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Martha Bateman crouched low in the shadows, her breath coming fast and shallow. She looked like some broken creature forced to ground — tall, powerful, but bent inward as if her body could collapse in on itself. The once-sleek combat suit she wore was a ruin: spiderwebbed cracks crazed across its surface like a shattered phone screen, each fissure catching faint glimmers of the overhead emergency lights. Four mechanical wings jutted from the pack on her back, but they were twisted and useless, shafts bent like broken bones, the black membranes torn through with gaping holes that fluttered faintly in the draft.

Her helmet, smooth and featureless, was no longer whole — half the faceplate had been sheared away, exposing her cheek smeared with grime and blood, her lips cracked, and one wide bloodshot and bruised eye staring out, glassy with fear. The pupil was blown wide, trembling as it tried to take in the darkness around her.

She risked a look over the edge of the crates.

The factory was a tomb. Holes pocked the walls, torn steel and shattered machinery littering the floor like fallen bones. The place stank of chemicals — sharp, acrid — and underneath it, the copper tang of blood. At the center of the chaos, a man’s body lay sprawled in a glistening puddle of milky-yellow liquid that ran in rivulets across the concrete, mingled with streaks of crimson.

She swallowed hard and moved, rising into a crouch. The twisted wings dragged along the floor with a rasping metallic shriek that echoed through the cavernous space, louder than a gunshot to her ears.

Panic tightened her throat.

Her hands flew to the buckles on her chest and waist. Metal snapped open under her fingers, and the weight of the wing pack fell away. It hit the floor with a dull, final thud.

Freed, Martha crept forward, her steps slow and deliberate, boots sticking faintly to the slick concrete. The man’s face was hidden, his bulletproof vest soaked through, his body still.

Then — footsteps.

Faint at first, then closer.

Her pulse spiked. Someone was running toward her from the open bay doors.

She spun, her hand snapping to her belt. A throwing star slid free, its four blades curving like a demon’s wings, catching a glint of pale light. Her arm came back, every muscle coiling, ready to strike.
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CHAPTER ONE: TRAGEDY
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The carnival music was too cheerful for the hour, its tinny, mechanical melody wafting through the cool night air, faintly discordant — as though the tune itself knew something terrible was coming.

Masked men stepped out of the darkness at the park’s edge, moving with a precision that didn’t belong here among the laughing crowds and glowing booths. Their weapons gleamed as they fanned through the charity event, a wolf pack moving among sheep.

Unaware, Thomas Bateman stood with Martha and their fourteen year old son, Bruce at the knife-throwing booth, their clothes crisp and expensive, their smiles the careless kind of people used to safety.

Bruce’s arm moved with practiced precision — thunk — another balloon popped. Thunk. Another. Each throw landed cleanly, and his parents cheered him on, Martha’s laughter bright over the rising carnival music.

Bruce pointed to something off to the side, and the carny grinned and handed him his prize — a cheap string of plastic pearls.

Bruce turned to his mother and looped it over her neck.

Martha, amused, slipped off her own dazzling jewelry and replaced it with the prize. She struck a mock pose, playfully modeling it for Thomas and Bruce as though it were real treasure, and they laughed together.

The moment froze there — perfect, fragile — and then shattered.

The masked men had reached the crowd.

Shouts. Panic.

People screamed as the men raised their weapons and barked orders. Patrons stumbled back from the booths, hands raised, dropping wallets and watches into hastily produced bags.

And then the leader appeared.

A man in a Clownface costume mask.

His mask was grotesque, white paint stretched into an obscene grin, colors smeared in streaks like tears of blood and greasepaint. In his hands was an automatic rifle, the barrel sweeping casually over the crowd as if he were deciding which life to erase first.

The music seemed to quicken, the carnival tune suddenly sharp and frantic, as though the calliope itself had sensed the danger.

Clownface moved through the crowd with unnerving calm, his rifle steady. He reached out and with a single sharp tug ripped a pearl necklace from a woman’s throat, the string snapping. He didn’t even look at her as he tossed the string of pearls into a waiting bag.

Then his gaze landed on Thomas.

Recognition flared behind the mask.

Thomas stiffened. Without a word, he stepped in front of Martha and Bruce, shielding them with his body. His hand reached back instinctively, pressing them behind him.

Clownface stalked toward them.

The rifle came up, the black maw of its barrel aimed directly at Thomas’ chest.

Martha’s breath caught. The sight of the weapon made her flinch, but when her eyes rose and locked on the mask — that grinning, painted face — something deeper hit her. Not just fear. Not just shock. It was primal, bone-deep terror, as if some memory or instinct screamed that she was staring into death itself.

