
A MANI SLID THE TENSION tool into the keyhole of the fancy 
wooden door, its carved rosettes reeking of overindul-

gence. For a third time, she eased the rake up and down, in 
and out. 

Click. 
The corners of her mouth curled up. “Bingo.”
She froze, the rush of victory falling away. A warning 

tremor skittered along her —esh, and the hair on her arms 
stood on end. Tilting her head, she listened b a chill crawl-
ing along her spine as if Lucifer himself had !egun to pant 
down her neck. 

Silence dragged !etween !reaths. 
One. Two. 
The drone of distant words driPed to her ears. 
“Fuckj Werez.” 
Amani leaped to her feet, ’ammed the tools into her !ra, 

and —attened to the door. Her watchful eyes com!ed the 
corridor. 

Empty. 
Fast as a hare, she slipped across the hall and tested the 

kno! of a second door. 
Locked. Shit, shit, shit!
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The clack of hard-soled shoes on mar!le grew louder. 
Amani spun in time to see Manuel Werez round the corner. 
A cell phone slid into the pocket of his tailored slacks. Wreda-
tory eyes latched onto hers.

qithin seconds, Amani willed her pulse to slow. She 
pressed a palm to the wall and gripped the fa!ric a!ove her 
thigh-high slit. qith one calf kicked out, she wriggled the 
corset !odice higher. A practiced calm fell over her features. 

WerezVs dark glare dropped to her cleavage. It leaped !ack 
to her face ’ust as ?uickly. A thick vein pulsed out a warning 
in his temple. “Preciosa?”

The Renezuelan drug czar might !e devastating, if not for 
that calculating killer vi!e. Then again, that vi!e pro!a!ly 
landed him plenty of action. But if so, why not tonightx 
qhy the most powerful drug lord in South America chose 
to mingle alone at his own party was a mystery. His lack of 
companionship made it di;cult to do her ’o!.

Most targets surrounded themselves with !usty women, 
or well-endowed men, depending on their tastes. Yegardless, 
having a consort always worked in her favor. They provided 
eJcellent distractions and allowed her to slip in under the 
radar.

Perhaps Perez is smarter than I thought.
SheVd !een trying to shake the arrogant ass since her 

arrival. But somehow, heVd stuck to her like a !arnacle. qell, 
that was until thirty minutes ago, when one of his men Cnally 
dragged him away.

A half grin twitched on his lips, easing the tension in his 
shoulders. “qhat are you doing herex Security should have 
stopped you long !efore you made it this far.”

Amani had to give it to Werez. His security rivaled that of 
a cele!rity. For the past half hour, sheVd !een playing cat and 
mouse with them. Too !ad for himU she eJcelled at Cnding 
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weak links. And sheVd found his. His particular weak link was 
en’oying a midsolium nap in a closet down the hall, drool 
dripping down his shirt.

Amani ignored the ?uestion, straightened, and huGed. 
“qhere the hellVs the lavatory, Manuelx Kour mansionVs an 
archaic la!yrinth. IVve !een wandering for ten minutes.” She 
—icked a wrist, giving him a dramatic shrug. “One of your 
caterers sent me this way, and I canVt Cnd a thing. KouVd think 
a man with your resources would invest in a proper —oor 
plan.” She !rought one hand to eye level, !ending the Cngers 
and pretending to eJamine the !lood-red claws glued to the 
tips. “I donVt like wasting my time.” To emphasize the rant, 
she pushed out her !ottom lip and threw him a wide-eyed 
stare. Werez arched his !rows as her tirade continued, punc-
tuated !y the stomp of a stiletto heel. “How do you eJpect 
anyone to know where theyVre go b”

In a !lur, he closed the distance, stopping inches from 
her face. One corner of his mouth tipped up, revealing plat-
inum-white teeth. “Sounds like I have a few staG to correct, 
!ut letVs stop with the games, !eautiful. I wouldnVt want to 
waste your time. qe !oth know why youVre really here.”

AmaniVs stomach !ack—ipped. No way in hell could he 
know. Still, she met his conCdence with a sultry smile, !at-
ting May!elline-coated lashes. “Ohx” She leaned closer, let-
ting her !ody graze his. “qhy am I herex”

Werez reached past her and unlocked the very door sheVd 
!een picking. Before she could fathom the action, he spun 
her over the threshold, liPed her onto a —at surface, and 
shoved the skirt of her dress up to her waist. In another !lur, 
he kicked the door shut.

What the —?
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Instinct  took over.  AmaniVs  hand shot  to  her thigh, 
smoothing the hem of her Rera qang over the twin daggers 
concealed !eneath leather and lace.

WerezVs sultry gaze !ore into her. His head slanted. 
Oh shit! AmaniVs eyes widened. 
She !uried her Cngers in WerezVs hair and yanked down. 

His puckered lips landed on her throat instead of her mouth. 
Oh thank God.

A low hum vi!rated along her pulse point. qhen some-
thing wet  and  warm dragged  over her collar!one,  she 
cringed. Werez groaned. He driPed lower, his teeth grazing 
her skin with a playful !ite. “Kou taste even !etter than I 
eJpected. Hypnotic. EJotic. Kou think I didnVt notice the 
stolen glances, Sophiax”

Amani choked and coughed. Leave it to Werez to mistake 
reconnaissance for —irtation. His arrogance reached an in-
tolera!le level, rivaling the overpowering cologne Clling her 
nostrils. Then again, it meant she was good at her ’o!.

Yeining in the disgust for the man nipping a line across 
her throat, she responded with a hum.

“IVve !een watching you all night,” Werez said, a growl 
!rushing her skin. Hot Cngers crawled up her thigh.

“Mm-hmm.” Amani tightened her grip in his hair. Far 
enough, asshole!

A scan of the room conCrmed sheVd !een picking the 
right lock. The military-grade computer, perched on a gar-
gantuan desk, gleamed in a heavenly light.

The drug czarVs vulgar tongue slid over the swell of her 
!reast, snapping AmaniVs attention !ack to the immediate 
pro!lem.

His voice dropped to a husky tone. “IVve !een mentally 
undressing you for the past hour. KouVre eJ?uisite. Kour eyes 
sparkle like sapphires in moonlight.”
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A choked noise caught in AmaniVs throat. qas he trying 
to seduce herx She managed another hum, her mind scram-
!ling for a plan. Another hot palm slapped the opposite 
thigh. Internal alarms !lared. 

Time to move.
Too late. Werez shiPed. qith impossi!le speed, his arm 

snaked around her waist, hauling her !ody to his. The pres-
sure forced her knees up, parting her thighs involuntarily. 
qhen the !ulge !ehind his zipper nudged her underwear, 
Amani froze. The hesitation cost her. Firm lips crushed hers. 
Strong Cngers gripped her skull. Smoky hints of !our!on 
and to!acco invaded her mouth.

