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PROLOGUE
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BELLUM.

You are our vengeance, and we are yours.

LEGALIS.

Our secrets die with you. Not even your organs are worthy of surviving our war.

INTERRITUS.

Your dying ground is the Dominion. You will never leave.

UNICUS.

The leader you chose is the only one you respect.

OCCASUS.

Betrayal is repaid with death.

FATUM.

Your name condemns any soul.

ANIMUS.

Death is your only alliance. Your soul, your body, and your heart will belong to no one else.
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ACT I
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WELCOME TO THOSE WHO were not invited.

Death met him when he was a boy who wanted to be a king.

But she made him a man enslaved by blood.

A man who forgot he wanted the crown and consented to kneel before her.

This is the story of a child who became what he most feared.

An oblivion.
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CHAPTER 1
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Cole Van Doren

4 Years Ago

MY MIND WAS A LIVING thing.

It was screaming, clawing at the walls inside me, begging for a rescue that had been years overdue. It was locked away, behaving like a kidnapped girl fed like a sewer rat that fed on corpses. It wanted out. It wanted to escape the dependency of living under the orders of a sick son of a bitch. And even in that, I had to agree with it.

The sound of the rain didn’t help the living form of my consciousness. The feeling of cutting myself and watching my blood splatter on the floor was more comforting than the drops sliding down the window as if welcoming me. Every sound the storm brought was like bullets grazing my skull. At the same time it killed me, it gave me the freedom and happiness I was searching for.

My mind would be happy if that void was filled.

Too bad my death wouldn’t come so soon—especially thanks to the sons of bitches who had closed my wrists with handcuffs.

The interrogation lasted just over an hour.

I was the last of the four kidnapping boys to be questioned. I felt a little offended that Vance Campbell had been invited to participate in such an event before me. Everyone knew the only shit that would come out of his mouth would be a yawn of disappointment at not having some human trash packaged and ready to be stabbed like a piece of meat. Even tortured, the fucker would keep his words swallowed. The only sound that could leave his mouth would be a moan like a bitch in heat because he loved having his blood drained. Personal experience, I’d say.

None of the questions asked in that interrogation were an attempt to find the culprit of what had happened. There was a certain certainty that we were also part of the theater massacre. Unfortunately, I had clean hands. Just like the other three who had been left out by Dante Faulkner.

Five bodies were hung from the theater balcony. The police knew that Faulkner—the boy who had saved other boys from a kidnapping they avoided investigating—was the mastermind, the controlling head. But it was clear he needed help. The commotion lasted just over half an hour, and for five people to end up dead would take more murderous hands. Unfortunately, not mine.

To the sadness of many and my indifference, more people died along the way. The carnage at the theater had only been an entrance to the main course, which was the chaos the city had become. The owners of Othello Hospital had been found decapitated in their quarters. Those, yes, by Dante. He didn’t bother cleaning up the evidence pointing to him at the crime scene. So, what happened at the theater and who killed the rest? Not even I knew the answer, though I had a few options to choose from. But the incompetent cops would take a while to reach the conclusion that I hadn’t participated.

Before I fell asleep, the door opened and two pieces of shit circled the space until they stood before me. They analyzed me as if I were worse than them. In practice, I might have been, but their depraved minds feeding on thirteen-year-old boys and watching rape videos made me a being of light illuminated by God. My grandmother really believed I was blessed.

After all, all that shit was done through corruption. It moved through money and influence. I didn’t believe in most cops. Their badges were as murderous as the one pointing a gun. Dante just did a quick clean-up.

“Cole Van Doren,” one of them announced, looking at some papers, “you’re free to go. We have no more questions. But don’t even think about running. You’ll have to stay around until the investigation is over.”

I raised my eyebrows, folding my arms against my chest and staring at them, hoping they’d speed up the speech.

The storm kept shaking the police station, stirring my consciousness, which this time curled up and cried like a lost child. Beside it, the void grew. Darker and darker. Louder. More terrifying. And the only thing that would feed my inner voice would be one of my knives wandering through the organs of one of the men. Watching him scream in agony, begging for a relief he would never find. But I tried not to think about that. Not at that moment.

“If you receive any contact from your friend or remember anything that could help the case, don’t hesitate to say so,” he continued, but now his tone turned harsher. “If we find out you withheld information from the authorities, you’ll be sentenced. I hope you know that.”

I lifted my chin, curving my lips into a hollow smile.

“I know.”

I stood up from the chair, shaking the table that was pushed by the brute force of my legs.

“Where can I get a statement for my school absence?” I asked, drawing confused blinks from both of them. Fucking incompetents. “I’m an exemplary student, in case you didn’t know. I missed two classes.”

“Oh.” The bastard scratched the back of his neck before looking at his colleague, who shrugged with strange mutterings. “I’ll go with you.”

Even though he invited himself to go with me, he kept his distance. It was as if I were a point of contagion, and proximity meant he would die within seconds. Too bad that wouldn’t happen.

“This way,” he called when he saw I was walking in the opposite direction.

When we reached the main counter, I noticed a huddle of people in blue plastic chairs. I analyzed one of the adults and was surprised by the features on his face. Koreans.

We were few in this fucking town. My parents had chosen to live there because they knew no one from our family would find us. So it was always a surprise to see someone like us.

However, I was caught off guard when I saw that one of the girls in that family was a bitch my mind didn’t sympathize with. Her eyes fell on mine, and her expression shifted from sadness to a rage that made her face redden.

Indifferent.

All her anger was more annoying than listening to my grandmother’s prayers before every meal. So I focused on crumpling the statement and heading toward the door.

“Van Doren!”

Her voice echoed through the walls like a bouncing ball.

Annoying. Stupid. Small.

I ignored it, opening the door and receiving only the wind with remnants of rain that had already calmed down.

But before I could close it, a shove made my body tilt and my nostrils flare. As soon as I turned in attack mode, my fist closing and taking the rest of the printed paper with it, I lowered my eyes to meet a girl with dark hair, furious eyes, a lip bleeding from how many times she had bitten it in anger, and a medium stature.

Kayleen Cullbert.

The desire to see her hurt, crying even more aggressively, corroded my mind, but my violence stopped when I knew there was something that crossed the line. And she was one of them.

Before I could utter some shit that would make her cry more, my face warmed in unexpected seconds from a hand that hit me hard.

“Tell your friend that if he wants to mess with Lia, he’ll have to go through me first!” Her scream was like rain. It increased my void. It generated a strong desire to crush the world, including her. “I hope you rot in jail, because that’s what you deserve!”

I stared at her, taking enough steps so that she would internalize the fear, even though the courage and impulsiveness still manifested in those brown eyes. Her black hair shook in the wind, just like her body as she hit the wall.

Even though my shadow swallowed her, Kayleen held onto the rage that was much bigger than her body.

She was a black cat.

She brought bad luck. Ruin. Curses.

Nothing my void was looking for. Nothing my mind wanted to feed on.

“You think that would be a punishment?” I murmured, receiving a grimace. Her face reddened. “If I deserve to be behind bars so much, why not use you as a bridge?”

Her lips were a tense line, blood dripping from the corner. I watched as she cleaned it with her tongue, without breaking her expression of pain and terror.

Cullbert tried to look brave. But she was tiny inside. Sad. Cowardly.

Ugly.

Even though her beauty was a point of attention for most of the neighborhood boys going through puberty, little did they know her insides had nothing to offer.

“You have a death wish, you little brat. And if you raise your hand to me again, I’ll grant it,” I finished, pulling her chin back, but her hand wrapped around my fist.

She was giving it back.

Kayleen never stopped giving it back, even if fear froze her legs.

“You’re already your own punishment. You’re already dying inside.”

I let her go the same instant, and she shoved me hard, going back inside.

The pain on my face still burned. Her hand had been heavy enough to make me wonder if I’d lost some teeth in the process.

But her voice reached a place in my subconscious I didn’t expect to wake, to scream, to weep acidic blood, filling a part of my void that had never been touched. That I had never even allowed anyone to reach.

My head throbbed, and I was forced to close my eyes, slamming my fist into the wall. My metacarpals pulsed with pain, but the pleasure rolled my eyes from the instant torture.

Hearing her wasn’t good for me.

She wasn’t good for me.

And before I could reach an exact conclusion, the rain returned and the void swallowed me. Again. Like my mind had become years ago.
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THE NIGHT CRADLED THE forest.

The smell of wet earth and animal shit on the ground was intensified by the remnants of rain. The sky was impoverished of stars because the clouds never rested in making the city a target for storms. At that moment, only the drops accumulated at the tops of the trees fell to the ground.

I climbed the trail until I reached an area that gave access to one of the best views. The city was minimally lit, but the absolute silence from the lack of parasites walking around seemed to darken it.

Everyone was afraid to go out at night. Everyone was afraid of being the next victim. No one knew exactly what was happening or what would affect their day-to-day life.

I didn’t have time to admire the view, because my hand, which was in one of my pants pockets, came out to the collar of the only person there.

Dante Faulkner.

The motherfucker who decided to shoulder all the deaths without telling any of his damn partners. The one for whom I had some kind of empathy, but at that moment, I saw as a waste of feelings.

“Hello to you too,” he joked.

“What the fuck did you do?!” I asked, almost spitting in his face.

There was no happiness in Faulkner’s features, but there was no trace of regret or sadness for the act. I didn’t expect it, at least. I knew the massacre was something Dante had already wanted, especially when it involved killing the Gray couple, the hospital owners. Even if they were the parents of the girl he was in love with like a brat who had never jerked off in his life.

“You don’t need to worry. No one has any proof against you,” he began to say, after I tightened his collar more, leaving his spine hanging in the air. “I asked for help from other people. Torman helped me too.”

“It’s not up to you to tell me whether I need to worry or not, fuck! That shit was ours too. You want to act reckless when you’re not the only one with reasons to kill,” I fired off, rage governing every fucking tooth.

Dante’s collar started tightening around his neck from the greater force I put into my hand, and his expression changed—the features so well crafted by the Devil’s hands.

“But I’m the only one who would have the courage. You don’t kill, remember? Would I call you to water the plants? To hold my dick? I take care of that, thank you very much.”

