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INTRODUCTION
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Trained by her father in the art of Bahad Zu’Bu and tempered by the trials of a ruthless world, Kitchie, known as Mayari in the underworld, is more than just a striking beauty; she is a warrior, a protector, and the relentless hand of justice. With every graceful but deadly movement, her presence is both enchanting and fearsome. But behind her fierceness lies a heart that beats for the ones she loves, willing to bleed so that they may live free.  

MAYARI: The Whispers of the Shadow is the continuing saga of Kitchie, known as Mayari, in her quest to protect the ones she loves and to uphold justice from an enemy so close but unreachable. 

This book is part of the Mayari Books Collection, a gripping anthology chronicling the relentless journey of a fearless warrior named Mayari. Each installment in the series unveils a new chapter in her life, filled with perilous missions, deep personal sacrifices, and epic battles as she fights to protect the people she loves. 

Driven by loyalty, haunted by her past, and armed with unmatched skill, Mayari navigates a world of danger and deception—where every choice could mean life or death. Each book in the collection stands as a testament to her courage, resilience, and unbreakable spirit.
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PROLOGUE
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It was past dusk, and the dim orange streetlights cast long, flickering shadows on the quiet alleyway near Kryzel’s school. Kitchie had finished her classes and was on her way to pick up Kryzel when she heard it—the muffled scream, sharp and frantic, cutting through the night like a dagger.  

“Kryzel?” Kitchie’s heart jumped as her legs instinctively sprinted toward the sound.  

She turned the corner and froze. Four men surrounded Kryzel, their predatory grins sending waves of fury through Kitchie. Kryzel, her friend whom she considered her sister and closest confidant, looked terrified, pressed against the cold brick wall.  

Without hesitation, Kitchie stormed forward. 

“Hey!” She barked, her voice sharp enough to slice through the tension.  

The men turned, amused at first, until they saw the fire in her eyes.  

“Walk away, little girl.” One of them sneered.  

But Kitchie wasn’t one to back down. She surged forward, her movements fluid and deadly. Her first strike—a vicious elbow to the temple—sent the leader crumpling to the ground. The second man lunged at her, but Kitchie sidestepped, trapping his arm and delivering a bone-shattering kick to his ribs. He howled in pain, staggering backward.  

Amid the chaos, something shifted.  

A faint whisper of movement from the shadows caught her eye.  

Her breath hitched as a figure emerged, draped in darkness. The figure’s face was obscured by a fierce, menacing look, but Kitchie recognized the presence immediately.  

It was “The Shadow.”  

Before Kitchie could react, “The Shadow” descended on the remaining two men with an eerie grace that was almost inhuman. Every move was calculated, every strike precise. A solid punch to the throat silenced one man’s screams, and a lightning-fast, bone-cracking motion sent the other lifelessly to the ground.  

Kitchie froze, horror creeping into her chest.  

“You didn’t have to........kill...” Kitchie started, but her words faltered as The Shadow turned to her.  

The figure stood over the lifeless bodies, her lips curling into a sinister smile. 

“You’re not the only one capable of protecting Kryzel!” “The Shadow” said, her voice a chilling echo of Kitchie’s own.  

“No! I didn’t teach you this to kill. I taught you to protect Kryzel!” Kitchie tremblingly said, stepping forward, fists clenched.

“The Shadow” tilted her head, almost mockingly. 

“Protecting her means eliminating threats. You’re too soft, Kitchie.”  “The Shadow” said.

“Don’t appear again. You’ll only bring more trouble to Kryzel. I can handle this. She doesn’t need you.”  Kitchie demanded, her voice shaking with a mix of fury and regret.

“The Shadow” chuckled softly, the sound sending shivers down Kitchie’s spine. 

“As you wish...” She said, vanishing back into the darkness as swiftly as she had appeared.  

When the night fell silent again, Kitchie turned to Kryzel, who was sobbing quietly. She held her close, her mind racing.  

Kitchie taught “The Shadow” everything she knew, hoping it would give Kryzel a silent guardian. But now, “The Shadow” had become something far more dangerous, more uncontrollable.  

As Kitchie walked Kryzel home, she couldn’t shake the question weighing heavy on her heart: Had she made a terrible mistake?  

Her intention was to protect, not to destroy. But “The Shadow”—her creation, her reflection—had taken a darker path.  