Amani gagged. The urge to vomit wrestled with the in-
stinct to Cght. 

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
Again, her hand darted to her thigh. This time, each 

Cnger curled around a titanium hilt. She inched the dag-
ger upward. Seconds from driving the steel tip into WerezVs 
carotid artery, a series of impatient thumps !ounced against 
the door. 

“Fuck oG,” Werez snarled over his shoulder. His mouth 
returned to hers !efore she could duck under his arm.

The voice on the other side war!led like a skittish !ird. 
“Jefe, itVs urgent.”

Werez groaned. He nipped her lip, then pulled !ack. 
“Fucking incompetents.”

Amani sheathed the dagger and shoved the hem of her 
dress !ack down. Werez nuzzled her cheek, his hoarse voice 
!rushing her ear. “IVll Cnd you later to Cnish this. DonVt leave 
the compound.” A heavy-lidded gaze dropped to her mouth.

Amani forced a smile that nearly cracked her face. “I canVt 
wait.”
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She dismounted, smoothing her dress as she trailed !e-
hind Werez. At the doorVs threshold, Amani !rushed past, 
swiping the Lockseal gel from her thum! across the latch.

Werez handed her oG to the soldier. “=uarez, take the 
lovely Ms. Yo’as !ack to the party.”

“Kes, Jefe.” The other man cleared his throat, s?uinting 
sideways at Amani, then refocused on Werez. “>aesar re-
?uested your immediate presence.”

Werez inclined his head. “?ntil later, preciosa.” He disap-
peared around the corner.

FiPeen minutes later, aPer scru!!ing her tongue with soap 
and wishing for Listerine, Amani stood !efore the ma-
hogany desk. Having a mind of its own, her foot tapped, 
tapped, tapped a nervous rhythm as she waited for the data to 
transfer. SheVd lucked out. There were no security cameras 
in WerezVs o;ce, !ut her watchful eyes continued to scan.

Ket again, her gaze snagged on a drawer with an intricate 
lock. So unique. The pewter dragonVs head looked out of place 
on the modern desk. @iven the lack of security, Werez no 
dou!t !elieved his o;ce was secure. But if so, why take 
precautions to lock one drawerx

>old air teased AmaniVs nape. Loose tendrils of hair dust-
ed her —esh. She scanned the dark room, pivoting, search-
ing for a cracked window or an opened vent. The phantom 
!reath feathered her neck again. 

Nothing. 
A shiver skipped along her spine. @oose !umps rose. 

She couldnVt shake the feeling that someone watched every 
move. 
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Amani shoved the odd sensation aside and refocused on 
the drawer. >uriosity !urned a path through her veins. She 
dropped to a s?uat and dragged a Cnger over the carved 
lines of the metal lock. The etchings made the dragonVs 
face appear alive. Someone with great skill had created it. 
Leaning closer, she eJamined the cunning ornamentation 
of the gaping maw. Wointed teeth framed the keyhole. 

“So strange.” It was a puzzle !egging to !e solved. ?na!le 
to resist any longer, Amani retrieved her tools and got to 
work.

In less than Cve minutes, the lock gave way. “Bingo.”
She tugged the handle. Metal slides screeched. A !lack 

hole yawned open. Amani snagged the penlight, disguised 
as a !arrette, from her chignon. qith a click, she angled the 
!eam into the drawer.

Her heart sank. Files, papers, mundane clutter. Nothing 
worth my trouble. 

qhen she moved to shut the drawer, a glint of metal !e-
neath a manila envelope caught her eye. Tapping the papers 
aside, she grazed the cool surface of a plain anti?ue !oJ. The 
oJidation hinted at years of secrets. @rinning, she liPed the 
!oJ to eye level. 

No lock.
Her Cngertip !rushed the smooth edge of the !oJ. A 

’olt of static electricity crackled with an audi!le pop. Amani 
yelped and ’erked her hand !ack. “Seriouslyx” A !reathy 
laugh escaped her as she shook oG the sting. Steeling her 
spine, she snapped the top open.

>hoked air clogged AmaniVs throat. The !oJ trem!led in 
her grip. Oh wow. 

?nder the shroud of darkness, an orchid glow pulsed 
from within. As she !rought it closer, the !rilliant light heat-
ed her face. The smooth surface of a violet stone illuminated 
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the !oJ. Inlaid with an intricate metal design, the gemVs 
craPsmanship screamed ancient. Beneath it, a Cne chain 
coiled like a serpent, poised to strike.

Amani stroked the warm glass. Energy !uzzed !eneath 
her Cngertip. Once more, a chill tickled her nape. This time, 
the thread of air reached her ear. 

“Save me!”
Amani yelped. The !oJ slipped from her grip. She spun 

around, her heart ricocheting !eneath her !reast!one. Her 
wide eyes swept the o;ce, seeing only shadows darkening 
the corners. ?nwanted memories —itted through her mind, 
the image of another dying and pleading those same words. 
Save me, Mani. 

Amani shoved the —ash!ack aside. Yooted to the —oor, 
she gulped air. “qhoVs therex” Her voice shook. Every muscle 
corded, ears straining for the faintest sound.

Nothing. No footsteps. No creak of a —oor!oard. Only 
the whir of the computerVs hard drive as it worked in the 
!ackground. 

?na!le  to  move,  Amani  stayed motionless.  Minutes 
passed like hours. Still, nothing moved. She Cnally let out a 
puG of air, then retrieved the amulet and !oJ from the —oor. 
“@et a grip. KouVre losing your mind.” 

The computer clicked, signaling the transfer was com-
plete. The sound snapped her !ack to the present.

Amani pinched the !ridge of her nose, then dragged a 
Cnger over to massage a temple. “Fuck it.” 

She stood and crossed the room. A search of the mini!ar 
!rought satisfaction. The second !oJ was much smaller, !ut 
the perfect size. She tossed the row of sweet-smelling >o-
hi!as into the trash. The eJpensive cigars made no sound 
as they hit the !ottom of the !in. The glowing amulet Ct 
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perfectly inside its new home. Fingers shaking, she snapped 
the waterproof humidor shut.

qith  o!sessive  attention  to  detail,  Amani  returned 
everything. She gra!!ed her —ash drive and slid it into the 
discreet pocket of her !ra. The humidor made for a tight 
Ct down the front of her Rera qang, !ut with a little el!ow 
grease and a lot of pounding, it Cnally wedged !etween her 
skin and the fa!ric. An awkward !reath followed. ?ncom-
forta!lex May!e. But she didnVt have time to dwell on the 
discomfort.

She made one last sweep, ensuring every detail looked as 
it had when she arrived. On a mad dash for the eJit, Amani 
skidded to a halt. The voices of Werez and >aesar Cltered 
through the door. Her pulse spiked. 

