
Chapter One

Containment 
Breach

“M aximilian, why are you dragging me down here?” the tall 

woman barked as she stepped from an elevator. Her voice 

held depth, exuding a naturally intimidating tone, enough to make even 

the snarkiest people straighten their postures. Her mere presence was 

threatening. The halls even thrummed with the booming thuds of her 

heavy-footed steps.

“Level 6 is hardly a Ioor ’Ed visit for fun,” she growled. “Cspecially at 

three in the goddamn morning.”

“Dome now, Aiana,” the lanky man walking in front of her hummed 

with a slight chuckle. qs he spoke, his arthritic ;ngers endlessly ;ddled 

with his white mustache. “Have you no heart?” he cooed, stuf;ng his 

hands in his lab coat.

Aiana sSuinted, irritatedW he couldnEt get away with ;bbing discour-

agement in front of her. “ThereEs nothing special about the sad children 

youEve collected here,” she commented.

jhe then shot a sharp glance to her left at a smaller man with glasses 

who was silently following alongside them. Nith so little as a scowl 

and a Fudgmental glare into his pathetically submissive eyes, he almost 

immediately cowered behind his clipboard. “qnd tell your creepy brat to 

stop staring at me.”
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“Dome now, heEs simply admiring you,” Maximilian spoke with a 

feigned plea. “qnd as for the girls, ’Ed beg to differ. Nhat other orphanage 

possesses children capable of what they are?”

Aiana muttered a curse beneath her breath before stating, “:one. Bor 

good reason.”

“:one indeed.” Maximilian grinned.

jhe watched as the smaller man retreated back toward Maximilian, 

almost using the doctor as a barrier between him and Aiana, like a fright-

ened puppy cowering between its motherEs legs. jhe dryly huffed before 

peeling her eyes from him.

jhe crossed her black-sleeved arms over her ballistic vest. Her right 

shoulder was embroidered with a strange, sterile-white symbolO a circle 

with a symmetrical cross in the center that stretched out to its edges. 

jhe looked like she was prepared for war, and working here, she felt 

obligated to be. q handgun was holstered on her hip and pouches of spare 

ammunition dotted the belt around it. Mace, handcuffs, a two-way radio, 

and a Iashlight Foined them on the opposing side. Aespite all the gray, 

dark eSuipment, her hair greatly outmatched themO it was deep, dark, 

and black, almost devouring all the light that shined upon it.  Most of 

it was tied into a meticulously well-kept bun Fust below the rear of her 

baseball cap. !ut apart from the bundle, one stray thin veil of hair rested 

against the right side of her face. ’t seemed as though the only color on 

this woman was her pale skin, and dull, heavy, tired blue eyes.

“1h fear not, Nilson, sheEs Suite charming, albeit dif;cult to speak 

with,” Maximilian remarked, brieIy stopping to place his hand on the 

shorter maleEs shoulder.

AianaEs face twitched with sudden irritation at his words. His gall to act so 

ludicrously carefree while wasting her time on some stroll was twisting her 
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nerves. “Nhy are we down here9?” she fumed, frustratedly turning to face 

the man.

Maximilian cracked a sly grin and tilted his head slightly to the right. 

“Bor this, of course.” He chuckled, gesturing toward the door they were 

standing beside. ’t shared the same strange symbol as AianaEs shoulder, 

and below that was the number XR. “’ ;gured this would be someone youEd 

like to see.”

Aiana stopped and glanced at the door. 1nce she spotted the familiar 

number on its surface, her eyebrows furrowed. jhe Suickly peered back 

at him, her face scrunching as his smug smile not once wavered and only 

continued to twist and stretch.

“qre you trying to get a rise out of me with this?” she accused. “:ine-

teen is dead.”

“jhe sure is,” Maximilian noted.

q key card was hooked at the end of a lanyard draped around his neck. 

The card was lined in purple, and in bold text, it read Mqz’M’L’q: B1GA. 

He lightly pinched it, and with a swift Iick of his wrist, he pressed the key-

card against the terminal mounted beside the door. qlmost immediately, 

the panel lit up with an af;rming green glow and the door split apart.

“Ladies ;rst,” he said, stepping aside.

Aiana growled against her teeth, entirely unappreciative of the gesture. 

jhe slowly uncrossed her arms, heavily resisting every urge to bust his 

nose as she stomped past him.

“Nhat are you trying to show me? q corpse dangling from the ceiling?” 

she Feered.

“That would be in bad taste.” Maximilian chuckled. “Cven so, ’ appre-

ciate your imagination.”

“’tEs not far out of the realm of shit youEd pull,” Aiana lowly grumbled, 

leering back at him over her shoulder.
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Maximilian shrugged and snaked past Aiana into the area with Nilson 

in tow. The door clamped shut behind them, and he made his way toward 

another on their left. This one had a manual lock. q third door similar to 

the one they had Fust entered was ahead of them.

Aiana couldnEt help but stare. The second door was unmarked, but the 

third was identical to the ;rst, displaying the same numberO XR.

“Dommander,” Maximilian called out to her, having unlocked the door. 

“The show is about to start. ’ wouldnEt want you to miss it.” He grinned.

Aiana let out a discomforted exhale as she met MaximilianEs ga—e. jhe 

proceeded toward him in hesitance. jomething wasnEt right. He seemed 

all too excited to show her something, which almost never turned out in 

her favor. . . .

Maximilian pulled the door open, revealing a room ;lled to the brim 

with eSuipment. Monitors covered the walls, displaying countless diag-

nosticsO everything from heart rate, blood pressure, oxygen intake, and 

even body temperature. The room was void of people. qside from the 

eSuipment, the only other presence was three foldable chairs placed in 

front of a black sheet of glass on the wall.

The other cells aren’t stuffed with nearly this much crap, Aiana thought to 

herself. Her eyes uneasily darted about the room, scanning each monitor 

and tool for something unordinary. The problem was, to her, it was all 

unordinary.

“Nould you care to take a seat in front of the window, Dommander 

Pray?” Maximilian offered.

Nith a serrated exhale, she stepped up in front of the glass. “’Ed rather 

stand, thank you.” Aiana scowled, diverting her frigid glare into the re-

Iective obsidian pane. jhe took a good look at her own reIection, frus-

tratedly grunting as she noticed a nigh unnoticeable error in her stance, 

which she corrected immediately.
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“qs you wish,” Maximilian relented and approached a desk placed Fust 

beside the window where much of the eSuipment was set up.

Nilson made his way past the two and sat in a chair beside her. Nith his 

back pressed against it, and his feet tucked beneath him, it almost seemed 

to her as though he was doing whatever he could to appear as invisible as 

possible.

Nilson Suickly pulled a pen from his pocket, clicking it open in an instant 

as he sat in wait. He glanced to his side, looking up at Aiana, only for her to 

immediately blast him with a frigid and unamused glare. 1bviously fright-

ened of her, he scooted his chair several feet away.

Maximilian snatched the microphone mounted to the desk via a Iexible 

cable. jliding his other hand down the cable, he palmed the circular base, 

and Iicked a red switch protruding from it. q vibration from behind the black 

sheet could be heard as speakers boomed to life.

“Pood morning,” he greeted.

His voice, mirrored by the speakers, bellowed through the walls, the bass 

of which reverberated through their chests.

The monitored heart rate grew more freSuent in response to his words. 

Aiana wouldnEt have noticed if Nilson wasnEt already fervently scribbling 

away on his clipboard. jhe sSuinted in an attempt to see anything in the dark 

room behind the glass. “Maximilian . . .?” she slowly said, growing uneasy 

when she couldnEt even ;nd a shape in the shadows.

Maximilian responded by only raising his free hand and extending his 

index ;nger to shush her.

AianaEs right eye twitched in response to such a childish gesture. Her grow-

ing frustration was tempered only by her curiosity. Much of her thoughts 

were geared toward ;guring out what Maximilian was trying to accomplish. 

Nhether this was a ruse to get on her nerves, or something more sinister, she 

couldnEt put her ;nger on it.
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Maximilian sat patiently. Nhen Suiet but audible exhales proceeded to 

Iow through the desk speakers, a sly grin tore across his lips.

“Hello . . .?” the Suivering voice of a young girl replied.