And Kitchie wasn’t sure if she could stop her.  
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CHAPTER 1
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Love, Secrets and Sacrifice

––––––––
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KITCHIE AND KARLA SAT side by side at their desks in the busy office of Expert Corporation, typing away at their respective projects. Kitchie glanced over at Karla. 

“How’s the proposal?” She asked.

“Almost there, but I’m missing that final touch.” Karla replied, staring at her screen.

“Like when you’re cooking and need that secret ingredient?” Kitchie grinned.

“Exactly! Maybe I should add more salts, or...?” Karla laughed.

“Maybe a creative visual—something easy to digest but engaging?” Kitchie suggested.

“Great idea! How’s the social media calendar coming?” Karla perked up.

“I’m stuck on one post. It needs to be witty but not forced.” Kitchie sighed.

“You’re the queen of captions. You’ll nail it.” Karla replied.

Kitchie smiled. “I’ll take a meme break for inspiration,” and quickly sent one to Karla: “When your deadline’s closer than you thought, but the coffee’s stronger than your anxiety.”

“Okay, now we’re ready to tackle this day!” Karla laughed.

Afternoon came...........

Kitchie glanced at her phone: 4:45 PM. Another twenty minutes, and it would be time. She tucked a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear, stood up, and checked her reflection in the glass window. To anyone who looked, she was simply Kitchie, a competent employee of Expert Corporation, and nothing more.

Karla, her closest friend at work, walked by with a coffee cup in hand. 

"Ready for the weekend?" Karla asked, her voice light and carefree.

"Almost.” I’ve got some things to take care of, but I’ll catch up with you soon." She replied.

"Of course," Karla said with a grin. "Just don't burn yourself out. You’re always so busy with these side projects. Let me know if you need anything."

"I will," Kitchie replied, her voice betraying nothing of the complexity of her life. 

Karla had been her best friend for years, and Kitchie had never told her the truth about who she really was. She had her reasons, the most pressing of which was that Karla could never know.

After all, she wasn’t just an employee of Expert Corporation. She’s the mysterious Chairman of the Board at Titan Global Corporation that none of her friends knew. 

But above all, she was Mayari, the ghost from a past filled with blood and vengeance.

Mayari had been Kitchie’s alter ego, a name whispered in fear among those who crossed her. She was also called “The Phantom” by the police after the killings a year ago were left unsolved. But that life was over. After years of tracking down the men who had killed her father, she had finally gotten her revenge. She had buried that identity deep within herself, like a ghost with no home.

And yet, she still had to go to Titan Global every week. She still had to monitor her empire, even if it was no longer about power or control. Now it was about keeping the legacy alive, ensuring that the company her uncle Paul gave her to ran smoothly. 

Kitchie grabbed her coat and slipped out of the office, making her way to her car. 

The drive to Titan Global’s headquarters was smooth and quick. By the time she arrived, the building loomed in the distance, dark and imposing. Kitchie’s fingers tightened around the armrest. She had to suppress the instinctive need to change into something more... lethal. But not tonight. Tonight, she was Kitchie—the woman who had a future to protect.

She entered the 37-storey building she owned through a private entrance, the one that only a select few knew about. The elevator doors slid open to the top floor, and she stepped into the large, glass-walled office that overlooked the city. Matilde, her trusted secretary, was already waiting for her, the usual faces. 

She had handpicked her for her discretion, her loyalty. Only a handful of executives knew her true identity, and that was the way it had to stay. Kitchie instructed them to be discreet about her identity as the queen of her empire as she doesn’t want her friends from Expert Corporation that she’s the owner of Titan Global Corporation.

"Chairman." One of the executives greeted her, standing up with a nod. 

"The quarterly reports are in. We’ve seen a slight dip in international investments, but nothing catastrophic. We’ll need to adjust for the next quarter."

Kitchie moved toward the large desk at the center of the room. 

"Good. Make the adjustments. I don’t want any surprises. Let’s tighten our grip on the market."

"Understood." The executive replied.

As they began to discuss strategy, Kitchie’s thoughts wandered. She couldn’t help it. There was a weight on her heart that not even Titan Global could lift. The past always had a way of creeping back, and she hadn’t fully healed from what she had done.........what she had been.