His ironic tone made me drop him to the ground. Dante didn’t let himself be humiliated. All he did was sit up and lift his head. Even though he was shorter than me, his ego and austerity were superior to all my shadows.

“I did it because it would be necessary in the future,” Dante stated. The theater massacre was important in his view. For a future I didn’t see, but he planned in his seldom-shared thoughts. “I don’t want to follow a life. I can do this. Torman will help us stay together in the coming years. But this keeps the authorities away from you and takes you off the radar. All they’re going to do is hunt me. But they’ll lose at that too.”

“Was it a two-in-one attempt?” I asked.

“You could say yes. I killed the necessary targets and made you all look innocent. Saves us work.”

Logic moved my gears, but it didn’t stop the fucking rage I felt at Dante’s move without the authorization of any of the four.

There were five of us guys who were together for revenge. It was a years-long plan we were building to quench a thirst awakened in us on the day we had been kidnapped for trafficking.

It wasn’t sudden like many thought. We weren’t sadists. We were still scared children camouflaging ourselves in the legends and stories other children told. But as the years passed, the revenge expanded too.

Dante was our impulse. The one who guided us. The one who moved us. But he wasn’t the only one who knew how to make that shit work. If he were against some plan, he’d be against one of us.

“But you fucking couldn’t shoot.”

The mention of Emilia Gray, the daughter of Othello’s owners, made his tough-guy pose turn into a display of a worm.

His eyes gained some kind of feeling that caused disgust in my stomach. The son of a bitch was a ridiculous lovesick fool. No matter how much he denied it, his mind had been taken over by an annoying bitch.

“Emilia has nothing to do with this. She and her parents are different people. I didn’t need to do more than I did. My revenge was with the degenerates.”

My nostrils flared in a somewhat sarcastic laugh.

“She does. And she always will.”

Dante stared at me for seconds long enough to close his eyelids and drag his hand across his face. Until an intimate silence arrived, and with it came what sounded like choked sobs.

“Her parents cried in front of me, begging me not to kill them because of her...” His voice came out shaky, as if the words were tripping over each other. Dante was small. Ruined. Deranged. It was a version of him I loathed. “They said they’d be better if I gave them a chance. I hesitated. I weighed whether it was worth going through with it, and even after killing them, I felt something I never thought I would.”

“You regretted it,” I finished, clicking my tongue in an act of rage.

Regret shouldn’t be in our vocabulary. No one had known what pity was when it was our turn. So none of the five should hesitate to act. If it was for our goal, we should go all the way without remorse.

But Dante had regretted it because of a fucking brat. A piece of meat he surely only wanted to stick his dick in and lose his fucking virginity. He was losing himself because of her.

He was crying because of her.

But the moment Dante turned his attention back to the conversation, my leg was faster. The kick to his jaw sent him stumbling, but it didn’t knock him out enough to stop him from fighting back. The second I grabbed his collar again, his fist slammed into my own jaw, forcing me to spit onto the floor and wipe my mouth clean of the blood that sweetened my tongue.

Faulkner struggled to his feet, barely managing to stand.

His leg was busted. Maybe from a stray bullet during the massacre, or a getaway that didn’t go smoothly. He could barely walk.

“Have you seen the doctor yet?”

“Torman said he’d take care of it,” he declared, as if we hadn’t just been throwing punches at each other.

I fell into violence so often that the guys didn’t even care anymore. They gave it right back, even if it meant putting a bullet in my foot. I had a scar to prove it.

“Your stupidity is going to get you killed,” I confessed, getting to my feet.

“God wouldn’t be that good to me.” A rare laugh came from him. “I don’t want you thinking I regret it forever. It was a passing thing.”

“After that kick I gave you, I hope it was just a moment of insanity.”

Dante gave a sarcastic smile.

My expression hadn’t changed since I walked in.

“We’re still going through with the plan. When it’s time to meet again, Torman will contact you, just like today,” he explained. “The others want in too. You’re the only one missing, Van Doren. You have a vengeance to carry out, right? Your parents’ killer needs to meet his end. That’s why you haven’t killed anyone yet. Your first death will be for them.”

His words were an invitation written in the smell of corpses and blood. The kind of invitation that made me hungry. That stirred my wild side awake like an animal roaring with thirst.

Unlike the others, death hadn’t chosen me.

I chose it.

My goal was to meet it when I finally faced my parents’ killer. The one who put them in the ground when they were just a pair of naive, innocent old people searching for a son who’d been kidnapped by a human trafficking ring.

The Factory.

But I hadn’t gotten a single lead on him. I’d hunt, though. I wouldn’t stop hunting until I could set my conscience free and crush the emptiness living inside it.

I deserved that.

I sucked in a bit of air with an exhausted gasp, hiding my hands in my pockets—the knuckles still burning, the wounds on my metacarpals raw. From the force I’d put into my fist, I was probably tearing the skin on my fingers even wider.

“You have to promise there’s no betrayal on your end,” I proposed. “Everything you do goes through us. It has to go through me too. I’m not a dog, Dante, and I’m not some spineless son of a bitch who wouldn’t take you out in seconds.”

“If we’re in this, we’re in it till we die,” he declared. “No betrayals. No running. My death belongs to every one of you. And each of your deaths belongs to me.”

So I nodded.

I had nowhere else to go. They were the only thing feeding my conscience. The revenge. The killer of my parents. The Factory. All of it was the fuel my mind needed. The thing that filled a little of the void I’d been carrying for years.

The punishment I felt I deserved.

“Let me know when you’re back on your feet,” I answered, kicking a stone that tumbled down the ramp.

“You got it.”

There was no room left for conversation. I decided to head home, knowing my grandmother would be worried about my sudden disappearance. But a shrill voice paid a quick visit, stopping me mid-step and forcing me to turn around.

“Before I forget, I have a message for you,” I said, forcing Dante—who was enjoying the cold night ruling over the city—to look me in the eye. “Cullbert wants you to go through her before you mess with Emilia.”

He shrugged.

“You handle that problem. I’ve got enough of my own.”

My shadows seemed to come alive.

The darkness in my mind nearly swallowed my conscience, which was no longer a lost girl but some kind of animal that wanted to hunt.

I wanted to hunt.

I wanted to know what that little brat tasted like, how hard her teeth bit into her lip until she drew that bright red blood flowing like wine, and what methods I’d have to use to see it on other parts of her body.

Kayleen Cullbert could be an experiment. A toy that could entertain my shadows when they got bored. When they needed a body to torture and ruin, just like my mind was already ruined by me.
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CHAPTER 2
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Cole Van Doren

ASHER WAS FUCKING THE girl in my bed. The same girl I’d made come twice.

Sleep had me hearing only distant sounds, even though the act was happening inches from my face. But the bitch’s moans were getting sharper, screeching off the walls like fingernails dragging across them. She couldn’t even moan right.

I was just hoping Asher would finish the job in the poor girl’s mouth so she’d shut up that awful symphony long enough for me to fall back asleep. But judging by the way he was pounding her from behind, he must’ve been training for an endurance competition.

My muscles were numb, like a powerful dose of some drug had settled into my system and then burned out.

My night had been spent handling and swapping weapons. We’d had to change suppliers after Denson Enterprises, the only company on the continent known in the underworld for cheap arms trafficking, went under. Luckily, Asher’s last name helped build bridges with other sides of the trafficking we needed. Hawthorn was a heavy name when it came to paying for sex and being the son of one of the richest, most influential men on the land we walked.

“Oh God, Ash!”

The shriek woke me up for good. I lifted my face from the pillow and watched my friend wrap his hand around the neck of the girl whose legs were spread, her tits bouncing with every thrust.

His eyes dropped to mine as soon as he noticed movement on his left. His expression of pleasure quickly mixed with a sense of danger that lit up his nearly rolled-back eyes.

During the night, she’d seemed more tolerable, but now I felt like my dick had slid into some seriously uninviting pussy. Especially after she’d had the decency to let Asher into the same bed I was sleeping in. Everyone knew Hawthorn was a whore, but I expected some kind of respect, even if he acted like one.

I doubted she was unsatisfied, but maybe her ego hadn’t been stroked the way she wanted after she realized her pussy was drowning in cum while my cock was still untouched. I refused to come when I didn’t want anything more than a distraction. She hadn’t even been good for that, because my mind was still starving. That insane urge to see blood spill was whispering like a lullaby. Rocking me like a mother holding her newborn for the first time.

After that, my system tortured me with the urge to slide a knife across that body, but that wasn’t the meal I wanted. The girl was available to torment my own stubborn voices. But she didn’t silence them. She never silenced them or erased the darkness they brought. I knew I wouldn’t find peace anytime soon. Ever since the fucking kidnapping, my consciousness had become a caged animal snarling for freedom. A fuck wouldn’t save it. But sometimes it did the job of keeping me quiet when Dante didn’t give me a tray of motherfuckers to play with and watch their skulls crack. Never killing.

God took lives for me.

And Hawthorn helped too.

“Want to join?” Asher asked as I sat up. His tone was sarcastic, because the answer would always be no, same as all the other times he bothered to invite.

We shared. But not at the same time. There were limits, even in our friendship.

I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth, cursing under my breath that I couldn’t stand the orchestra of this shitty fuck anymore.

I crouched at the edge of the king-size bed and grabbed a fistful of the bitch’s blond hair. Her lower back arched along with her neck as it stretched, giving my eyes access to the marks I’d left during my shift in her pussy.

Her blue eyes darted away from Asher and met mine. Her mouth hung open, tongue out in hot gasps. Hawthorn’s thrusts got harder, forcing her eyes shut, but her hair was yanked again, and she remembered to stare at me.

Her fingers twisted in the sheets, and her screams seemed to come from deep in her gut. Her pupils dilated with pleasure, and now my name was falling from her dry lips. Asher didn’t seem to care. In fact, it pushed him to press his fingers harder into her throat, making her feel pain in a way she hadn’t expected. But now she loved it.

“Cole, I’m gonna come...!” she gasped.

I stretched her neck further with her ponytail in my grip.

“Come and get the fuck out, bitch.”

Her whimper came with her body trembling, the climax hitting her veins like a shot of adrenaline. Her eyes rolled up, paying a quick visit to heaven, her vocal cords quivering with a thin, pathetic moan.

