I force the disgust from my face, eager to play along. 
“Are you new here? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around here,” he says, watching my face for any reaction to his movements. I bite at my fingers, pretending to be nervous, but lean strategically, knowing my shirt would shift slightly to expose a glimpse of my cleavage. 
“Have you been looking for me, though? Maybe you just see what you want to see,” I respond with a smile, turning my face a little so he gets a glimpse of my neck. 
“Gods, you’re hot,” he murmurs, leaning close. He closes his eyes, breathing me in. 
“I know,” I wink at him. 
A small frown crosses his face for a moment. “I think I would’ve noticed you, though. Someone as fucking gorgeous as you. I could take you, right here, right now,” he says confidently. 
I lick my lips, opening my legs to give him entry as a challenge. “Could you?” I smile slyly, biting my lips, as if I were shy. “You are the first thing I noticed in this bar. Gods, I can’t imagine how much I’d enjoy your lips on my pussy.” 
“Ugh,” he groans, closing the distance between us as he inserts himself between my legs. “You’re so fucking gorgeous. I wish I weren’t working right now.” 
Men. See? Can’t rely on them for anything. He said he could, and now he’s backing out. I giggle a little, releasing my tongue to hover over his neck. 
“No?” I say, breathing on his neck. “Are you sure? I’m so wet right now and your dick is all I can think about.” 
His eyes close, his hands wandering over my waist, my breasts, feeling up my cunt like some horny teenager. “What kind of angel are you to walk ‌right into this bar?” he whispers, his groans a clear sign that he wanted me. 
I lick my lips again, running a soft hand over my cheeks, then down my neck, landing between my chest to lower the neckline a bit more. 
“I’m a little hot, I think,” I say, dipping the opening a little to reveal the curves of my breasts. 
He looked at me with a desperate hunger, his lips glistening as he weighs his options. 
“Okay, go into the bathroom. I’ll be right there,” he says, his eyes gleaming with lust. 
I smile widely, putting a finger into my mouth, then make a movement to suck on it, in and out, watching as his eyes follow my finger. “Are you sure? I might be loud,” I add, then swipe my hands over the front of his pants where he was clearly tenting already. “I could use a little space. You know…to scream. To get on my knees,” I whisper, barely licking the ends of his ears. 
“Gods, you’re better than anything I’d ever have,” he groans. 
“I sure am. Sweet. Loud. Thorough,” I slurp on my finger once more. 
“Okay, okay. Wait for me in the bathroom. I’ll get rid of these people,” he says. 
When he turns, I instantly exit the bar so people see me leave. It’s important that they do; that way I’ll always have some kind of alibi if someone sees me. I doubt it because of the way I look, but I do this as a backup just in case. My trainers taught this so that I never get caught. I would never risk it. Not with Clara and Louise relying on me. I run around the corner and enter the bar through the back. I flatten myself against the back of the kitchen wall as I hear him usher people out. 
“We’re closed for a few hours tonight, folks. Come back later,” he says, patting people on the back as they make their way out of the bar. 
People groan, but the bartender continues. “I’m sorry, we’ll reopen again later, I promise.” 
No, you won’t. 
I close the back door, locking it, then pull down every curtain I could see. He strips off his clothes, a flush of eagerness on his cheeks, and strides into the bathroom. I enter the main area, locking the door and closing all the curtains as well. Then, I pull a chair to the middle, sitting on it with my legs open. I put on a flirtatious smile. 
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