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Chapter One


          

          NYAH

        

      

    

    
      OKLAHOMA CITY

      Nyah Carter could think of at least seven different ways to kill the boy sitting in front of her in class without even getting up from her desk, but not a single way to talk to him.

      His name was Andre. Sweet, beautiful Andre. The nicest guy in the eleventh grade. Probably the whole school. The boy who smiled at Nyah when everyone else seemed to keep their distance. The boy who once stood awkwardly at the door an extra five seconds just to hold it open for her. The boy sitting so close, she could smell his cologne. So close, yet so far.

      Everyone in class was busy talking or scrolling on their phones while they waited the last few minutes for the bell. It was the perfect time. Just tap him on the shoulder and start up a conversation. If not for the whole talking part, it was a pretty good plan. She’d probably end up saying something dumb like “Heyyy,” then freeze up. Nyah had her strengths, but conversation wasn’t one of them. Throw in a cute boy and things got worse. So much worse. She wasn’t sure what Andre was into, but she was pretty sure girls who couldn’t form a complete sentence were not on that list.

      She decided against it. He seemed to like her, so why screw it up by talking? Besides, she was fooling herself if she thought she had any right to this life. Andre didn’t even know her real name. Around here she wasn’t Nyah Carter, she was Destiny Claremore. One of hundreds of other girls in this mostly Black school where she could easily disappear in the crowd. That meant no friends and definitely no cute boys. One of the many sad perks to a life on the run. No, Andre was sweet, but relationships brought the kind of attention she didn’t need. Best to keep him at a distance.

      She was just starting to convince herself she was fine with all that when Andre turned around in his desk to face her.

      “Hey, Destiny.”

      “Heyyy,” Nyah said, then froze.

      Andre smiled. God, that smile. He looked to be thinking about something. Or maybe he was waiting for Nyah to say something else. She should say something else. Definitely. Maybe about the weather? It was nice out. Or at least it was this morning. She opened her mouth to speak, but Andre beat her to it.

      “So um, how’d you do on that test?”

      “Her tests are always easy.”

      That wasn’t so hard. Andre even laughed a little. Of course Nyah wasn’t sure if he genuinely thought it was funny, or if he was just being polite.

      He was wearing a beautiful African Dashiki, mostly white with a blue, orange and green pattern. The boy had an eye for fashion.

      “Nice shirt.”

      Andre looked down as if to remind himself what he was wearing.

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks. I picked it up at Lady D’s.”

      Lady D’s? Nyah loved that place. She felt the corners of her lips curving into a smile.

      “Up on Kelley Street?” she asked.

      “Yeah, for sure. You go there?”

      “Every chance I get.” She couldn’t keep the words from coming out. Conversation seemed to flow like honey with this boy.

      Andre didn’t seem to mind. He just sat there, smiling at Nyah with those beautiful brown eyes that seemed to read her like a book. When she realized she was staring back, her cheeks seemed to catch fire. She broke eye contact and looked down at her desk.

      “Okay, yeah. So that’s cool,” she said, hoping to sound apathetic but more likely sounding desperate.

      Nyah couldn’t stop herself, even though she knew she had to end this charade. Andre was talking to Destiny, not Nyah. It was time to quit while she was ahead. Tell him she needed to finish some school work or something. He’d understand. He always did. He’d turn around, life would go on and that would be that.

      “Look. They got a big sale this weekend,” Andre said. “You want to go? It’s cool if you’re busy or something.”

      “Sure, that’d be nice,” she heard someone say. Or was that her?

      “Cool. We can look for some good deals. Maybe get some coffee.” He smiled and turned around.

      Nyah closed her eyes and finally let herself breathe. Did he just ask her out on a date? Did she just say yes? He did. She did. She thought for a moment, then decided not to change her mind.

      Andre surprised her by turning back around. He glanced at the teacher to make sure she wasn’t looking, then back at Nyah.

      “Maybe we should kiss.”

      “What?”

      “You know, to have something to remember until this weekend,” Andre said.

      Andre didn’t wait to explain. He just leaned in closer, closed his eyes and parted his lips just so. Nyah closed her eyes and leaned forward, giving in to the moment and anticipating the warmth of his breath as it teased her lips.

      “Destiny?” Andre’s voice startled Nyah back to reality. She blinked and tried like hell to look normal.

      “What?”

      He handed her a piece of paper. “It’s my number. Text me and I’ll save yours.”

      Nyah took the paper, but dared not say another word.

      “You okay?” Andre asked.

      “Yes. I’m fine. Thanks.”