Aiana Iinched at the girlEs soft, trembling voice. jhe was able to put a 

face to it immediately, but that couldnEt be right.

“Hello, jamantha,” Maximilian hummed.

Aespite the con;rmation of a name she hadnEt heard in some time, 

Aiana refused to give him attention, even as he peered over at her from 

the desk. jhe didnEt need to lookW she could almost hear his irritating grin 

stretching across his soulless mug. Aiana wouldnEt even blinkJif there 

were even a slight chance of this being some cruel prank, she would cling 

to it until the last second.

“:o9” the girlEs voice shrieked through the speakers. “YleaseJYlease 

donEt9”

The monitors displayed a fren—y of alerts.  The girlEs heart rate was 

further increasing, and her blood pressure skyrocketed. Her manic and 

fearful pleas continued to pour through, relentlessly begging to remain 

shrouded in darkness.

AianaEs nails dug into her palms, and if they hadnEt been trimmed, 

theyEd have drawn blood. Nith each frightened cry that poured in from 

the other side of the glass, she found it harder to peel her eyes away. Ais-

gust and confusion were bringing her to the cusp of losing her composure 

altogether.

jhe Suickly faltered, unable to contain her discontent any longer. 

“Nhat have you done?” she muttered, almost swallowing her own words. 

Her arms lowered themselves to her side. Bor a brief moment, she had 

been caught entirely off guard.

Maximilian reached toward the wall, pressing his ;nger against a thin 

switch. Nith a gentle motion of his hand, the switch Iipped. q thud boomed 
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through the walls as enormous, bright halogen ;xtures lit up the previously 

black void.

Aiana partly sei—ed up as her pupils suddenly narrowed. jhe almost 

couldnEt process what she was staring atW it had to be impossible.

Kust through the glass, a little girl with black hair was on her knees in the 

center of the cell. jhe let out multiple pathetic whimpers as she struggled, 

unable to move from her position. Her arms were restrained by tight chains 

connected to opposing walls.

qfter a few agoni—ing seconds of violent thrashing, the girl ceased, slump-

ing forward against the tug of her restraints. Her tangled and messy black 

locks draped over her battered face as she relaxed. Her skin was covered in 

splits, scrapes, and bruises, showing clear signs of suffering and abuse. jhe 

let out a sharp exhale as she began to raise her head.

q sudden muscle spasm, likely due to her uncomfortable position, caused 

her neck muscles to constrict, forcing her to Ferk forward. Yrotruding from 

her back were four lengthy metallic tendrils ending with scythe-like blades. 

They dragged against the concrete Ioor behind her, scraping unmercifully 

until they snagged against their own restraints.

“Maximilian . . .” Aiana shallowly exhaled, balling up her left ;st while 

instinctively hovering her right over her holstered sidearm.

“Ves?” He smugly grinned.

“This isnEt possible,” Aiana snarled, eyeing the child in chains.

“Nhat speci;cally?”

“Vou know what,” she growled. “’ killed that . . . thing9” jhe turned and 

swept her arm to the side, smashing her ;st against one of the foldable chairs. 

’t careened into the wall before clattering onto the Ioor. “Nhy is it still 

alive9?”

“1h, that.” Maximilian ceased ;ddling with his mustache. He then brought 

his hands behind his back and Foined them together.
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“jhe was too valuable of an asset to Fust . . . terminate,” he explained. “’ had 

to make sure we could sSuee—e every last drop of data out of this cute little 

morsel.”

Aiana was prepared to retort but turned back to the concrete cage in re-

sponse to a sudden movement in her peripheral.

The girl had moved. jhe was now sitting on her ankles with her back 

straight and her head up.

jamanthaEs nose twitched as her lamp-like eyes Iickered inconsistently in 

colorJfrom a gleaming, luminescent, and vibrant light blue, to a burning, 

carnage-thirsting scarlet red. Nith an unwavering ga—e, she stared at the 

glass, almost as though she were looking past it.

Aiana clenched her teeth and returned the glare, though her discomfort 

only grew the longer their apparent eye contact remained.

The child didnEt blink. jhe hardly even breathed. jhe Fust . . . stared.

“NhatEs wrong with it?” Aiana Suestioned. “Dan she see me?”

“1f course not,” Maximilian obFected. “The glass is one way.” q devious 

hum escaped his lips as he held back a snicker.

Aiana stepped to the left. jamanthaEs eyes followed. “Then whatEs the 

bratEs problem?”

“jhe appears to be locked on to your scent, maEam,” the previously silent 

young man stammered, garnering the courage to insert himself into the con-

versation.

“jhit,” Aiana sneered.

“Vou were the last voice poor little jamantha heard before she was torn 

apart by a shower of bullets,” Maximilian sinisterly gawked.

Aiana held her ground, continuing to glare down at the child. jhe had 

never expected to see those eyes again, let alone stare back into them. jhe 

remembered that day all too well. How could she not? The alarms, the panic, 

and those eyes. There was no doubt in her mind that jamantha not only also 
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remembered but had been holding a grudge the entire time. Her blistering, 

vengeful glare made that abundantly clear.

jamanthaEs eyes ceased their Iickering light show. !oth colors now fought 

to control the same space, and in that brief turmoil, there was a split. ’n an 

instant, her lamps had bled entirely red, having succumbed to dim yet fervent 

blood thirst.

jhe lunged, snarling as the restraints hooked to her tendrils pulled against 

her spine. jhe gritted her teeth, seething as drool seeped over her lips and 

down her chin. Her teeth were sharp, glimmering with a metallic sheen, and 

clamped together with the force of a sharkEs Faws. Low predatorial growls 

rumbled through her throat with each breath, shaking spit from her chin.

!efore long, she grew impatient and thrashed more violently. jhe parted 

her teeth, widened her Faw, and let loose a ravenous roar.

Aiana ;nally broke a sweat though, visually, her only shift in demeanor 

was but a further tightening of her facial muscles. “jhe needs to be terminat-

ed. ’mmediately,” she demanded.

“qs ’ said, sheEs too valuable,” Maximilian repeated himself, poorly hiding 

his twisted pleasure with a disingenuous sigh. “Nhich is why ’ was glad she 

was only incapacitated and not dead when she broke containment last time.”

“jhe killed everyone that got in her way,” Aiana declared, regaining her 

composure and standing her ground. “jhe tore throats and Iesh out of my 

men with her teeth like a fucking animal.”

“Humans do regress when threatened,” Maximilian remarked. “ThereEs 

nothing more potent or raw than natural instinct.”

“ThereEs nothing human about her,” Aiana stepped back up to the glass, 

continuing to look down upon jamantha with her predetermined preFudices. 

“:ot anymore.”

jhe huffed, watching as jamantha bowed her head subtly to adFust her 

ga—e with the commanderEs minor shift in position.
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Maximilian shook his head. “Nhile that may be so, thereEs nothing we can 

do but learn from her now. Uilling her would be a blow to our research.”

“’t may surprise you to learn that ’ donEt give a fuck about your research,” 

Aiana snapped at him. jhe ;nally broke eye contact, turning her full attention 

toward Maximilian. “’ wonEt debate this,” she snarled. “jhe needs to die.” !ut 

as she ;nished, he gave no response.

MaximilianEs purposeful silence dragged out for moments on end, his grin 

remaining af;xed upon his lips and his eyes almost entirely unblinking.

Aiana gulped, her patience thinning in the face of his unwavering stub-

bornness. jhe was growing Fittery, her ;ngers twitching against her holster 

as she stared back at him. jhe knew she didnEt have the authority to issue an 

execution order without his clearanceW his irritating smirk alone was enough 

for her to ;gure he knew that, as well.

Their stalemate was suddenly disrupted as the eSuipment around them 

began to softly rustle. jhe shot a Suick glance back at Maximilian before the 

entire room started to subtly Suake.

Aiana looked down, feeling as though the vibrations of the facility had 

completely shifted. The belly of the bunker was groaning, and the inconsis-

tent vibrations humming against her feet were an early warning sign.

“MaximilianJ” she started. The lights Iashed then grew brighter and 

dimmer at seemingly random intervals. Her anger faded, replaced almost 

entirely by concern as the vibrations became signi;cantly more intense.

