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            Chapter One

          

          Reina Navarro

        

      

    

    
      The rain tasted like rust and forgotten promises. It slid down my throat, cold and unwelcome, as I stood at the edge of the hollow where they were burying my brother. A man had stolen his life for a pocket full of clean money. Eden Falls had always been a graveyard and I’d just forgotten how much the dead could bleed.

      My fingers curled into the silk of my dress, crimson, like the inside of a split lip. The only color in this monochrome hellscape of gray headstones and black umbrellas. Appropriate. Really. I wasn’t here to mourn. I was here to autopsy the corpse of my own history.

      Let them see me.

      The thought was a twisting blade between my ribs. Let Silas Mercer see the ghost he’d created when he handed my brother to the wolves and called it justice. Let the town see the Navarro princess return, not in ashes, but in fire.

      A gust of wind ripped through the cemetery, tearing at the mourners’ umbrellas. It carried the scent of wet earth, decaying roses from the floral arrangements, and the sharp, medicinal tang of the whiskey I’d swallowed before stepping out of the cab. Dutch courage, my mother used to call it. She’d been wrong. There was no courage left in me. Only rage, cold and honed to a killing badge.

      I took a step forward. Mud sucked at the heels of my designer boots, greedy. The ground here was always hungry. It had swallowed my father, my mother, and now it was trying to swallow Mateo my baby brother. He was twenty-two years old, and the only thing left of him was a polished box and the hollow echo of his laughter in my skull.

      Don’t think about him.

      But I did. I always did. The way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he teased me about my terrible taste in men. The scar on his chin from when he’d tried to jump his bike over the creek behind the old church. The last time I saw him alive was through the reinforced glass of Thornstone’s visiting room. His knuckles had been split. He’d smiled anyway. “Don’t worry, Reina. Knox will fix this.”

      Knox.

      The name was a shard of glass in my throat. I swallowed, and it cut deeper.

      Another step. The mourners were a blur of dark wool and paled faces. They were strangers, mostly. Vultures picking over the bones of the Navarro empire. Silas stood at the front, closest to the grave. He’d aged since I’d seen him last. Silver threaded through his hair, but his spine was still ramrod straight, the spine of a man who’d sold his soul and found the weight surprisingly light. He held an umbrella over a weeping woman, probably his new wife. He’d replaced the old model as easily as trading in a car.

      My heel caught on a tree root hidden beneath the mud. I stumbled, catching myself on the slick marble edge of a gravestone. The name carved there blurred: Elena Navarro. Beloved Wife and Mother. The dates beneath were a brutal arithmetic. Thirty-nine years. It was not enough… never enough.

      A hand gripped my elbow. “Careful, miss.”

      I wrenched my arm away, the movement sharp, feral. The man who’d touched me was a funeral attendant in a cheap suit flinched back, his eyes wide. Good. Let him be afraid. Fear was the only currency this town understood.

      “I’m fine,” I said, the words brittle as old bones.

      He nodded, retreating into the veil of rain. Coward. They were all cowards. They’d stood by while Silas Mercer carved up my family and served the pieces to the highest bidder. They’d watched while I was dragged away in handcuffs, branded a criminal for a crime I didn’t commit. For protecting him.

      My gaze locked on Silas’s back. The fabric of his overcoat stretched tight across his shoulders. I imagined sinking my teeth into the muscle there, tasting betrayal on my tongue. It wouldn’t bring Mateo back and it wouldn’t stitch together the shattered pieces of my life. But it would feel good. Like scratching an itch that had festered for seven long years.

      The priest’s voice droned on, a meaningless buzz beneath the drumbeat of rain on coffin wood. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. But Mateo wasn’t dust. He was blood, bone and stolen breath. He was the kid who’d hidden under my bed during thunderstorms, the teenager who’d taught himself to play guitar on our mother’s old acoustic, and the man who’d looked at me through that prison glass and promised that everything would be okay.

      It wasn’t okay. It would never be okay.

      I took another step, then another. The mud was thicker here, near the open grave. It clung to my boots, heavy. A drag. Like the weight of all the things I hadn’t said, and the apologies I hadn’t made. The rain plastered my hair to my skull, icy rivulets tracing paths down my neck, beneath the collar of my coat. I didn’t shiver. The cold was inside me, deeper than skin.

      Silas hadn’t noticed me yet. He was too busy playing the grieving friend. His hand rested on the coffin now, a parody of comfort. I could see the glint of his wedding ring, gold against the dark wood. Blood money. Every penny he had was stained with Navarro blood.

      My pulse hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird beating its wings. Now. Do it now.

      I pushed through the last row of mourners. A woman gasped as my elbow brushed her arm. Someone muttered, “Who is that?” Another voice, lower, hissed, “Navarro. The sister.”