      She waited until his back was turned, then closed her eyes and silently pounded her fist on the desk. Had she lost her damn mind? Was sanity just taking a break today? She rested her head on her hand, took a breath and looked down at the paper he’d given her. The name ‘Dre’ neatly written out above his number. Good handwriting for a guy. She almost crumpled it up. Almost. She looked at the back of his head. How was that sexy too? Maybe she’d hold on to his number for a while. Maybe a little time with a guy like Andre would be…

      Motion from the window caught her attention. She turned just in time to see light glinting from what could only be a rifle scope. She launched herself onto the floor, landing in a roll towards the cabinets by the window. Less than a second later, the chair she’d been sitting in made a loud “pop” sound and rocked to one side. The sound of broken glass filled the air along with a few pieces of the shattered chair an instant later.

      Before comprehension set in, before the first kid could scream, Nyah finished her roll on the ground and slammed her body against the cabinets, landing in a crouch. She raised her head just long enough to get a look at the shooter positioned on the roof next door. It was a face she recognized, but couldn’t remember from where. One thing was for certain, he wasn’t some random school shooter on a rampage, he was here for her.

      “Oh my God! What was that?” the girl who’d been sitting behind Nyah screamed.

      The shooter was still there, but not for much longer. She had to do something now before he packed up and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Someone lock the door. Active shooter!” the teacher yelled.

      Nyah ignored her. “Stay down!” she yelled as she stood and ran towards the door.

      Andre and the rest of the class were up and moving towards the back of the classroom. Nyah pushed her way through the crowd until she noticed the slip of paper with Andre’s number on it getting trampled on the floor, no doubt brushed off her desk during the chaos. She looked back at the crowd of students taking cover in the back. They’d be okay, but the emotional trauma from what just happened would stick around long after this was over. Maybe the rest of their lives. All because of her. There was no normal. There was no going back. She refocused, turned and ran out of the classroom, slamming the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      There was a covered walkway outside where she could make her way to the next building without getting spotted by the shooter. She pushed through the double doors and nearly ran into her math teacher, Mr. Townsend.

      “Whoa! Destiny, wha…”

      She raced past him, down the walkway and into the building next door. The stairs were just ahead. She slammed open the double doors with her body and raced up the stairs two at a time, stopping just short of the door that opened to the roof to catch her breath and listen for any sounds of movement. She reached down and pulled the dagger from the sheath strapped to her thigh, twirled it and brought it up to a striking position. A bit of the gold etching glinted in the light and caught her eye. Even in this moment of chaos, she couldn’t help but admire its beauty.

      “Focus,” she whispered to herself. “You’ve got one shot.”

      Mapping out where she would be on the roof and the shooter’s last location in her mind, she took a deep breath, exhaled, then burst through the door.

      As she rolled on the ground she saw the shooter already turning towards her. He was quick, damn quick. An instant later and she would have been toast. But this time, Nyah was quicker. And that was all that mattered.

      She rolled into a crouch and flung the blade just like she’d been taught. It spun twice then hit dead center in the shooter’s chest. He winced and looked down in surprise, then lowered his rifle and fell to the ground.

      Nyah stood up and scanned the roof. Thank God, no cameras. She ran to the shooter and rummaged through his pockets for any kind of ID. There, on his belt. A school custodian employee tag with his picture. Now she remembered where she’d seen his face. Smart way to blend in once all hell broke loose. She pulled her knife from his chest, wiped the blood off on his shirt and slid it back into its sheath, then pulled a pack of Spree candy from the pocket inside her skirt and popped one in her mouth. Only then did she notice her hand was shaking. She clenched a fist and ignored it, focusing her attention on the dead man one last time.

      “He sent a sniper,” she said with a mixture of fear and rage in her trembling voice. “A fucking sniper to kill me. They’ll never give up. They’ll never give up until I’m dead.”

      She left the dead man there, raced back downstairs and calmly made her way into the hallway. The classroom doors were all closed and the emergency lights were flashing. The school wasted no time in going on lockdown. She huddled into a corner and worked up her best sobs. She’d tell them she just got hysterical and ran off. It was a believable story.
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        * * *

      

      Later, after the police secured the building and all the kids were escorted out, she noticed Andre running to what looked like his parents. They grabbed him, hugging and crying.

      A black Toyota Corolla pulled up next to Nyah and a man two sizes too big for such a car lumbered out. Danny, her adoptive father. He grabbed her in a tight hug.

      “You alright?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine,” she said, without taking her eyes off Andre.

      Danny knew right away she was lying. He always did. He followed her gaze and spotted Andre, the boy she’d told him about on more than one occasion. He put his big hand on Nyah’s shoulder and gently squeezed. She hated what was coming next.

