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CHAPTER 1

ANOTHER NIGHT OUT
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Heavy footsteps echoed through a bar somewhere in Chicago. Heads turned as the man entered, his presence cutting through the haze of late-night chatter. The door slammed shut behind him with a sharp thud, but most people barely noticed, slipping back into their conversations, laughter, or the steady rhythm of darts thudding into the back wall.

He pulled off his sunglasses, pointless at 3:30 in the morning, but somehow, they belonged to him. He made his way to the bar and dropped onto a stool, shoulders hunched as if the weight of the night pressed down on him.

“One beer, a whiskey, and a shot of the best you’ve got,” he said, his voice casual, eyes fixed on the woman behind the bar.

She smirked, a knowing glint in her eye. “So, just the usual? You never order anything else.”

He let out a low chuckle. “You know exactly how I like it.”

She turned, disappearing into the back. For anyone paying attention, it was obvious they weren’t talking about anything on the menu. But most people here didn’t pay attention, except for one. The man never noticed the watcher in the shadows.

When the bartender returned, she placed a coaster in front of him. “Here’s the usual,” she said, setting a cold beer on top. He took a long sip, watching as she poured out a whiskey and then a shot of vodka so clear it might have been water, except for the edible gold drifting inside.

Those few who watched saw the gold, saw the ritual in the way he drank. The beer, the whiskey, the vodka, gone after an hour, swallowed down like memories too heavy to carry. He pushed his chair back, ready to leave, but the bartender caught his arm.

“So,” she began, leaning in, elbows pressed into the sticky wood, “how’s everything going with everyone?”

He hesitated, a shadow flickering across his face. “Just the usual. Rebuilding the tree isn’t easy. People are more cautious now. Feels like someone’s always watching.”

She nodded, worry creasing her brow. “I get it. Sometimes I swear some of my customers are undercover agents. Makes my skin crawl.”

He almost laughed at that. This bar was buried deep, hidden in the basement of a church, meant to be invisible. A sanctuary for criminals, a place to drink, to use, to forget the world above. No one should have found it.

“I’ll suggest extra protection,” he said, rising slowly. “It’d be a damn shame if this place disappeared.”

As he stood, he lifted the coaster beneath his beer and slipped a small piece of paper into his hand. But before he could take a step, his foot caught, and he crashed to the ground. Laughter exploded around him, sharp, cruel, echoing off the walls. No one cared if he was hurt. Pain was entertainment here.

He pushed himself up onto his knees, heat burning in his cheeks. The bartender rushed over, concern in her voice. “Oh my God! Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he muttered, brushing himself off. “But maybe you should get this hole in the floor fixed.”

She frowned. “What hole in the floor?”

The laughter faded, replaced by a heavy silence as slow, deliberate footsteps rang out from the darkest corner of the bar, the one place where the lights never worked. Every conversation died. Even the air seemed to freeze.

The man jerked upright, eyes darting to his left, where the footsteps grew louder. Instinct took over. He drew his gun, aiming at the silhouette emerging from the shadows.

A woman’s voice sliced through the silence. “It’s easier if you just hand me the piece of paper.”

He stared, stunned, as she stepped into the light. Leaning against a pillar, her presence was undeniable, electric. His voice faltered, awe and dread mixing in his chest. “You’re... Molecural... right?”

“What gave it away?” Victoria asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “The daily picture of me on the news? Or the armor?”

The man smiled, finding it almost comical. Every criminal in the city feared Molecural. If the news was to be believed, she killed anyone who stood in her way. But tonight, he was lucky, she was surrounded by criminals.

“If you give it to me,” Victoria said, her voice suddenly empty, emotionless, and so, so tired, “then I’ll make it quick.”

The venom in her tone startled the man; he nearly stepped back. But he forced himself to stand his ground. “Come and get i-”

Victoria lunged, springing into the air just as his gun went off. The bullet struck her armor in her stomach and ricocheted away.

Before he could fire again, Victoria shattered his knee with a single, precise kick.