Moving into overdrive, she pivoted on the !alls of her 
=immy >hoos and slinked across the room to the only win-
dow. The ancient crank groaned as she turned it. Not a mo-
ment too soon, her stilettoed feet slipped onto the concrete 
sill. She turned outward and closed the Crst-—oor window 
’ust as the o;ce door swung open.

Amani leaped, nailing a Black qidow crouch on the man-
icured lawn. The cramped humidor dug into her hip. Ignor-
ing the pinch of pain, Amani slipped oG her heels, Csted the 
hem of her dress, and !olted. Her !are feet pounded across 
damp !lades of grass like an Olympian competing for gold. 
She scoGed. Only Werez would have lush grass !ordering the 
Amazonian ’ungle. 

The silvery property stretched on and on, lit !y Cltered 
moonlight. Aeeping her head on a swivel, she hoped like hell 
the Do!ermans were elsewhere.

The silhouette of the perimeter wall towered !efore her, 
reaching for a starless sky. At a corner column, she slipped 
her heels !ack on, tore the !elt from her !odice, and looped 
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it around a decorative cap. Amani tugged, testing the hold. 
Her !reaths sawed in and out of her lungs.  Adrenaline 
thrummed through her veins as she clim!ed.

At the top of the wall, Amani straddled the —at concrete. 
Humid air greeted her. A momentary !urst of white light 
created a stro!e-like eGect across the night sky. Amani liPed 
her chin. Thunder cracked. Misty rain wet her cheeks.

Yolling onto her a!domen, she gripped the wallVs edge. 
Wain thro!!ed through each Cngertip where the fake nails 
snapped. ?neven stone cut her skin. Before dropping the 
Cnal few feet, she kicked oG the stilettos. Her !are feet sank 
into soP, spongy ground. The Rera qang suGered. Shredded 
silk tangled !etween her knees. qith a ?uick —ick, she tore 
the fa!ric free, leaving her legs !are. LuJurious material 
—uttered to the ground. 

Yemorse struck. Dammit! The gown had !een !eautiful.
S?uatting,  Amani  siPed through the ’ungle rot.  Her 

!loody Cngers wrapped around one strappy heel, then the 
other. A relieved !reath escaped her. qith e;cient twists, 
she snapped oG each stiletto and tossed the pointy remains 
over her shoulder.

In the distance, a siren wailed. The thundering of her 
heart nearly cracked a ri!. She leaned a steadying palm 
against  the  wall  and  slid  the  modiCed  shoes  !ack  on. 
“Dammitj Alreadyx” AnJiety threatened to !uckle her ru!-
!ery knees. The last time she heard that sound, someone 
died. 

Amani spun toward the ’ungle and face-planted into a 
wall of muscle. She yelped. The acrid stench of !ody odor 
Clled her nostrils. A thick hand tangled in her hair, yanking 
her head !ack with unnatural strength. She cried out. Burn-
ing pain seared her scalp. Several pins tore from her updo, 
and curls spilled down her face. 
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“@oing somewhere, thiefx” The towering guard liPed her 
until only the tips of her toes touched the ground. More sta!s 
of pain shot through her scalp.

Ye—eJ took over. AmaniVs hand shot to her thigh, Cngers 
gripping cool metal. A spear of moonlight glinted oG the 
dagger. She thrust upward, driving the !lade !eneath the 
guardVs !allistic vest. Sharp metal sank into his ri!s. A howl 
of pain cut through the utterances of the ’ungle. 

qith a ?uick twist, she yanked the !lade out. qarm li?uid 
surged over her hand. The grip in her hair loosened. Amani 
spun away, ignoring the painful clump of curls tearing free. 
She dropped into a predatory crouch and sliced through 
the tendons a!ove the soldierVs knees. He collapsed into a 
screaming heap.

In one smooth motion, she —icked each side of the dagger 
over her dress and returned it to its sheath.

Amani ignored the writhing man on the ground and 
scanned the overgrown ’ungle. Moonlight scattered ri!-
!ons through the thick wall of foliage, revealing protruding 
!ranches and tangled roots. Sticking to the narrow route 
sheVd cleared during recon, she sprinted into the dense un-
dergrowth. Fronds as large as elephant ears slapped her skin. 
A distant howl cut through the !uzz of cicadas, followed !y 
a chorus of answering cries. Her stomach dropped.

Bloodhounds.
The mournful !aying grew in intensity. May!e they 

werenVt as cutthroat as the Do!ermans, !ut theyVd hone in 
on her scent and lead WerezVs men straight to her.

Ten feet ahead, slung over a low !ranch, the faint outline 
of her !ug-out !ag emerged. qith a practiced sweep, she 
snagged it. The strap slid across her forearm and settled over 
her !ack.
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The !aying of the hounds grew closer. @iddy yips min-
gled with their eager !arks and the rustle of pursuit. Amani 
focused on the rhythm of her steps, counting yards in her 
head.

Thirty-Ave.
Twenty-Ave.
Ten.
The roar of crashing waves ahead promised escape.
Amani sucked in !lister-!urning air. “Five.” Her shoul-

ders tensed. Twigs snapped !eneath her feet.  Decaying 
leaves s?uished in dark puddles of muck. “Three.”

H few more yards.
The riverVs roar grew louder. “Two.” Something whizzed 

past AmaniVs ear. A crack splintered the !ark of a near!y 
moriche tree.

“Fuckj Are you seriously shootingx” Amani ducked, side-
stepping in time to avoid the kiss of a second !ullet. Her an-
kle rolled. A low-hanging !ranch scraped her cheek, eliciting 
a curse. “Oh hell, that was close. Too b” 

Hot metal sliced AmaniVs ?uad like a knife through !utter. 
A !urning scream tore from her lungs to her esophagus. She 
stum!led. Her toe caught in soP soil. The ground fell away.

Amani pitched forward, tum!ling down the river!ank. 
She !arreled toward the tur!id channel, uneven rocks shred-
ding her skin. A sarcastic laugh escaped her on the descent. 
One thought —ashed through her mind.

’ow ironic. I5ll be dying on my birthday.
qith the grace of a !rick, Amani slammed into the water.



V AL STARED AT A familiar wall of communication gear and 
monitors. The kicvering screens showed scenes from 

all ober the glope.
Lightning polts of emotion shot uU and down his sUine. 

,naple to masv the prewing storm’ he mobed into a Uace. 
Elias leaned pacv in his chair’ prushing ValPs thigh. The 
contact was prief’ put it sUarved unwelcome rage. -oisoy
nous anger surged through ValPs beins pefore he managed to 
clench his teeth and shobe it pacv down.

This hairytrigger temUer wasnPt live him. Eber since emy
pedding himself with the Rogue’ his moods had turned 
mercurial. VolatilitH simmered peneath his svin live a parey
lHyleashed entitH’ clawing for release.