      Silas turned. Slowly. As if he’d sensed the shift in the air, the sudden stillness that had fallen over the gathered crowd. His eyes were pale blue, like chips of winter ice widened. Shock. Then recognition. Then something else. Something that looked uncomfortably like fear.

      Good.

      I stopped three feet from him, close enough to see the fine tremor in his hand where it gripped the umbrella handle. Rain dripped from the tip of his nose. The silence stretched, taut as a garrote wire. Even the priest had stopped speaking.

      “Reina,” Silas said. My name sounded wrong in his mouth. Like a curse or a prayer. “I didn’t expect… that is, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      The platitude was a slap. I smiled, baring teeth. “Were you, Silas? Sorry?”

      He flinched. “Of course. Mateo was like a son to me.”

      “Funny.” I took a step closer. The scent of something expensive and woody, his cologne clashed with the smell of wet earth and death. “You have a strange way of showing it. Selling him out to the cartel and setting him up to take the fall for your dirty deals.”

      A murmur rippled through the crowd. Silas’s cheeks flushed, mottled red beneath the gray stubble. “That’s a lie,” he snapped. “A vicious lie. Mateo made his own choices. Bad ones.”

      “Choices you engineered.” My voice was low, dangerous. A snake’s hiss. “You used him. Used all of us. When it went sideways, you handed him over like a sacrificial lamb to save your own skin.”

      His eyes darted left, right, seeking support. Finding none. The mourners had edged back, forming a loose circle around us. Ghouls at a feast. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, but his voice lacked conviction. It wavered, thin and reedy. “You were just a child when it happened. Then… well, you were gone.”

      “Gone?” I laughed, the sound sharp and brittle as breaking glass. “Is that what you call it? Framed. Sentenced. Locked away in Thornstone for a crime you committed?” I took another step. We were almost toe-to-toe now. I could see the sweat beading at his temples, despite the cold. “I had a year in that place, Silas. A year of listening to girls scream in the night. A year of counting cracks in the ceiling while my brother bled out somewhere you left him. Did you ever visit him? Did you ever look him in the eye and tell him why you did it?”

      He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I tried to help him⁠—”

      “You helped him into a grave!” The words tore from my throat, raw and bleeding. I didn’t care that everyone heard. Let them hear. Let them know. “You signed his death warrant the moment you took that payoff. Was it worth it?” I gestured at his coat, his shiny shoes, the diamond glittering on his wife’s finger. “Was any of it worth his life?”

      Silas’s face contorted. The fear was gone, replaced by something uglier. Rage. Shame. “Get out of here,” he snarled. “You have no right. You’re nothing but a washed-up cartel whore, just like your mother.”

      The air left my lungs in a rush. White noise filled my ears. For a second, the world tilted, the gray headstones swimming in my vision. Then the cold fury surged back, hotter, brighter. I didn’t think. I moved.

      My hand flashed out, a cobra strike. The crack of my palm against his cheek echoed like a gunshot in the hushed cemetery. Silas staggered back, his hand flying to his face. A collective gasp went up from the crowd. His wife screamed.

      “Don’t you ever,” I spat, my voice trembling with the force of my rage, “speak about my mother.”

      Silas lowered his hand. A livid red mark bloomed on his cheek. His eyes were pure venom. “You bitch,” he breathed. “I should have let them kill you when I had the chance.”

      The admission hung in the air, thick and toxic. The crowd shifted uneasy. Even the rain seemed to hold its breath.

      “Too late,” I whispered. The words were for him alone. “I’m here. And I’m not going anywhere.”

      I turned, my dress swirling around my legs like blood in water. The crowd parted before me, a sea of shocked faces. I ignored them. My boots slid in the mud, but I kept my spine straight, and my chin high. Let them stare. Let them whisper. I was Reina Navarro. I was the ghost that they couldn’t bury.

      The path back through the headstones stretched ahead, slick and treacherous. Rain lashed at my face, cold and sharp. Behind me, Silas was shouting something, his voice raw with fury, but the words were lost in the wind and the sudden, deafening roar in my ears.

      Knox.

      The name was a phantom limb, aching. He was here. Somewhere. I could feel it, a prickle along the back of my neck, and a sixth sense honed by years of looking over my shoulder. Eden Falls was his territory now. He was Silas’s hired muscle. His attack dog.

      I quickened my pace, my heart hammering against my ribs. Not fear. Never fear. Anticipation. The reckoning was coming. I could taste it on the rain-soaked air, metallic and sharp.

      A shadow detached itself from the gnarled trunk of an ancient oak, blocking the path ahead. It was tall. Broad-shouldered. A shape I knew in my bones, and in the deepest, most broken parts of myself. Rain plastered his dark hair to his skull. His eyes were as gray as a storm-churned sea locked onto mine. Unreadable. Implacable.

      He held a gun. It was not pointed at me. Not yet. But the threat was implicit in the way he stood, a living barricade between me and the cemetery gates.