The man screamed, a raw sound of pure anguish, and the gun clattered to the floor. As it hit, it discharged once more, the shot catching the woman behind the bar, tearing through her shoulder.

“Give it to me,” Victoria repeated, her voice flat and exhausted.

The man shook his head, desperate, and yanked his hand, still clutching the paper, toward his mouth, as if he could swallow it and make it vanish.

“GET OFF HIM! NOW!”

Victoria didn’t even glance at the shouting criminal. She seized the man’s arm. “Fine,” she muttered, and with a thought, bent the molecules of his flesh and bone, tearing his arm clean from his body.

The people around her froze, unable to comprehend what they’d just witnessed. Everyone had heard stories of the Molecural and her power to bend molecules to her will. If she wanted a sword from wood, she’d touch the floor and shape it with a gesture. But no one had known she could do the same with human bodies.

Victoria pried the crumpled paper from the severed hand. “Thanks,” she said, barely glancing up as a criminal advanced, gun raised and aimed at her head.

She didn’t flinch. The floor beneath the gunman’s feet rippled, then shot upward, launching the gun into the air. Victoria caught it, fired a single shot into the man’s head before he could even process what was happening, then turned and put another bullet through the skull of the man now writhing, one arm short.

She faced the room, her gaze sweeping over the criminals, all of them now with weapons drawn. They saw it in her eyes, the hatred, the emptiness, the coldness that had settled deep inside her.

The ground shot up again, this time forming a thick wall that blocked off half the bar.

“Shit!” one of the criminals yelled. “We need to go!”

“No! We need to deal with her once and for all!”

Some of them started toward the door, but from the wall Victoria had raised, a massive blade erupted, entirely made of wood. It sliced through most of the criminals, severing their bodies clean in half. Blood sprayed across the floor. Death was instant.

Three criminals ducked just in time, but they were drenched in the blood of the others. One stared at the spreading red on the floor, breath coming in ragged gasps. “What the fuck...” he whispered.

The wall bent, shifting, and Victoria walked over it, her eyes fixed on the survivors. As she approached, they froze, paralyzed by the knowledge that she could end them in seconds.

She raised her gun, aiming at one of them. The man’s voice shook. “Please! I have a family!”

“I’ve had three,” she said quietly, “and I don’t have a single one left.” She pulled the trigger.

The bullet ended him. As his body hit the ground, the remaining two panicked, firing wildly at her, desperate for a chance.

Victoria ran, weaving left and right, dodging bullets. She rolled over the bent wooden wall, forming a sword from its surface as she moved. With a burst of speed, she rose, hurled the wooden blade straight through the heart of the man at the back, and continued forward without pause.

The last man trembled, fumbling to reload his gun, but his hands shook too much. He watched her approach, the wall stretching out ahead of her so she wouldn’t have to step in the spreading pool of blood.

He stopped trying to reload, just stared, accepting what was coming. Victoria walked past him, raised her gun without even looking, and fired. He dropped.

She killed everyone in the bar, and she was glad she had. Fewer criminals meant a better world. More important, if they feared her, maybe they’d think twice before continuing their crimes.

And maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.
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CHAPTER 2

JUST TIRED
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Closing the door behind her, Victoria left the bar. Killing didn’t affect her anymore, not after the brutal deaths she’d witnessed in her life.

If everyone who was good to her had been taken away, she had the right to take out everyone she deemed evil. With every kill, though, she couldn’t help but think about her first. Not because the guy had done it for his family, but because back then, she’d still had a heart.

She walked through the alleys, past the church. One thing she was sure of: if God, didn’t matter if it was Andor or any other god, wanted to throw her in hell, she’d accept it with a smile. She knew she was wrong for killing relentlessly, but at least she made the streets safer.

“Fuck this system,” Victoria muttered, slipping into a dark alley. “If these criminals weren’t released from prison without any money or support, they wouldn’t turn to crime over and over again.”

Victoria had become someone who believed she alone knew what was best, because she was the one actually solving problems.