      “We need to go,” he said.

      Andre pulled free from his parents to look around, spotted Nyah and smiled. She shouldn’t have let her guard down. It was unprofessional and stupid and it nearly got her, and maybe others killed. But damn, the boy could smile.

      “Nyah,” Danny said, urging her towards the car. “Stop waving and get in.”

      Not realizing she’d been waving that whole time, she jerked her hand down and reluctantly climbed into the car.

      “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Her cover blown, Nyah knew she’d be gone tomorrow. Some other school, some other town, miles away from this one. She looked through the window and searched for Andre. One last look. One last smile. One last time at pretending to be normal. But he was gone. Swallowed by the crowd. As Danny slowly pulled out and began to drive away, she knew she’d never see that smile again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          ESI

        

      

    

    
      AFRICA, 1892 - THREE MILES WEST OF AKPA VILLAGE, DAHOMEY KINGDOM

      “Have some water,” Jean said as he handed his canteen to Leo. Leo was looking a little too worn since their regiment began this march from Poguessa nearly a month ago. “I promise it’s only water this time. No whisky.”

      Managing a faint smile, Leo grabbed the canteen and took a long drink before taking a seat on the large rock next to Jean under a tree.

      “Good man,” Jean said, taking the canteen back from Leo and twisting on the top. “Rest and get your strength back.”

      The hike from base camp to the streams was longer than they’d expected, so the group of about twenty men, mostly legionnaires, was taking a short break.

      Jean pulled out a cigarette and offered the pack to Leo.

      “No,” Leo said, waving off Jean’s outstretched arm. “They can smell the smoke.”

      “They? The Dahomey soldiers?” he asked as he lit the cigarette and took a long, deep drag, then let the smoke slowly exhale from his lungs.

      “The women! The Amazons,” Leo said as his eyes scanned the patch of trees for signs of danger. “More fierce than the men. They fight to win or they die. No surrender.”

      Jean exhaled another drag, then picked up his rifle sitting next to a tree.

      “Look, my friend,” he said, holding up his rifle. “No Amazon can match our guns. These bullets turn flesh to pulp.” He brought his cigarette to his lips and let it dangle so he could run a finger along the bayonet. “And our steel reaches further than their dreaded machetes.” He leaned the rifle back against the tree. “We are the ones to be feared.”

      Unswayed, Leo kept scanning the trees and brush surrounding the soldiers.

      “The streams are just ahead,” Jean said. “There, we will get fresh water, then rejoin our comrades at camp and be on our way again. To Cana, then on to Abomey and finally put an end to all this mess.”

      For the first time since the hike began, Jean noticed Leo’s shoulders relax.

      “Comrade,” Jean said, putting his hand on Leo’s shoulder. “You will go back to France, a hero. A real he–-”

      A loud cracking noise penetrated the woods around them. Leo and the rest of the soldiers instinctively ducked and took cover. For a moment, he forgot where he’d put his rifle, then remembered it was behind him. Turning back to reach for it, he noticed Jean hadn’t moved.

      “Jean, get down! Get…”

      Jean sat wide-eyed and slack jawed. Blood trickled down from a hole in his forehead. He was still holding the cigarette in one hand when he fell, face forward into the dirt with a thud.

      “Ambush!” a soldier cried out.

      More shots rang out as puffs of smoke appeared in different spots from the woods straight ahead, hitting at least one soldier who cried out in pain. At once, the soldiers returned fire. A volley of gunshots echoed through the trees and smoke filled the air.

      Startled back to reality by the noise, Leo grabbed his rifle and raised to a crouching position next to his dead friend to take aim. Except there was nothing to take aim at.

      “Cease fire!” the commanding officer yelled.

      The gunfire stopped and the woods fell silent. The smoke cleared as the soldiers kept their deadly aim, ready to fire again at a moment’s notice.

      Five seconds went by. Six. Seven. A limb cracked in the woods behind them.

      “The rear!” someone yelled.

      The well-trained soldiers turned and aimed in one quick motion. But the ones they called Amazons, the Agojie women warriors of the Dahomey Kingdom, were quicker. Only a few soldiers managed to get a shot off before the warriors were on them with a blood-curdling battle cry, using their machetes to cut the flesh and bone of the men who would try and take their country from them.

      Leo rose and took aim at an Agojie fighting with a soldier nearby. He put his finger on the trigger and was about to pull when he felt someone punch him. Realizing there was no one nearby, he looked down and saw a knife sunk deep into his chest.