      “Going somewhere, princess?” Knox Devlin’s voice was gravel scraped raw. It hadn’t changed. It was still low and still dangerous. Capable of turning my insides to liquid heat and ice all at once.

      I stopped. Five feet separated us. It felt like a chasm or a trap. “Get out of my way Knox.”

      He didn’t move. The rain streamed down his face, tracing the hard lines of his jaw, the curve of his mouth I’d once traced with my fingertips. His gaze swept over me, taking in the red dress, the mud-splattered boots, the fury that must have been radiating off me like heat. There was a flicker of something Recognition. Regret crossed his features, but it was gone so fast I might have imagined it.

      “That was quite a show back there,” he said. His tone was flat and empty. “You always did know how to make an entrance.”

      “And you always knew how to show up where you’re not wanted.” I forced the words past the knot in my throat. “Move.”

      He tilted his head, just slightly. The gun gleamed dully in the gray light. “Silas wants you gone. Preferably in a ditch.”

      “Silas can go to hell.” I took a step forward. My boot sank into the mud. “And you can join him.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. His knuckles whitened on the grip of the gun. For a heartbeat, I thought he might actually raise it and point it at my heart. End it here in the rain beside the graves of everyone we’d ever failed.

      Then he shifted. Just enough to clear the path. “Get out of here Reina,” he said, his voice low, rough. “Before I change my mind.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I walked past him, close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body, to catch the familiar scent of leather and gun oil and something else, something uniquely Knox that made my traitorous heart clench. I didn’t look back. I couldn’t.

      The cemetery gates loomed ahead, wrought iron twisted into shapes like grasping hands. Freedom or another kind of prison. I pushed through them, the metal cold beneath my palm.

      Behind me, I heard the soft crunch of gravel. Knox’s footsteps. Slow and deliberate. Following.

      The hook was set. The game had begun.

      And Eden Falls was watching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Knox Devlin

        

      

    

    
      The rain tasted like rust and forgotten promises. I watched it slide down her throat as she stood there in that crimson dress with a fucking target painted on her chest in the middle of this godforsaken graveyard. Eden Falls had always been a hungry bitch, chewing up dreams and spitting out bones. Reina Navarro was just the latest meal it thought it could swallow.

      She pushed through the mourners like a blade through silk, all sharp edges and defiance. That dress. Christ. The only color in this gray wasteland of headstones and hypocrites. It screamed look at me, and everyone did. Including Silas. Especially Silas.

      I leaned against the gnarled trunk of the old oak, the bark rough against my back, the weight of the Glock heavy in my hand. Not drawn. Not yet. But ready. Always ready. Rain plastered my hair to my skull, cold rivulets tracing paths down my neck beneath my collar. I didn’t feel it. The cold was outside. Inside, I was burning.

      She slapped him. The crack of her palm against Silas’s cheek echoed across the graves, sharp as a gunshot. A collective gasp went up from the vultures circling them. His wife shrieked. Reina didn’t flinch. She stood there, spine straight, chin high, breathing fire while the rain soaked her to the bone. A ghost made flesh. A fucking avenging angel in red.

      Idiot. The word scraped against my ribs. Brave, beautiful, suicidal idiot.

      Silas’s face twisted, mottled with rage and shame. I saw his lips move, the venomous shape of the words he spat at her. Too far away to hear, but I knew. I knew the kind of filth that lived in that man’s mouth. Reina didn’t react. Not visibly. But I saw the slight hitch in her shoulders, the way her fingers curled into fists at her sides. She turned, that red dress swirling like blood in water, and walked away. Head high. Back straight. Leaving Silas sputtering in her wake.

      My grip tightened on the Glock. Orders echoed in my skull, cold and clear. I want her gone. Preferably in a ditch.

      She moved through the crowd, a dark current parting the sea of black umbrellas and pale, shocked faces. They shied away from her, these cowards who’d stood by while her family was gutted. She didn’t look at them. Her gaze was fixed on the path ahead, on the wrought-iron gates that promised escape or another kind of cage.

      I pushed off the tree. My boots crunched on the wet gravel, a low counterpoint to the drumming rain. She didn’t slow. Didn’t look back. But I felt the moment she sensed me. A subtle tension in her shoulders, a quickening in her step. She knew. She always knew.

      I stepped into her path, blocking the way. Rain streamed down my face, blurring the edges of the world. Everything narrowed to her. The dark fall of her hair plastered to her skull, the obsidian eyes burning with defiance, the stubborn set of her jaw. The crimson silk clinging to every curve, soaked through, translucent. A fucking vision. A walking wound.

      “Going somewhere, princess?” My voice was gravel, roughened by the rain and the knot of something dangerous lodged in my throat.