Just a year ago, she had been tracking down the men who had killed her father, men who had orchestrated his downfall. The final confrontation had been a bloody one, and the vengeance she had sought had come at a high cost. But it had been worth it. Her father’s name was cleared. Titan Global was safe. And yet, there was still something missing. 

"Chairman? We’re ready to move forward with the new marketing campaign. Would you like to approve the final draft?" One of the executives waved her attention back to the present.

Kitchie blinked, pulling herself back into the present. 

"Yes. Make sure it reflects the brand’s core values. We’re not just a corporation. We’re a force." She answered.

The team nodded, and the meeting continued, but Kitchie’s mind was elsewhere. She wasn’t just protecting Titan Global. 

She was protecting Karla, and the life she had built at Expert Corporation. 

If anyone were to find out her true identity, if anyone were to learn that Kitchie was Mayari, it would all fall apart.

Her best friend Karla knew nothing about the secrets she kept hidden in the dark corners of her heart. And as long as Karla remained in the dark, Kitchie could keep pretending that she was just a businesswoman, a woman with a future to build. 

Kitchie went home after looking at the reports. She sat by the window staring out over the simple community where she lives. The lights twinkled like a constellation, each one representing a life, a choice, a path. But her eyes weren’t focused on the beauty of the night; they were lost in a different kind of longing.

She’s longing for Marco, Karla’s husband.

The name echoed in her mind, and she felt a pang deep in her chest. It was a quiet ache, the kind she had learned to hide behind her cold composure. She had known him for years, during her teens, long before he married Karla. Their friendship had always been special, marked by a bond that felt unspoken, yet undeniable. 

She’s deeply in love with him.

It wasn’t something she had planned. In fact, she had fought against it for years. Karla was her best friend, and Marco, despite the years of unspoken affection Kitchie harbored, had chosen her. Kitchie had never once dared to act on her feelings, because she knew the truth: Marco belonged to Karla.

She loved them both too much to shatter what they had built. Their love was something pure, something that Kitchie could never tarnish with her selfish desires. Karla was her closest friend, and Marco was the man she could never have—no matter how much her heart ached to be the one beside him, to be the one he looked at with that same love.

Kitchie closed her eyes, forcing the tears back. This wasn’t fate. It wasn’t meant to be. She had accepted that long ago. But the feelings, the yearning, it didn’t make them disappear. Marco had married Karla. They had a life together, and Kitchie had promised herself long ago that she would protect it with everything she had.

The world was dangerous, unpredictable, and there were always people out there who would do anything to tear apart the fragile happiness of others. Kitchie’s mind often wandered to the darker corners of the world, the enemies she had made over the years in her old life. The ones who would stop at nothing to bring destruction and chaos.

“Not on my watch.” She thought. 

She clenched her fists, a silent promise to herself that she would always guard them. Marco and Karla, despite her quiet, aching love for him, were the most important people in her life now. And she would protect them, even if it meant sacrificing her own happiness for theirs.

But how can she do it when “The Shadow” is watching her from afar? 

“The Shadow” is too close to her yet very far away from her grasp. “The Shadow” is as skilled as her but with a colder heart. Just like a shadow, it is very impossible for her to kill it.

Kitchie let out a long breath, steadying herself. She wasn’t going to ruin their happiness. She couldn’t. Marco had chosen Karla, and Karla had chosen him. They were a unit, a pair. And Kitchie would stay in the background, just as she had always done, always watching, always loving from a distance.

It was enough, for now. 

Because some love, she realized, wasn’t about being with the person you wanted most. It was about protecting them, even if it meant staying silent and hidden in the shadows. She would always be there for them, her best friend, and the man she could never have.

She will protect them from “The Shadow”. But how?
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The Horror Movie

––––––––
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THE AFTERNOON HAD BEEN long, and as Kitchie walked out of Expert Corporation’s towering glass building, she felt the familiar weight of her responsibilities settle on her shoulders. The day’s tasks had been demanding, but it was nothing compared to what she carried deep inside. She had promised herself a moment of peace. The mall would offer a temporary reprieve, a chance to check off a few tasks and distract herself from the gnawing undercurrent of tension she carried.

Her phone buzzed as she stepped into her car. Karla’s name flashed on the screen.

"Everything’s set for next week, right?" Karla texted.