      He lowered his rifle and fell to his knees. The sounds of battle faded around him and a strange sort of calm began to settle in. He looked up and noticed a woman walking towards him. He made a move to raise his rifle, but she kicked it from his hands.

      “Who…” he managed to get out before he fell to his side and rolled onto his back.

      The woman knelt down next to him and pulled the knife from his chest. The pain was extraordinary now, yet he couldn’t help but notice her face. Beautiful, deep brown skin marred only by a scar from her temple to her chin. It was her, he had no doubt. The one they called Esi. He’d heard all the stories and now here she was, staring down at him with those dark and terrifying, yet undeniably beautiful eyes.

      With his remaining strength, he reached up to touch her face, but she was already gone. Off to continue a fight he no longer cared for, in a war that seemed now like a far off dream. He dropped his arm and turned his head to face Jean, his fallen comrade.

      “We are gone too soon, my friend,” he managed to say. “Are we not heroes?”

      Then he closed his eyes and let the darkness take him completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          MOVING DAY

        

      

    

    
      HOUSTON

      As the movers unloaded boxes and rolled in appliances, Nyah sat alone on her bed trying to convince herself they were safe. The string lights laced through the rails of her headboard and the cherry blossom vine lights on the opposite wall gave the room a warm, comforting glow, but it wasn’t enough to keep her mind from racing. She closed her eyes and fought back the familiar fear creeping up inside her.

      Houston was a big city and she could disappear here. New city, new hope. Maybe they’d figure this whole thing out. Maybe this time everything would be different. Maybe this time they wouldn’t find her. Maybe this time-

      “I’m dating someone.”

      Nyah flinched and opened her eyes to see Danny standing in the doorway.

      “Don’t do that! You scared me!”

      “Sorry. Your door was open.”

      “For a big guy, you sure are quiet.”

      He was a big man for sure, but not very intimidating. At least not in outward appearance. Nyah knew his choice in clothes had almost everything to do with it. He could gain high-value intel on the most dangerous warlords, plan and execute a search and kill mission with flawless precision, but he couldn’t pick out a decent shirt. Currently, he was wearing his white bucket hat with an oversized pink and green floral Hawaiian shirt. It complimented his light-brown skin tone, but did nothing for his shape.

      “I'm dating someone,” he said again.

      “Next time kno… You’re what? How? We haven’t even finished unpacking!”

      Danny tried to squeeze into Nyah’s purple reading chair near her bed. Apparently he felt the conversation would go better if he was sitting down.

      “Jada,” he said, still trying to get comfortable in the chair.

      “My gymnastics coach?” Nyah turned to give Danny her full attention. “What? When?”

      Danny settled on an awkward position in the chair, the most comfortable he could manage, then pointed to a Stephen King book sitting on Nyah’s dresser.

      “That’s one of his best,” he said.

      “Yeah? I haven’t started it ye… Wait, don’t change the subject!”

      Danny sighed, then took off his hat and put it on his knee.

      “It started about a year ago,” he said.

      “What the hell, Danny? A year ago?”

      “You were always a little late for your sessions, so we talked a little while she waited for you,” he said, fidgeting a little in the chair. “Eventually, we both realized we wanted more. So we went on a couple dates.”

      Nyah stood up and looked down at  the big man. “A couple dates? And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I was about to tell you when…” His words trailed off.

      “When someone tried to kill me?” Nyah finished. She turned her head and closed her eyes as the memory of Andre and the day a man tried to put a bullet in her brain came rushing back.

      “Sorry, I know it’s still fresh,” Danny said. “But things are starting to settle down now and we figured maybe it was time to give it another try.”

      He turned to make sure none of the movers were within earshot. “Look, it’s alright if you want to ditch school tomorrow. You’ve been through a hell of a lot.”

      Nyah sat back down on her bed, crossed her legs and rested her head against the headboard. “No, It’s cool. I think I need the distraction,” she said. Then, looking back to Danny she added, “Where is she now?”

      “She was ready for a change too. She’s got family not far from here, so that was enough for her. She just signed a lease on an apartment close to them. She’s moving down next week.”

      “How much did you tell her about us?”

      “Nothing. She still doesn’t know.”

      Nyah stared at Danny, waiting for the answer to what she thought was an obvious question.

      “What?” Danny asked.

      “What’s she going to think when everyone suddenly starts calling me Trisha instead of Destiny?” Nyah always liked the name Trisha, so she chose it as her new cover name while they were in Houston.

      “Right. I told her you wanted to start using your middle name. You know, a fresh new start and all.”

      “It’s not my middle name.”

      “She doesn’t know that.”

      Nyah leaned her head back and stared up at the ceiling.

      “You can’t lie to her forever.”