      She stopped five feet away. Close enough to see the rapid pulse beating at the base of her throat. Close enough to smell the rain on her skin, the faint trace of whiskey beneath it. Dutch courage or Dutch despair. She lifted her chin meeting my gaze without flinching. Fire and ice. Always.

      “Get out of my way, Knox.” Her voice was low, taut as a wire about to snap. Brittle. Like she was holding herself together by sheer force of will.

      “That was quite a show back there.” I kept my tone flat. Empty. The Glock was a familiar weight in my hand, cold metal against my palm. “You always did know how to make an entrance.”

      A ghost of a smile touched her lips. Sharp. Humorless. “And you always knew how to show up where you’re not wanted.” She took a step forward. Mud sucked at her boot. “Move.”

      I didn’t. The rain lashed between us, a curtain of cold steel. Her eyes were dark pools, bottomless. I saw the flicker of memory there our past, tangled and bloody. Mateo’s face, young and trusting. “Knox will fix this.” The weight of that promise settled on my shoulders like lead. I hadn’t fixed shit. I’d broken everything.

      “Silas wants you gone.” The words tasted like ash. “Preferably in a ditch.”

      Her laugh was a short, sharp bark. “Silas can go to hell.” I took another step closer now. The scent of her hit me. It was rain, anger, and something else, something uniquely Reina that went straight to my gut. “And you can join him.”

      I saw the challenge in her eyes. The dare. Do it. Raise the gun. Pull the trigger. She’d welcome it. Maybe or maybe, she thought I wouldn’t. That the history between us, the ghosts we shared, would stay my hand.

      She was probably right. That was the problem.

      I shifted. Just enough to let her pass. The movement felt like tearing muscle from bone. “Get out of here, Reina.” My voice was low, rough. A warning. To her. To myself. “Before I change my mind.”

      She didn’t hesitate. She walked past me close enough that her shoulder brushed my arm. Heat radiated from her, a counterpoint to the icy rain. The scent of her, wildflowers and defiance, flooded my senses. For a split-second time fractured. I was back in the Hollow Church ruins, rain drumming on the collapsed roof, her body pressed against mine, her breath hot on my neck. Knox. Please. Not begging. Commanding.

      The memory hit like a physical blow. I clenched my jaw, forcing it down. Focus. She was moving away heading for the gates. Freedom or a death sentence. I knew Silas. He wouldn’t let this stand. Reina had ripped the mask off in front of the whole town. She’d drawn blood. Silas Mercer didn’t forgive. He erased.

      I followed her. Slow. Deliberate. My boots crunched on the wet gravel, matching the rhythm of her steps. She didn’t look back. But I knew she felt my gaze on her back. Like a target.

      The cemetery gates loomed ahead, wrought iron twisted into shapes like grasping hands. She pushed through them, the metal groaning in protest. The rain intensified, hammering down, turning the street beyond into a blurry smear of gray and brown. Abandoned storefronts. Boarded-up windows. Eden Falls in all its decaying glory.

      I stepped through the gates after her. The street was empty. Rain-slicked asphalt glistened under the weak light of a single, flickering streetlamp. She was standing there, ten paces ahead, her back to me. Head bowed. Shoulders slumped. For a moment, the defiance was gone. She was just a woman, soaked and shivering, standing alone in the rain.

      Vulnerable.

      The sight twisted something inside me. Raw. Painful. I took a step toward her.

      That’s when I saw it.

      A flicker of red light. Tiny. Insignificant. Dancing on the wet fabric of her crimson dress, right between her shoulder blades.

      My blood turned to ice.

      A Laser sight.

      My instinct screamed, training kicked in, and time slowed to a crawl.

      I moved.

      Not a step. A lunge. A full-body tackle that drove her off her feet and into the muddy gutter beside the road. She hit the ground with a gasp, the air knocked out of her. I landed on top of her, my body covering and shielding her. Mud and icy water splashed up around us.

      “Knox!” Her cry was cut off as I pressed her face into the mud, covering her head with my arms. My heart hammered against my ribs. It was a frantic drumbeat against the sudden, deafening silence.

      I scanned the roofline across the street. Rain lashed at my face blurring my vision. Nothing. Just the skeletal outlines of buildings against the storm-dark sky. But I knew someone was out there. A professional. Silas wasn’t wasting time.

      Reina struggled beneath me, a wild, panicked thrash. “Get off me you bastard!”

      I tightened my grip, pinning her down. “Stay down!” I snarled, the command ripped from my throat. My eyes raked the darkness, searching for the source. A window. A fire escape. A parked car.

      Another flicker. Red light dancing on the wet pavement inches from Reina’s exposed leg. Moving. Searching.

      My body reacted before my brain could process. I rolled over dragging her with me, putting myself between her and the unseen threat. We slammed against the rusted fender of an abandoned pickup truck. Metal groaned. Mud splattered.

      Reina gasped, her eyes wide with shock and fury. “What the hell?”