Thomas kept his voice calm, his movements slow and deliberate. He pulled his wallet, his watch, his cufflinks, handing them over as though this were a business exchange, not a robbery at gunpoint.

Clownface hesitated, the rifle still trained on Thomas. His gloved finger twitched against the trigger guard, dancing nervously as though every second of restraint cost him.

The music swelled to a fever pitch, frantic and mocking, as if the carnival itself were holding its breath.

Martha’s hands trembled as she unclasped her jewelry, passing it to Clownface without meeting his gaze. The mask was too much. If she looked at it too long, she felt she might shatter completely.

In her panic, she forgot the plastic necklace.

Clownface noticed.

He reached out and yanked it from her throat. The cheap string broke instantly, and a spray of fake pearls rained across the ground, bouncing and rolling underfoot like tiny white marbles.

The sound — the sharp snap, the clatter of beads — cut through Bruce like a spark on dry tinder.

His hand shot out, snatching one of the booth’s dulled knives.

Clownface’s thumb flicked the rifle’s safety off with a distinct click.

Thomas saw it all happening too late, reaching out to his son, he didn't get there in time.

The boy’s arm whipped forward, sending the blade spinning through the air.

It struck the gas lamp just beside Clownface.

The lamp shattered, a burst of light and liquid fire engulfing the masked man in an instant. Flames crawled up his clothing, splashed across his mask, eating at the painted grin.

The music cut out.

For half a heartbeat there was silence — just the roar of the fire and the stunned gasps of the crowd.

Then came the ripping, deafening snarl of automatic gunfire.

Clownface opened up on them, spraying bullets in a wide, uncontrollable arc, his screams of rage mingling with the sound of the weapon.

Martha grabbed Bruce, throwing herself over him.

Thomas covered them both, shielding them with his own body as the bullets tore through the air.

They all hit the ground together as the world dissolved into noise, muzzle flash, and fire.

The carnival was silent now except for the faint wail of sirens growing closer, the shrill sound weaving with the soft, mournful notes of music that seemed to bleed into the night.

Blue and red lights washed over the park as the first cruisers tore onto the scene.

The masked men scattered like shadows, grabbing Clownface as he thrashed and screamed, still ablaze. His shrieks of agony cut through the night as they dragged him away, clutching at his blistering face, disappearing into the darkness with him.

Martha lay on the ground, writhing, pain lancing through her side where a bullet had grazed or worse. The smell of blood and gunpowder stung her nose.

Thomas didn’t move.

Bruce didn’t move.

Her voice cracked as she wailed in horror and rolled toward her son, pulling him into her arms. His body was limp against her chest, his face slack, pale. She rocked him desperately, sobbing, pressing her hand against his chest as though she could will his heart to beat again.

The world tilted, blurred.

Her sobs weakened into small gasps. Darkness crowded her vision until, at last, she went limp too, still clutching Bruce as she passed out.

Behind her, the park was a field of ruin.

Richard — barely fifteen — knelt in the dirt, his red hooded circus costume stained with someone else’s blood. His parents lay nearby, still as the other performers of the trapeze act.

Around him, five children sat in a small, huddled circle, their faces pale and stunned, mourning silently over the bodies of the adults who had once protected them.

Barbara, the oldest, just sixteen, lay weeping over a woman’s still form, her sobs the only sound other than the far-off sirens.

A Week Later: The Bateman Estate

Martha snapped awake, a sharp, gasping inhale cutting the silence.

The room was dark but not fully — faint city light filtered in through gauzy curtains, striping the walls with pale gray lines. The bedside clock glowed faintly, its green digits declaring 6:00 a.m. She stared at it, but her gaze passed through it, her eyes glassy and unfocused, lost somewhere far beyond the present.

The bed around her was immaculate, the silk sheets smooth and untouched — except for the half she had occupied. She lay on her side, hair tousled against the pillow, the other side of the bed still perfectly made, as though waiting for someone who would never return.

Slowly, she sat up.

The room was large, lavish, the kind of space designed to impress. Tall windows framed the city skyline. Heavy drapes pooled on the floor like dark waterfalls. The furniture was all old money — carved mahogany, gilt frames on oil paintings that glowed faintly in the dim light. A crystal decanter and matching glasses sat on a tray on the dresser, one half-drained from a sleepless night.

But despite the wealth, the place felt hollow. Too tidy. Too still.

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood, wincing as the motion tugged at her side.

A stark white bandage peeked out from beneath her sleep shirt, taped over a wound that still ached with every breath. The dressing was clean, clinical — a patch over a memory she could never cover.