She placed her hands on a random brick wall in the alley. The wall slid open. She stepped inside and closed it behind her.

Her hideout was tucked away in a building that had been for sale. She’d built a fake wall, so whoever bought the place would never see what lay behind it.

The first thing Victoria did when she entered was kick off her shoes. Blood immediately began to drip from her feet, her own blood.

“This shit hurts,” she said, limping over to a blanket stained with old blood. “I need to find a better solution.”

She grabbed her left shoe and looked inside. Four needles glinted up at her. She stared at them for a moment, feeling pain and sadness twist in her chest. Tears slid down her cheeks as she remembered the night she went back.

On Omar’s birthday last year, she’d returned to the Outcasts’ building. She knew he was hurting, and that hurt her too. The truth was, she wished she could go back, but civilians depended on her.

She’d brought a gift for Omar that night, a shirt from his favorite band. Sneaking into the Outcasts’ building, she made her way quickly to Omar’s penthouse.

With every step, she felt more. The guilt of leaving the Outcasts, of leaving Omar, pressed down on her. But with each step, she was also reminded: this was the place where Donny had killed her friends, her family.

She reached Omar’s door and hesitated, hearing his muffled voice on the other side. In that moment, all she wanted was to open the door and embrace him. To have someone who loved her, because she knew Omar loved her with everything he had.

Victoria froze. Omar deserved her, but she didn’t deserve him. She hadn’t been there when his parents were buried. She’d acted like she didn’t care. But she did care. She knew if she asked, he would leave the Outcasts and fight crime with her anywhere. But she couldn’t do that to him. She wouldn’t corrupt his heart of gold.

Only then did she notice the boxes of NV pills in front of his door. She placed his present in the box.

“If only I could be with you,” Victoria whispered, knocking on the door before slipping quickly into the elevator. “But I have a mission.”

She heard the penthouse door open, but stayed silent. Her plan was simple: right now, she would remotely log into her Elecforms account using her laptop, hidden somewhere in an abandoned building in Harlem. Lucas and Amy would be too distracted to notice her breaking into their penthouse.

Using her phone to control the laptop in Harlem, she logged in. She immediately navigated her way to their penthouse. When she arrived, she wasted no time searching the apartment, her movements sharp and practiced.

Underneath Amy’s bed, she found a vault. With practiced ease, Victoria opened it using her gloves. She stole a pair of gloves, she’d need them to make boots, and then slipped out, heading straight for Harlem.

Now, in the present, the bleeding in her feet had finally stopped. She couldn’t help but laugh a little, remembering the meeting she’d had with Omar in Harlem. The memory stung, but there was something almost absurd about it, too.

Of course, she’d expected him to come. Asking him to keep the Outcasts away from her had been a blatant lie; she knew he would have done it anyway, even if Artie didn’t agree. Maybe it was just an excuse, one last goodbye, a final moment to see Omar before everything changed. Some part of her had wanted him to stop her, to force her back into the person she used to be. But she knew, deep down, that was impossible.

Now, the thought that he’d been missing for two months gnawed at her. She wanted to look for him, the way he’d always searched for her. But Victoria had lost enough people to know the truth: Omar wasn’t coming back.
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DINNER


[image: ]




Footsteps echoed from outside the wall of Victoria’s hideout, jolting her awake. She shot to her feet, scanning the room in a daze.

“I must’ve fallen asleep,” Victoria muttered, her gaze drifting over the cramped space. She’d slept with her feet on the towel stained with blood. Even she couldn’t deny how pathetic this was, hiding away from the world in a place that barely counted as shelter. There wasn’t even a bed. Just a wooden floor, a battered whiteboard, a towel, and a sleeping bag.

She remembered how she’d smuggled the whiteboard in, transforming it into a large pipe, then shifting it back once she was inside. Her backpack doubled as a pillow, though that was hardly any comfort. It stung to know she had other places she could go, but didn’t want to. Even her old hideout in Harlem had been better than this.