“e swallowed the guilt down’ his boice rough as sandUay
Uer. ”SorrH’ poss.N 

A new emotion churned in his gut’ fueled pH the secrets 
he veUt from Elias. zo’ not secrets. Lies. Call them what they 
are.

Elias wabed a la—H hand through the air’ signaling no 
harm’ no foul.

Val focused more on the monitors’ letting his mind driC. 
ThirtHyBbe Hears ago’ a senile seeress with a Uenchant for 
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crHUtic foresight had Ulaced him on this Uath’ a Uath that 
would either pe his salbation or his doom. 

“Into a lion’s den of evil with you. Become Rogue or fail.” The 
words still haunted him ? a neberyending mantra. 

RimmaPs bision forced his hand. zow’ he had no idea how 
to claw his waH out of this placv Uit. zo idea if the choices 
hePd made were the right ones. zo idea if hePd eber get a 
chance to see foreber with his soulmate.

…old sweat peaded along ValPs prow. “e wiUed it awaH 
with a shavH hand.

Mefore trabeling halfwaH across the world to Bnd the 
plind witch’ Val had considered himself a calm’ reserbed 
angel’ a rekection of his poss’ who was more live a father.

zowW zow he was F altered.
xorUhed into a ticving time pomp’ counting down to 

destruction.
Gods. Ihat if his time undercober had peen for nothingW 

Ihat if hePd done more harm than goodW Zear churned in 
his gut live a sicvness.

Elias taUUed a Bnal veH’ forcing ValPs focus pacv to the 
Uresent. The screen kicvered’ and the darvyhaired S—endori 
twin UoUUed uU’ her Uijelated features parelH distinguishy
aple amid the monitorPs static. Val ceased with the pacv and 
forth temUo. OmUatience coiled in his chest. “e kattened two 
sweatH Ualms to the surface of the mahoganH desv. 

A few more minutes like this, and I might explode.
ThanvfullH’  YuePs  boice  cut  through  the  intrusibe 

thought. ”O thinv O caught a preav.N “er nose crinvled. At least 
Val thought it did. The distorted feed made it hard to tell.

Elias leaned closer to the wall of monitors. “is features 
Uinched’ rebealing a few creases at the corners of his eHes. 
“is Bngers kew across the veHpoard’ and the connection 
twisted and turned until the S—endoriPs image stapili—ed for 
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the most Uart. A single qagged line sliced through the scholy
arlH humanPs face.

”O hacved Russian and ,.S. satellites ober South America’N 
Yue said matteryofyfactlH. The swiC sound of BngertiUs taUy
Uing veHs rose through the sUeaver. ”OPm sharing mH feed’ so 
Hou can see what O found.N 

“er koating head shranv to the pottom of the monitor. 
The screen shiCed. A satellite Uhoto UoUUed uU’ rebealing a 
plurrH Bgure.

Iith each of YuePs taUs’ the image sharUened in increy
mental pursts. Air lodged in ValPs throat. The Bgure toov 
shaUe. Mlood roared in his ears’ sHncing with the internal 
hum of the Ohra.

xore taUUing. xore claritH.
The  Uerson  wore  a  pasepall  caU  Uulled  low’  caught 

midglance’  looving ober a  shoulder.  Val  mobed closer. 
The slamming pehind his preastpone threatened to Uunch 
through. ,nwilling to plinv’ he veUt his eHes glued to the 
screen.

Again’ YuePs boice Uierced his thoughts. ”O toov a chance’ 
thinving  this  might  pe  her’N  she  continued’  using  that 
smooth’ logical tone. ”Zor the save of time’ O went ahead and 
crossyreferenced the image using facial recognition soCy
ware.N 

Gne last taU sent a riUUle across the screen. The Uijels 
shiCed’ coalescing into the claritH of a face. Val ejhaled. 

”Os this herWN Yue asved.
Nephesh Ohra. “is throat tightened. Somehow’ he many

aged to chove out a conBrmation. The hum of the Ohra’ 
the connection to his mate’ transitioned into an intense 
bipration that coursed through his podH live tinH sUarvs. 

“e dranv in eberH detail. Smooth’ darv svin. A strand 
of curls sliUUing free from the caU. And those indigo eHes’ 
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framed pH thicv’ darv lashes. “is heart gabe a thumU. Beau-
tiful mate.

She hadnPt changed. zeither the grainH Blm nor the 
lowyhanging caU could disguise her from him. Val cleared 
his throat and somehow veUt his boice steadH desUite the 
internal whirlwind. ”ThatPs her.N 

“is ga—e lingered on the screen’ analH—ing eberH detail. 
”She loovs live shePs hiding in Ulain sight.N 

MaggH menPs clothing swallowed her whole. An eQort to 
plend inW

YuePs shrunven head popped. ”KeU. Ot loovs live shePs dey
liperatelH aboiding securitH cameras’ too’ which is UropaplH 
whH neither Traal nor Elias could Bnd her. Mut mH satellitesWN 
A corner of the S—endoriPs mouth Juirved uU. ”zo one esy
caUes those.N 

“er tone shiCed to a more focused cadence. ”“erePs what 
O habe so far. “er namePs Amani Iilhite. And’ good gods’ 
her information was puried deep. At Brst’ O hit a fave Ble. Ot 
was reallH good. A decoH that would tricv most UeoUle.N YuePs 
uUturned liUs ploomed into a wide smile. ”Mut it wasnPt good 
enough to fool me.N

Ash steUUed forward. ,ntil now’ hePd peen a Juiet Uresy
ence in the darvest corner. “e mobed toward the desv’ his 
sleeUHyeHed ga—e narrowing on the monitor. 

!uilt kared. Val hadnPt meant to rouse eberHone at “? 
when the Ohra strucv. Mut the urgencH to reach his mate had 
outweighed anH discretion. Mesides’ he still couldnPt shave 
the feeling she was in trouple.

The American cowpoH liCed a hand to stike a Hawn. “e 
leaned a Uaqamayclad hiU against EliasPs desv. “is silber eHes 
prightened with curiositH. ”IhH was the real Ble puriedWN

The S—endori twin fro—e midmotion’ Bngers hobering 
apobe the veHpoard. The sJuigglH line cutting through her 
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face Uulsed. Elias leaned closer. “is indej Bnger taUUed 
the monitor twice. ”Dammit’ did it free—eWN “is tone rose. 
”A—uetW Kou still thereW Did Hou hear AshPs JuestionWN

“er eHelids kuttered’ preaving the stillness. ”Gh’ sorrH.N 
She adqusted the placvyrimmed glasses Uerched on the tiU 
of her nose’ her tone aUologetic. ”There was a glitch in the 
connection. …an Hou reUeat the JuestionWN

EliasPs prow furrowed. “e reclined’ folding poth arms pey
hind his head. ”IhH do Hou thinv the original Ble is puriedWN

”Gh’ that.N YuePs tone turned contemUlatibe. ”OPm not 
sure Het. O still need to dig deeUer. Mut Amani is American’ 
originallH from a small town in Iashington state. ShePs an 
onlH child. “er fatherPs still alibe’ put hePs a widower. “er 
mother died from suicide nine Hears ago.N Another kurrH of 
veHstroves sounded through the sUeavers. ”Mased on the fave 
Ble’ OPm guessing shePs some vind of American oUeratibe. OPm 
sending her coordinates now. This screenshot is an hour old. 
ShePs in …aracas.N

”Vene—uelaWN Val dragged a hand ober his qaw. A string of 
curses followed. The triU from London to South America 
would tave more hours than he cared to sUare.