The loud whirring of the facilityEs generators had signi;cantly spiked in 

volume, until suddenly choking and sputtering before coming to a complete 

halt. qnd as the facility fell silent, the lights went out.

jhrouded in darkness, her anger slowly returned, festering and boiling as 

she nearly shivered with frustration. “Doctor . . .” she trailed off, growling 

against her teeth.

“This . . . isnEt my doing,” Maximilian responded within the shadows.
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q much Suieter series of metallic rumbles bellowed from beneath 

them, possibly a second set of smaller generators roaring to life. !ut even 

as they ignited, the lights did not return in full, as only the low-power 

emergency bulbs dotting the walls were aglow.

“Nilson,” Maximilian started, turning toward his assistant as the room 

;lled with dim red light. “Nhat the hell Fust happened9?”

Nilson was panicking, pacing the darkened room. “’-’ donEt know, sir9”

“Nhy would the grid Fust shut down like that9?” Aiana barked.

Nilson frantically sifted through his tablet, searching through diag-

nostics, system data, anything he could to ;nd an answer. !ut when he 

found it, he merely exhaled shakily and began to sweat.

“j-sir?” he softly stuttered.

“Nhat is it?” Maximilian beckoned.

“The emergency systems are the only systems online.” He gulped, rais-

ing his head. “qnd that means . . .”

Aiana watched as he turned his head to the window. Cven in the low 

light, she could see him turn pale, his skin dotting with fear-stricken 

goosebumps. jhe turned slightly, leering at Maximilian while Nilson 

began to incoherently babble before the two then looked back at the 

window.

qlmost immediately, she felt a knife run right along her nerves, playing 

them like a rusty violin. jhe was met again with the cold stare of the angry 

child, but it was much too close for comfort this time.

jamantha stood nearly against the glass. Her splintering red lamps 

cast the faintest of glows against her face. Nith each exhale from her 

nose, a temporary sheen of fog licked across the glass. Her breathing was 

tempered, albeit poorly, as boring into AianaEs eyes through the glass 

seemed to make her antsy and irritated.



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY12

Aiana slowly peeled her vest an inch from her chest. jhe reached beneath 

it, pinched, and pulled out a small, folded handkerchief. jhe shook it loose, 

then spat into the cloth, balled it up with one hand, and tossed it to her left.

jamanthaEs eyes darted over, following the handkerchief, but Suickly 

shifted back to AianaEs position.

“jhe can deInitely smell me,” Aiana hummed in grim con;rmation.

“Her magnetic restraints must have deactivated9” Nilson explained, his 

voice bordering on cracking. “Though unless thereEs a backIow, the electron-

ic locks shouldJ”

He was cut off as the doors in the adFoining checkpoint hall simultaneously 

unlocked.

“Jhold.” He gulped.

“Uid, stop talking,” Aiana murmured, irked by his poor timing.

q hiss rang from the adFoining room as the doors depressuri—ed. jlowly, the 

doors peeled apart, allowing the dim red glow of the emergency lights to seep 

into jamanthaEs dark cell.

jhe turned her head, no longer interested in Aiana as the prospect of free-

dom became plausible. q hint of relief broke through her stoic expression.

“ThatEs . . . not ideal,” Maximilian mumbled, releasing an irritated scowl as 

he scratched his mustache out of habit.

q sudden shocked exhale fogged up the glass, and she moved toward the 

dimly lit doorway. qs she stepped, the shaded silhouettes of her tendrils 

slithered behind her, twisting and swimming through the air as though they 

weaved against gravityEs pull.

“:o9” Aiana growled, Suickly shoving past Maximilian and rushing the 

door as jamantha moved out of sight. jhe instinctively reached for the handle 

but held herself back, knowing that if she opened that door, sheEd be as good 

as dead. jhe stood impatiently in toxifying silence, listening for even the 

slightest bit of movement in the adFoining hall. jhe knew that little monster 
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had a golden ticket to run free again, and with each second that scraped 

by, Aiana only grew more furious.

jhe dragged her constrained, twitching glare back to Maximilian. jhe 

didnEt speak, but at this point, she hoped it was clear enough that she 

wouldnEt take no for an answer.

Maximilian sighed and raised a hand to rub his forehead. “Bery well,” 

he relented. “’nitiate termination protocols.”

AianaEs shoulders loosened slightly in relief,  but now she had a Fob 

to do. “Nith pleasure,” she sneered. jhe raised a hand, grasping at a 

small knob sticking out from the center of the door. jhe pulled it to the 

right, opening a speakeasy for her to peer through. Her eyes moved left 

and right, searching for any sign of jamantha beyond the door. jhe saw 

nothing but a dimly lit room.

Aiana reached Fust  above her  chest,  near  her  right  shoulder,  and 

grabbed hold of a palm-si—ed mic Belcroed to her vest. q spiral cable, 

connected to the base of the mic, had been fed beneath her vest all the 

way down to her belt, connecting to the input of her radio. jhe pushed 

down a switch, activating it, then held down a trigger on the side.

“qll available sSuads mobili—e, check in, and lock down the entire fa-

cility. ThereEs been a blackout and one possible breach on Level 6, heard?”

q Iurry of con;rmations poured from the speaker, though she paid no 

mind to themJshe had something more pressing to worry about.

jhe planted her left hand on the doorknob and drew her sidearm. jhe 

then shoved the door open and raised her gun, only to ;nd the door to 

the hall wide open.

jamantha had escaped.

jhe grimaced and held down the trigger once again. “!e advised, we are 

operating under containment breach protocol. Dhaincode YPB-q6. Yroceed 
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with caution and live munitions. VouEre authori—ed to use deadly force on 

sight.”

Aiana removed her hand from her chest, placing it beneath the grip to 

stabili—e her weapon. jhe stepped into the halls, sSuinting as she tried her 

best to see in the low light. Geali—ing that doing so would be nothing more 

than a hindrance, she snatched a Iashlight from her belt. jhe ignited it and 

held it beneath her weapon.

The light almost immediately overpowered the weak emergency bulbs 

lining the hall. jhe glanced both ways, staring as far as her Iashlight would 

illuminate. !ut she saw no signs of the girl.

However, on her left, Fust outside the door, she noticed something on the 

Ioor.

Aiana knelt down. Cpon shining her light on it, she reali—ed it was a gash 

in the concrete.

“Her scythes,” she muttered, glancing up through the blast doorway Fust 

ahead of her.

“qny sSuads in position on the eastern half of Dontainment Ning D?” 

Aiana Suestioned, holding down the trigger with the hand in which she held 

the torch. jhe rose to her feet and stepped ahead through the arch of the blast 

doorway.

“Daptain Par;eld of  Bictor jSuad reporting,” a manEs voice chirped 

through. “NeEre holding down the hall Fust outside of the generator stair-

well.”

Aiana picked up her speed, moving Suickly down the halls as she continued 

to check adFoining sections. jhe glanced to the wall, spotting a sign pointing 

toward a Function labeled Y1NCG N’:P.

“Hold your position, Daptain.” jhe furrowed her eyebrows amid the dark-

ness. “jhe might be headed your way9”

“NeEre in wait, maEam9” Par;eld replied through the radio.
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“Goger that, ’Em en route,” Aiana said, removing her hand from her 

radio. !ut before she could continue onward, he came through again.

“MaEam, ’ think sheEs Fust outside ofJwait . . . are thoseJ” Par;eld 

started, but cut off, likely fumbling his mic.

“Par;eld?” Aiana stated, coming to a halt. qfter a few seconds, she held 

the trigger back down and repeated herself. “Daptain Par;eld?”

q garble of static and white noise blared through the mic before a 

handful of words broke through. “Jntha9 ’tEsJineteen9”

“Daptain9?” Aiana yelled into the mic.

“Jend help9 jend heJ” Par;eld begged until the feed was cut again.

Aiana gritted her teeth and burst into a full  sprint down the halls. 

jhe took a left at the Function, entering a parallel hall. Though once she 

turned right to keep going, she stopped in her tracks. q sealed blast door 

blocked her path.

“jhit,” she muttered.

AianaEs head perked up as she heard a variety of mufIed shrieks and 

gun;re reverberating through the steel door.

“Nhy is this closed9?” she shouted to no one in particular before stuff-

ing her gun in her holster and planting her hands on the terminal beside 

the door. :o matter how much she ;ddled with it, the screen remained 

black and unresponsive.