Asher seemed to come at the same time, but his expression didn’t change. He just pulled out of her, running his hand quickly through his hair, watching the blonde’s naked body.

She was a wreck.

Her breathing was alarming, her lungs begging for help in a frantic rise and fall.

“Oh my God, that was incredible.”

I straightened up, standing again.

“Get out.”

Her confused look annoyed me. She propped herself up on her elbows, still struggling to catch her breath. She glanced at Ash, who was busy pulling on his pants, then turned her attention back to me.

“You guys have to be kidding me.” She actually dared to say it.

“Don’t piss him off.” Asher flashed his white teeth. “Grab your clothes and go. If you want money, send an email to my father’s company.”

Spoiled prick.

The blonde took a quick scan of my face and stubbornly climbed out of bed, grabbing her clothes.

“Get dressed outside,” I said. Her mouth opened to argue, but I cut her off: “Even my bitch knows how to be more obedient. Or do you need me to throw a stick so you can bark after it?”

Asher laughed enthusiastically while the poor girl pressed her lips together to keep from crying.

“You guys are fucking assholes!”

“Oh, please. Don’t be dramatic.” Hawthorn fired back, and she walked out naked, slamming the door behind her. “You scared her. We need to learn some manners, Van Doren.”

“Next time you’re fucking while I’m trying to sleep, I’ll slit your throat.”

“Relax, for fuck’s sake! I didn’t know you were at my place. I thought you were spending the night in the basement. I was even surprised to see you with a blonde in the guest bed.”

I shrugged, indifferent.

“Boring night.”

Asher sat down in one of the armchairs and relaxed. The room didn’t have much furniture. It was one of several in his mansion, so it wasn’t very decorated.

“Is the supplier good?” he asked, dropping his eyes to his phone screen.

I opened one of the cabinets and grabbed a clean towel. The smell of sex was eating at my nostrils. I needed to get rid of it immediately. I hated feeling that odor on my skin like a layer of clothes.

“Yeah. How did you get it?”

“It’s actually a kind of arms trafficking,” he explained, still distracted, typing away. “Denson Enterprises had corrupt people inside, so they managed to extort a good chunk of the material and contacts. Not sure how long they’ll last since the investigation is ongoing, but it should save us from all that bureaucracy for a few months.”

“Dante wanted specific weapons because of one of the opposition groups. He said one of the next missions will involve them, and we needed some new equipment.”

Asher sighed.

“He wants too much shit. Tell Vance to kill a few more scumbags and pick up some side work as a hitman. My money has limits too,” he announced, making me snort. His bank account had more zeros than his IQ. “I hope that girl doesn’t actually send an email to the company. Last time that happened, I got a lecture.”

“I’m deeply interested,” I said sarcastically, rolling my eyes. “Can I use one of your cars?”

“Yeah.” Asher pulled the key I wanted off his key ring and tossed it at me. I caught it mid-air and shoved it in my pocket. “Heading home?”

“No, I’m going to the basement.” I headed for the door. “I’m not satisfied.”

Hawthorn looked up from his phone.

“You never are.”

No girl could ever silence my mind, only leave it quiet for a few merciful minutes. Torturing was the only thing that came close. My salvation for wiping out this sick side of me would be finding my parents‘ killer and avenging the kidnapping along with the other four. Sex was just a way to remember that I was still a living body, that I still felt some miserable shit running through my veins, that my heart still raced every time my dick slid into some decent pussy. But it never killed the hunger.

It never made the hands of my conscience stop pulling the mental strings like a puppet.

“I’ll bring the car back tomorrow,” I said, leaving the room toward the bathroom.

I need more.

My head was throbbing with violence, a need swallowing my organs. I felt like my soul was heating up and melting from the inside. My thoughts were a game of blood and war, but the score never changed from zero for me.

It was a disgusting feeling. So disgusting it became an addiction. So disgusting I learned to love the emptiness inside me.

I accepted the darkness as family after my parents died. As wrong as it was. As much as I knew it would kill me.

I got into the bathtub, turning the water cold until it was ice on my skin. Slowing down what felt like a living chest, when inside it was rotted and black.

I needed a body to kill my hunger. Or I’d end up torturing my own.
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THE BLARING MUSIC POUNDED off the walls. Korean heavy metal was a way for my mental gears to relax. I liked hearing my native language mixed with heavy rock. It helped me remember the vocabulary, since I only ever practiced it with my grandmother.

When I got to the basement and saw there was nothing to entertain me, the cleaning called to me. My knives were decaying, stained with traces of the kidneys I’d explored. The strong, grimy smell, though nauseating to some, was a soothing atmosphere for me. But the dirt tormented me, and I couldn’t deal with it anymore.

My cleaning kit consisted of alcohol, some gauze pads, a cloth boiled in water, and a bowl of hot water.

I had a ritual for cleaning my knives. I usually wore contacts daily, but in those moments I preferred my prescription glasses to see the metal better and how it could shine. I never did it far from my table. It had to be empty, without any shit in sight. And with my tea, freshly brewed from the herbs I brought from home.

I always started with the knife that needed only a quick clean and worked up to the dirtiest one. First the gauze with alcohol, then the boiling cloth, and then I’d put them in a freezer set to below zero. Half an hour later, I’d repeat the same alcohol-and-water sequence, and finish by placing them in their resting spot.

If I messed up, I’d start over. Never more than half an hour in the freezer. Never less. Off by a second, and I’d begin again.

I wouldn’t let anyone but me touch them. They were mine. They were my only source for feeding my emptiness. Imagining other hands playing with my knives was an impulse to drill holes in their skulls and leave them lobotomized. Something I’d tried before and felt a pleasure in my veins I’d never known. I wouldn’t hesitate to do it again.

Two knocks on the door made me spin in my chair.

“Come in.”

Dante Faulkner’s wiry frame entered the room. His usual outfit of just black pants and matching boots made it clear he’d already finished his work in the basement.

“You busy?”

“Don’t you think that’s kind of obvious?” I shot back.

“Too bad, because I need you to get unbusy.” He demanded.

“You really never lose that death wish of yours,” I threatened.

“I’d take that seriously if I was talking to a killer.”

Right.

I wouldn’t put myself through having dead bodies on my conscience when I could barely handle the one that was already fucking with my head.

I laid my knife down on the table, pulling off my gloves with meticulous, sterile care. The music only stopped playing when I’d washed my hands in the sink in the corner of my room and picked up my phone.

“What do you need?” I asked, leaving the room alongside Dante.

“Nothing that’ll bother you too much,” he said, walking down the hall.

We lived in a kind of bunker in the middle of a forest.

After Dante escaped, Hawthorn did what he could to find a safe place for him and for us when we needed to be damn criminals who killed at night.

He knew about some hidden underground shelters, used in the past for experiments and escapes during wartime.

“I don’t think we’re going to make progress on finding Section E that easily. Jaxon and I managed to track some movement from an idiot named Joel. He works as security during auctions, but he doesn’t seem to know much about what’s going on. I don’t know if he’s a fucking innocent or just has good resistance.”

“You want me to pull information out of him?”

“Vance isn’t here, and you’re better at it than I am,” he explained.

Our vengeance was a search for the real skulls behind the kidnapping that had shattered our minds. The Factory was the human trafficking network that operated across a good part of the planet, and by some shitty coincidence, we got caught in it. In Section D.

The section dedicated to cannibalism.

Every time I slept, the image of more drugged children beside me, weak and ready to be dissected like pigs and carved like cows, was an insistent memory. Stubborn. Impossible to forget.

But unlike the others, my rage went beyond the kidnapping. I came out without a scratch. I was the lucky one who didn’t have any deep marks from those days trapped there, terrified of being eaten alive.

I lost later.

I lost when, two days after escaping the kidnapping with Dante’s help, my parents were murdered.

My purpose came when Dante asked me to join the group of kids from the kidnapping he’d managed to save, back when we were young. And years later, when he decided it was time to move forward with his plan, he formed the Dominion. An opposition, like many others that already existed against the Factory. But our purpose was more selfish.

We weren’t heroes. We didn’t help innocent souls. And that created questions. It made the authorities wonder what we really were.

Some called us Gods of Death. But popularly, we were known as the Empty Faces.

And it was with that emptiness that I connected.

We were recognized by the dark cloaks we wore so we wouldn’t be identified. After all, unlike Dante, the four of us were still innocent citizens not involved with the underworld.

Section E was a new branch of the Factory that we still didn’t understand, but from the clues, it led us to believe it was where most of the people who had been part of our kidnapping now worked.

We went down the stairs to the basement, where the intoxicating stench of shit was like poison smeared across the walls. Dante led me to the room, where—to the dismay of many—only a single tormented soul sat slumped in the chair.

“Fuck...” Dante cursed. “He didn’t even last an hour.”

I stepped closer, grabbing a glove from the counter and touching the man’s face.

“He’s dead. What did you do?” I asked, prying his eyes open wider and catching his foul breath.

He was going to shit through his mouth.

“Nothing, shithead.”

“Well, clearly it was a hell of a lot more than nothing.”

Dante was pissed as a dog, but my heart was pounding like I was walking toward a fire. The first hints of enchanting whispers filled my ears, and I was giving in to my desires like a condemned man.

“I’ll ask Jaxon to see if he can get anything else. If we keep going like this, we won’t get anywhere,” he declared.

Actually, we could get somewhere if we went to talk to the right person. But that person would be the daughter of the late Grays, owners of Othello Hospital, and I’d rather have my balls cut off than have Dante and those idiots trying to rip something out of someone who had nothing to offer.

Emilia Gray was only alive because I didn’t want to dirty my hands with her filthy blood.

“Asher’s been slacking off. Tell him to get his act together,” I said.

“If we had the map, we’d know where to start. I’ll talk to Fish about it again. Again,” he cursed. “Your fun’s over. Sorry.”

But something twisted inside me, saying otherwise.

My cells tingled like I was stepping onto a roller coaster for the first time. Excited. Happy. My mind turned into a spoiled brat who only cared about the best toy.

And now I had one.

I saw fun.

“The other body you killed. Did you take it already?” I asked, still eyeing the sweating corpse, forcing the fucking thing out of its organism.