      “That’s another bridge to cross, Nybear. Are you okay?”

      Nybear was his nickname for her. Nyah always thought it was a little silly, but she let him get away with it. And deep down, she kind of liked it.

      “It’s a lot to take in. And you’re just springing this all on me now.”

      Danny sighed. “I know.”

      She looked back at Danny. “You sure you’re not moving too fast with all this?”

      Danny thought a moment before he spoke. “Maybe.” He shifted in the chair again. “Look, I’m a middle-aged man who knows how to hold a gun better than I know how to hold a woman. I like Jada. She likes me. I gotta take this chance.”

      Nyah sighed and examined Danny for a minute. Maybe he was right. Maybe the big, sad man had been lonely for too damn long. She leaned over and rested her hand on his knee.

      “Just please be careful, right?”

      “Always, Nybear.”

      He grasped her hand with his, engulfing it completely, and leaned over to make sure he had Nyah’s full attention.

      “You got your mom’s strength, Nybear. I can see that. Your mom saw it too. She told me she saw it in your eyes.”

      The sudden mention of her mom hit Nyah hard, flooding her with emotions she’d been doing a good job of keeping hidden. She stood up, crossed her arms and turned away from Danny, hoping to hide the tears welling up in her eyes.

      “Okay. I need to get ready for tomorrow,” she said.

      “Oh. Yeah, for sure,” Danny said, then clumsily got up from the chair, nearly tripping in the process. “You need a bigger chair.”

      “It wasn’t meant for Sasquatch.”

      “I’ll be in the greenhouse if you need me.”

      Of course he would. If there was anything Danny loved more than cooking, it was gardening and his assortment of herbs and spices he was planting in his new greenhouse.

      He was about to leave when Nyah pointed to his outfit.

      “Please tell me you didn’t wear that on your date.”

      Danny put on his bucket hat, tugged on the rim and straightened his shirt.

      “She likes the way I dress,” he said. “And she likes my hat.”

      Nyah rolled her eyes, grabbed the book from her dresser and collapsed back onto the bed. “Then maybe you two were meant for each other,” she said as she opened the book and began to read.

      “You got your momma’s mouth for sure,” he said, then turned to leave, stopping just short of the door. “And her eyes,” Danny said without looking back. “She had such damn beautiful eyes.”

      Then, just as quietly as he’d entered the room, he left.

      Nyah smiled.

      “You’re a good man, Danny,” she whispered without looking up from her book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          THE AGOJIE

        

      

    

    
      NEW ORLEANS

      “Turn here,” Gordon said to Jeff as he drove the oversized, black Lincoln down an old street on the city’s east side.

      Gordon pounded the dashboard with his fist when Jeff missed the turn.

      “Dammit! Are you even listening to me?”

      “It’s too dark out here, Gord. Can’t see a damn thing.”

      It was late and they were supposed to have the package delivered by now. Ordinarily it might not be such a big deal, but this was a special request from the boss. Sitting in the back seat was Felix the Fixer. The man who could fix just about any sticky legal situation except his own. Lately, his extra curricular activities had caught the attention of the Feds, and getting him to the safe house in one piece had suddenly become their top priority.

      Gordon glanced back at Felix. His stained, white button-up shirt was tucked into his jeans, but did little to keep his belly from pouring over onto his lap. He was fidgeting with the door handle as if he were about to open it and make a run for it at any moment. Gordon turned back around and chuckled at the thought of Felix stumbling down the street, pushing his glasses back onto his fat face, only to stop and sit down on the curb to catch his breath after about a half block down the road.

      “What’s so funny?” Jeff asked.

      ‘“Nothing. Forget it,” Gordon said.

      Jeff shook his head and kept searching for a turn. He was too tall even for this big car. He hunched and peered over the steering wheel, cursing under his breath.

      “It’s too dark out here,” he said again, then jutted his skinny pointing finger to something ahead. “Look, there’s another road.”

      “You guys even know where you’re going?” Felix asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” Gordon said. “We’re almost there.”

      If half the stories Gordon heard about Felix were true, he’d sooner put a bullet in his head than keep him safe. Over the years he’d committed his fair share of sins, but he drew the line at hurting kids. It was no wonder the Feds wanted him locked up. Never, ever hurt a kid. Gordon wished he could yank him from the back seat and beat him black and blue with his bare hands, but then he’d have to explain it to Mr. Montello. Felix was good at his job and the boss needed him alive. Better to just get this over with and be done with it.

      Jeff made a right turn, then a left. “See, I told you. There it is just ahead.” Jeff sat up straight, the top of his head almost touching the roof.