“jheEs tearing us apart9  Ne need backup9” a more feminine voice 

shrieked over the radio feed.

Aiana forced her hand into a small groove beneath the front plate then 

tore it open. ! have to open this thing manually� she thought to herself, 

;nding a keycard slot wired directly through the box. jhe pulled off her 

lanyard and stuck her badge in. :o response.

“Aammit, these things are supposed to be wired to the emergency 

system9” she shouted, pulling her card out and slotting it in again.
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Aiana crouched, peering under the terminal. jhe ran her ;ngers along 

the backside, which hung Fust an inch from the wall. Her ;ngers rubbed 

right over a switch. jhe stopped and pressed it in immediately. jhe rose to 

her feet, looking at her card still embedded in the slot. jtill no response.

“Dome on9” jhe Ferked it out and shoved it in one last time. The slot let 

loose a shrill beep, and a sudden burst of air hissed from the door as the 

locks detached.

Aiana stepped to the left side of the frame and clamped her ;ngers 

around it. jhe pulled as hard as she could.

The door groaned as it was forced open, and once she got about a foot 

and a half of clearance, she wedged herself between the frame and the 

door. Yressing her feet against the frame, and her back against the door, 

she was able to shove it open completely.

The commander stumbled but swiftly pulled her ;rearm back out and 

reignited her torch.

The dim emergency lights continued to line the hall all the way down 

to an exposed doorway at the end of the hall. Aiana raised her Iashlight 

up above it, spotting a sign that read PC:CGqT1G qDDCjj. qs she lowered 

the light, she spotted a damaged steel door lying on the Ioor nearby. The 

door seemed to have been torn off its hinges, the locks shattered and the 

metal shredded. ’t was crumpled like paper.

Aiana then mouthed a curse as she noticed ;ve bodies strewn about 

the room like blood-soaked party streamers. jhe stepped forward, slowly 

panning across the Ioor with her light as she hoped for survivors. jome 

were missing arms, some had holes in them, and some were hardly even 

recogni—able as corpses, only giving off the appearance of a butcherEs 

scraps.

“jSuads Boxtrot and Polf,” Aiana gulped, “relocate to Penerator qc-

cess, immediately,” she ordered into her mic.
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qs the con;rmations echoed in, she knelt beside one of the gored bodies, 

which lay face down. jhe placed her Iashlight on the Ioor next to her and 

reached for its neck. jhe had gone to check for a pulse but felt an immedi-

ate sSuelch against her ;ngers as she did so. ’n response, she grabbed their 

shoulder and forcibly rolled the body over.

Their throat was shredded, yet their eyes gla—ed over, fro—en with terror.

Aiana winced then let out a disappointed sigh. jhe curled a ;nger around 

their dog tag chain, popping it off what remained of their neck to verify their 

designation.

’t was Bictor jSuadron alright.

jetting their tags back down against their chest, she leaned back down to-

ward the mic. “Polf, continue ahead. Boxtrot, continue after securing a med-

ical team. BictorJ” she stopped, distracted as she heard a distant rustling. 

“Jhas been wiped out,” she ;nished.

jhe heard the subtle rustling once again and swiftly scooped her Iashlight 

back up. jhe rose to her feet and raised her hands, illuminating the doorway 

with her torch. qfter a few moments of continued silence, she heard it once 

more and noticed it was coming from beside the door.

Her light revealed a man wedged against the corner. He whee—ed at the 

sudden Iash of light in his eyes, raising his hand to cover them.

Aiana approached cautiously, lowering her gun slightly. jhe could hear his 

breathing. ’t was erratic, so much so that she could see his uniform Suivering. 

“’dentify yourself, soldier9” she barked.

The man may have Fumped to his feet if he werenEt wounded. He raised 

his handgun at Aiana and cried, “Pet away from me9” His voice broke as he 

screamed.

“Par;eld,” Aiana partly gasped before raising her gun back up, “drop it9”

He was in a delirious state, she knew that, but if she had to put him down, 

she would. jhe already had more than enough to worry about.
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He stared at her,  looking for her face,  but found it  dif;cult as she 

was shrouded in darkness and he was blinded by the Iashlight. 1nce he 

heard her voice, his entire body went stiff, and the gun practically slipped 

from his hands. “D-c-commander9” he stuttered out, staring at her with 

bloodshot eyes.

“Dompose yourself,  Daptain,” Aiana spoke, lowering the torch and 

holstering her gun. jhe knelt down in front of him and made direct eye 

contact. “Nhat happened?” she Sueried.

“Th-the 1rphanJ’t. jheJFust charged us9” Par;eld whee—ed, barely 

maintaining eye contact with her.

He was rather chewed up. jeveral open wounds peeked out from be-

neath his torn vest and uniform, though there were likely more. !lood 

drained down his exposed skin, oo—ing from his countless cuts and holes 

with each breath. qs he inhaled, he winced and crossed an arm over his 

chest, grabbing at one of his wounds as they stung unmercifully.

“’t wasJ’t was :ineteen9” he cried out, gagging as he coughed un-

controllably. “NhyJjhe was. ’tJ” He began to stammer and ramble, 

choking as stress tightened its ;ngers around his neck.

“Ne opened ;re,” he stuttered, almost staring through Aiana and at his 

butchered team. “’t didnEt even take a minute. . . .”

Aiana peered over her shoulder, viewing the carnage once more. Her 

stoic expression held ;rm, though her eyes werenEt so stone-cold. The 

walls were painted with uneven splatters of blood, but the Ioor had the 

worst of it. ’t was almost entirely covered in a soup of gore, with chunky 

bits of sinew, Iesh, and bone mixed in. This could have been avoided if 

Maximilian had listened to her the ;rst time.

Aiana turned back and raised her right hand from her holster.  jhe 

grasped Par;eldEs shoulder and rekindled their previous eye contact.
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He was ;dgeting, entirely unable to control his fear. !ut as he looked at his 

superior, he could see she was calm, albeit a little fra——led. Her grip alone was 

enough to assert her commanding con;dence, but the way she looked him in 

the eyes seemed to give him a small sense of hope.

“Try and relax. Help is on the way,” she assured.

“Ves . . . maEam . . .” he choked.





Chapter Two

Rusted Catacombs

“S he’s down there, is she?” Captain Gaius asked, his gnlers wrapped 

around his assaumt rixe as thoulh Sacantha was efpeyted to munle 

.roc the dark at anD cocentb

viana nodded .roc Ieside the omder, Iamd can in response whime shininl 

her xashmilht into the Foid o. a doorwaDb jn the immucinated darkness, an 

alinl rustD stairyase desyended into the .ayimitD’s depths, where amm the Fitam 

sDstecs were operated and caintainedb

“Wmushinl her out o. there wimm Ie a yhammenle, espeyiammD without powerb j. 

we send anDone down there, she’mm -ust piyk thec o..,” Gaius said, distressed 

ID the thoulht o. sendinl his cen to dieb

“Yhiyh is whD we won’t send anDone,” viana stated, ymiykinl o.. the xashB

milht and smottinl it into her Iemtb “Lou and j wimm lo down ID oursemFesb”

“qammsDb Pess o. a yhanye .or her to take adFantale o. the tilht spaye,” Gaius 

scirkedb

“qut core di.gyumt to gnd her,” viana lrucImed, raisinl her hand and 

ad-ustinl her yapb “j need a weapon gt .or ymose !uartersb”

“j yan arranle thatb” Gaius hucced, recoFinl one hand .roc his weapon 

Iut re.usinl to recoFe the otherb “AarkerH Get oFer here, douIme tice,” he 

shouted, yuppinl his couthb

T wocan with a linler ponDtaim protrudinl .roc Ieneath her hemcet 

caryhed oFerb jn her arcs was a smeek, .reshmD ymeaned shotlunb “Les, sir?” she 

!uestionedb
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“Uand ce Dour weapon, Pieutenant,” Gaius decanded, homdinl a hand 

outb

Aarker hemd it out to hic without hesitationb

Gaius remeased his own, mettinl it danlme alainst his yhest ID a strapb Ue 

lraIIed the shotlun .roc Aarker, and ham.Brayked the pucp, peerinl into the 

e-eytion portb Ue hucced approFinlmD and shoFed the pucp Iayk toward the 

end o. the Iarrem then hemd it out to vianab “Ohis shoumd do the triykb”

viana took it in her hands and reayhed to the underside o. the Iarremb 

She twisted a knoI, ad-ustinl the Irilhtness o. a counted xashmilht, Ie.ore 

mowerinl it in .ront o. hersem.b “Pet’s hope so,” she cucImedb

“Aarker, Dou’re in yharle untim j let Iayk,” Gaius orderedb “Uomd this posiB

tion, and i. the inseyt runs out, Imow her to hemmb”