Elias straightened. ”Do Hou habe anHthing else for us’ 
A—uetWN

”zot right now.N Tap, tap.N O qust emailed the coordinates. 
OPll veeU digging’ and when O Bnd more’ HouPll pe the Brst to 
vnow.N

”Thanvs’N Elias said’ his tone growing more serious. ”OPm 
glad HouPre on our team’ A—uet. KouPre damn good at this.N 

YuePs pron—e comUlejion darvened with a plush. She 
nodded. “er ga—e darted to Ash’ then she ended the call.

Val resumed the Uace with new bigor. The information 
crashed through his thoughts. As he mentallH UreUared for 
the triU’ he focused on the destination. OtPd peen decades 
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since hePd last set foot in Vene—uela’ Het he vnew of the 
countrHPs troupled Uast.

Amani.
The new name lingered on his tongue. An easH transition. 

ShePd gone pH AmaHa in her last life. To him’ shePd foreber 
pe saeta.

A snarled curse Uulled Val from those thoughts. The air 
in the room cracvled with heightened angel energH. 

Val narrowed his eHes on Elias. ”IhatWN
“is poss sUun around’ scowling. ”According to these coy

ordinates’ AmaniPs immersed in the territorH of xanuel 
-ere—’ a wellyvnown drug lord in Vene—uela.N Elias stood 
and crossed the room to stare out the large Ulateyglass winy
dow. ”@Hle had a recent runyin with him. …ru— and AourneH 
worved for -ere—Ps Uredecessor while undercober. That orgay
ni—ation is whH theHPre in @HlePs witness Urotection. -ere— is 
pad news. This maves retriebing Amani a hell of a lot harder. 
-ropaplH more dangerous than it should pe.N

Ash droUUed into a side chair. “is ga—e UingyUonged 
petween Elias and Val. ”Ihat are Hou thinvingWN 

Elias ejhaled. ”Yue thinvs Amani might pe a gobernment 
oUeratibe. Translation ? she could pe there on assignment’ 
which means -ere— might pe her target.N Elias wabed a hand 
through the air. ”Gr someone in his crew.N

AshPs prow wrinvled. ”Ihich means her cober could pe 
plown. And thatPs whH shePs in menPs clothing.N “e met ValPs 
ga—e. ”…ould ejUlain whH Hou veeU getting that feeling shePs 
dHing. xaHpe shePs worried itPs imminent.N

A vnot tightened in ValPs chest. zot vnowing the source 
of the suQocating feeling was torturous’ put the thought of 
Amani falling into the hands of a coldyplooded drug lord was 
no petter.
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Elias cocved a prow. ”And according to @Hle’ -ere— is 
one sicv pastard. O donPt want to cause undue stress’ put Hou 
should vnow that his goyto when petraHed is torture.N

ValPs entire podH tensed. ”Then O need to leabe now.N
Elias held uU a kat Ualm. ”Soon. O habe a zightshade 

charter on standpH. TheH vnow HouPre coming’ put O thinv 
Hou need to UreUare for the worst.N

”xeaningWN
”O thinv itPd pe wise to swing pH the medical unit. !rap 

some suUUlies from !ladHs. xaHpe eben get a crash course 
in pasic medical techniJues. Metter to habe them and not 
need them than to need them and not habe them.N

The purning need to reach Amani gnawed at Val live an 
insidious Uarasite peneath his svin’ put Elias was right. ShePd 
pe petter oQ if he were UreUared. ”GvaH. OPll Uacv a lighty
weight pag’ then meet with !ladHs. OPbe trabeled through the 
qungle pefore. OtPs tough’ put worse when weighed down. Do 
we vnow anHone in Vene—uelaWN

Elias nodded. ”O vnow a S—endori there. OPll reach out to 
xivael for adbice. “ePs livelH got intel on -ere—’ too. Then 
OPll contact @Hle. “e might habe more details.N

Elias turned to face Ash. ”SorrH’ Ash. O vnow Hou qust got 
pacv’ put HouPll need to head to Vene—uela nejt. Val might 
need pacvuU.N

Ash gabe their poss a halfyhearted shrug. ”OtPs not live 
O habe anHthing else lined uU. Since Iolf went home with 
Debin and xarco’ O donPt habe anHone waiting for me anHy
more.N

Val was glad that Ash had peen chosen as pacvuU. Since 
reqoining the Iatchers comUanH three months ago’ he and 
the American cowpoH had tacvled four qops together. Each 
success had deeUened an understanding of resUect. Gber 
time’ hePd grown to trust Ash.
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Elias returned to his chair and taUUed seberal veHs. ”Ash 
canPt kH out tonight. “e has another assignment to Bnish 
tomorrow’ put hePll follow on a charter to Vene—uela as 
soon as Uossiple.N Elias Uaused’ then Uointed to a Uhoto of 
a darvyhaired man UoUUing uU on the screen. ”This is -ere—. 
OPll send it to Hour Uhone. Zor now’ O suggest Hou see !ladHs 
Brst. OPm tejting her so she can UreUare a med vit’ one that 
will Bt in Hour Uacv. ACer that’ Hou can head to the kight 
Beld. OPll let zightshade vnow HouPre coming.N

ThirtH minutes later’ pacv in his suite’ Val shobed the small 
med vit’ along with a container of mageymade herps and 
elijirs’ into his pacvUacv. “is mind raced with thoughts of 
Amani. “e steUUed uU to the dresser’ snagged her locvet’ 
and kiUUed it oUen with a Uracticed kicv of his thump. The 
Uhotos inside remained unchanged. The faint seUia tones of 
his and AmaniPs faces stared pacv.

The locvet had followed his mate for centuries. “ePd veUt 
it around his own necv for the Uast thirtHyBbe Hears’ hidden 
peneath his shirt and close to his heart. SUending time with 
the Rogue leC him in a constant state of struggle. And now’ 
his altered state wanted control.

The internal pattle made him feel unclean. ,nworthH of 
his Nephesh Ohra.