      Gordon checked out the surroundings, scanning for any signs of trouble. “Let’s get this done,” he said, trying to make his impatience obvious to Felix.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This section of New Orleans was still feeling the effects of the hurricane, which the new mayor promised to fix up. That empty campaign promise made this the perfect place to stash this creep until the heat died down.

      The small houses along the road were lined with rusting, waist-high chain link fences. Behind the chipped and peeling painted walls of the old homes were countless stories of days gone by. Better days, filled with hope for a future that never came.

      Jeff pulled into the last house on the right, the tires crunching the gravel driveway until they came to a stop just short of the closed gate.

      “I got the key,” he said, then climbed out of the car to unlock it.

      Gordon watched Jeff as he stood in the glow of the headlights, fumbling with the keys.

      “Come on, you big freak,” he mumbled to himself while massaging his bicep with his fingers, still feeling the effects of last night’s workout at the gym. He wasn’t tall like Jeff, but he was built like a brick house. Unlike Jeff, he worked hard to get his body.

      As Jeff tried one key, then another, Gordon glanced around, then turned to look out the back window. Something seemed wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something was definitely wrong.

      “What the hell are you looking at?” Felix asked.

      “Quiet,” Gordon said. “Did you hear something?”

      “Hear what?”

      Gordon turned his attention back to Jeff, who abruptly stopped fumbling around for the key. Gordon guessed he’d found it, but he was taking his time doing anything else. He reached over to the driver side and pounded on the horn.

      “Let’s go!” he yelled.

      Jeff slowly turned around, wide-eyed, with what looked like a knife sunk deep into his forehead. He stood there for another second or two in the headlights before slowly falling sideways and smacking onto the gravel driveway with a thud.

      “The fuck!” Gordon yelled, reaching for the gun holstered under his jacket and fumbling with the door handle at the same time. He swung the door open and nearly tripped trying to get out, but managed to keep his balance. He pulled the gun and crouched behind the door, aimed towards the house and squinted to find his target.

      “Come out!” he yelled into the darkness. “You don’t know who you’re fucking with here. Come out now and I’ll kill you quick.”

      Gordon strained to hear anything that would give his target away. Footsteps, rustling noises, any goddamn thing he heard would end up with a bullet in it. But other than the low rumble of the car’s engine, it was silent.
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        * * *

      

      He stayed low, keeping his Glock ready, while moving around the door to the front of the car until he could see Jeff lying on his side. Keeping his gun aimed with one hand, he grabbed Jeff by the shoulder and rolled him over, careful to stay out of the glow of the headlights. The knife, or whatever it was stuck in his head was gone. Nothing but a hole and a small trickle of blood remained.

      “It’s her,” he whispered to himself. “The goddamn Amazon.”

      He moved backwards until he was back behind the cover of the open door.

      “What the hell’s going on out there!” Felix yelled.

      “Shut up and stay in the car,” Gordon said.

      He peered once more into the darkness, but still no sign of the attacker.

      “I know you’re out there,” he yelled into the black night. Nothing but a warm, humid gust of wind answered his call. He gripped his gun tighter. Adrenaline rushed through his body and his senses became laser focused. Things were starting to get fun.

      After a few more moments of silence, Gordon decided on a different approach.

      “You know what? I’ll make this easy for you!” He stood up and raised his gun over his head, then slowly set it on the roof of the car. “Look! No gun!” He pulled off his jacket and tossed it onto the passenger seat and closed the door. “I bet you ain’t near as tough as they say. Come out and let’s see what you got.”

      He’d heard stories about the woman they called the Amazon. She was a ghost, they said. A killer you never saw coming until it was too late. But Gordon always thought those stories were bullshit. Probably never fought a real man like him before. He was going to take great pleasure in this. All those years of sweating it out in martial arts and boxing classes were about to pay off.

      “I’m gonna strangle your neck with my bare hands and watch the life drain from your–”

      “Psst,” came a whisper from behind.

      Lightning quick, Gordon spun to his left, bringing his right fist around and using his momentum to power a punch aimed dead center at the source. It should have nailed her, but she was gone and his punch hit nothing but air. He was trying to recover when someone kicked him hard in the ribs, knocking him sideways into the car with a thud.

      “Son of a…!” Gordon pressed a hand to his side and looked up. Standing in front of him was the Amazon, dressed in some kind of red and gold costume with a mask that left the bottom half of her face exposed. Her rich brown skin looked smooth and untouched, like she’d never taken a real punch in her life. Screw the stories, she was just a girl. And it was time to teach her a lesson in real pain.