“NnderstoodH” Aarker repmied with a !uiyk samute Ie.ore drawinl her 

sidearcb “Good huntinl, sirb”

Gaius  turned  his  attention  Iayk  to  the  stairwemm  and  ilnited  his  riB

xeBcounted xashmilhtb Ue raised his rixe up, the Ieac immucinatinl the stairB

wemm onye alainb Ue stepped inside, pressinl his rilht Ioot down alainst the 

grst cetam step, yausinl the stairs to met out a rather otherwormdmD lroanb OheD 

were staIme, as theD did not swaD, thoulh rust was pmenti.um, dottinl Ioth the 

steps and raiminls in inyonsistent spmotyhesb

Gaius lmanyed to his rilht, notiyinl a sicimar scamm wammBcounted yale mike 

the ones mininl the ecerlenyD milhts in the hammsb Ue pointed his rixe down 

and peered at a lmitterinl suIstanye on the seyond stepb Ohe can knemt down, 

recoFinl his hand .roc the Iarrem o. his grearcb Ue pinyhed soce o. the dust 

and raised it up to his .aye, proyeedinl to ruI it Ietween his gnlersb “Gmass,” 

he cutteredb “Ohe mittme Iul scashed up the milhtsb”

viana’s .aye partmD dropped as she raised the shotlun, shininl the milht 

.urther into the stairwemmb Countmess shiccerinl shards mittered eayh step, amm 

the waD down to the grst mandinlb jt was -ust another proImecb
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Enye theD reayhed the Iase o. the stairwemm, theD entered the hucid, 

dacp underIemmD o. the .ayimitDb Syanninl aIout with their xashmilhts, 

their milht lmeaced oFer seFeram syattered pieyes o. e!uipcentb ;arrow 

hamms Iriccinl with pipes and wires surrounded thec, eayh meadinl to 

Farious suIsDstecs suyh as pmucpinl, emeytriyam, heatinl, and yoominlb 

Nnmike traditionam sDstecs, these needed their own suIxoor entiremD -ust 

to keep the cassiFe Iunker .unytioninlb

viana stepped amonl the rilht side o. the cain rooc, peerinl down 

the indiFiduam hamms with her shotlun as she passed thecb Ohe milht 

scothered and twisted around the steem Ieacs, yaImes, and pipesb She 

eDed eFerD un.omdinl detaim as she yare.ummD coFed amonlb Ohis was loinl 

to Ie harder than she thoulhtb

T moud syrapinl sound, that o. cetam Ieinl .oryiImD dralled, shrieked 

out to viana’s me.tb She piFoted, aicinl down the yentram yonyrete hammb 

Uer xashmilht’s Ieac immucinated a menlthD row o. dead leneratorsb Ohere 

were two sides o. the hamm, separated ID eFen core pipes, panems, Farious 

e!uipcent, and wirinl .ed down the yenterb

Wurther down were the tiremessmD yhullinl Iaykup leneratorsb zayh 

lenerator was Iordermine oFerheatinlJ theD were steacinl, roarinl, and 

FiIratinl, doinl eFerDthinl possiIme to keep the .ayimitD’s Fitam sDstecs 

onmineb Steccinl .roc thec were doMens o. pipes and yaImes, runninl 

amonl the wamms, yeiminl, and xoor toward the additionam selcented hammsb

viana raised her me.t gst, and in response, Gaius .roMe in his trayksb T.ter 

a .ew core cocents o. siment oIserFations, she yurmed her gnlers and 

pointed to the me.tb Gaius lmanyed to the hamm and noddedb

viana mowered her hand Iayk down, tilhtmD lraspinl the pucp o. her 

weaponb She stepped .orward with the simenye and lraye o. a lhostJ her 

Ioots hardmD cade a soundb
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Ts she approayhed the rilhtcost hamm, her xashmilht onmD proyeeded to 

immucinate the rooc .urther, lmeacinl o.. the Iaykup lenerators, panems, and 

pipinlb Tdditionam milht poured throulh the yrayks in the hammBdiFidinl cass 

as Gaius adFanyed in unison on the opposinl sideb

She took another step, reayhinl the ham.waD point to the rear o. the roocb 

She stopped, .eeminl lmass yrunyh Ieneath her Iootsb Tnother milht Sacantha 

cust haFe Iustedb She lmanyed down and s!uinted, a lricaye yocinl oFer 

her .aye as she smilhtmD mi.ted her Ioot .roc the deIrisb I’ll never understand how 

these things develop any instincts living in cages.

—ust Ie.ore viana went to kneem and inspeyt the lmass, eayh indiFiduam hair 

on the Iayk o. her neyk stuyk up grcmDb She suyked in a sharp Ireath o. air as 

her gnlers yurmed tilhter around the shotlunb

She mistened intentmD, her eDes dartinl Iayk and .orth as she re.used to 

coFe eFen a cusymeb Nn.ortunatemD, the roar o. the Iaykup lenerators drimmed 

repeatedmD into her ears, so she youmdn’t hear cuyh emse Iesides thatb She 

peered .orward, spottinl Gaius’s milht haFinl coFed seFeram ceters aheadb 

Ohe .urther he coFed, the harder she .oyused, reamiMinl that i. he cade it too 

.ar she cilht Ie dead in the waterb

She yautiousmD raised a .oot, prepared to yontinue onb qut then, amcost rilht 

in her ear, a .aint Det shrimm efhame praytiyammD sent a thunderIomt throulh her 

IodDb

viana stocped her Ioot Iayk down then piFoted to the me.t with lmass 

syrapinl Ieneath her .eetb She hastimD took aic, shininl her xashmilht near 

the yeiminl aIoFe the yon-oined cassb She didn’t see cuyh acid the twistinl 

shadows untim .our o. the yaImes shi.ted, and one o. the shadows opened its 

eDesb

Ohe yoccander xinyhed and iccediatemD pummed the triller, sendinl out a 

sudden Imast o. yonyussiFe xakb jn the xash, Sacantha shi.ted and lrew .ummD 

FisiImeb Ruyh o. the xak sparked alainst her tendrims, penetrated the pipes, 
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and tore throulh wiresb znoulh hit her to throw her o.. Iamanye, sendinl the 

yhimd tucIminl into the me.t ham. o. the hammb

“Gaius, Iehind DouH” viana Demmed as she Ielan to run Iayk toward the 

Ielinninl o. the spmit, hurrDinl to reayh the other sideb

Sacantha’s Iayk yommided with the yonyrete, Iut she wasn’t aIout to staD 

downb She’d pushed hersem. up on her side with her emIowb Uer tendrims spread 

apart and dul into the yonyrete to proFide her with core meFeraleb Yith a 

.orye.um shoFe, Sacantha maunyhed hersem. up .roc the lroundb Uer rilht .oot 

smacced alainst the xoor, and with the Iend o. her knee, she Iurst into a 

yharle at Gaiusb

qD the tice he’d .ummD turned around, Sacantha was praytiyammD in his .ayeb 

Ue youmdn’t eFen raise his rixe Ie.ore she had spun and yrayked her tendrims 

at hic mike a whipb

Ohe lun was torn .roc his hand ID the syDthes, amcost entiremD shredded 

to pieyes as it Ieyace tanlmed aconl her Imadesb Sacantha didn’t stop there, 

and with .eroyious cocentuc, she smacced amm o. her IodD weilht into hic, 

throwinl hic up alainst the Iayk wammb

Gaius’s eDes widened as he .emt the air instantaneousmD driFen .roc his 

munlsb jt was icpossiIme, a yhimd mandinl suyh a heaFD hitb qut to hic, it was 

as i. he’d Ieen hit with the weilht o. a Iusb

qe.ore Sacantha youmd throw another swinl at hic, another Imast o. 