Mrushing a shavH thump ober the Uhoto’ ValPs thoughts 
driCed pacv to the daH he scaled the highest Ueav of the 
SvalistH Range in search of Rimma. Of he wanted to plame 
anHone other than himself for this loss of control’ !adreel 
might pe a good start. The fullykedged fallen angel with a 
UroUensitH for greed had guided him to the ancient witch. 
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Reaching the  mountain’s  tallest  peak,  the  Siberian winds 
whipped Val senseless, numbing his Hngers and limbs. ze swept 
freeEing Uakes from his lashes. A/er two days of the grueling climb, 
he couldn’t believe the sight before him. A dense wall of fog mate-
rialiEed inches from his face. The strange white mass twisted and 
turned, looking alive. 0nergy pulsed from within. Val steeled his 
spine, withdrew his sword, and took a cautious step forward into 
the orphic mist.

Submerged in the cloud, the whipping wind ceased, plunging 
the mountain into an eerie silence. Val’s heart thudded in his ears. 
1sing his sword, he sliced through slithering tendrils of the ghostly 
cloud that gripped his wrists and ankles. A/er what felt like an 
eternity, the shadowy outline of a small structure emerged.

A raU on ValPs suite door tore the memorH awaH. “e liCed 
and closed the locvet’ Uressing his liUs to the metal.

zo waH in hell would he allow his time with the Rogue to 
pe for nothing. “ePd sacriBced too much. 

Raising his ga—e to the mirror ober the dresser’ he met his 
own darv eHes. A UhHsical sign of the change. ”Ot wonPt pe for 
nothing’ saeta. O Uromise.N Iith a Bnal sJuee—e’ he shobed 
the locvet into a Uocvet.

Shouldering the pacvUacv’ Val crossed the libing room’ 
swinging the door oUen. Ash stood in the hallwaH’ still weary
ing Uaqamas. A new’ clean shirt now hugged his torso.

Val Uinched his prows together. ”IhatPs uUWN
Ash scratched his Bbe oPclocv shadow with one hand’ 

Uausing pefore sUeaving. ”Aust seeing Hou oQ.N
Val mobed into the hall’ forcing Ash to steU pacv. “e 

closed and locved the door. ”OPm in a rush. @HlePs Uilot is 
waiting on me. !et to the Uoint. KouPre opbiouslH here for 
another reason.N

Ash droUUed his hand’ gibing uU the charade. ”OPm checvy
ing on Hou pefore Hou leabe. KouPre not going oQN ? he 
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Uaused as if searching for the right word ? ”halfycocved’ are 
HouWN

”“alfycocvedWN Val shoov his head’ sUinning on a heel’ 
and peelined for the elebators. ”Ihat does that meanWN

Ash clung tight to his heels. ”Kou vnow O saw it. O saw Hou 
change a moment pefore Hou decaUitated that demon on the 
last qop. Kou looved live FN AshPs words trailed oQ. “e made 
a sound in his throat.

”SUit it out.N
The cowpoHPs features twisted. ”“ell’ Val’ Hou looved live 

the demon Hou villed. A Rogue. Zangs’ placv beins. EberHy
thing. O thought Hou leC that world pehind. Ihat the hell is 
haUUening to HouW OtPs peen three months.N

ValPs podH stiQened. “e had no interest in discussing 
the ebil still festering inside him’ the lingering pond to the 
Rogue he couldnPt seem to seber. ”O habe no idea what HouPre 
talving apout.N

AshPs large hand griUUed his piceU’ halting him in his 
tracvs. The roovie steUUed into his Uath. Val cocved a prow. 
Orritation sharUened his canines. ”Do not Uiss me oQ’ roovie.N

”Loov’ man’ OPm not qudging. All of us can thanv our 
useless fathers for this Bght against the fallen angel plood in 
our beins. IePre all one steU awaH from letting our demon 
tave control. Mut HouPre much closer than anHone OPbe eber 
seen. Iorse than xoon pefore he found …laire.N The words 
seemed to catch in AshPs throat as he Uaused. ”OPm qust wory
ried Hou canPt do this on Hour own. Iait until O can kH out 
with Hou. IhatPs another daH or twoWN

!rinding down on his molars’ Val shobed Ash aside on a 
growl. ”SomethingPs wrong. O canPt wait. OPbe alreadH wasted 
too much time. Gne more daH and she might pe dead.N 
-unching the elebatorPs call putton’ Val turned to face the 
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man hePd come to trust ober the Uast three months. ”OPll pe 
Bne.N

AshPs hand shot out’ Hanving him from the elebator door 
as it oUened. …old concrete slammed against ValPs pacv. AshPs 
irises kared pright silber. ”Dammit’ HouPll lose control. And 
when Hou do’ HouPll scare Hour mateB Os that what Hou wantWN

A crimson ha—e  plurred  ValPs  bision.  “is  new fangs 
Uunched down. Ebil kooded his beins’ a Uart of him relishing 
the feeling. Mefore thinving’ he had AshPs throat griUUed in 
a Bst’ liCing the roovie oQ the koor. ”O am ancient comUared 
to Hou. Do not tell me what to do. Kou habe no idea what OPbe 
peen through to get her pacv. Kou habe no idea what itPs live 
to watch Hour mate die ober and ober when you were the one 
resUonsiple for veeUing her safe.N

Ash retaliated. EnergH eruUted from his Ualms’ slamming 
into ValPs chest. The imUact sent them poth kHing down the 
hall. ValPs griU loosened.

A closed Bst slammed into his qaw’ snaUUing his head 
pacv. Mefore Val could counter’ another wabe of energH purst 
from Ash’ sUlitting them aUart. TheH slid on their asses to 
oUUosite walls’ glaring at one another’ chests heabing.

Ash dragged a Ualm down his face’ his words sounding 
heabH. ”Kou were choving me’ put O thinv O made mH Uoint.N 
“e liCed his chin. “is silber eHes met ValPs. ”Kour demonPs 
got a hairytrigger.N

Val stood and reached for his pacvUacv’ swiUing it from 
the koor as he glared at Ash. ”DonPt loov so smug. xH demon 
parelH surfaced.N “e steUUed into the elebator’ the steel doors 
closing on a hiss. “is ga—e neber leC AshPs tight ejUression. 
”O do habe control. Of O didnPt’ Hour head would no longer pe 
attached to Hour podH.N



H IDDEN IN SHADOW, AMANI pressed her back to a crum-
bling stone wall. She gave the street a once-over, ana-

lyzing every passerby through narrowed eyes.
Friend or foe?
She couldn’t be sure.
Her body screamed with exhaustion. Every charley horse 

was a reminder of her stupidity. The river had tried to drown 
her. Then when she’d jnally dragged herself from its depths, 
the —ungle’s heavy air had tried to choke the breath from her 
lungs. Even the mountainside path she’d followed to the city 
seemed hell-bent on her demise, sending her ass over feet 
down a mudslide.