Kitchie smiled, typing a quick response. 

"I’ll handle it. I’ve got everything covered. See you tomorrow." She put the phone down, her mind already shifting gears. 

Karla and Marco were like family. The three of them had been close for years, in her chest for him had only grown over time, but she had long since buried it, knowing there was no place for her feelings in the beautiful life they’d built together.

The mall was bustling with early shoppers preparing for the New Year’s celebration. Kitchie made her way through the aisles, her mind focused. She needed supplies for the small gathering she’d promised to host with Karla and Marco. A few delicacies, some decorations, and perhaps a gift or two for the couple. Everything had to be perfect. She wasn’t going to let anything ruin their happiness. Not now, not ever.

After an hour of wandering through the store, her bags now filled with the essentials for the party and the outing with Marco and Karla the following week, Kitchie decided to give herself a break. She had always loved the cinema. The quiet, the dark, the stories unfolding on the screen. It was one of the few places where she could just be herself, away from the world she’d crafted and the identity she’d hidden behind for so long.

It was already evening by the time she reached the movie theater. The latest horror movie was showing just about to start its final showing of the night. There were only a handful of people in the cinema, making it the perfect setting for her to retreat into the world of fantasy, if only for a couple of hours.

She found her seat in the back row, hoping to avoid anyone who might recognize her. The theater lights dimmed as the trailers rolled, and she settled in, letting the movie wash over her. The scenes were just what she needed to take her mind off everything. 

But just as she began to relax, she felt someone sit down beside her. A man, middle-aged, with an unremarkable face. He glanced at her from the corner of his eye, his lips curling into a smile that made Kitchie's stomach tighten. He wasn’t looking at the screen. His eyes were fixed on her.

“Mind if I sit here?” He asked, his voice a little too smooth, a little too practiced.

Kitchie didn’t reply at first, keeping her gaze forward, focusing on the screen. The man shifted in his seat, letting his shoulder brush against hers. He leaned in, his breath warm against her ear.

“You’re beautiful. Are you here alone?” He murmured, his voice too low.

Kitchie didn’t flinch. She had dealt with far worse than this. She had been trained for it, her body always ready, her mind always calculating. She had to remain calm. He didn’t know who he was dealing with.

“No, I’m not alone.” Kitchie replied coldly, not taking her eyes off the screen. 

The man chuckled, clearly not taking the hint. His hand brushed against hers, then slid up her arm. He didn’t seem to care that she wasn’t responding, that she wasn’t giving him any kind of invitation. His touch grew more insistent.

That’s when Kitchie knew.  He wasn’t going to stop. 

With a practiced, almost imperceptible shift, Kitchie stood up and swiftly turned, grabbing his wrist before he could react. She twisted it violently, pushing him down into the seat, his body trapped beneath her strength. The man’s breath caught in surprise as Kitchie slammed her knee into his chest, her eyes narrowing with cold precision.

“You don’t get to do this. Not here. Not with me.” She whispered, her voice low and deadly, just for him to hear. 

The man tried to push her off, but Kitchie was already moving. She struck his neck with a quick, controlled chop that left him gasping for air, his body going limp as his consciousness began to fade.

She wasn’t going to kill him, but she wasn’t going to let him walk away either. Her hands worked quickly—tying him up with the scarf she always kept in her bag, ensuring he would stay unconscious until he was found. She left him in the same seat, carefully arranging his body so that anyone who found him wouldn’t immediately suspect foul play. There would be no blood, no mess, no noise to draw attention.

Kitchie walked out of the theater, leaving the man behind. He would wake up eventually, probably bruised and humiliated, but still alive. And that was enough for her. The theater was empty now, the credits rolling across the screen, as the last of the few remaining moviegoers exited.

Her steps were calm as she made her way out of the building, the cool night air greeting her like an old friend. No one had heard a thing. No one would know what had really happened. Kitchie had made sure of that.

As she stepped away, she felt the familiar weight return to her shoulders. But it was different now. She had acted on instinct, and it had been clean, silent, and efficient. The man would think twice before ever crossing someone like her again. 

The night air was crisp as Kitchie stepped away from the cinema, the last echoes of the film still lingering in her mind. The brief escape had been necessary, an hour or two where she could simply exist without the weight of her secret life, the heavy mantle of Titan Global, or the painful, quiet love she carried for Marco. She had left the theater to find her peace again, but instead, her night was about to take a very different turn.