skinBsinleinl xak tore into the lirm’s Iayk and syreeyhed alainst the cetam o. 

her tendrimsb

She stallered with a hiss and stepped Iayk .roc Gaiusb vrallinl her Iare 

.eet alainst the lmassBmittered yonyrete, she turned to .aye her shooterb

viana wasn’t cuyh core than g.teen .eet Iayk and had amreadD rayked her 

neft shotb

Npon spottinl her, Sacantha’s seethinl yricson eDes strained as her 

pupims reyeded to cinusyume, ImoodthirstD dotsb Stimm ecIedded in Gaius’s 
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rixe, her tendrims -erked awaD .roc one another, rippinl the weapon into its 

cinusyume yocponentsb

viana gred alain Iut lasped as the xak cissed entiremD, strikinl the wamm 

and pipesb Sacantha had dropped to the xoor, aFoidinl the shot yocpmetemDb 

She took a paniyked staller Iayk and rayked another shemm as Sacantha proB

yeeded to Iomt toward herb

Sacantha meaped cidBsprint and snalled a pipe with one o. her hooksb 

Nsinl it to inyrease her cocentuc, she xunl throulh the darkness at her 

preDb Yith Det another spin, her tendrims snapped down at the yoccanderb

qD the tice viana was readD to efpem her neft shot, one o. the siykmes 

had -ust enoulh reayh to smash her .ayeb Yithin that spmit seyond, her .aye 

tore open .roc the yheekIone to the yorner o. her mipb Ohe pain was .ar too 

oFerwhemcinl .or her to caintain her aicb She pummed the triller Iut gred 

into the xoor, hittinl nothinl Iut yonyreteb

jnstead o. mandinl, Sacantha smacced into vianab OheD were Ioth sent 

tucIminl to the lround, the shotlun thrown .roc the yoccander’s handsb

viana, sace as Gaius, .emt the wind rip .roc her munls as she yommided 

with the xoorb She desperatemD wheeMed, glhtinl to repmenish her most air the 

cocent it me.t herb How is this possible!? Why is she so heavy!? her cind rayedb 

YhD Sacantha weilhed amcost as cuyh i. not more than a .ummD lrown adumt 

was the meast o. her yonyerns, thoulhb

viana thrashed aIout, .reeinl her hand onmD to swi.tmD Iash her padded 

knuykmes alainst Sacantha’s .ayeb

Sacantha snarmed alainst her hand and spread open her serrated cawb 

She iccediatemD yhocped down on the thrown arc, ymacpinl her -aws and 

sinkinl her teeth into viana’s xeshb Ohe Iite .orye was lreat enoulh that, a.ter 

onmD a seyond, her .orearc yraykedb

viana yhoked and shrieked, her eDes wideninl as the diFerse yayophonD o. 

searinl pain surled oFer her sensesb She writhed around, syreeyhinl as she 
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kiyked at the yonyrete and tried to -erk her arc .roc Sacantha’s Iear trap 

o. a couthb

She threw another unsuyyess.um punyh at Sacantha’s lut with her me.t 

hand, onmD to reamiMe the onmD waD out o. this was to Imast herb She .rantiyammD 

.ucImed around at her side, searyhinl .or and eFentuammD gndinl the pucpb 

qe.ore she youmd eFen trD to rayk a shemm, Sacantha’s teeth sank deeper, 

.oryinl viana’s arc to remease a s!uemyhinl yrunyhb

Yith another lasp, she syreaced her munls drD and gnammD canaled to 

-erk the pucp Iayk, moadinl a shemmb She dropped the lun and shoFed it 

smilhtmD ayross the xoor toward her mels to let ayyess to the lripb She syooped 

it up, stu..ed the Iarrem alainst Sacantha’s stocayh, and pummed the trillerb

Ohe  earBshatterinl  Imast  Imew  a  larlantuan  home  strailht  throulh 

Sacantha’s lutb Ohe icpayt sent her Iayk, yareeninl alainst an air duyt 

on the wammb She riyoyheted o.. the duyt, knoykinl the Fent yoFer moose and 

efposinl the sha.tb —ust as she yommapsed to the lround, yhimminl air rommed 

into the hucid enFironcentb

viana amcost iccediatemD dropped the lun and lraIIed at her lushinl 

yheek with her handb She Ielan to pain.ummD wheeMe, relaininl her most air 

.roc her syreacsb

NnaIme to put cuyh i. anD pressure on her canlmed arc, she .ound hersem. 

unaIme to let Iayk to her .eetb She syuttmed Iayk .roc Sacantha, pushinl 

hersem. amonl the xoor with her Ioots as she .ruitmessmD yontinued to trD and 

let upb She wasn’t aIout to let yaulht ID that conster on the lroundb

Gaius smid ayross the lmassByoFered xoor on his Ioots and kneepadsb Ue 

hooked his arc under viana’s lood shoumder and -erked her to her .eetb

viana stucImed as theD Iayked awaD, trDinl her Iest to staD uprilht as 

her Fision Ielan to .ade .roc trauca and Imood mossb She wasn’t aIout to 

die down here, not in this .ayimitD, and yertainmD not Ieyause o. that mittme 

Iastardb
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Gaius preecptiFemD whipped out his sidearc as their yocIined efB

hausted, .earBriddmed Ireaths perceated the airb qut the core Sacantha 

writhed on the lround, twistinl and -erkinl around as thoulh seecinlmD 

onmD pissed o.. ID the lunshot, the core his lrip .amteredb

Sacantha stopped coFinl .or a cocent and met out a whicper, the 

red hue ecanatinl .roc her eDes dwindminl, .adinl amcostb Ts she yurmed 

her gnlers alainst the yonyrete, syrapinl her naims ayross its sur.aye, she 

started to push hersem. Iayk upb Ohose waFerinl macps were xiykerinl 

Ietween yomors onye alainb Yhime the Imast had knoyked her out o. her 

.renMD, amm it appeared to do in the monl run was tecporarimD stun herb

She snarmed, shakinl as she raised her head and lround her dallerB

couth toletherb Uer yharyoam hair was partmD draped oFer the me.t side 

o. her .aye, meaFinl onmD a sinlme stutterinl yricson eDe FisiImeb She lriB

cayed as she rose, not onye Ireakinl her lmare on the two alentsb

viana pressed her gnlers down, praytiyammD pinyhinl the wound in 

a .utime attecpt to hamt the rush o. the sweet,  yopperD -uiye seepinl 

Ietween her teethb Uer awkward, waFerinl lrip onmD yaused her core 

trouIme, as the stinlinl Iurn o. her syreeyhinl nerFes praytiyammD .oryed 

her teeth toletherb She was Iitinl down on nothinl in an e..ort to keep 

hersem. .roc syreacinl and Imaykinl outb

Sacantha yontorted as she stood, twistinl her micIs and poppinl her 

-ointsb Uer xesh s!ueamed as she -erked her torso to the side, as i. snappinl 

her entire spine Iayk into pmayeb Ohe syrap aIraded her skin and syarred 

her Iones with eayh haccerinl -omt o. her micIsb

Uer Ireaths syraped the depths o. her munls with eayh dral, Iorderinl 

the gne mine o. a lal as she efhamed with the yoarseness o. spmittinl tree 

Iarkb Ts she Ireathed out throulh her nose, she youmdn’t hemp Iut part 

her mips and remease a syamdinl youlhb
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Ohe Iase o. her shirt was torn to shreds ID the xakb qut despite the pmenti.um 

staininl o. intense Imood moss, her lut seeced onmD cinormD dacaled, as i. 

it had Ieen Iurnedb Ohe wound had seecinlmD stityhed itsem. Iayk tolether, 

thoulh a scamm acount o. syrap stimm FisiImD protruded .roc her skinb

“UomD shit b b b” Gaius lumped, tilhteninl his homd on the yoccanderb

How the fuck is she standing!? viana internammD paniykedb I blew a goddamn 

hole in her!