      I clamped a hand over her mouth. “Sniper,” I hissed, my voice raw. “Shut up and stay still.”

      Her eyes widened further. Fear. Real fear. It flickered in the dark depths, sharp and bright. It cut deeper than any blade. I hated it. Hated that I was the one putting it there.

      I risked a glance over the edge of the truck’s bed. Rain stung my eyes. The street was still empty. The buildings were silent sentinels. But the red dot was gone for now.

      My mind raced. Options? Shit options. We were exposed. Trapped against the truck. No cover worth a damn. The sniper had the high ground and patience. They could wait but we couldn’t.

      Reina’s breath hitched against my palm. Warm. Quick. Her body trembled beneath mine. Not from cold but from terror or rage. Probably both. Her eyes locked onto mine, burning with questions. Accusations.

      Why? Who?

      I didn’t have answers. Only the cold certainty of the threat. Silas’s orders. Gone. Preferably in a ditch. He’d sent his cleaner. Efficient. Professional. No messy confrontations. Just a single, precise shot.

      And I’d just thrown myself in front of it.

      Idiot. Again.

      The weight of her pressed against me was a familiar agony. Soft curves against hard muscle. Heat bleeding through soaked fabric. Her scent, rain and fear and that underlying wildness, filled my lungs. It was a punch to the gut. A reminder of everything I’d lost and everything I couldn’t protect.

      Her teeth sank into the meat of my palm. Sharp. Sudden. Pain flared. I jerked my hand back.

      “Get off me!” she spat, her voice low and venomous. She shoved against my chest, a futile gesture against my weight. “Are you planning to finish the job yourself?”

      The accusation stung worse than her teeth. I caught her wrists, pinning them to the muddy ground on either side of her head. Her struggles intensified, a furious, desperate writhing. Mud streaked her cheek, neck, and the crimson silk of her dress. She looked like a fallen warrior. Beautiful, broken and furious.

      “Stop fighting me, Reina!” I growled, leaning down with my face inches from hers. Rainwater dripped from my brow onto her skin. She flinched. “Unless you want a bullet in your spine.”

      She stilled. Her chest heaved. Her eyes, dark and fathomless, searched mine. Looking for the lie. The trap. “Who?” she breathed. The word was barely a whisper, snatched away by the wind.

      “Who do you think?” I snapped. My gaze flicked back to the roofline. Still nothing. But the silence was heavy. Ominous. “You slapped the king in front of his court, princess. Do you think he’d just let you walk away?”

      A shadow crossed her face. Not fear this time. Calculation. Cold, hard fury. “So, you’re his errand boy now? Delivering the message before the bullet arrives?” Her lips curled in a sneer, or is this a part of the service? Soften me up first?”

      The words were meant to wound. They did. I felt them like a knife twist in old scars. I leaned closer, my voice dropping to a lethal rasp. “If I wanted you dead, Reina, you’d be in that ditch already. Breathing.” I tightened my grip on her wrists. “Now shut up and let me think.”

      She held my gaze, unblinking. The rain plastered her dark hair to her temples, framing a face that was all sharp angles and defiance. Even pinned in the mud under threat of death, she looked like she wanted to gut me. I admired that. Hated it. Wanted it.

      The red dot flickered again. Dancing on the wet metal of the truck bed, inches from my shoulder.

      Fuck.

      No time to think. Only react.

      I hauled her up, dragging her with me as I scrambled backwards, keeping the truck between us and the unseen shooter. We stumbled into the narrow alley beside the abandoned hardware store. Dank. Reeking of garbage and wet concrete. Darker than the street. Better cover. But not great.

      I shoved her against the grimy brick wall, my body shielding hers again. My back was to the street. To the threat. A stupid, suicidal position. But instinct overrode training. Protect the asset. Protect her.

      She hit the wall with a grunt. Her breath came in ragged gasps. “Knox …”

      “Quiet!” I hissed, pressing a finger to her lips. Her skin was cold. Soft. I jerked my hand back like I’d been burned. I scanned the mouth of the alley. Rain sheeted down, obscuring the view. No sign of the laser. No movement. But the prickling sense of being watched crawled up my spine.

      Silas wouldn’t send just one. Backup. Always backup.

      Reina was trembling against the wall. Whether from cold, fear, or fury, I couldn’t tell. Probably all three. Her eyes were huge in the gloom, fixed on my face. “What now?” she whispered. The bravado was gone. Raw fear bled through.

      The question hung in the damp air. What now? I had no fucking clue. My safe house was blocks away. My car was parked on the other side of the cemetery. We were exposed. Hunted. And I had the one person Silas wanted dead pressed against a wall depending on me.

      The irony tasted like bile.

      “We move,” I said, the words clipped. “Fast. Stay behind me. Do exactly what I say. When I say it.” I pulled the Glock from my waistband. The grip was slick with rain and mud. I wiped it on my jacket. I checked the chamber. Full. Ready.