Still, she’d made it here in less than two days C the grimy 
underbelly of Paracas. 

And yet, she’d missed exjltration.
Her suspicion narrowed on a man peddling goods from a 

tray. His persistent shouts cut through the din of the market. 
Something about him tugged at Amani’s memory. Was he 
one of ?erez’s soldiersF Baces blurred into paranoia. 

I’m fucking John Wick. 
In a city full of assassins, everyone looked suspect. Even 

that kid on a scooter who kept eyeing her.
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Dammit!  Taking  the  amulet  had  been  reckless.  The 
split-second decision had cost her.

Lut hadn’t the piece of —ewelry called to herF Hadn’t it 
begged for protectionF

The thought was absurd. qaughter burst from Amani’s 
lips. She slapped a hand over her mouth, shoulders shaking 
as she fought the hysteria.

I’m losing my mind.
Exhaling, she forced the bubbling delirium down and 

stepped back, melting into the darkness of the alley. Amani 
dropped to a low sKuat behind a rusty dumpster and pulled 
the burner phone from a pocket. Her jngers “ew over the 
buttons, punching in the number etched into her brain. One 
she’d sworn never to use again.

SOS. Nightjar naked.
Death imminent.
Extraction dire.
Caracas safe house needed.
SOS. SOS. SOS.
She hit send, stared at the screen, and willed a response 

to appear. Minutes stretched into hours. The device grew 
heavy in her hand, mirroring her desperation.

On a curse, Amani stood and hurled the phone to the 
gravel, crushing it beneath her heel. The sharp crack of 
shattered plastic echoed through the gangway. Yneeling, she 
retrieved the SIM card, snapped it in half, and scattered the 
pieces into the dumpster.

That was it. Her last chance, dispatched into the ether. If 
no one came, she was on her own. Her head fell back against 
loose stone, trying to block out what she already knew. Tears 
burned at the corners of her eyes.

The PIA didn’t rescue contractors.
No one was coming.
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Her mind swam, desperate for an answer. A plan. Any-
thing. Lut bone-deep exhaustion set in, and a foggy haze 
clouded her thoughts. What she wouldn’t give for a few 
hours of sleep. 

Maybe clear my head? 
No! She didn’t dare.
The ripe tang of her own perspiration and grime over-

whelmed her senses. She slid down the hard wall. A day and 
a half without food. No bath. No sleep. Soon, she’d go mad.

Stop it! She couldn’t a”ord to fall apart. Not yet. She 
needed a plan.

I need sleep.
Amani’s body gave out, and her bottom hit the dusty 

ground. She tugged at the brim of her cap, tucking loose 
curls beneath it. On a yawn, she pulled both knees to her 
chest and dropped her chin.

A series of mewls broke the silence. Brom the shad-
ows, three alley cats crept forward. A petite tabby with 
bright green eyes lingered behind the others, then mustered 
enough courage to approach. His soR keens, coupled with 
the “ick of his tail, held her attention.

The corners of Amani’s mouth twitched. She cooed, 
stretching out a hand for him to sni”. 

He hesitated, his tiny whiskers twitching, before deciding 
she wasn’t a threat. A high-pitched meow rang out. He moved 
closer with a cautious gait. 

G…ou’re so brave, little guy.V She rewarded his courage 
with a scratch behind matted ears. 

Browning, she assessed the kitten’s condition. G…ou’ve 
seen better days, too, huhFV His constant cries made her 
lips curl downward. GHungryF I know. Me too. I don’t have 
anything to give you. I wish I did. I’ve barely eaten anything.V
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The cuddly “u!all nuzzled his way onto her lap. And for 
the briefest moment, a sense of calm settled over Amani. 

As her jngers stroked the tabby, her eyelids lowered. 
The kitten’s chest rumbled against her thigh. The vibration 
seeped into her body. Strange. It o”ered comfort, as if it were 
radiating from within.

Her weighted eyelids “uttered, unable to stay open. Just 
a few minutes. That’s all I need. The lure of sleep teased her.

A resigned exhale rolled from Amani’s lips. Bive years. 
She’d spent jve years in this career of espionage. And now 
she’d fucked up with a capital F. 

Not your -rst time. 
The memories of long-ago mistakes tapped at her skull, 

wanting to burst free. She shoved them back down. 
That damn amulet! She should have leR it alone. If she had, 

she’d have made it to exjl on time, leaving ?erez with his 
dick in his hand.

;egret, that ever“present bitch,  gripped her. A familiar 
chokehold. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to completely 
regret stealing the hypnotic stone. No, what she regretted 
were the conseKuences. Lad decisions got spies killed. 

This again. 
Her conscience wouldn’t let it go. Not then. Not now. Her 

eyelids grew heavier. The kitten’s purr lulled her closer to 
the edge until the gentle hum faded into nothing.

Helo blades pierced the Kuiet air. Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.
Amani’s breath Kuickened. The pounding beneath her 

breastbone kicked up. <ut-wrenching screams echoed in 
the background, growing louder, threatening to rupture her 
eardrums. A ghostly hand wrapped around hers. 

,Save me” Mani!V 
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Leneath Amani’s jngertips, the kitten’s fur turned slick 
and syrupy. Amani’s eyes snapped open. Llood coated her 
palms. In her lap, Talia’s lifeless eyes stared up.

Amani screamed and —olted awake, sucking in lungfuls of 
air. Llinking, she struggled to remember where she was C 
Yuwait, Morocco, IndonesiaF 

No! zeneAuela. 
The kitten bolted from her lap, startled by the sudden 

movement. Trembling, Amani buried her face in her hands. 
Trying to slow her breaths, she drew in much-needed air.

GI = I’m Sophia ;o—as. The daughter of a Mexican busi-
nessman.V 

No! That’s your cover. She wrapped her arms around her 
knees and rocked. 

GI = I’m Malaika Balade. A South African geologist.V Her 
palms moved to cup her temples. She shook her head. 

No! Dammit” think! 
GAmani. I’m Amani. An American spy.V
The PIA had used her appearance to their advantage 

for years. Her biracial heritage and skin tone, paired with 
almond-shaped navy blue eyes, had earned her the moniker 
Nightjar for the bird’s astonishing ability to blend into most 
surroundings. Lut as of late, the identities had begun to 
bleed together, making her Kuestion her own identity. 

Ym I even real?
Amani slowed her breathing, forcing herself to concen-

trate. Soon, the reality of her dire circumstances returned. 
Move. 
<roaning, she pushed herself upright, shaking out sti” 

limbs and stretching muscles that protested. She glanced 
down at the baggy, mismatched clothing and sighed.