“No, it’s still here in the basement. Why?”

“I’ll take care of them.”

Dante studied me for a moment, but then just shrugged.

He didn’t say anything. After all, he already knew.

The emptiness in my head shrank a little as I realized my favorite pastime was about to kick in. The one that distracted me more than sex. The one that made my dark side spread its wings like an angel.

Because I had an addiction greater than torturing the living.

I tortured the dead.

And that alone was enough to keep my mind quiet and satisfied.
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CHAPTER 3
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Kayleen Cullbert

MY DAY WAS GOING TO be a pile-up of bad luck. I knew it.

I’d forgotten, for some reason I couldn’t understand, to tap the mat four times the second I walked into the gym. Sleep was running through my veins and my brain had shut down on a routine I’d been doing for over ten years.

It was such a strange feeling, almost like an itch that made me want to strip down and climb into a bathtub of ice water. Like the thread guiding my life had been snipped.

I obeyed my own rules. I needed them to live. I lived off the details, and if I slipped out of the pattern, I’d lose. I’d stop being who I was and turn into something disconnected.

All because I’d only tapped three times.

One fucking odd number.

Even though my mind was off the mat, my feet kept moving, following the choreography I knew as well as I knew how to count. When I heard the shift in the music’s tone, I jumped, nailing the double pirouette and holding the pose as my feet hit the floor again. My hair, tied in a ponytail, followed the wind of being a gymnast, giving the harmony and femininity the judges clung to when they watched the athletes. The joy counted too. The facial expressions of someone competing because they loved the sport. Because their body needed to do it the way it needed to drink water.

But my legs weren’t moving with the elegance I knew they had. I could barely smile. Barely feel the rhythm.

Only three times.

I only tapped three times.

As soon as the music ended, I raised my arms, stretching the biggest smile until my cheeks ached. My ragged breath made my lungs expand and contract violently. It felt like my thoughts had been spoken aloud while I choreographed, even though I’d kept my breathing in check every step of the way.

A single burst of applause exploded in that silence.

I turned, shaking my head.

“Don’t congratulate me. I didn’t do that shit well.”

“What do you mean?” My gym teammate, Nick, followed me to the benches where I headed to grab my water bottle. “You didn’t miss once. Your body looked like a feather.”

I snorted, gulping down the water to kill the itch I still felt. I capped the bottle, squeezing it hard enough to know no drop would leak.

“I messed up right at the start,” I admitted. “I missed the fourth tap.”

The crease in Nick’s forehead was a question mark.

“What fourth tap?”

I sighed.

I chose not to say anything else because I knew they wouldn’t understand. My brain worked a specific way, with nuances and details I clung to and steered myself by.

I was good at what I did. Gymnastics was just a sport to a lot of people, but to me, it was an essential part of the air I breathed.

I was a lucky person. But that also meant I was an unlucky one. I knew the day was bound to go wrong from the moment I woke up on the wrong side. And now that I’d failed in my training, there wasn’t a single thing I wouldn’t fail at too.

“Kayleen, you’re more than ready to perform at the competition in a few months.” My coach appeared, the bracelets on her wrist making an unpleasant noise against the current of my thoughts. “You’re going to get your gold medal.”

I gave a half-smile.

My energy was at zero, and all I wanted was to get out of there as fast as possible.

“I need more practice, Lana.”

“You need rest.” She encouraged, tying back her curly hair. “If you overtrain, you’ll undo months of work.”

“That won’t happen. I know what I’m doing,” I announced, grabbing my bag and my bottle. I tightened the cap again, checking it was sealed. “It’s almost nine. I have class. You coming, Nick?”

My training partner stretched out on the bench, yawning like an animal.

“You made me come train at six in the morning.”

“And you just sat on your phone the whole time,” I shot back.

“You’re the only one with the mood to wake up early. I’m going to sleep.”

My coach tore her attention from her papers, smacking him on the forehead, making him groan in pain like a child.

“Try a little harder,” she pushed. “We still have a lot of work for the men’s competition.”

“It’s still months away,” he complained.

“And there’s less time than there was,” I retorted, earning a tired look from him. “I’m heading out. See you at seven.”

“You’re coming back to train today?” he asked, as I walked out of the gym.

“Yeah! Like I have for the last ten years!”

“You’re crazy, Kayleen!” he shouted, and I just flipped him off.

I was practical. Something Nick would never be. Just like everyone else before him hadn’t been. It was only a matter of time before he quit, and I’d have to get used to a new partner.

But that would be fine, as long as they didn’t mess with my stars.

Emília: I’m waiting for you outside.

I hurried to the locker room, swapping my clothes after a quick shower. But I noticed I’d forgotten my post-shower perfume, and even the only ring that fit on my index finger.

Shit.

I hated how one small break in the sequence of things I did triggered bigger failures.

That sick feeling kept chasing me, and it wouldn’t be cured until I got home and slept for a new day.

When I stepped out of the building, the sight of my best friend waiting for me came into view. Her big curly hair acted like a signal when I needed to find her.

“How’s the best gymnast in the world?” she asked the moment I got close, and I gestured for us to start walking toward the university campus.

Luckily, it wasn’t far from Olympus University. The time it took to walk there was twenty-two minutes and fifty-seven seconds if I was alone. With Emília, there was an extra seven minutes and two seconds. When I was late and had to speed up, it dropped drastically to sixteen minutes and forty-four seconds.

“Same as yesterday. And you?”

“I was up until two in the morning working. I’m exhausted and I still have a test today,” she vented.

I studied her face, and the traces of fatigue gave a different color to the area around her eyes. Emília had been my best friend for as long as I could remember, and I knew her mannerisms better than anyone.

Her drastic change after her parents died was something that infuriated me. After the murder, Lia lived at my house for a few years, and as soon as she turned eighteen, she decided to live on her own. But she was never the same. Her wounds were internal, but I felt them and saw them as if they were mine too. They had destroyed the life of the girl whose heart was so much more than just an organ beating inside her.

All because of that son of a bitch.

“It’s so unfair you don’t have a spot in the university residence. You’re one of the best in the program,” I complained.

We both stopped at the edge of the sidewalk, waiting to cross the street after the light turned green.

“You know. Life isn’t easy for people like me, even if I’m the best. Imagine if I were the worst.” Her tone was sad, even though she tried to bring humor. “I’ll just have to survive like this.”

“You don’t,” I argued, swallowing my anger. “Penelope and I can help you.”

She shook her head, stubborn like every time we talked about it. But I knew she wanted help. She just didn’t have the courage to say it.

Gray was exactly like me when it came to drowning in her own rescue rather than learning to swim with help.

“Let it go, Kay. I don’t want to be seen as charity.”

We both crossed when the light turned green.

My gears were spinning violently, analyzing the number of solutions I could sell to Lia. She’d have a mental breakdown if she kept going like this. And whenever I remembered that it all started because of a boy who took advantage of her innocence, it made me certain that love had only served to ruin her.

But questions still circled me.

Why the Grays?

“Kayleen, watch out!”

Emília’s scream ripped me abruptly out of my mental closet, yanking me hard back onto the sidewalk. A car horn blared, making my heart leap violently, ready to explode.

My breath hitched when I realized I’d almost been hit. Some people on the street looked just as shaken as we were.

“That son of a bitch!” Lia cursed, snapping a picture of the license plate as fast as she could, before the vehicle disappeared from our sight.

“But the fucking light was red!” I complained, still dazed by what had happened.

“Some people drive like shit. Probably drunk.”

“Or it happened because I didn’t tap four times.”

“Huh?”

Her forehead wrinkled, confusion taking over her eyes.

“I started my training without tapping the mat four times today. I already know it’s going to ruin my day.”

Lia let out a laugh that made me roll my eyes.

“The car wasn’t going to hit you because you didn’t tap the mat, Kay.”

But that was just the beginning.

The almost-getting-hit was the least of it.

I was a lucky person. I believed in my own superstitions. I knew the stars were with me every time I followed my laws. But straying from the pattern was like a big truck swerving all over the road.

“Come on, let’s go.” I grabbed her arm, looking at my wristwatch. “We’re already two minutes and one second late.”
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I MANAGED TO GET THERE two minutes early to watch the lecture. And, to my surprise, my favorite seat in the back of the room was empty.

There were more people than usual in that class, and I didn’t recognize seven faces near my desk. We were two psychology sections, but in some subjects we had to merge because of a lack of students.

I didn’t have friends in my class. In practice, Emília, Penelope, and Daniel were the only people I talked to and trusted. Unfortunately, Daniel attended the rival university, being one of the best quarterbacks around, and Penelope roamed the hallways on the other side of campus. Only on specific occasions did we manage to meet up; or when she felt like going to some party.

Still, everyone seemed aware of my presence. Whenever I walked in, eyes would fish for me. Simple greetings and smiles were offered, and I returned them, even if only out of politeness. Everyone knew me as the golden gymnast. Being an athlete since I was a kid had given me that status, even though I hadn’t asked for it. But there was something more in every look, and I knew it. I just ignored it and played it off.

It was annoying.

I opened my bag as I sat my ass down in the seat. The professor of Psychological Assessment was already ready to start his lecture. Silence reigned and eyes focused. One of the good things about my class was that there were no rude people or kids disguised as adults. We were all respectful to the professors. Psychology deserved that.

But the silence was cut short by the door slamming open, everyone’s attention shifting to whoever was walking in almost half an hour late.

“Van Doren.” The professor said it like a reprimand for his behavior, but willing to let it slide, even if it wasn’t the first time and wouldn’t be the last.

So he didn’t give a damn. Because he didn’t need to. He was as good as me at everything he set out to do, and no one bothered to challenge one of the best.

If people stared at me when I walked in, in Cole Van Doren’s case, they dropped their gaze, looking for other corners to study. He gave off such a strong aura that no one volunteered to unravel it.

It was strange. Heavy. Malignant.

The air got thick, like bombs had been deliberately placed to go off the second he arrived.

Most people might have forgotten, but I still vividly remembered how he was friends with Dante Faulkner. How he was part of the kidnappers’ group and all the legends that followed that title.

Five friends who barely spoke to each other now. Who had split up four years ago, after the theater massacre.