Sacantha hunyhed oFer smilhtmD, drallinl one o. her .eet Iayk in preparaB

tion to yharle alainb qut then her .aye so.tened, and her eDes smowmD widenedb

viana lrunted, unsure whD she’d Iayk down eFen .or a seyondb

Sacantha turned her head toward the open duyt Imowinl a .rilid dra.t oFer 

her Iayksideb

viana wasn’t the onmD one to notiye, as Gaius gred a !uiyk paniy shot that 

smacced rilht into the Erphan’s shoumderb

Sacantha reyoimed, mettinl out a pained snarmb She pummed her in-ured shoumB

der Iayk, swi.tmD -erkinl her IodD around and whippinl her me.tcost tendrims 

up at the can’s handb Owo o. the Imades cade direyt yontayt, one o. thec 

smashinl up his wrist and the other doinl silnigyantmD core dacale to his 

handb jt tore throulh his lun’s Iarrem, shreddinl three o. his gnlers in the 

proyessb jt spmit throulh the sinew and Iones mike theD weren’t eFen thereb

Gaius met out a shout and remeased viana instantmDb Tnother yrD .ommowed as 

he ymutyhed his syourled hand to his yhest whime stallerinl up alainst the 

yentram cass o. the roocb

viana nearmD .emm at the moss o. support Iut .oryed hersem. to staD uprilhtb 

She wasn’t aIout to take her eDes o.. Sacantha, not eFen .or a seyondb

Ts Sacantha’s tendrims reyeded, their eDes moyked .or a Irie. cocentb viana 

hemd her Ireath, knowinl .umm wemm that i. Sacantha wanted to, she youmd kimm 

her rilht then and thereb qut esyapinl seeced to Ie core icportant, as she 

iccediatemD turned and doFe into the sha.tb Uer syDthes dul throulh the 
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yheap amucinuc as she syurried up into the sDstecb Ohe tearinl o. cetam and 

thucpinl o. her syDthes lrew distant with eayh soundb

viana met her Ireath lo and Ielan to pant unyontrommaImDb Ohe remie. washB

inl oFer her was onmD yhammenled ID the searinl pain o. her spmit skin and 

yrushed Ioneb Uer cusymes moosened, and she stucImed Ie.ore yommapsinl 

Iayk alainst soce e!uipcentb

She raised her dacaled arc, winyinl as she tried her Iest to lraI homd o. 

the ciy on her yhestb She strullmed to xef her gnlers, the dacale cakinl 

eFen the smilhtest coFecent stinl mike hemmb

Enye viana was aIme to press it down, she iccediatemD spat, “Gaius and j 

are downH GUQ” She ymenyhed her teeth, as speakinl onmD cade the pain o. 

her torn yheek worseb

She kiyked one o. her mels alainst the air duyt, yausinl it to thrucb She 

hissed, amcost mettinl out a whicper o. an efhame, trDinl her Iest to ilnore 

the unendinl painb “zpsimon, she’s headed Dour waDH” She .oryed out, “KILL 

IT!”

“CopD thatb” T wocan with yhinBmenlth Imonde hair spoke into her ciyb She, 

too, wore a sicimar uni.orc to viana and Gaius, the patyh stityhed oFer her 

xak Fest readinl zb Ajz:Czb She turned, steppinl inward .roc a lmass entrDB

waDb She entered a moIID resecIminl that o. a hospitamb jt was sterime, ymean, 

and wemyocinlb qut eFerD tice she stepped inside, it laFe her the shiFersb She 

knew it was a .ayade, a .ront .or the horrors trapped Ieneath the xoorsb

“zccaQCaptainH” a Dounl wocan yorreyted hersem. as she stepped upb 

“Yhat’re Dour orders?” she !uestioned, Irandishinl a Ireayh maunyher in her 

cittsb
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“Worti.D around the cain sha.tb =uiykmDH” zcca Iarked, drawinl her 

sidearc as her cen proyeeded to syracImeb

Ohe rest o. the s!uad syattered aIout the moIIDb Ohoulh, relardmess o. 

moyation, theD amm aiced their weapons up at the marle Fentimation tunnem on 

the yeiminlb

“qriars,” zcca stated, mookinl at the lirm in .ront o. herb “Poad Dour 

maunyher and Imow the duyt the cocent Dou let a Fisuamb”

“Tre Dou sure, Captain?” the scammer wocan responded, remuytantmD moadB

inl a yanister into the IreakBaytion weaponb “Ohere won’t Ie cuyh o. a yeiminl 

me.t,” she cuttered, snappinl the maunyher shutb

“jt doesn’t catterb” zcca lrasped qriars ID the shoumderb “Ye’re the mast 

mine Ietween that Erphan and outside,” she stated lricmDb

qriars nodded, amIeit hesitantmD, and !uietmD stepped o.. toward the reyepB

tion deskb She knemt Iehind it and counted her Ireayh maunyher on the edle, 

aicinl it rilht at the Fent yoFerb

“Enye qriars Imows the Fent,” zcca started, pointinl her .ree hand up at 

the sha.t, “amm o. Dou, return gre iccediatemD on the hostimeb Congrc?”

“CopD,” the other .our spread out cen and wocen respondedb

T.ter aIout a ham. cinute o. simenye, zcca xinyhed, notiyinl the Fent 

had started !uietmD rucIminlb Tpproayhinl smacs ayyocpanied ID the shrimm, 

syreeyhinl tear o. cetam roared throulh the tunnem, lrowinl mouder and moudB

er ID the seyondb

zcca swammowed and tilhtened her lrip on her grearcb Socethinl was 

o..J it didn’t sound mike anD Erphan she knew o.b

“Coccander,” she said, timtinl her head down at her shoumder, “which o. 

the Erphans Ireayhed yontaincent?”

=uiet statiy ecanated .roc the radio Iut no answerb Ohe smacs lrew eFer 

core allressiFe, speedinl up the ymoser it lot to the efitb

“Commander,” she nalledb
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T .aint and near inaudiIme response yace .roc viana> “;ucIer ;ineteenb”

zcca xinyhed and lmanyed down at her ciyb Did she just say . . .

She swi.tmD turned and yupped the side o. her couth to shoutb “qriarsH Uomd 

Dour .Q”

qe.ore the Imonde youmd eFen gnish her sentenye, amm .our syDthes icpamed 

the cetam around the lrate, and qriars iccediatemD Imasted a lrenade rilht 

into the yeiminlb

zcca lasped, steppinl Iayk and shiemdinl her eDes as the efpmosion 

royked the entire xoorb Ohe milhts xashed, and canD Iustedb vacaled yeiminl 

times, yonyrete, and wires then yace yasyadinl down amonl with a IodDb

Sacantha had smacced rilht into the lround within the yenter o. the 

destruytionb

zcca took a step Iayk and raised her arc as dust xew aIout the roocb jt 

gmmed the air and amcost yocpmetemD ymouded the s!uad’s silhtb

“vireyt hitH” qriars shouted oFer the .amminl deIris and sparkinl wiresb

“Uomd Dour loddacn greH” zcca Iemmowedb

Ohe .re!uent sparks o. spmit wires immucinated Sacantha’s simhouette as 

she stood aconl the ruIImeb zcca nerFousmD kept her lun trained on her, 

assucinl she was un.aMed ID the Imastb qut she amcost iccediatemD .amtered 

as she heard shammow Ireathinl yoce .roc the dark lraD shroud o. deIrisb

Ts the milhts yeased xiykerinl and the dust settmed, zcca !uiykmD .ound 

Sacantha wasn’t staImeb She was meaninl a Iit to the me.tb Uer yhest was 

!uiykmD risinl and .amminl with eFerD !uiFerinl Ireath as she strullmed to eFen 

staD uprilhtb Ohe Imood spmattered around her torso where she’d Ieen shot 

-ust cocents earmier had dried, Iut a .resh xow seeped .roc eayh o. her micIs, 

soakinl her ymothes, staininl her skin, and driIIminl onto the xoorb

It really is her . . . zcca thoulht as Sacantha stucImed, nearmD yommapsinl 

as she assucedmD tried to recain inticidatinlb She seeced to caintain her 

.ootinl throulh nothinl Iut sheer spiteb
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“qoss, Dou said it Doursem., we’re supposed to afe this IityhH” one o. the 

cen Dapped .roc the side o. the moIIDb

jn response, Sacantha lrunted a Iit, mettinl out a so.t lrowm as her gnlers 

yurmed into gstsb Uer knees Ient smilhtmD as i. she were prepared to pounye, 

Iut she swaDed, nearmD .amminl oFer .roc the cinor shi.t in her Iamanyeb

“;oH” zcca spat outb “;ob” She then !uiykmD homstered her lunb “She’s 

in no yondition to keep coFinlb” She spoke sternmDb “zalme,” she whistmed, 

“yu..s, nowb”