She hadn’t brought her car with her today, choosing to leave it parked in the underground garage of her company. It was easier that way—more discrete. So, she headed toward the taxi waiting area, her heels clicking softly against the pavement, a rhythmic sound that blended into the quiet hum of the city at night. The mall parking lot was nearly empty, and the streets outside were largely deserted, save for a few late-night stragglers and taxis pulling in and out.

As she passed the line of parked cars, she saw a figure approach from the shadows—a man, tall with dark, unkempt hair and a swagger in his step that immediately made her tense. He was dressed in a cheap suit, the kind you would see on someone who tried too hard to look important. 

“Hey, beautiful,” the man called out, his voice low and thick with a leer that made Kitchie’s skin crawl. “You look like you could use a little fun tonight.”

Kitchie didn’t break her stride, her eyes trained ahead, pretending she didn’t hear him. She had dealt with this kind of thing before, too many times to count. She was a woman alone at night in the city. It was a script that played out on repeat: a man approaches, makes an inappropriate comment, and Kitchie ignores it, keeps walking, keeps her distance.

But the man wasn’t done. He quickly stepped into her path, blocking her way. 

“C’mon, sweetheart, I can offer you some cash. You just have to come with me.” He said with a smirk, his words slurred slightly.

It took a second for the words to process in her mind. Cash? Come with him? Her eyes flicked to his face, then to the small wad of bills he was waving in front of her, as if he were offering a prize.

That was when the irritation began to boil. He thought she was what? A prostitute? Was he really standing there, trying to proposition her like she was just another woman desperate for money?

Kitchie’s jaw tightened. The anger that surged through her wasn’t just at his words, it was at the presumptuousness, the disregard for her personhood. She wasn’t just a woman alone. She wasn’t some object he could buy or own. Her mind raced, and the sharp, quick instinct that had kept her alive in so many dangerous situations flared to life.

Before the man could say another word, Kitchie’s arm shot out, fast and efficient. She grabbed his wrist and twisted it with brutal force, her fingers tightening until he gasped in pain, the bills falling from his hand. 

“Do not, ever mistake me for someone like that.” She hissed, her voice a low, threatening growl,

The man’s eyes widened, the shock of the sudden, painful hold turning to panic as Kitchie’s grip tightened, her rage surging. Without warning, she drove her knee into his stomach with enough force to knock the wind from him. He staggered back, choking, eyes wide with disbelief and pain.

“You really think I’d go with you for a couple of bills? You're not even worth the air I waste on you.” Kitchie spat, her voice cold and biting.

He stumbled backward, clutching his ribs, and Kitchie took a step back as well, her hands still balled into fists. She could feel the adrenaline coursing through her veins, but she knew better than to linger. She had made her point, and there was no need for more violence. 

The man was hunched over now, struggling to catch his breath, eyes darting around in a mix of humiliation and fear. He made no attempt to pursue her, no more words, just the weak sound of his labored breathing.

Kitchie turned away, her heartbeat still fast but her movements calm and purposeful. As she walked toward the taxi line, she didn’t look back. Her heels clicked against the pavement, cutting through the silence of the night like a knife.

Nothing happened. He would live—though likely with bruises he’d never forget—and she would walk away, as though nothing was amiss. It wasn’t her first time dealing with the ugly side of society, and it wouldn’t be her last. She could handle herself. She always had.

––––––––
[image: ]


WHEN SHE FINALLY REACHED the taxi stand, she got in without a second glance, the door closing behind her with a soft thud.

The driver, an older man with a weathered face, glanced at her in the rearview mirror, then back to the road. Kitchie settled back into the seat, closing her eyes for a moment.

“Where to, miss?” The driver asked politely.

“Home,” Kitchie replied, her voice calm, as if nothing had just transpired. She leaned back and stared out the window, watching the city pass by, her mind already settling back into its familiar rhythm.

The man, hurt but alive, would eventually get up, nurse his wounds, and learn a lesson he wouldn’t forget. But to Kitchie, it was just another moment in the long line of things she kept hidden from the world. Another secret, tucked away in the quiet of the night.

As the taxi rolled through the streets, she knew one thing: she was never the woman anyone assumed she was.