      “Let’s do this,” he yelled and pushed himself away from the car towards her. Gordon came out swinging with right and left jabs followed by hooks and uppercuts, all the while moving in closer and forcing his opponent backwards. He should have nailed the bitch a dozen times by now, but somehow she dodged every last punch. And worse, she seemed to be doing it with minimal effort.

      She ducked another right hook, then sprang up with a stiff-armed push to his chest that knocked him back a few steps and threw him off balance just enough for the woman to finish with a jump kick to his face, sending him sprawling back against the car.

      Gordon made an “Umph” sound and looked up just in time to see the Amazon close the gap between them and unleash a series of punches of her own, pounding Gordon’s face and body. Pinned with his back to the car, Gordon tried in vain to shield his face from the onslaught with his arms. The woman finished with a solid right hook to Gordon’s jaw, followed by a knee to his gut.

      Another “Ooomph!” was the only thing Gordon could get out as he clutched his stomach and hunched over.

      “I’m calling for help!” Felix yelled from the back of the car.

      Gordon grabbed the door handle and pulled himself back up.

      “Put the ph- phone down,” he said, gasping for breath. “Or I’ll put a bullet in you after I finish with her.”

      He rubbed his jaw and glared at the Amazon. “Now you pissed me off.”

      Fueled by a fresh wave of anger, he lunged at her again, throwing three more quick jabs, followed by a right hook, but most of his energy was drained and his punches were much slower now. She easily dodged the jabs and ducked the hook. Gordon almost fell over from the momentum, but recovered. To his surprise, she hadn’t counter attacked. She just stood there, staring at him in the darkness with those dead eyes. Was she just playing with him? He stepped back, putting some distance between them. Partly to catch his breath and partly to change up his tactic.

      “You’re one tough bitch, I’ll give you that.”

      Still, she said nothing. She just kept staring at him like a lion toying with its prey. Acting more injured than he was, he stumbled around the woman until she was between him and the car.

      “But ain’t no woman ever gonna get the best of me!” Gordon yelled, then lunged forward, grabbed the Amazon in a bear hug and slammed her back against the car. He pushed away and rammed his fist twice into her stomach trying to knock the wind from her lungs, then pulled his left fist back to pound her face and knock her teeth out. But the woman jerked her head to the side at the last second and Gordon’s fist crashed through the glass of the passenger-side window instead.

      “Aahhg,” came a guttural noise from Gordon's throat as he pulled his blood-covered hand from the broken window. “You fucking bitch!”

      Bloodied and out of breath, Gordon knew it was over. He leaned his back against the car to catch his breath and held out his uninjured hand in surrender, as if to call for a truce.

      “Okay, look,” he said. “You can have the guy. He’s all yours.” He moved aside as if to let the woman through. The Amazon stood still with her eyes fixed on Gordon. It reminded him of a goddamn snake, coiled and ready to strike. It was starting to unnerve him. But he still had one play left.

      “I don’t care what-” He rolled to his right, grabbed the gun from the roof mid-spin with his good hand and brought it around with the barrel aimed straight at her head. He tried to pull the trigger but couldn’t. The feeling in his hand was gone somehow. Instead, a new feeling of pain he’d never known before exploded in his gut.

      He looked down to see the same dagger she’d used to kill Jeff buried to the hilt in his gut. He lowered the gun, sank to his knees and looked up at the woman.

      “You bi…,” was all he could manage to get out.

      He tried to raise the gun, but the Amazon kicked it from his hand. She stood over him a moment longer, watching him like a hunter admiring her kill. It was over. He’d been beaten by a goddamn woman. Gordon always knew death would come for him sooner rather than later. It was part of the business. But he never in a million years thought it would end like this. Fate had a messed up sense of humor.

      His strength gone, he closed his eyes and gave in to the darkness. He fell sideways, landing with a thud on a cold patch of grass next to the driveway, never to get up again.
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        * * *

      

      Felix repositioned himself to get a better view through the window. “I’m calling for help.” He grabbed his phone and punched in some numbers. “You better think hard about what you’re about to do. Mr. Montello wants me safe!”

      Rachel, the one Gordon called the Amazon, pulled open the back door, reached in and swiped the phone from his hand. Felix jerked his hand away and covered his face as he scrambled away from the open door to the other side.

      As much as this worthless man deserved death, Rachel promised the mothers of several of his victims thirty minutes alone with him in a dark place where no one could hear his screams. If he was still alive after that, she’d hand him over to the FBI.