After Sic Infit. The so-called cursed Day of Punishment.

But I didn’t believe that bullshit story about them splitting up. The problem was the lack of proof. Because the authorities had cleared him, just like the other four. And the story was buried, their images cleaned up, while his friend was a fucking fugitive criminal no one had managed to track.

I laughed mentally at the lack of logic in all of it.

There were still the Empty Faces. Those who walked the streets at night, annihilated anyone who saw their faces, and hunted those who opposed them. But they weren’t just the city’s problem. They were almost an entire country’s. And I sensed they were connected to the kidnapping. To Dante. And to every single boy who had been a hostage.

My stomach turned as I remembered my best friend’s intense crying when she found out about her parents’ death. How they hadn’t given any justification beyond that they’d been killed for refusing to accept her relationship with Dante.

Stupid.

How I hated them.

How I hated Cole Van Doren for living his life like he didn’t know the consequences his fucking friend had brought. Him and all the others, walking around campus, living their lives normally like they didn’t have the same blood on their hands.

They might not have killed, but they agreed.

They were fucking accomplices.

The asshole scanned the room, trying to find an empty spot, until his eyes settled on my desk.

My lungs filled with rage. I’d rather have my fingers cut off than have him centimeters from me. Luckily, there wasn’t a seat available at my table, so he’d have to sit on the floor if he wanted to push his provocation further.

His gaze landed on a free chair in the right corner of the room. He headed over, holding his bag that looked empty for a full day of classes ahead.

But the sound of furniture scraping made me look back at him. Cole grabbed the chair with his arm. The professor interrupted his lecture again, searching for what was drawing so much attention from his students.

The bastard crossed the room, his voracious eyes taking me in like I was easy prey. I watched him get closer and closer, not understanding what he was doing. Until my heart jumped with irritation when his chair landed a few centimeters from mine, and my exclusive space became his too.

I hated watching him sit down, the seat shrinking to a miniature for the dark load Cole carried in every muscle.

I hated having to move my stuff aside and hearing a comedic sigh from him, like proof that I was annoyed by the disgusting cluster of cells he was.

I hated having the nerve to stare at him, and him catching me watching him pull out his notebook.

I hated looking away and hearing, once again, a nasal laugh.

That was a punishment served as the main course by the Devil himself.

His scent was colonizing my nostrils, occupying part of my brain like a ravenous parasite. It was absurd how good he could smell, even when everything about him disgusted me.

My focus was no longer on what the professor was saying, but on every meticulous movement Cole made trying to get comfortable in his seat. His legs spread open, his back sank fully into the chair, and his right arm rested on the seatback as if the whole setup were a leisure zone.

His breathing was loud. Irregular.

His hands were clean. Large.

His fingers drummed against the chair material with a rhythmic noise.

His pen danced between his fingers like a pliable object.

I was a person of details, and I found them even when it came to the man I loathed.

His gaze collided with mine the instant I examined his handwriting on the papers. This time, I didn’t lower my head like the others did. I wasn’t afraid. Not a single drop of fear drained through me when I needed to confront the idiot.

His forehead creased and his body shifted, closing what little distance already existed between us.

“Cullbert.” He dared to whisper, his mouth an exaggerated millimeter from my ear.

His timbre set up camp in my mind. I furrowed my brow, careful not to let it take over the rest of my system.

“Van Doren.”

My voice came out as low as his. As aggressive. As fearless.

He pulled back, letting his head drop again, propped up by his clenched fist.

I swallowed hard, staring at my strategically placed materials. Cole did the same, tracking me with his irises until I tired of it.

I felt him watching what I did, how I did it, predicting when I’d do it next.

“You lose something?” I managed to say, meeting his eyes.

The delay in his answer came after two blinks.

“If you don’t want me here, there’s a door that’ll open for you,” he murmured, with a sarcastic edge that made me narrow my eyes into a sneer.

“Did you take the day off just to piss me off?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Cullbert. I don’t waste my time thinking about you.”

I gave a half-smile as bitter as his.

“Just staring at me, then, right?”

“You’re a pathetic little thing. Shut your mouth. Maybe you’ll become tolerable to look at.”

My throat tightened.

Pathetic little thing.

“Don’t you think you try too hard to fool yourself?”

Cole didn’t answer right away.

His narrowed eyes kept mapping me, as if he had something to unravel inside me.

The deathly atmosphere he carried on a leash now seemed to rest on my shoulders, weighing a thousand tons. His rigid features broadcast how violently his heart beat—just like everything else about him.

His bad mood was palpable. His sarcasm was a taste lingering in his mouth.

I wondered how someone could be born so utterly wrong.

“You talking about deception is funny. I’m not the one hiding who I am,” he finally said, straightening back up in his chair. The shiver on my skin made my hairs stand on end, as if trying to flee. I didn’t know if it was from the force of his movement, which sent my pens rolling out of place, or from the implications buried in that sentence. “You know you’re pathetic.”

Pathetic.

The insult catalyzed a rotten feeling through my veins.

His attention shifted to whatever was being projected on the classroom screen. His words hung in the air, loose, just to piss me off.

And he succeeded.

That son of a bitch always managed to get under my skin.

The sound of his pen tapping the desk, the swing of his left-hand fingers, the constant yawns—they were impulses that made my blood circulate the wrong way. In an infuriating way.

“Careful, that might be contagious, asshole,” I finally said, earning a sidelong glance.

I pushed my chair further to the corner of the desk. Though it didn’t make much difference, it created an imaginary barrier between me and him.

His pen stopped tapping the desk, and his muscles turned him into a statue. The only movement was the rise and fall of his diaphragm beneath his loose clothes. I could sense disdain reigning in the curl of his lips and how he didn’t even bother to look at me again or rebut my comment.

My mind was too busy being annoyed and realizing I’d lost part of the class just because I’d rather argue with the motherfucker, who seemed to breathe only to get a reaction out of me.

I sighed, nervous, straightening my materials, which were slightly crooked.

I couldn’t forget to knock four times on the mat the next day. I was dealing with bad luck and the consequences of not following my own rules.

I made a mental note to wear my lucky socks as soon as I got home. They’d bring twice the success I needed. I couldn’t risk having another day so cursed.

Because worse than almost getting run over was sharing the same space as Cole Van Doren.
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CHAPTER 4
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Kayleen Cullbert

“ARE YOU NOT READY YET?”

“Almost.”

“Your ‘almost’ has been going on for half an hour.”

“Do you want to hang up?” I asked, pausing my makeup.

On the other side of the screen, my brother flipped me off. He was leaning on his arms over the table, staring at me like I was some kind of street performance he felt obligated to watch.

“No. I went days without talking to you,” he insisted, like he had for the last two hours.

“I’m fine, Theo!” I exclaimed, stepping away from my big mirror that took up part of the closet, heading toward my phone resting on the desk stand. “I’m in one piece.”

My brother raised an eyebrow, analyzing me like a specimen.

I avoided meeting his eyes, turning back to the mirror and grabbing the mascara.

“Don’t you miss me?” A roll of my eyes was all he got in response. “The old folks said you’ve been... more irritable. Is something bothering you?”

“Yeah. You,” I shot back, hearing a genuine laugh on his end. “Seriously, Theo, I’m fine. And I don’t know what they mean by ‘more irritable,’ but newsflash—I’ve always been like this.”

“If you say so.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched my brother go back to his laptop and straighten his phone so it wouldn’t fall. He was at the coffee shop. The one he’d owned for over four years in our father’s hometown, Wonju.

Ever since I was little, he’d carried this burden of taking care of me every single goddamn moment, crowding my space and my privacy. I thought it would change when, at twenty-two, he decided to start over in South Korea. But I couldn’t have been more wrong.

He called me every day, forcing me to video chat for hours. When he started dating, I hoped it would change. When he got engaged, that hope faded because I realized it was just part of who he was—a meddling big brother.

Theo Cullbert was thirty-two, engaged to a professor, and ran a coffee shop, but part of his time was always dedicated to me. He was the total opposite of our other brother, Chris, whom I saw once every three months because he was always abroad on some exchange program, learning new languages. Or Niall, who was more interested in giving our parents gray hair than worrying about the sister living two meters from his bedroom door.

All older. All men.

I couldn’t have been living in a bigger, constant nightmare for twenty-one years.

“I’m going to have to hang up,” I announced, putting my makeup away in its proper place and checking that everything was tightly closed. “I’m already late.”

“Where’s this party?” he asked, shaking his hair out of his face.

I shrugged, heading for my bed and folding the sheets into a triangle.

“I don’t know.”

“Kay...”

“God, Theo. I’ll be with Penelope. I just need to unwind a little. I’ve been tired.”

“That’s why you’ve been so irritable,” he concluded. “Not sleeping enough? Training too hard?”

I shrugged again.

“Maybe.”

“You need to live in moderation. It’s okay to feel tired and stop. No body can handle what it can’t sustain.”

“I know that.”

“If you know it, then why don’t you do it?”

His question caught me off guard because I didn’t exactly know how to answer. I went back to the shelf, pulling out my makeup case. I grabbed my stuff again and checked that everything was closed and organized.

“You’re exaggerating, bro.”

I avoided looking at the screen and seeing the countless question marks that would be written all over his furrowed brow.

“I haven’t heard you call me ‘bro’ in a long time,” he noted, a happy curve on his face. “You know that if something’s bothering you, you can talk to me.”

“I know.”

“Well, I’m hanging up. Tell Niall to call me when he’s free.”

“I will.”

“Take care.”

I nodded. Theo ended the call, and at that exact moment, messages from Penelope started popping up.

The party was at a house belonging to one of her countless friends. I didn’t usually socialize, but that didn’t mean I didn’t enjoy hunting down a cigarette and flooding my system with cheap alcohol. It soothed my daily restlessness, and after the shit luck I’d had in the last few hours, I needed a bigger distraction than the white walls of my room.

I sighed, grabbing my bag and checking if everything was inside it. Before leaving, I stared at my bed and its fold. I scanned the rest of the room, looking for any imperfection. I had this thing—when everything in my room was tidy, my life felt organized too. Same with my brain. Same with my fate.

