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1 THE WORLD IS BLEEDING


This infamous part of Manhattan was especially harsh in the 1980s.

In the shadowy underside of New York City, beneath the thin veneer of civilization, the clogged arteries of Hell’s Kitchen pulsed with menace—tunnels filled with the scent of blood and urine. Fluorescent bulbs flickered like the last neurons of a dying god. This dimly lit subway platform had been left to its own devices. Decay followed. A stenchy urban jungle best tread through quickly.

Above, the city’s tragedies played out under the streetlights.

Down here, the damned vanished into the dark.

The Revenger waited in the shadowy space between two pillars, a silhouette cloaked in matte black. Anyone who might’ve detected his outline wouldn’t suspect that the shadows concealed a tailored black trench coat over a smart three-piece suit. His sharp facial features were seemingly always covered by the dark, his piercing steel-gray eyes staring out through the black. The crimson pocket square tucked into his coat was the only splash of color—a symbol of the blood fueling his unrelenting mission. His gloves were smooth leather, his rugged yet simple combat boots complementing his utilitarian style.

Inside the coat were his favorite tools: a pair of pistols customized for precision and silence, a stiletto dagger with a blackened steel blade designed for close combat, and a handful of throwing knives. All of these, of course, paled in comparison to his ability to wield the shadows themselves, manipulating them into tendrils of singular purpose.

Tonight’s targets were about to feel the icy touch of all the Revenger commanded.

A clock on the wall ticked toward two in the morning. The last uptown train had already left, leaving only the gurgle of water in the drains and the occasional skitter of rat claws across tile. But something else moved in the station: a trio of rough-looking, middle-aged men shuffling down from the service entrance at the far end of the platform. Their laughter was thick, slurred by vodka and the excitement of a quick payday. They were Russian heavies, none of them “made,” but all working for organized crime.

These half-drunk brawlers trafficked in both narcotics and human beings.

As one kept lookout, the other two approached a metal trash can in a dark corner and carefully retrieved the hidden cargo awaiting them: a small wooden crate tucked at the bottom. One of them pulled a crowbar from his tacky leather trench coat and forced open the lid. Inside, foam padding shifted to reveal bricks of powder, each wrapped in plastic. Satisfied with their inspection, one of them lifted the box, and they waited for a train.

Above them, the station lights flickered. A wave of darkness swept along the platform as two tubes failed, leaving only the sickly glow of a third. The Revenger watched the men squint, momentarily thrown off balance. He exhaled slowly. The sound insect-like, nearly swallowed by the ambient static of the city’s quiet hours.

The Revenger blinked. For a moment, everything around him shimmered, a transparent layer revealing a decade’s worth of hell. He saw jagged fragments of what he remembered as a staged robbery: the shooter’s eyes wide with cruel certainty, the .38 delivering its message into the Revenger’s side, a second shot, a woman’s hand as it slipped from his. His wife? Who was the Revenger before he became…this?

In another instant, he snapped back to reality—and to his mission.

He crept along the perimeter, using the flickering light as both cover and rhythm—each flash a signal, each shadow an invitation.

The lookout stood at the edge of the track, face turned away, shoulders hunched. His cigarette was a brief, trembling spark. As the Revenger stealthily approached, the shadow behind him grew larger than it had any natural right to be.

The darkness peeled off the wall behind him and wrapped around the lookout’s neck. The man gasped, trying to scream, but only a strangled squeak escaped before the quick snap.

The Revenger pulled the lifeless body back between the pillars and laid it down as carefully as one can place a fresh corpse.

Two remained. The Revenger stayed in the shadows, listening to them argue with each other in Russian. What mattered wasn’t their words but rather their choreography: the hands, the stance, how one leaned against a column while the other paced in tight circles.

He waited for the moment when the leaning man looked away, toward the stairwell, searching the dark for the missing lookout. The Revenger plunged his stiletto dagger into the man’s kidneys and stomach in rapid motions, finishing with a final stab to the jugular. The man thrashed, kicked, and the crate toppled, bricks of heroin spilling onto the dirty tile. The last man turned, hand on the grip of a pistol, but he was too late.

The Revenger let the body fall, then stood still, as if daring the last thug to look at him. For a moment, the two were frozen in place: the trafficker, gun raised, hands trembling; and the vigilante, silent and unblinking.

“You aren’t sneaking up on me,” the man said, attempting to convince himself he’d regained his confidence and composure. “And I’ve got a gun, pal.”

The man grinned. “Do you know whose dope you’re stealing?”

The Revenger didn’t move.

“Guess you’ll never know, because you’ll be dead.”

He fired three shots, deafening in the tight space. Impossibly, he missed, the bullets seemingly swallowed by the shadows themselves. Now it was the Revenger who smiled.

The lone gunman dropped his pistol and fled.