She was tired of this life. Her thirtieth birthday had come 
and gone without fanfare. No calls, no texts, not a single 
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well-wish. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cel-
ebrated her birthday. How could she, when she was never 
Amani WilhiteF Always someone else. Her father might have 
called if he had a number, but she didn’t have one to give. 
Handing out a burner number wasn’t an option. Even if it 
were, she wouldn’t —eopardize his safety.

A pinprick of regret pinched in her chest. When had she 
last visited her fatherF A yearF qongerF Would she ever get 
the chance to see him againF

Her gaze dropped to the tabby, now weaving a jgure 
eight around her ankles and purring like a little engine. 
Her thoughts driRed back to the amulet. SKuatting, Amani 
scratched the kitten’s head. He leaned into her touch with a 
happy mewl. 

GWell,V she murmured, keeping her voice low, Gat least if 
?erez jnds me, he’ll never jnd the amulet. It’s safely hidden.V 
She pressed a jnger to her lips. GShh. Don’t tell. Yeep my 
secretFV

The tabby’s emerald eyes widened. He cooed as if to say 
2our secret’s safe with me.

Amani’s jngers lingered in the cat’s scru” before she 
stood. Determination straightened her spine. Her stomach 
moaned, demanding food. 

GTime to jnd something to eat.V Her chin dropped as 
she eyed the strays. GIf I make it back, I’ll bring you all 
something. Sit tight.V

Amani edged back down the crumbling wall toward the 
street.  No one had passed by in minutes.  Her stomach 
spasmed, demanding sustenance. Starvation led to mistakes, 
and mistakes were fatal.

Decision made. I need food.
On the street, Amani turned right, keeping her chin 

tucked and careful not to let her hips sway. Experience had 



INES GRAY30

taught her it wasn’t enough to look the part. A spy had to be-
come the part. Men didn’t walk like women. Amani adopted 
a saunter, shoved her hands in her pockets, and swept her 
eyes leR and right.

At the next intersection, Amani paused, cocking a shoul-
der  against  a  gra>ti-covered  wall.  Her  jngers  “ipped 
through the small bit of change in her pocket. Her bottom 
lip caught between her teeth. She studied the crowd. She 
wasn’t familiar with Paracas. A cluster of tourists buzzed 
around street vendors selling counterfeit clothing and purs-
es. The options here were slim, but American money would 
be sought-aRer. If she used it sparingly, it might stretch 
further.

Her gaze settled on a pair of food vendors, their stalls 
over“owing with empanadas, arepas, and other street fare. 
A hot poker cut through her belly. The need for food nearly 
dropped her to her knees. Stealing was a last resort. The 
prospect of ending up in a ?enezuelan —ail was detestable. 
;otting in a cell was bad enough. Worse yet, they’d probably 
hand her over to ?erez.

Amani studied faces, searching for anyone who lingered 
too long or watched too closely. ARer several tense mo-
ments, she exhaled and made a decision. A bottle of water 
and a small bite to eat. It wouldn’t be much, but dehydration 
would kill her faster than hunger.

With her eyes downcast, Amani approached the near-
est food vendor, keeping her voice low and steady. GWater, 
please.V 

The attendant set a bottle on the metal counter. As she 
counted out change, saliva stuck to the corners of Amani’s 
mouth. Her eyes zeroed in on a drop of condensation, her 
tongue feeling thick. She spread the money out on the 
counter and met his gaze. 
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GWhat will the rest get meFV ?erhaps he’d give her a break 
for the American coins.

An eerie silence fell over them.
Brom beneath Amani’s lashes, she caught the vendor’s 

gaze driRing upward. His focus locked onto something 
over her shoulder. The hair on Amani’s nape prickled. The 
cupped hand holding the last of her coins shook. She nearly 
lost control of her bladder. 

Turning, Amani froze. 
Paesar,  ?erez’s  top enforcer,  stood a  few feet  away, 

“anked by four soldiers. His dark gaze bore into hers, “ash-
ing an odd hint of crimson around the irises before a preda-
tory smirk curved his lips. He shook his head, his tongue 
clicking. 

GAh, preciosa. We’ve been looking for you.V With a “ick of 
his jnger, the circle of men tightened.

Instinct rose. Amani surged forward, shoving through the 
cluster of soldiers. The last of her money clinked onto the 
pavement like metal rain. 

She bolted. 
She’d always been fast, a track star in school. Her legs 

pumped against empty air now, cutting through the exhaus-
tion.

Orders shrieked. A cacophony rose. Amani wove between 
startled bystanders, dodging obstacles like a character in a 
high-stakes video game. 

Which way? 
She didn’t know the city. Someone closed in. Bingers 

brushed the back of her collar. She veered leR, rounding 
a trash can and delivering a sidekick. The metal container 
toppled into the soldier’s shins, sending him “ying. Her 
baseball cap tore o” her head, pinched between his jngers. 
A mop of unwashed curls tumbled down her back.
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Amani’s boots slapped the asphalt again, catapulting her 
forward. Near the end of the street, she hurdled a wooden 
bench. Her lungs blazed. The humid air seared her esoph-
agus. On a right turn, she hit loose gravel, skidding and 
“ailing like an in—ured bird that couldn’t take “ight. At the last 
moment, she righted herself. With each footfall, her boots 
pounded the pavement, and Amani regained speed.

Screams and expletives rose in the street. 
GMove@V a deep voice snarled. 
In her periphery, a large shadow dove. Amani ducked a 

beefy arm. Bingertips grazed her hair. The motion sent her 
head over heels. qoose rock peeled “esh from bone. She 
rolled to her feet, ignoring the pain, and shoved forward.

Amani hit an alley. Her eyes narrowed on a jre escape. 
Adrenaline surged. She sprinted faster. Her hand shot out, 
grabbing a dumpster handle and swinging her legs over the 
top. She spun. Her toes touched the “at surface half a second 
before launching upward, reaching for the bottom rung of 
the ladder. Three jngers wrapped around the metal, then 
four. Muscles strained. She managed to get the jRh jnger 
over the rung.

Something clamped around her ankle.
GNo@V Amani kicked. A jrm yank pulled her down. The 

rung slipped free.
Asphalt hurtled toward her. The impact rattled Amani’s 

bones and wrenched the air from her lungs.  Her chest 
heaved for a breath. The blinding sun blurred her vision 
before a shadow eclipsed it.

Paesar’s face hovered above her, his white teeth gleam-
ing. A sadistic laugh echoed through the alley. G…ou’re fast. 
I’ll give you that.V Had she imagined a thread of admirationF 
Another chuckle followed. GLut not fast enough.V
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In a blur of blinding rays, the butt of Paesar’s ri“e rose, 
then sliced down, striking Amani’s skull. ?ain spiderwebbed. 
A strangled grunt burst from her lips. White light “ashed 
behind her eyes. The world tilted. The sounds of the street 
faded. The last thing Amani heard was Paesar’s guttural 
laugh. 