      Reina’s gaze dropped to the gun. Her lips tightened. “Are we going to shoot our way out, soldier?”

      “If I have to.” I met her eyes and saw the flicker of doubt and the memory of other broken promises. “Stay close.”

      I didn’t wait for her agreement. I grabbed her hand. Her fingers were cold, stiff. She didn’t pull away. Progress or desperation.

      I edged toward the mouth of the alley, keeping my back to the wall, gun raised. Rain hammered down, soaking us anew. The street was still deserted. The flickering streetlamp cast long, dancing shadows. Nothing moved.

      Too quiet.

      I scanned the roofline again. Left. Right. The hardware store. The boarded-up diner across the street. The old bank building with its clock tower. Too many angles. Too many places for a shooter to hide.

      Where was the laser? Had they repositioned? Were they waiting for a clean shot?

      Reina’s hand tightened in mine. A silent question. Now?

      I took a breath. I stepped out of the alley.

      Movement. To the right. A shadow detaching itself from the deeper gloom of a doorway. Not a sniper. Closer. A man. Tall. Broad. Dark jacket, hood pulled low. His hands shoved in his pockets. Walking toward us. Casual. Too casual.

      My grip tightened on the Glock and Reina’s hand. I pulled her slightly behind me.

      The man kept coming. Twenty yards. Fifteen. Rain slicked the pavement between us. His face hidden in shadow beneath the hood.

      Ten yards.

      I raised the gun. “Stop.”

      He froze with his hands still in pockets. “Easy there Devlin.” The voice was muffled by the rain and the hood, but I knew it. Rough. A smoker’s rasp. It was Cutter.

      Silas’s other dog. He was not a sniper. A tracker. A bruiser. Sent to flush us out or finish the job up close.

      “Back off, Cutter,” I growled. The Glock didn’t waver. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      Cutter chuckled, a low, unpleasant sound. “Boss says it does.” He took another step. “Says you got confused back there and let the merchandise walk.” His hooded gaze shifted past me to Reina. “He wants it rectified. Permanently.”

      Reina stiffened beside me. I felt the tremor run through her hand. “Merchandise?” she hissed. The fury was back, hot and bright.

      Cutter ignored her. His focus was on me. “Step aside, Knox. Do your job or I’ll do it for you.” His hands moved inside his pockets. Drawing something. A blade? A piece?

      No time to wonder.

      I fired.

      The shot was deafening in the rain-lashed silence. A single, precise round. Center mass.

      Cutter jerked back. Stumbled. Fell to his knees on the wet asphalt. A dark stain bloomed on his jacket, spreading fast. Rain diluted it, washing pink streaks toward the gutter.

      He looked up, shock etched on his face beneath the hood. Then his eyes glazed. He toppled sideways. Still.

      Reina gasped. Her hand tore free of mine. She stared at Cutter’s body, then at me, her eyes wide with horror. “You killed him.”

      “He was going to kill you,” I said flatly. The gun felt heavy. Warm. Smoke curled from the barrel, quickly swallowed by the rain. It’s one less problem for now.

      But the shot was a beacon. Any second shooter would know exactly where we were.

      I grabbed her arm again, pulling her away from the body, toward the deeper shadows of the next alley. “Move!”

      She resisted for a fraction of a second, her gaze still locked on Cutter’s sprawled form. Then she stumbled after me, her breath coming in ragged hitches. “Knox…”

      “Not now.” I pushed her ahead of me into the narrow passage between two crumbling buildings. Garbage cans overflowed. The stench of decay was thick. We splashed through murky puddles, the sound echoing too loudly.

      The alley opened onto another street. Wider. More exposed. I scanned frantically. Left. Right. Clear for now. But the clock tower loomed ahead. High ground. Perfect nest.

      We needed cover. Real cover.

      My safe house was too far. The botanica. Her place. The old Navarro shop. It was closer. Abandoned. Dilapidated. But defensible. Maybe.

      I pulled her left, toward the edge of town. “This way.”

      She didn’t argue. Shock, maybe. Or the dawning realization that the ditch Silas wanted her in was very real, and very close.

      We ran. Boots pounding on wet pavement. Rain slashing at our faces. My senses screamed, hyper-alert, scanning every window, every doorway, and every rooftop. Waiting for the muzzle flash. The crack of the rifle and the punch of the bullet.

      We reached the corner of Elm and Third. The Navarro Botanica & Apothecary stood on the opposite corner. A two-story brick building, once proud, now sagging under neglect. Boards covered most of the windows. The sign hung crooked, the paint faded and peeling and weeds choked the small front yard.

      Home. Or what was left of it.

      The street was deserted. Rain drummed on the asphalt. The silence was thick. Oppressive.

      “Across now.” I gave her a push.