The Revenger calmly watched him run. He surveyed the chaos: two bodies, one crate, and the faint smell of blood wafting into the humid air.

Slava, as he was called, did not run far. He cowered by a pay phone at the platform’s far end, a switchblade clutched in both hands. Western Electric had made these wall-mounted Bell pay phones heavy, but they offered no protection on this night.

The Revenger advanced with the inevitability of death itself. His boots squeaked on the wet tile. The lights stuttered overhead, alternately bleaching and erasing his silhouette. Even when the fluorescents surged, the shadows seemed reluctant to part from his outline. They pooled beneath his coat, oozed out between his fingers.

“Who are you?” Slava demanded, voice torn between rage and terror. His accent thickened around the consonants, rendering the words half-slurred, half-spat.

The Revenger said nothing. He only looked at Slava, head tilted with the cold curiosity of a biologist examining a twitching insect.

Slava stabbed wildly in the direction of the Revenger, who sidestepped so fluidly that it seemed he vanished and reappeared with each motion.

He seized Slava’s wrists and twisted. There was a soft, wet pop—shoulders unseating from sockets—and a shriek that rebounded off the walls. With his next motion, the Revenger brought an elbow down on the man’s clavicle. Bone shattered.

For an instant, the two locked eyes as the switchblade clattered.

The Revenger gripped Slava by the face—thumb in one cheek, fingers in the other. He squeezed. The jaw dislocated with a wet snap. The Revenger pulled him over the pay phone partition and slammed his head against the coin box. Once. Twice.

He dragged each body to a pillar and arranged them carefully; each corpse sat against the column, their dead eyes open.

At the far wall, a graffiti mural sagged beneath decades of grime. Beneath it, a blank panel of tile glared out, unspoiled, as if awaiting inscription. The Revenger knelt by the closest corpse and pressed two fingers into the sticky dark of the pooling blood. He smeared it on his gloved hand, then rose to face the wall.

He began to write, each letter deliberate, as if he were carving epitaphs rather than painting in gore. The message unspooled in block capitals:

YOUR SIN WILL SET ME FREE

He paused after the “N,” his hand hovering over the wet tile. The blood on his glove gleamed in the failing light. For an instant, the station blurred at the edges—a faint overlay of memory, of a childhood spent in churches where incense mingled with candlewax, a face glimpsed through firelight.

The tremor in his hand surprised him. It lasted only a second, but it was enough. He clenched his fist, crushed the moment into nothing, and finished the message.

A final period, a crimson dot.

He stepped back and admired his work, tilting his head the way a craftsman does when evaluating a finished piece. The world snapped back into focus, hard and cold.

The Revenger turned away from the wall and strode into the gloom of the maintenance corridor—a one-eyed alley cat, fur matted by rain, slunk down the stairwell.

It paused, ears canted, and surveyed the carnage with the blank patience of its kind. The animal stepped delicately around the congealing puddles, nose twitching, then licked at the blood with a rough pink tongue.

Its left eye—milky, useless—stared straight at the wall, as if it understood.

The cat lingered a while, then melted into the darkness, following the same impossible path as the Revenger.

For a while, only the low buzz of the flickering lights broke the silence.

Then, with a groan of machinery, the next train arrived, its doors opening onto the empty station, followed by the screams of its jaded but stunned passengers.







2 THE WOUNDS I’VE MADE


Eleanor Kane crouched at the edge of the platform, notebook balanced on her thigh, voice recorder clicking softly in her left hand. The air was humid and stinking of bleach, though it barely masked the older, heavier smell beneath—iron, rot, and damp concrete.

The area echoed with the shuffle of detectives and the buzz of fluorescent tubes struggling to illuminate the space. She mostly ignored the uniforms standing to her right, their bulk blocking out the little light that filtered down from the bulbs overhead.

The cops knew her. They didn’t always love her reporting, but they respected her sharp eye for details others overlooked.

“Victims?” she asked, not looking up.

“Three males,” said a uniform behind her. “Found about two hours ago. Locals heard gunfire, but by the time Transit responded…”

He trailed off, gesturing to the pillars.

Eleanor didn’t need him to finish. She’d already seen the bodies: posed against the columns, eyes open, throats cut. The message written on the far wall bled down the tile in brown streaks.

She clicked STOP on the recorder, rewound, then hit RECORD again.

“Three adult males, Caucasian, mid-thirties to forties,” she said in her calm monotone. “Multiple stab wounds, bodies arranged postmortem. Message in blood on east wall reads: ‘YOUR SIN WILL SET ME FREE.’ ”

The uniform shifted behind her, muttering something about the press being vultures. She ignored him. The cops didn’t love her, but they knew better than to move her along. Her stories made them look competent.

She snapped a Polaroid, waited for the mechanical whine, then took another. The flash briefly turned the tiled walls into a morgue of white rectangles. She labeled the prints in neat block letters.
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