And when she got home, Kitchie knew she would return to the shadows, to her life of quiet observation, to protect the ones she loved—Marco and Karla, whose happiness she would never let anyone threaten.
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The Unspoken Fears

––––––––
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IT WAS A QUIET SUNDAY morning.............

Karla and Kitchie were watching TV when the news broke. Kitchie and Karla were sitting in the living room of Karla and Marco’s house, sipping their coffee and chatting aimlessly about the upcoming New Year’s celebration. The air outside was calm, with only the faint hum of distant traffic to disturb the stillness. It was one of those rare moments of peace in their otherwise hectic lives.

But as Kitchie reached for the remote to turn off the TV after catching the latest weather update, the news anchor’s voice caught her attention. The usual blend of mundane stories had been interrupted by something far more troubling.

“... Breaking news from the Philippine National Police. The massacre of fourteen members of the elite Special Action Force is still left unsolved. A year ago, they were found in an isolated location, their bodies riddled with bullets and multiple stab wounds. Authorities say the assailant is still at large, and the police are currently baffled by the brutality of the attack...”

Kitchie’s eyes narrowed as she sat forward on the couch, instinctively reaching for her phone to check for further updates. Karla, who had been flipping through a magazine, noticed her friend’s sudden shift in focus and followed her gaze to the television.

“Fourteen police officers. In one go? That’s... insane.” Karla whispered, her voice filled with awe.

Kitchie’s jaw tightened as she continued to listen to the report. The news anchor went on to mention the ongoing investigation into the killing of nine other police officers, all of whom had suffered stab wounds in an attack so swift and coordinated that they hadn’t even had a chance to defend themselves. There was no sign of struggle, no witnesses, and the police had no leads, nothing, but more unanswered questions.

The reporter’s voice grew more ominous as he added: 

“This brutal series of killings however, is not linked to the notorious ‘Black Widow’ serial killer, whose previous victims all slept with her and have all been similarly slain in the same manner—stabbed, left with no defenses, and no trace of the assailant’s identity.”

Karla shifted uncomfortably in her seat, her eyes flicking to Kitchie, who hadn’t moved an inch. The weight of the news was heavy, hanging in the air like a storm cloud. 

“That’s three gruesome events, isn’t it? The Black Widow. First it was civilians, then police officers and member of the police Special Action Force. How can they not have a suspect by now?” Karla asked, her voice low.

Kitchie’s fingers tapped absently on her coffee mug, her eyes distant. She wasn’t sure what she felt—anger, fear, or something deeper, a sense of unease that she couldn’t shake. She had always kept a close eye on things like this, especially when it came to the police, but this felt different. The brutality, the sheer precision of the killings... it was all too familiar, too calculated.

“You’d think they’d have something by now. But there’s nothing. They’re still in the dark.” Kitchie murmured, her voice even. 

“What do you mean by that?” Karla glanced at her, eyebrows furrowing.

Kitchie hesitated, her fingers still tracing the edge of the mug. She had kept quiet about her own knowledge of certain things, things Karla didn’t need to know. But the way the situation was escalating, she felt an uncomfortable itch in the back of her mind. The world was much more complicated than anyone realized, and the killings, especially the ones involving the police, sounded like the kind of thing she would recognize.

“The Black Widow has been silent for a while now. But the killing of the police, they’re different. They’re precise, methodical. The killer knows what they’re doing. The police officers... they didn’t fight back. It was as if they couldn’t. And there’s something strange about that.” Kitchie began, her voice measured but with an edge to it. “

“What do you mean they couldn’t fight back?” Karla frowned, not fully understanding.

Kitchie’s gaze flickered to Karla, but she quickly masked the thought that flashed in her eyes. The truth was that she knew exactly what it meant: the person responsible for the deaths of those officers was no ordinary criminal. This wasn’t the work of a simple serial killer. The level of expertise required, the control exerted over the victims, it wasn’t something that could be done by just anyone.

Kitchie had faced killers like this before. People who didn’t make a sound, who didn’t leave a trace. People who operated in shadows.

“I mean....I think they were already incapacitated before the killer struck. Maybe drugs, or some kind of weapon. You don’t just kill nine trained officers and fourteen SAF members without a fight. They should have been able to defend themselves.” Kitchie said, choosing her words carefully.