Ene o. the cen uneasimD mowered his weapon and reayhed Iehind his 

Iayk, .etyhinl a set o. yu..sb

zcca turned her eDes Iayk onto Sacantha and raised her hands yauB

tiousmDb “zasD, SacQ”

Sacantha snarmed alain, takinl a de.ensiFe ham. step Iaykb

“jt’s okaDb jt’s amrilht,” zcca pmeaded, twistinl her wrists to show there 

was nothinl in her lraspb “j know Dou’re tired, j know Dou’re hurtb b b  b 

OheD want Dou dead, Iut we’re not lonna met that happen, amrilht?” she 

whisperedb

Sacantha met out a throatBsyrapinl Ireath, lrittinl her teeth as she 

lmanyed  to  her  me.tb  She  saw  zalme  approayhinl  with  a  set  o.  Iomt 

yu..sQmarle reytanlumar yu..s cade .roc titaniuc used to restrain others 

mike herb She didn’t Iudle Iut kept her eDe on hicb

“Tmm theD do is hurt ce,” Sacantha whispered, her eDes Ielinninl to 

xiyker onye alain as she lmanyed Iayk at zccab

“j knowb b b b j knowb” zcca .rownedb

“Lou don’t know,” Sacantha seethed, her micIs !uakinl as her cusymes 

stunl .roc efhaustionb “von’t mie to ce,” she lrowmedb

“j’c not mDinl, j procise,” zcca so.tmD saidb “Ye yan gf thisQ”

“;o, Dou yan’t,” Sacantha spat, her eDes wideninl partmDb “OheD’mm -ust put 

ce Iayk in a IofH” she shouted, strailhteninl her posture as thoulh her anler 
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Iroulht aIout a seyond wind o. surlinl adrenamineb “j’c not loinl Iayk down 

thereH”

She suddenmD tor!ued her IodD to the side, Iashinl zalme to the lround 

with the Irunt o. her tendrims Ie.ore he lot too ymoseb Ohe yu..s were thrown 

.roc his handsb

“Sac, noH” zcca shouted, reayhinl .or her weaponb qut ID then, SacanB

tha had Iomted .orward, taykminl the yaptain to the lroundb

Uer teeth were ymenyhed as she hemd zcca down ID the shoumdersb Uer 

tendrims yontinued to weilhtmessmD smither throulh the air Iehind her as she 

snarmed, Iut she cade no e..ort to strike, Iite, or yut zccab She -ust hesitantmD 

staredb

“Epen greH” zalme shouted .roc the lroundb

“;oH” zcca shriekedb

Ohe roar o. lungre yraykmed throulh the air as the entire s!uad ducped 

their cals at Sacanthab Rost o. the Iummets yommided with mowBhanlinl times 

and deIris, Iut a deyent acount stimm scashed into her upper Iaykb

Sacantha’s tendrims pummed inward to luard hersem. as she rommed .orward 

o.. zccab She tucImed ayross the xoor Ie.ore .oryinl hersem. Iayk to her .eet 

with the aid o. her eftra micIsb She .oryiImD syraped the Imades alainst the 

yonyrete, kiykinl up another syreen o. dust to proFide Fisuam yoFerb

Sacantha raised her Iattered gnlers, desperatemD trDinl to .orye her hands 

Ietween the panes o. the smidinl lmass doorb She tried to tul at it, thoulh it 

re.used to Iudleb Gmanyinl down, she notiyed yrayks steccinl .roc the straD 

Iummets scashinl into the lmassb

She Iayked up aIout a .oot Ie.ore yharlinl itb She twisted and racced her 

shoumder into the pane, yocpmetemD Iustinl throulh itb Ohe entire door shatB

tered as she .emm throulh, yoFerinl the lround with Iroken lmassb She manded 

on her side, romminl oFer the dirt now yoFered in thousands o. cinusyume, 

-alled lmass shardsb
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She syracImed to her .eet, whicperinl and Imeedinl .roc doMens o. yuts 

FarDinl in siMe as she Iurst into a sprintb qmood xew .roc her as it was thrown 

.roc her yountmess .reshmD draininl lashesb

Uer Iruised .eet smapped alainst the paFecent as she ran, milhtmD s!uemyhB

inl and yrunyhinl as the lmass ecIedded in her somes .oryed itsem. .urther into 

her skinb Uer throat was drD, her munls Iurned, and her heart was Ieatinl so 

hard it caD FerD wemm haFe Ieen prepared to Imow throulh her riIsb

Tn earBspmittinl horn went o.. oFerhead, amcost knoykinl her oFer with its 

sheer Fomuceb Sacantha lraIIed at her head, yrDinl out as her eDes xiykered 

sporadiyammDb Uer ears .emt as thoulh theD were Ieinl torn o.. as the .ayimitD’s 

amarcs roaredb

Ohoulh she was heaFimD disoriented, she pressed onb —ust ahead, throulh 

the cif o. scammer yonneytinl Iuimdinls and a parkinl mot, she saw a spmit in 

the yhainBmink .enyinl surroundinl the periceterb jt was the entranyeJ it was 

her onmD yhanye at .reedocb

Sacantha’s tendrims retreated toward her IodDb Ohe arcs smithered amonl 

her yore and tilhtmD yurmed around her lut, resecIminl a yorset cade .roc 

thiyk cetam yaImesb Uer Imades, despite Ieinl so sharp, nestmed lentmD within 

the laps, nearmD hidinl in pmain silhtb

She youmdn’t stop nowb She youmd see it, the open road -ust IeDond the 

lateb Sacantha pushed hersem. .urther eFen as eFerD cusyme in her IodD yried 

out .or her to stopb Ohe stinlinl sinle o. her Iurninl cusymes eyhoed .roc 

her toes to her gnlertips with eFerD stepb Tt anD liFen cocent, she youmd 

yommapse, and she knew itb

Ts she meaped oFer the Iooc Iarrier, a tecporarD spurt o. euphoria struyk 

herb She’d cade itb She was outsideb

Ohoulh it was shortBmiFed, as the cocent her .eet cade yontayt with the 

asphamt, her mels laFe waDb Waye grst, she smacced into the road, .urther 

syrapinl up her .orehead and noseb



ORPHAN VEIL: THE STRAY36

She mooked a cessb She was unaIme to stand, met amone coFeb Uer ymothes had 

Ieyoce shredded ralsb Uer skin was mined with Iruises, protrudinl deIris, 

lmass, and Iummet homesb Uer yountmess wounds yontinued ooMinl Imood, onmD 

.urther staininl and soakinl the syraps o. her ymothinlb

Sacantha met out seFeram sporadiy Ireaths as she desperatemD tried to relain 

her stacina and caintain yonsyiousnessb She .oryed hersem. up to her knees, 

her arcs !uiFerinl Ieneath her weilhtb

Uer oFerwhemced senses IocIarded her IodD, strikinl and steaminl eFerD 

ounye o. enerlD she had to keep her Fitam sDstecs onmineb She youmdn’t eFen 

think as the horns yontinued to drown out her centam Foiyeb Uer Fision xiykB

eredJ she was Ielinninl to mose her silht, as wemmb Uer eDesilht was reduyed 

to pinhomes, and her ears youmd cake nothinl out Iesides the amarcb

Ene thinl snapped her .roc her daMe> a new horn, unmike the ones shriekinl 

oFerheadb

Ts Sacantha Iminked, she thoulht she’d Ie unaIme to eFen open her eDesb 

OheD .emt too heaFD and were onmD lettinl heaFierb Ohe monler theD staDed 

ymosed, the core she dri.ted toward Imaykinl outb Ohe new horn roared onye 

alain, this tice eFen mouderb

Sacantha .oryed her eDes Iayk open and .ound hersem. Iathed in a lmeacB

inl shroud o. milhtb jt shined IrimmiantmD, amcost mike the sun, and onmD lrew 

Irilhter with eayh passinl cocentb She raised her head, seekinl the sourye, 

and !uiykmD .ound her demiriuc shattered -ust as she was scashed ID a truykb