So I went back to the closet and did a quick inspection, looking for the makeup case and making sure everything inside it was at least minimally in order.

My brain flashed a green light.

Now I could leave. There was no way tonight could go wrong.
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THE COLD IN OLYMPUS had claws. Its hands ripped away the layers of clothes I was wearing and scraped its icy nails across my skin. I wrapped my arms over my chest, gasping to try and warm myself from the inside.

I chose to walk, earbuds in, listening to some indie rock band the app had randomly selected. Theo would hate knowing I opted to walk instead of driving the car he gave me when I turned eighteen, along with my parents.

There was something about the darkness of Olympus’s streets at night. It was an easy distraction from the pile-up of information my brain absorbed every second. In daylight, my eyes snagged on every miserable cluster of atoms within my field of vision. Every sound. Every smell. Alive or not, it all created mental disorder. The more insignificant, the more importance I gave it.

When the sun decided to rest and the moon rose, the city stopped being chaotic. Even though the danger was greater, even though the darkness brought with it all of humanity’s evils, I still found peace.

The music blasting in my ears under the night sky let my mind rest. Sometimes it needed it. I felt like it deserved it.

The weakened streetlights cast a shadow that moved with me. There were few people out walking at that hour. Some businesses were closed too, but their lights were still on.

My field of vision stopped being limited to what was in front of me, searching for what looked like a figure walking on the opposite side of the street. The light seemed to catch some of his features, but the night swallowed him, leaving me suspicious about why I felt like his eyes were following me.

Even when I stopped. Pretended to look at a store window. Fiddled with my phone.

Something was lurking. Something was dissecting me. Something wanted to get me.

It was like I was surrounded by a ghost, even though I could see him, knew he existed, and had a gut feeling he wasn’t going to be much friendlier than just staring at me.

My throat tightened, twisting into a painful knot. The feeling of vulnerability wanted to throw my heartbeat off rhythm.

I let my lungs refill, sidling up to a group of friends who were also walking toward the party house. I wasn’t far now.

I could even convince myself he was just another guest. Someone who was lost. But the energy burning in my chest told me otherwise.

Before I could process what to do, he was sucked into what was left of the light, vanishing from my sight like an illusion.

My heart kept pounding against my ribs, though.

What the fuck had just happened?

My brain searched for justifications, but none of them was an answer I liked.

The questions bubbling up dissipated when I got closer to the booming sound coming from the neighborhood. The party’s vibration could be felt under my feet, and I moved forward, already pulling out my phone to tell Penelope I’d arrived.

I stepped into the sweaty crowd; the atmosphere was a mix of smells that weren’t to my personal taste but didn’t make me nauseous.

Pen spotted me with a smile on her face, waving at me with a cup in her hand. I sighed, taking off my coat and scarf.

“Hey, girl!” she shouted, amused.

The music thundered through every corner of the space. It was packed, but there was still room to move around and talk without getting shoved. The light was bright. There wasn’t a single millimeter that wasn’t lit up by the lamps.

“You okay?” Pen asked.

My eyes wandered into the corners, searching for the silhouette hiding in those shadows.

I didn’t want to believe I was being followed. All the red flags were firing off my neurons.

To make things worse, I ended up caught in Cole’s group and his ignorant friends. I didn’t know them, and I doubted they even truly knew each other, but Van Doren had a knack for socializing, even though nothing about him invited it.

I quickly ducked away, going back to the conversation. But now I felt eyes glued to me—and I knew whose they were.

“Yeah, of course,” I answered, playing it cool. “What’s there to drink?”

“Finally, the drunk girl’s here to keep me company!” My friend perked up, and I helped myself to her cup.

“What the hell. This tastes like complete shit,” I said, twisting my face in utter horror, forcing myself to swallow the liquid.

“That’s why it’s good! There’s more over by the bar. We can help ourselves to as much as we want,” she explained. “I found a place to stash our stuff so no one steals it. Wait here.”

Penelope grabbed my clothes and headed off to some corner. I went to the bar, looking for something sour to redirect the flow of my blood.

A few looks came my way, but I ignored them. I walked up to the bar and asked the girl working it for whatever she had that was strongest. But no whisky. There were limits, even for a woman like me.

While I waited, Cole and some other guy approached. He stared at me long enough for me to know there was nothing in me he needed. Not until his eyes lit up with that disdain that wasn’t reserved just for me. Even with his friends, Van Doren showed contempt.

As soon as I got my drink and took a sip, an involuntary smile crept onto my lips. It was so disgusting it became spectacular on my tongue.

My friend came back, and I stepped away from the bar counter.

“Wanna dance?” she suggested, but before I could answer, two guys came over.

Penelope caught their vibe, and I was ready to shove her toward the dance floor, but they were quicker to assert themselves.

“Where are you going?” one of them asked me directly, curiosity dripping from his mouth as he continued, “Your eyes are beautiful. Are you from around here?”

I hated dealing with questions that came with the same tone as a tourist at a zoo looking at some exotic bird. People were obsessed with trying to guess my background, trying to figure out why I spoke their language so well when I was born and raised in Olympus just like any of them.

Men saw me as a rare piece.

Untouchable. Unreachable. A goal.

A competition between them.

Because on the list of women they’d slept with, having a girl like me was a trophy. A rarity, even though there were countless girls like me scattered outside the city.

But they lived inside a cage and saw the bars reflected in me.

“Let’s go, Pen.”

I nudged my friend lightly, trying to steer her away.

“But already? We’re not gonna hurt you. I just want to know your name, China girl.” The other friend insisted, flashing a white smile, even though every word coming out of his mouth was disgusting.

“Ah, go fuck yourself!” I snapped, getting a shallow laugh from him under the insane sound of a song transition.

Before I could move forward, the hand grazing my ass made me spin around, smacking the guy’s arm. Penelope got riled up too, shoving him.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, you asshole?!” she demanded, spilling drops of her drink onto his shirt.

The son of a bitch raised his hands, his mouth still showing off those white teeth.

“No big deal. Relax.”

I lunged at them, my fist clenching, my brain urging me to be impulsive, but the thought of getting my hands dirty with filthy skin rewound my actions.

“Come on, let’s go, Kay. It’s not worth it.” Pen discouraged me, even though my blood was boiling.

A groan of dissatisfaction escaped my lips. My shallow breathing wasn’t helping my brain get enough oxygen, leaving me dizzy. It was so humiliating because it wasn’t the first time. And I knew it wouldn’t be the last.

I gulped down a huge swig of my drink, feeling almost like it was burning my throat to drown out the weird sensation. Penelope’s excitement had vanished too, and guilt hit me for ruining the little time we had together. It wasn’t something we could control, but that didn’t change the fact that the problem had partly started with me.

“If you want to leave, I understand.” Penelope threw it out there, making me shrug.

“No way. I want to stay.”

“You sure?”

I nodded, blinking as encouragement to shake off the dead air between us. But eyes locked on me hooked me in, landing on Cole again, who was still holding his cup. His focus was on me, his jaw like iron, a blade that would cut me if I ran my fingers across it. He was in a circle of people, but there was still a distance to cover before he could reach me.

When I thought about ignoring him, he moved. The meters between us shrank until there were no bodies separating us.

For some instinctive reason, I swallowed the saliva pooling on the roof of my mouth.

I needed to quench my thirst. But I didn’t know if it was for the alcohol I’d already downed or for the heat he generated just by being near me.

“Are you thinking about leaving?”

I raised an eyebrow at the sudden question. His dark, loose clothes were pretty casual for the setting. But his austere posture was the complete accessory for any occasion he was in.

“Why are you interested?” I shot back, worried whether my irritated words would reach him with the intensity I intended.

Cole gave a brief glance at Penelope, who shrank back. It lasted milliseconds before his attention returned.

“Did he apologize?”

I blinked, understanding where he was going with this.

“None of your business.”

A cynical laugh slipped through his lips with a hiss. Ironic and arrogant, just like every syllable he articulated.

“You’re a coward,” he taunted. “You know how to make a guy apologize. Why didn’t you do it now?”

“They weren’t going to.” Penelope tried to defend me, catching part of a conversation that was never directed at her. “They were just assholes.”

Cole didn’t let go of the glare I was giving him.

“And you didn’t defend yourself, Cullbert?”

His jab twisted my stomach, some of the alcohol threatening to come back up. A layer of sweat seemed to cover my entire body, from my toes curled in my shoes to my hair, which I had to tie up right then and there.

“Leave me the fuck alone, Van Doren,” I shot back. “Drop dead!”

His mouth opened a little wider, and a laugh, slightly more audible than the last, grated on my nerves.

His tongue swept across his lips, his eyes narrowing as if his thoughts were moving too fast and he needed time to catch up.

“You’re a cheap show.”

Every goddamn letter that came out of his mouth hit my heart like a punch. I blinked rapidly, watching him pull back from my silence. My unspoken questions joined Penélope’s, who hadn’t caught what Cole had said.

It had a different weight. Something I didn’t like feeling and never wanted to hear again.

The commotion settled when the last beat of my heart went calm. The dance rhythm of the people still near us stopped, even though the music kept blasting with a vibrant, eardrum-piercing melody.

The row that formed gave me space to be surprised as Cole yanked the guy who had groped my ass.

My heart rate got lost somewhere when my mind went haywire.

“What are you...?”

I couldn’t finish the sentence because the guy was suddenly thrown in front of me. Cole sighed, twisting his wrist, making him squirm in agony. The crack sounded like a piece falling, his eyes squeezing shut, his throat turning red.

Van Doren stared at me as if he had the right to be angry about a situation he had nothing to do with.

Anger slammed hard in my chest.

“Fuck, you’re insane, man!” he yelled, trying to get up, but the kick to his face knocked him down, splattering drops of blood like spray.

Without wasting time, Cole drove his foot into him, forcing him to grit his teeth as a last resort not to scream. The anguish grew with every second Van Doren realized the guy was resisting. Even with his hands still in his pants pockets, he pressed his foot down until the pain burst out of the guy like a roar. He tried to get up, but there was no trace of kindness coming from the person kicking him like he was worthless.

His ribs would break if this kept up.

“Do it, Kay.” He ordered, making me lose my vocabulary all over again.