Karla’s eyes widened. “But if they were drugged or something, wouldn’t the police find traces of it? Or some kind of evidence?”

“That’s the thing. This killer knows how to cover their tracks. They’ve been getting away with it for a while. And the police are too proud to admit they’re in over their heads.” Kitchie replied, her voice turning more grave.

The silence between them grew thick. Karla set her magazine down, her face clouded with confusion and concern. Kitchie was always so composed, so controlled. But now, there was something in her demeanor, something in her voice that hinted at a deeper knowledge, an understanding of danger that Karla wasn’t sure she was ready to confront.

“You think the Black Widow is involved?” Karla asked quietly, almost as if afraid of the answer.

Kitchie’s lips pressed together in a thin line, and for a moment, she didn’t say anything. Then, with a heavy sigh, she spoke again.

“I don’t think so but I think the Black Widow is only part of the puzzle. Whoever is behind this, whether it’s the same person or not, they’ve been careful. Too careful. Whoever killed those officers... they were sending a message. And I think it’s a message to the police.” Kitchie said convincingly. 

“And you think the police will figure it out? I mean, they’ve got to have some clue by now, don’t they?” Karla asked, her voice tinged with fear. 

“I’m not sure. But I do know one thing: whatever happens next, it’s only going to get worse before it gets better.” Kitchie said, her voice quieter now.

Karla sat back in her chair, her eyes wide with a mix of disbelief and fear. The news report was still running in the background, but the words no longer seemed to register. The reality of what Kitchie was saying sank in slowly, chillingly.

Just then, the sound of the front door opening reached their ears, followed by the rhythmic sound of footsteps—light but deliberate. Marco, fresh from his jog, walked in, his running shoes tapping against the wooden floor. He was dressed in a simple workout set, his hair damp with sweat, his face flushed from the exercise.

“Hey, you two still watching the news?” Marco’s voice was warm, his usual casual energy filling the room. He set down his gym bag and made his way to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water. 

“I hope you’re not getting caught up in all that police drama. I know it’s bad, but sometimes you need a little distraction.” He continued.

Karla gave a small chuckle, her mood lightening at the sight of Marco’s easy smile. 

“You always know how to lift the mood, don’t you?” She teased, her tone teasing yet affectionate.

Marco laughed, leaning against the bar counter as he took a sip from his bottle. 

“I try. Besides, we’ve got a New Year’s celebration to look forward to, right?  Speaking of which, have you two decided what we’re doing after new year?” He wiped his face with a towel.

Karla turned to Kitchie, who hadn’t yet spoken since Marco walked in. 

“I think she’s still processing the news, but yeah, we’re definitely planning for the celebration. You’ve got everything set, right?” Karla asked.

“I’ve got it covered. You, on the other hand,” she said, her lips curling into a teasing smile, “you’re always the one dragging your feet when it comes to these things.” Kitchie finally broke her silence, giving a slight nod.

“Hey now, I’m just making sure we’re all on the same page. New Year’s parties are a big deal. We’ve got to make sure everything’s perfect, don’t we?” He turned to Karla. “Didn’t we talk about an outing after? You two are coming, right?” Marco said as he raised an eyebrow.

“Of course we are. But where exactly are we going? I feel like every time we talk about it, we just mention ‘an outing,’ but no one ever gives me a real answer.” Karla smiled.

Marco grinned mischievously, clearly enjoying the suspense. He looked over at Kitchie, as if waiting for her to add to the excitement.  Marco made a dramatic gesture as if revealing a grand secret. 

“You’ll love it. Trust me. I’ve been thinking about it for weeks. After the party, we’re heading out for a trip—just the three of us. No distractions. Just fun, and no news reports about killings or anything else. We’ll leave all of that behind.” He said then winked.

“You’re being awfully mysterious about this. What kind of trip are we talking about?” Karla looked between them, trying to piece things together.

Marco laughed, walking over to the couch and flopping down beside her. 

“Now, that’s the fun part. I can’t spoil it. Just know that it’ll be the perfect way to kick off the year. We’ll get away from the city, relax, maybe even hit the beach or something. No work, no worries. We’ll leave all the stress behind.” He said grinning.

“That sounds amazing. We could all use some downtime after everything.” Karla’s expression softened at the mention of relaxation.

Kitchie, who had been
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