Martha straightened slowly, her posture deliberate, as though bracing herself against gravity itself. The quiet pressed in, and for a long moment she simply stood there, breathing shallowly, staring at the emptiness of the room before finally moving toward the door.

Later in the Manor Room

Martha sat curled on the deep cushions of the small manor lounge, her back against the arm of a luxurious sofa. The room was elegant but intimate — one of the family’s private spaces, paneled in dark wood and lit only by the faint spill of dawn through high windows. The morning light touched the crystal on the table and made it glitter faintly, mocking the disarray there.

Two empty wine bottles stood like sentinels beside a third, still partially full. Martha cradled a heavy-stemmed glass of red wine in one hand, its dark surface rippling as she tilted it absently.

She was dressed simply — loose joggers and a cropped sports top that might have been appropriate for a morning workout — except for the stark white bandage peeking from beneath the hem, evidence of where the bullet had kissed her side.

At her feet lay the detritus of the night: an empty bottle of painkillers, the cap discarded nearby.

And on the table, within easy reach, a military officer’s service pistol rested in plain view, its blued steel gleaming cold in the early light.

Martha’s gaze was locked on nothing. Her face was pale, lips drawn tight, her eyes fixed far beyond the room — the thousand-yard stare of someone trapped in memories too loud to escape.

The house was quiet enough that the sound of Allen’s polished shoes on the floorboards was almost startling.

He entered softly, the very picture of composure in his pressed suit, a breakfast tray balanced neatly in his gloved hands.

He approached, his expression unreadable until his eyes fell on the gun.

Something flickered across his face — not quite surprise, not quite fear — but he said nothing. He merely adjusted his approach, lowering the silver tray onto the coffee table.

He set it carefully beside the weapon, as though placing the two in quiet comparison. Then, just as quietly, he began to pick up.

Martha’s voice was hollow, almost weightless.
“I have nothing left.”
Allen paused where he stood, the weight of her words heavier than the gun he had just taken from her reach. The usual crispness of his butler’s posture softened, his gaze steady but kind.

“I’m sorry, Mam,” he said gently. “That isn’t the case.”

She didn’t look at him, didn’t even seem to hear him. Her eyes were locked on some fixed point across the room, as if staring at a world no one else could see.

“No?” Her voice cracked slightly.

Allen moved closer, his tone low and measured, every word deliberate.
“You are angry at the world for being unjust. It is. You believe everything is your fault and the world would be better off without you. It wouldn’t.”
Her head turned toward him, slowly, as if the words had cut through a fog. Tears welled and began to slide down her cheeks, leaving shining tracks.

“It was fake,” she whispered.

Allen tilted his head. “Mam?”

“The necklace.” Her voice broke. “My son had just given it to me. He won it at a carnival booth.”

Allen stayed silent, letting her speak, but his chest rose with a quiet, sympathetic breath.

“Mam—” he began.

But Martha’s grief crested like a breaking wave. “He killed my baby over a cheap carnival prize,” she sobbed.

Allen set the tray down with careful precision and crossed the room to her. She slid toward the pistol on the table to make space for him, but she didn’t touch it. Allen sat beside her, composed as ever, his presence steady and grounding.

“I couldn’t protect my own son,” she said hoarsely. “The world be better—would—”

“I don’t believe that,” Allen interrupted gently.

She blinked, tears clinging to her lashes.

“This is where my whole life has led,” she said bitterly.

“So far,” he replied.

Her breathing deepened, almost a shudder.

“You think I want a life in a world like this?” she demanded softly. “Where this can happen?”

Allen met her gaze without flinching.
“I understand — I truly do — and I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but you move on.”
Martha’s voice was raw now, almost accusatory — but aimed at herself.
“I had everything—every advantage — and it wasn’t enough. How do you move on from that kind of complete failure?”
Allen’s eyes flicked, just briefly, toward the gun resting on the table.

“Well, Mam,” he said, his tone calm but unyielding, “the way I see it, there are a couple ways you can go about it.”

Her tear-streaked face lifted slightly, curiosity flickering behind the exhaustion in her eyes.

“You can do what you’re doing,” Allen continued, his voice steady. “Mixing alcohol and painkillers until you decide to use that weapon on someone else — or yourself...”

Martha stared at him, then reached over and set her wine glass down with care, placing it right beside the pistol. Her fingers stayed on the rim, holding it in place, as though anchoring herself.

“Or?” she asked quietly.

“Or,” Allen said, “get yourself a mission.”

Her brow furrowed. “A mission?”

“A purpose,” he said simply. “Find something to care about. Something you can do to set your world right.”