“Why the fuck are you doing this? I didn’t ask for it!” I shouted, watching the focus settle on the scene in front of the bar.

But Van Doren didn’t answer me. His dark eyes reflected exactly how I saw him on the inside. Empty. Emotionless. A body shaped by chaos and rebellion.

“You didn’t ask, huh?” His foot dug deeper into the guy’s ribs. He must have been drunk, because he couldn’t even fight back for his own survival. Not that it would have made a difference, but his ego was being crushed, along with his bones, just like an ant. “Apologize.”

The crease in my forehead ached.

Cole watched me as my face flushed, smoke practically coming out of my nostrils, my expression twisting.

“I didn’t do anything, shit!”

He got to his knees after struggling to lift his battered torso.

Cole called out to me again with those dark orbs of his. They silently spoke what my mind was screaming, and I had to beg myself not to give in.

But it was still an answer.

He always interpreted our contempt and silence as some kind of response.

“Don’t waste my time. Most people here want to get back to their lives. So let’s end this spectacle,” he announced. “Grovel.”

With what little strength he had left, the guy dared to stand up, laughing like it was all a drunken illusion.

With a jerk, Cole shoved his foot into the idiot’s mouth. Penélope’s squeal next to me reminded me that my friend was witnessing every second, just like the rest of the party.

Van Doren kept his hands in his pockets, but his left foot was wedged into the man’s teeth. His suffocation was obvious from the change in color to such a vivid red that I swore his veins would burst.

His pain was a muffled scream, trapped because he couldn’t escape the shoe stretching his mouth open. You could see his lips tearing at the corners, tears streaming down, and his throat, flushed and engorged, with green veins bulging, showing his circulation was frantic.

Cole didn’t let up. Not even when he glanced over to make sure I was watching it all firsthand. The saliva dripping from the man’s mouth turned to blood, sliding down like a cable coming loose. His wide eyes were bulging out of their sockets, his sclera no longer recognizable as the white part of his eye.

His whole face seemed to be breaking. Cole seemed ready to break him. Like at any moment, his muscles would tear and his flesh would be exposed, right along with my sanity for sale.

My shoulders stayed rigid, my feet stuck, rooted to the spot.

I wanted to do something. Intervene. Drain the face of Van Doren’s motherfucker. But my hands stayed balled into fists, as harmless as a puppy’s.

The guy tried to say something. His brain finally having the analytical capacity to grab Cole’s ankle and try to fight back. His state of panic forced him to punch and push the back of the foot stuck in his mouth, as if with every fraction of a second that passed, the pain got worse and the chance of having his jaw dislocated got higher.

The subtle smirk that played on the corner of that serious face was proof it would be in vain.

The worn-down tip of his sneaker landed in the corner of the man’s mouth, and before he could find a weakness in Van’s grip to pull it out, his teeth shattered. The release was so sudden that it took him a moment to process the pain, blood streaming through his fingers and all over the rest of Cole’s shoe.

As soon as his mouth was free, the sharp, pungent pain reigning over that area could be heard throughout the whole hall. His face seemed slack, as if the muscles had really lost their fibers in a lost battle.

His teeth were on the floor, along with a growing puddle of drops leaking from his open mouth, mixing with the endless tears.

The silence made the music disappear. Any sense of a party had evaporated the moment the man’s humiliation grew.

No one was going to interfere. No one was going to say it was wrong. Cole was just being a hero. He was helping me. The beating of a harasser was deserved.

But it was the complete opposite.

It was just a way to humiliate me. To provoke me. To bring out the worst in me.

He didn’t want to protect me. There was no reason.

I’d known that son of a bitch since I was a kid. We went to the same school. Crossed paths in hallways, on streets, with our eyes. Words of contempt had always been between us. He hated my best friend. I hated him right back.

But there was something more.

Van Doren consumed much more than simple hatred for me. Or for the world.

It had a shape, a smell, and a color.

It was exhausting, just like his eyes got when he woke up.

It was destructive, just like he was to everything else.

Cole crouched down, finishing the job with a yank of the guy’s disheveled hair, positioning it at an angle so his eyes would rest on me and his ears would be fully aware of the words coming out of Cole’s mouth.

“Say it,” he murmured so low that I had to read his lips.

The mouth, bathed in blood, the teeth reduced to a swollen gum and broken upper teeth scattered on the floor, opened and obediently let out:

“Sorry...”

The word came out silent. Victorious. Dirty.

Violent.

Its syllables escaped with as much trembling as the rest of the room.

There was no value in it. It was almost as if he was apologizing, not just for the act, but for existing. For daring to breathe the same air as me.

I wondered how Cole could be like this without feeling any remorse.

Van Doren stood up with the same austerity he’d had since the moment he walked into that party. His armor was intact.

His theater was expensive and well-crafted. A role I could never play so well. Exactly what he wanted to prove.

Then, he closed the distance between us, with some reluctance.

“This is how you do it, Cullbert,” he finished, getting the angry reaction he had been fighting to provoke.

“You’re a disgusting son of a bitch.”

Cole didn’t fire back, just took a look at what he had just done to wrap up his spectacle.

“If this gets to any superior, I’ll finish off what’s left of you,” he threatened, indulging himself in leaving as if the floor wasn’t flooded with blood because of him.

My mind barely registered it.

My senses were vibrating, unable to formulate anything concrete.

Cole was the worst kind. The worst form that rage could take.

I hated him.

I hated him for making me feel smaller.

And for accepting that I was nothing compared to him.
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CHAPTER 5
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Cole Van Doren

MY GRANDMOTHER USED to say I was a blessed boy. If there was ever an incarnation of Jesus, she thought he’d have the same ass as mine. After my parents died, she decided to leave Korea just to take care of me. And she picked up an obsession with religion to fill the grief of leaving her homeland. She didn’t have to wipe the tears of an orphan boy and feed him—I was just a forgotten scrap of the family. The leftover from a relationship no one approved of.

Still, she chose to be like a second mother to me.

The old woman tried to make me follow her ways. On the surface, I did. I went to church, prayed to the same God she devoted herself to. But the only God who ever helped me was the one who stirred my inner monsters. And I knew he wasn’t the benevolent divinity my grandmother preached about. I also did volunteer work, helped the elderly at the nursing home since the staff couldn’t be bothered to treat them with dignity. I was obedient. A good student. A good grandson.

Misuk was happy that I was the son my father never was. In her eyes, I wasn’t a problem.

She just didn’t know that everything she prayed would never happen was alive and pulsing in my blood.

My thoughts were twisted. In my mind, caged monsters rattled their bars, hungry and thirsty for freedom. My system collapsed if I didn’t smell blood and feel its texture on my fingers. If I didn’t hear the sound of agony slipping from my victims‘ mouths like the night alarm telling me I could finally rest.

What killed me was also what kept me alive.

I had rage as my lover, and I grew up drawing inspiration from it. I hunted for revenge for my parents, trying to stitch the mouths of their ghosts shut. I searched for what was missing in my soul—and how dead it was, just like my feelings. Like the sluggish way my heart muscle beat.

But guilt was a downfall. It was the collar that choked me when I remembered I was still a grandson. Someone’s love. The reason for tears and smiles from an old woman who’d abandoned her whole life to take care of a helpless orphan.

I wanted to tell. I wanted to externalize the emptiness in my mind that made room for me to let cruelty consume me. And I confessed. Like a boy who believed in sin because he heard about it at every mass, I let my words be heard by the church priest.

I didn’t see the priest’s face when I talked about how I liked to torture. The music broken bones make. Victims numbed by pain, wishing death would take them. How I liked watching them get to that near-death state, like a near-orgasm.

It was just pleasurable for me. Disappointing and maybe painful for whoever was the experiment.

But I told him I was afraid of actually doing something. It was all in my head. I didn’t put it into practice. I couldn’t, out of respect for the only family I had.

The priest didn’t stay silent. I heard his prayers. His calls. His pleas. He begged his God to forgive me.

I was fifteen when I walked out of that confessional and felt lightness take me for a moment. Thinking maybe the blessing Misuk always talked about was real.

The next day, the priest was found dead in front of the cross with a bullet in his forehead.

Suicide.

And a clear message that the Devil had broken loose from hell and God couldn’t cage him.

I didn’t react. I didn’t even feel what I needed to feel to be considered a good person. There was no alternative but to embrace my mind and the purgatory that lived inside it.

Being an Empty Face made me a servant to revenge against the Factory when all I ever wanted was my parents’ killer in my hands.

That was the only thing I needed to stop feeling the void.

I picked up the wet paper towels again, wiping the leftover blood off my black sneaker. My nostrils flared from the effort of staining myself over a piece of shit like him.

Every time I saw suffering reigning on his face, my urge to bury him grew stronger. But I didn’t kill. I just acted like some kind of karma.

Kayleen would say otherwise. Her eyes spelled the word monster in a dozen languages. In a dozen internal screams. She stood frozen, watching me destroy that motherfucker’s face with hatred. It took me a while to realize Cullbert wouldn’t lift a finger to protect him. No reason to. I knew the rage ruling in her fake irises. In her eyes, I wasn’t helping her. I was humiliating her.

And in a way, it was true.

I’d known the spoiled brat since we were kids, and all she’d ever done was breathe just to irritate me. Her falseness was palpable. She acted like a perfect girl. Like the defender of idiots. Including the ones who stabbed her in the back.

She died of fear, choked on rage, and slept in her own tears, but she’d rather smile at everyone like everything was fine.

Except with me.

No smiles. No fear.

Just contempt. And her mountain of hatred.

I left the bathroom, shoving the guy blocking the door.

The party went back to its rhythm once I finished my fun and sent him fleeing, disoriented, picking his teeth off the floor in humiliation. For a few seconds, I wanted to check if he’d die on the way. I’d have to call an ambulance if that happened, but I decided to gamble with luck and figured he was just running to some clinic that could fix his teeth.

I didn’t give a shit what people would say. They’d been doing it since the fucking kidnapping when I was still a brat. My name came with hauntings—me and four other bastards who were with me.

They liked to make up assumptions, legends, lies to make the story look better and more interesting. And I knew I gave them reason when I shut their mouths with a fucking punch or a bitter threat.