Only then did Victoria notice she was still clutching the piece of paper she’d stolen from the man in the bar. She’d spent two weeks watching him, certain he was using a method the Reapers had once used. “Back then... everyone was still alive...” The memory scraped at her. Tears burned at the corners of her eyes, but she held them back. Crying felt like weakness, though she knew she couldn’t always keep it in.

“Tomorrow. DestinyLane 2386, 2:30 a.m.,” she read aloud, staring at the note.

The Reapers didn’t exist anymore, and she knew it. But Dave Marty had escaped prison two years ago, and now rumors said he’d taken over the Naughty Souls. Victoria’s goal was to kill the Naughty Soul himself, but after months of searching, she still hadn’t found him. All she knew was that he, and some of her other enemies, were locked away in a secret T.O.P.A.H. facility.

She glanced at her watch. No phone anymore; those could be tracked by the government, the police, or other superheroes. 6:31 p.m. She’d slept a long time, but that wasn’t surprising, she hadn’t slept at all in the past five days.

Victoria looked down at her shoes, remembering how she’d used her gloves to transform another pair of gloves into these makeshift shoes. Thirty-nine hours to shape the soles, another ten to attach the uppers. It had never been meant to work that way, but she’d needed to adapt. The villains were getting stronger, she had to get stronger, too.

She grabbed the mask she used to hide her face, pulling it over her mouth and fastening it to her suit. Her identity had been public for years now, thanks to Dave Marty, but the mask still helped her blend in, and made her look more intimidating.

She pressed her hand to the wall, opening and closing the hidden entrance. After making sure no one was watching, she placed her foot on the wall, shifting the molecules so they bent around her step. She repeated the process, walking sideways up the building.

Exhaustion clung to her, sleep never seemed to help anymore. The last person she’d truly talked to was Omar, and he was the last person she wanted to see. But right now, she needed to find food.

She leaped across rooftops, the wind tearing through her hair as she jumped from one building to the next, transforming part of her suit into a wingsuit to glide through the night. She kept moving, hopping and climbing as the city darkened around her.

When darkness fell, she jumped from the rooftops and landed quietly in an alley in Chinatown. It was a place she visited every day, not just because the food was good, but because the people there protected her. In exchange for keeping Chinatown safe, they never told anyone she was there.

The alley was nearly empty, with only a few business owners lingering. They smiled and greeted her, but she always just gave them a nod.

She slipped into her favorite restaurant, the Dragon Bowl, a small lamian shop that had become her sanctuary over the past months. The chairs and tables were made from the same plain wood, basic but sturdy. The food, though, was nothing short of amazing.

“Nǐ hǎo,” greeted the young woman behind the counter. “The same as always?”

Victoria nodded and took her usual seat at a table in the back, her back to the entrance so no one could recognize her as they came in. She waited, letting the familiar sounds and scents settle her nerves. After ten minutes, the steaming bowl of lamian arrived.

“Beef broth, fresh cilantro, green onions, radish slices, chili oil, and beef slices,” the woman said, smiling as she set the bowl on the table.

Victoria snapped apart the wooden chopsticks, unable to resist the delicious aroma. She dove in, savoring the first bite.

The woman who had served her was the same one from behind the counter, Mei. It was a small place; she did both jobs, and there were only two cooks in the kitchen.

Mei sat down across from her. “So, did you find the bar?” she asked, a smirk playing on her lips.

“I did. Thanks for the tip,” Victoria said between mouthfuls.

“Lots of those Naughty Souls come here because they know we almost never turn anyone away. But scum like that have no place in my restaurant.”

“Don’t worry, Mei. I made sure he’ll never aim a gun at you again. He won’t even be able to think about robbing anyone ever again.” Victoria paused to take a sip of water, only now realizing it had been set before her.

“Did you kill him?”

Victoria stayed silent.

“You know what, I don’t want to know,” Mei said quietly. “I’m just glad you made sure we’re safe. We owe you.”

“As long as I can eat here for free, I’m happy,” Victoria replied, taking another bite of beef. “Otherwise, I’d have to steal food. And I don’t want to do that.”
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