      She hesitated, looking at the boarded-up shop and pain flickered in her eyes. Old ghosts. Then she nodded, a sharp jerk of her chin.

      We broke cover, sprinting across the open street. Every nerve in my body screamed, every step felt like a target painted on my back and on hers.

      We reached the sagging porch. I shoved her toward the door, turning, raising the Glock, scanning the streets, and the rooftops.

      Nothing moved. Just rain and shadows.

      I fumbled with the keys I always carried. The old brass key. Stiff. I jammed it into the lock. Twisted. The mechanism groaned, protesting. Rusted.

      “Hurry!” Reina hissed, pressed against the doorframe, her breath coming in short gasps.

      The lock gave. I pushed the door open. It scraped against the warped floorboards inside. Dank air, heavy with the scent of dust and dried herbs, washed over us.

      I pushed her inside, following close behind, slamming the door shut. Darkness swallowed us. Thick. Absolute. The only sound was our ragged breathing and the relentless drumming of rain on the roof.

      Safe for now.

      I leaned against the door, my heart hammering against my ribs. Adrenaline burned through my veins leaving me shaky. I listened. Hard. Beyond the rain, beyond our breathing. Listening for footsteps, for the soft crunch of gravel, and for the telltale hum of a silenced rifle being repositioned.

      Silence.

      Reina stood a few feet away, a pale shape in the gloom. She was shivering violently now, her arms wrapped around herself. The crimson dress was a dark, sodden ruin. Mud streaked her arms, and her face. She looked like she’d been dragged through hell. She had.

      Her eyes found mine in the darkness. Wide, terrified and accusing.

      “Who was that man?” she whispered. Her voice was raw. “Who sent him?”

      I didn’t answer. I was still listening. Still scanning the boarded-up windows for any sliver of light that shouldn’t be there. And for the faintest flicker of red.

      Then I saw it.

      A tiny, unwavering dot of crimson light. Dancing on the center of Reina’s chest, right over her heart. Visible through a gap in the boards covering the front window.

      My blood froze.

      They were already inside.
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      The world dissolved into a blur of rain, mud, and the iron grip digging into my arm. Knox hauled me sideways, away from the crimson dot dancing over my heart, away from the gap in the boarded window where death had been sighting me. My shoulder slammed into a wall of shelves, sending jars crashing to the warped floorboards. The sharp, sweet scent of long-dead lavender and rosemary exploded in the thick air, mingling with the choking dust we’d kicked up. It was the smell of my childhood, now suffocating.

      “Move!” Knox’s voice was a guttural snarl, inches from my ear. His body was a solid wall at my back, shielding me from the unseen threat inside the decaying husk of the Navarro Botanica. His heat was an obscene contrast to the icy terror flooding my veins. I could feel the rapid thud of his heart against my spine. It was a frantic counterpoint to my own. He’s afraid too. The thought was a shard of ice. If Knox Devlin was scared, we were already in the ditch.

      He shoved me hard toward the back of the shop. I stumbled over debris, the skeletal remains of my mother’s oak counter, splintered glass, and the brittle carcasses of dried herbs crushed underfoot. The darkness was absolute, as thick as tar, broken only by the slivers of gray light bleeding through the cracks in the boarded windows. Every shadow writhed with imagined assassins.

      “Where?” I choked out, my voice raw.

      “Shut up and run!” He propelled me forward, his hand clamped back on my bicep like a steel manacle. We crashed through the beaded curtain separating the shop from the back room. The plastic strands slapped wetly against my face, a ghostly echo of happier times. The storage room was worse; boxes slumped like decaying corpses, spilling their forgotten contents; mildewed fabric, cracked ceramic pots, and brittle packets of seeds. The air tasted of decay and rodent piss.

      Knox didn’t pause. He dragged me toward the rear exit. It was a heavy, solid door that had once been reinforced steel. Now, rust bloomed along its edges like old blood. He fumbled for a second, then I heard the heavy thump of a deadbolt releasing. He kicked it open.

      Rain and wind roared in, a freezing deluge that stole my breath. Beyond the threshold lay a narrow alley choked with weeds taller than I was, their skeletal fingers clawing at the brick walls on either side. It was a tunnel of decay leading into deeper, wetter darkness.

      “Through there,” Knox ordered, shoving me out into the down pour. I stumbled, my boots sinking instantly into ankle-deep mud that sucked greedily. Behind me, the heavy door slammed shut. The snick of the lock engaging felt like a tomb sealing.

      Panic flared, bright and hot. Trapped. With him. Outside, with killers inside. “They’re in there! We locked ourselves out.”

      “They’re not the only ones hunting us,” he cut me off, his voice low and urgent. He pushed past me, taking the lead, his Glock held low and ready. “Move. Fast. Stay behind me. Step where I step.”