Martha gave a bitter, almost humorless laugh. “There is no setting the world right.”

Allen studied her for a long moment, his gaze steady. Then he looked toward the same spot she had been staring at before, his eyes distant.

Martha followed his gaze, still keeping one hand on the glass as if it tethered her to the moment.

“When your husband and I served in the Africa campaign,” Allen said at last, his voice quieter now, “we lost our entire platoon. Twenty-six men we had been with for two years. They were our brothers. Every one of them.”

Martha turned her head sharply to look at him, surprised. She had never heard him speak of his service this way — never heard the weight of memory in his voice.

Martha’s voice was soft, almost incredulous.
“He never told me.”
Allen’s expression didn’t change, but his voice was lower now, heavy with memory.
“It’s not something one talks about in polite society. Losing our platoon was not just a career failure. For us, it was our entire world. Gone. Neither of us wanted to continue on.”
Martha stayed quiet, waiting, giving him space. The silence stretched. Allen stared at the ground, unmoving.

“But you did,” she said finally.

Allen’s throat worked as his eyes glistened.
“Your husband insisted. He said that we still had work ahead of us. That we still had a mission.”
Martha’s breath caught. “What mission?”

“Save the world,” Allen said, his voice just above a whisper. “One life at a time.”

“The Family Foundation,” Martha said, almost to herself.

Allen nodded, dabbing at the corner of one eye with a gloved hand.
“It’s his legacy. The legacy of all those men.” His gaze slid to the pistol on the table. “It would be a tragedy for it to be liquidated by the Board of Directors.”
Martha looked down at the floor. Her fingers loosened around the rim of the glass. She let it go and lowered her hand slowly until it rested on the table, only inches from the gun.

Allen straightened, pulling himself back into the perfect posture of his station.
“May I take these things for you, Mam?” he asked, his tone professional once more.
She nodded slowly, her hand withdrawing to her side, her eyes never lifting to meet his.

Allen gathered the empty bottles from the table, stacking them carefully onto the tray. But the gun, he left exactly where it was.

“You have the same choice your husband had in Africa,” he said, his voice calm but weighted with meaning. “I hope you’re as wise as he was.”

He turned and walked out, his footsteps quiet on the polished floor.

The room fell silent again.

Martha stayed seated, staring down at the floor as though trying to see through it. The air seemed to thicken with every passing second.

At last, she reached out and grabbed the gun. Not trembling, not tentative — with purpose.

But then she froze.

Her gaze lifted.

The full-length mirror across from her glimmered in the muted light, reflecting her back at herself.

She stared at her own reflection, the weapon shaking in her grip. Loathing swelled in her expression — loathing that twisted, hardened, and finally flared into rage.

The shot rang out.

Hallway
Allen was halfway down the corridor when the gunshot split the stillness. The bottles tumbled from the tray and smashed across the marble floor as he broke into a run.
The Manor Room
Martha stood in the middle of the room, the gun now hanging loose at her side. Her face was strange—confused, almost startled—as if she wasn’t quite sure what she had just done.
The mirror across from her was no longer whole. Its shattered surface revealed a dark opening behind it—a hidden passage, a narrow stairway leading down into blackness.

Allen appeared in the doorway and froze. His eyes went from Martha, to the gun, to the gaping hole where the mirror had been.

Martha turned toward the opening, her steps slow but sure.

“Mam,” Allen said cautiously.

She didn’t look back.
“Did you know that was there?”
He shook his head silently.

Martha stepped closer to the broken mirror, sniffing the air. There was a faint odor — chemical, metallic, something older than the house itself.

Allen moved in beside her and drew in a slow breath through his nose.

“What is that smell?” she asked.

“It’s not a smell one investigates without witnesses,” he said evenly.

Martha’s voice was sharp, incredulous, though there was a current of dark humor beneath it.
“You seriously think one of my husband’s ancestors hid bodies in the basement?”
Allen glanced toward her but didn’t quite meet her eyes, his face unreadable.

“Shall I get a torch?” he asked evenly.

“Two,” Martha said, her gaze fixed on the dark passage beyond the shattered mirror.

Later

Martha descended the last step, pistol in hand, and stepped into the darkness beyond. Allen followed, electric lanterns swinging from both of their grips, casting pale light in long, shifting arcs.

The air was cool and dry, still heavy with decades of undisturbed dust. Their footsteps left clear prints across the powdery floor.

The underground chamber opened wide before them — a massive central hall capped by a dome ceiling high above, its architecture strangely elegant for something buried so far beneath the manor.

Lantern light caught on dozens of tall trophy cases that lined the space, glass panels coated in
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