“Van, what the hell was that?”

I heard the voice of one of Asher’s close friends, Mattias. I was with him and a few other assholes because I needed a foothold outside of university and the Domain. I just kept forgetting I had to deal with people—and that wasn’t my fucking favorite pastime.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You almost killed him,” he said, swallowing his beer.

“Really? Didn’t notice.”

Mattias laughed. My face didn’t crack a smile.

He shut up.

“I saw he was getting handsy with some girls.”

“Huh.”

I warmed my throat with a gulp of the alcohol he offered me.

My eyes scanned the corners of the space, searching for those black hairs and her orbs decorated by contacts. But the floor seemed fuller now, and her silhouette had vanished among them.

“Do you know Kay?”

“No.”

I kept looking for that bitch.

That fucking black cat.

That human bad luck.

“So what happened?”

“You want to be next?” Mattias raised his hands in amusement at my words. “Stop fucking with me.”

“Alright, alright. Forget I said anything.”

I scoured the crowd again until I saw her with Penelope. Smiling. Satisfied. Like minutes ago I hadn’t had to wipe my sneaker, spit-stained with blood and a chunk of broken tooth, just because I wanted to drag the only reaction I ever got out of her.

Rage.

My mouth found the glass again, and I breathed deep.

“If I asked her out, would you be pissed?”

I stared at Mattias with a hint of malice. His white teeth, his big frame from being an athlete, his short curly hair against his dark skin—all the charm he needed to be cocky and a fucking tit addict.

It took me a second to process the question. I dragged my eyes back to where Kayleen was.

My words came out dripping with disgust.

“If you want to shove a fucking engagement ring on her, I couldn’t give less of a shit.”

“Hey, chill. It’s not like that.”

I left my cup in his hand, my patience running out.

“I’m heading home.”

I didn’t give him a chance to stop me.

The place was draining me. Boring me. I’d rather be surrounded by corpses than stay another second there.

I looked at my sneakers and sighed.

I needed to clean them better.

It didn’t take long to get home. I lived near the center, in an isolated area full of cramped buildings and the stench of cheap weed as strong as the urine on the graffiti-covered walls.

My building had three floors, but it had the same number of people living in it as if it were a fifteen-story complex. Luckily, our apartment was on the top floor, far from the chaos. It was quiet, clean, pleasant. Misuk never let the lack of money ruin the essence of a home.

The sound of the TV made me frown. My grandmother was sitting on the couch, entertained by some show I preferred not to know she watched. As soon as she heard my footsteps, her happy face lit up even more.

“Haneul, where were you?” she asked in an angry tone, the Korean words spilling from her mouth.

I turned on the living room light, revealing the small space packed with furniture. The kitchen was two steps away, and the bedroom doors weren’t far from the other rooms.

“I went out with some friends,” I answered gently, in the same language. Inside that house, no one dared to speak any other way. “Why are you still awake? It’s almost three in the morning.”

“I was bored. You weren’t here.”

“Grandma, you need to sleep. Come on, let’s go.” I grabbed the remote and turned off the TV. She got up grumbling, trying to steady herself. I held her arm, helping her around the coffee table. “Did you already shower?”

“Of course! Are you calling me a pig?”

She slapped my hand, making me grunt in pain.

“Why are you pissed at me?”

I bent down a little. I was much taller than her, and I needed her to hear me so she wouldn’t ask me to repeat myself a hundred times.

“Yes! You went to a party and didn’t invite me.” Her nose sniffed, searching for odors on my sweater. I rolled my eyes.

“Grandma, there was nothing there for you.”

“There was too! Aren’t your friends cute? I miss the days when I’d find some handsome guys.”

“I don’t need to know that, thanks.” Another slap on my shoulder made me wince. The old lady had a heavy hand. “What did I do this time?!”

“Are you calling me ugly?”

“When did I say that?” I laughed. “You need to get some sleep.”

“Are you going to tell me I wouldn’t be the most beautiful woman at your party?” she kept going, angry, as she opened her bedroom door and turned on the light.

“You would be, Misuk. You always were.”

A goofy smile spread across her lips. Her hands were gentle now as they reached for my face. They were rough but moisturized. Her gold ring, which she hadn’t taken off in over fifty years, cooled against my skin. Her nostalgic smell, which had cradled me for years, was a mental relaxant.

Misuk was my human home.

“You’re also the most handsome and kindest man I know, Haneul.”

My Eastern name left her mouth like a lullaby.

She was the only one who called me that. Who even knew that name existed. And the only one who gave it the importance it never had.

I kissed her hand in answer to my thoughts.

“Go to sleep now. Don’t leave the room until the neighbor’s dog starts barking,” I ordered.

“Okay. I won’t!” she yelled, getting ready to climb into bed.

I turned off the lights and positioned myself to leave. But the sound of the lamp falling made me have to come back and turn it on again.

I watched her serene expression as she tried to pick up the object from the floor, bending her spine in a way that made her groan in pain. Before I could say anything, her face made the abrupt shift I expected.

My disappointed sigh was faster than the question that slipped out, and the irritated tone returned just as quickly:

“Haneul, why are you just getting home now? Where were you?”

I tried to smile, used to knowing how to act.

“I went to buy something to eat.”

She bought the excuse, defeated by exhaustion.

“Oh, okay, son. I couldn’t see and dropped the lamp. I’ll check tomorrow if it’s broken. Good night.”

I flipped the switch again.

“Good night.”

I left her room and went straight to mine. The space was taken up by a twin bed, a wardrobe, and a desk. I worked in my spare time, and we had Misuk’s pension money, but there was no way to move out of that house to a better place.

My grandmother needed a space she recognized, an environment that wouldn’t trigger any episodes. We were stuck here, and I didn’t care enough to want to change.

I lay down, exhaustion freezing my muscles.

But sleep didn’t come, and unconsciously, I didn’t invite it to take me. I knew the hour was close. Every second, my body’s alarm reacted as if my heart were about to stop at any moment.

Three fifty-seven in the morning.

A fucking cursed hour. Numbers that weighed on my back. That did the work that the knives in my collection performed so well on my victims‘ skin.

I never knew exactly why it kept me awake.

I always woke up or couldn’t sleep when that hour came. And yet, I never searched for the answer, afraid my monsters were bigger than they already were.

Fuck.

I decided to get up and walk to the kitchen. I turned on the kettle and waited for the water to boil. As I lost myself in the hiss of the machine, my phone vibrated.

It was a text from Jaxon asking me to come to the basement. I assumed Dante had asked him to call me. Faulkner had an aversion to technology because he thought his brain could do the job faster. I didn’t know what kind of fast fucking work he thought his neurons could do, but telepathy certainly wasn’t his strong suit.

I grabbed Asher’s car keys and checked if the old woman had fallen asleep. If she saw me leaving, she’d bombard me with questions I’d been daring to lie about for years, letting the guilt tame me.

Our hideout was in the middle of one of the enormous forests that Olympus was grateful to have. We left the cars in a parking lot at the nearest condominium and walked the trail on foot. Dante was the only one who kept his car nearby, even though he knew the times he couldn’t use it. Our van stayed with Torman, one of Dante’s dogs, to prevent flaws in our scheme.

It was easy to get lost along the way, but the habit of following the tracks at night made me reach the bunker without effort. I spotted the small house that served as a disguise, a few meters away from an entrance leading to the stairs. I took out the keys and opened the door.

The dog’s barking filled the space, and before I knew it, Rachel was wagging her tail and panting happily.

“I missed you too,” I muttered, squatting down to give the Rottweiler some attention.

“She’s begging for more food.” Hawthorn’s voice made me tilt my chin up. “The bitch has already eaten well, but she’s not satisfied.”

“Reminds me of someone I know,” I replied, sipping from my mug and grimacing at how cold my tea had gotten.

“You’re comparing meat to some hot chick’s pussy? Now that’s an insult.”

I ground my teeth, fatigue weakening my bones just from knowing I’d have to listen to Hawthorn’s bullshit.

“Ever thought about using your fucking brain?”

“Huh, I’ll think about it in your case,” he said, a crooked grin showing his white teeth. “How was the party?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged, starting to walk. “Why didn’t you go?”

“Had other kinds of fun lined up.” His lie didn’t fool me, but I didn’t give a shit. My head was already full. “Got a name to share?”

It was a habit by now, Asher fucking the same girls I did. Most of them knew, especially since Hawthorn never learned to keep his mouth shut like a normal person. The truth was, they liked knowing they were noticed by the campus’s famous athlete, so sharing that info was never a problem. That night, though, the closest I’d come to fucking someone was shoving my foot up that son of a bitch’s mouth.

Silence stretched. Kay’s face flashed in my mind, splitting open a furious part of me.

I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth.

“What’s up?” Asher asked.

Nothing came out.

We went down the basement stairs. Past the few cells we had into a better-equipped room. Our catalogue of weapons and other aggressive materials was on display, lining the walls, and in the center, a long black table was covered in papers.

Jaxon Fish sat there, messing with the only computer in the space. His glasses reminded me how much I missed mine—I hadn’t bothered putting in my contacts and had to squint to see far.

“You’re late.” Dante said, coming in behind me and heading over to Fish.

I took a few more steps, grabbed some documents, and scanned what was written. Descriptions of men, some whose faces I’d never seen, but I didn’t need to guess they were dead.

Digging deeper into their profiles and seeing a red question mark, I got to the point.

False targets.

My throat tightened enough to remind me I was human.

Flaws were inevitable. Playing hero or villain, innocents got ripped from their lives. It had become a habit, just like breathing. None of us dwelled on it because the consequences of our actions would come to haunt us one day. That we didn’t doubt, so we acted as fast as we could.

“I had to finish my tea.”

Jaxon’s eyebrows rose.

“You brought the mug from home all the way here?” he asked, amused.

I raised my cup, drinking again, but still restless.

I hated that cold shit.

“We’ve got problems, huh?” I asked, saving myself from small talk.

From the anger that creased Dante’s face with every frown, I gathered there were things not going the way he’d probably ordered. Asher looked bored, messing with his phone. Jaxon was the only one who shared some of Dante’s anxiety.

I sat down on one of the benches, wanting to dump the fucking tea on the floor.
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