      He plunged into the overgrown alley without looking back. The implication was clear: follow or die. The rain lashed horizontally, stinging my eyes, plastering the ruined crimson silk of my dress to my body like a second skin of cold blood. Mud pulled at my boots with every step, a hungry mire trying to claim me. The alley was a gauntlet of dripping thorns and unseen hazards. Branches whipped at my face, snagged my hair. I tasted dirt and decay on my rain-wet lips.

      Knox moved with predatory silence, a shadow among shadows, his broad shoulders carving a path through the choking vegetation. I followed, my breath sawing in my throat, my pulse a frantic drumbeat against my ribs. Every rustle in the undergrowth, every creak of a waterlogged branch sent jolts of terror through me. Was it the wind or a silenced footfall? The red dot danced behind my eyelids every time I blinked.

      He should have let them kill you. Silas’s venomous words echoed, twisted by the wind. Preferably in a ditch. Was this it? Was Knox leading me to the very ditch Silas had ordered? The thought was a cold serpent coiling in my gut. I watched the tense line of his back, the lethal readiness in his posture. He’d killed Cutter without hesitation. A man he knew. What was I to him now but a complication? A ghost he should have buried years ago.

      The alley dumped us out onto the edge of a neglected field bordering the woods. Eden Falls’ relentless decay bled right into the wilderness. Ragged corn stalks, long since harvested, stood like broken sentinels in the churned mud. Beyond them the forest loomed. It was a solid wall of dripping black pine and skeletal oak, the boundary between the town’s rot and something older, wilder.

      Knox scanned the open ground, his gaze sweeping the tree line, the dilapidated barn hunched in the distance, and the rain-swept expanse of mud. The wind howled, flattening the dead corn. Visibility was maybe twenty yards before the world dissolved into a gray curtain.

      “Clear for now,” he muttered, more to himself than me. “Woods. Now.” He didn’t wait for agreement, striding out into the open field, heading straight for the dark maw of the forest.

      The mud was deeper here, thick and cloying, clinging to my boots like desperate hands trying to drag me down. I struggled after him, each step an exhausting battle. The rain hammered down, icy needles against my exposed skin. My dress was a lead weight, sodden and cold. The adrenaline that had fueled my rage at the funeral, my defiance in the cemetery was leaching away, leaving a hollow, trembling exhaustion. But beneath it was a seething fury directed squarely at the man forging ahead of me.

      He reached the tree line and vanished into the gloom. For a heart-stopping second, I was alone in the open, exposed. The field felt vast, and the sky pressing down. I scrambled forward, panic lending my speed, plunging into the relative shelter of the woods after him.

      The difference was immediate. The roar of the rain lessened, muted by the thick canopy overhead, though water still dripped steadily, it was a cold percussion on the leaf litter below. The air smelled different, wet earth, pine resin, and decay. But the darkness was deeper more oppressive. Tangled roots snaked across the forest floor, hidden beneath a carpet of slick, rotting leaves. Thorns reached out from unseen brambles.

      Knox was waiting just inside, a darker shadow against the gloom. Rainwater streamed down his face, plastering his black hair flat. His gray eyes were chips of flint, scanning the path behind me. “Keep moving,” he ordered, his voice low. “Don’t stop and don’t look back.”

      “Where are you taking me?” I demanded, my voice trembling despite my effort to sound strong. “Another one of Silas’s charming safehouses?”

      He turned, his gaze locking onto mine. In the dim light, his expression was unreadable, carved from stone. “Somewhere he won’t look. Yet.” He started walking again, deeper into the woods, picking a path with unnerving familiarity through the undergrowth.

      I followed, my distrust a living thing coiling tighter with every step. The woods were a labyrinth. Bare branches clawed at me like skeletal fingers. Thorns ripped at the ruined silk of my dress and snagged my skin. I stumbled constantly, my numb feet catching on roots hidden beneath the slick leaves. The cold was seeping into my bones, a deep, relentless ache. My teeth chattered uncontrollably.

      Knox moved with infuriating ease, his stride long and sure, barely seeming to notice the terrain. He didn’t look back, didn’t check on me. Just kept pushing forward, a relentless force carving a path through the wilderness. The silence between us was thick, charged with everything unsaid – the accusations, the betrayals, the blood.

      He sold Mateo out. The thought was a fresh wound, ripped open by the sight of his broad back, the memory of his hand on my brother’s shoulder, promising protection. Knox will fix this. Mateo’s voice, young and trusting, echoed in the drumming rain. He hadn’t fixed it. He’d broken it and he’d broken us.

      Now, he was dragging me deeper into the woods. To what? To finish what Silas started? To bury me where no one would find me? The image of Mateo’s coffin lowering into the hungry earth flashed behind my eyes. Would Knox dig the grave? Would he stand over it, rain dripping from his jaw, with those gray eyes empty?

      Hot and bright anger surged momentarily burning away the cold and the fear. I stopped dead, my boots sinking into the mud. “No.”
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