      She leaned in and grabbed a handful of his hair to drag him out of the car when she heard a clicking sound from the engine, followed quickly by a flash of blinding, white hot light. Then everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Across the street, a woman stood in the shadows, clothed in a black and green suit from head to toe, almost identical to Rachel’s.  She was mostly hidden in darkness, except for the faint light of a distant street lamp casting an eerie glow on her mask. Unlike Jeff and Gordon, she knew the true nature of the woman who just gutted them both. She was no mythical Amazon. She was the very real Agojie warrior. One of the last of her kind. As elusive as a snow leopard and as deadly as a carpet viper. And Gordon paid with his life for foolishly thinking she was anything less.

      She watched as the Agojie climbed into the backseat to pull him out of the car. She’d wait until he was out and the Agojie was distracted to make her move. She needed every advantage she could get.

      She glanced around once more for onlookers, waited for a car to pass, then stepped out onto the street and walked only two steps before she was suddenly assaulted by a white-hot light that filled her vision, followed closely by a loud boom and a shockwave that nearly knocked her to the ground. She shielded her eyes and walked backwards until she was back on the sidewalk.

      As car alarms and panicked screams from neighbors filled the air, she took one last look at the now burning car.

      “Dammit, Bruno,” she whispered. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Then she turned and disappeared into the darkness.
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      Nyah sat alone in the Fonville High School courtyard during lunch with a cheeseburger, a bottle of Topo Chico, a half-eaten pack of Spree candies and a book placed neatly on the table in front of her. Danny hadn’t made it to the grocery store yet, so he swung by the school to drop off lunch from The Burger Melt. A local favorite situated in the corner of a rundown strip center between a barber shop in the space next door and an auto mechanic on the other side of a barbed-wire fence in the adjacent lot. It was the kind of place locals loved and strangers passed by without a second glance. Or even a first glance. Danny and Nyah fell in love with the place after their first bite. And once Danny learned the owner, Lionel, was a fellow former Army Ranger, the love affair was sealed.

      The burgers reminded Nyah of nights with her mom. Sometimes, after what her mom called a “hella rough” day of training, she’d take Nyah to a place just like The Burger Melt for a burger and fries.

      “There ain’t much a good cheeseburger can’t fix,” she’d always say.

      They’d sit there, sweaty and bruised, eating and talking until the sun went down. It was as close to normal as she’d ever felt. So far, it had been one hella rough year, and this cheeseburger had a lot of fixing to do.

      Around the courtyard, students grouped together, talking and laughing like old friends do. Friends with memories made from years spent navigating elementary, middle school and now high school together. Spending long summers by the pool talking about the boys or girls they liked and the teachers they loved to hate.

      She took a bite and opened her book. People, she’d learned, were much less likely to come up and talk if you were reading a book. Lately, she’d been on a Stephen King kick.

      Last year was one she’d rather forget. Her cover had never been blown so soon. But still, she’d been there long enough to make a few good memories. Andre came to mind. A memory she liked to play over and over in her head. If only it hadn’t ended the way it did.

      She stopped reading, took a sip of her drink and took in her surroundings. Across the courtyard, some teenager in a football jersey stood up on a table and shouted across the crowd.

      “Yo Quin!”

      A dark-brown skinned, good looking boy on the opposite side of the yard, apparently Quin, also in a football jersey with the name ‘Grady’ stitched on the back, took his cue and stood up on his table.

      “What?” he yelled back.

      A bunch of students took notice and stopped talking to see where this was all going.

      “Nice shirt! How much you pay for it?”

      Quin glanced down at his jersey, then back up. “Yo thanks! About eighteen and some change,” he yelled.

      Just about everyone in the courtyard broke out into cheers and shouts. Quin took a bow and raised his hands as if all the praise, whatever it was for, was completely unwarranted. Then both Quin and the other boy sat down as if nothing happened.

      Nyah wasn’t sure what to make of it all, but her mind was already somewhere else. Back in Oklahoma City with Andre and their last conversation.

      “Nice shirt,” she’d said.

      “Thanks. I picked it up at Lady D’s.”

      She pictured how the date that never was might have gone. Maybe after shopping, they’d have gone out for a cheeseburger. Maybe a movie. Then she remembered the sound of cracking glass, the bullet that punched a hole in her desk just inches from Andre, and the chaos that followed. All because of her and the trouble that follows wherever she goes. She shook off the memory, ate some more and tried to read. Never look back, she thought. Always forward.

      Her phone buzzed and Jada’s name popped up on the display.

      “How’s my favorite coach,” Nyah said, holding the phone in one hand and the cheeseburger in the other.

      “Hi Trisha. I really like that name, by the way.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “Nah, just eating lunch with all my friends.”

      “Your friends?”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “You’re alone, right?”

      Nyah put her cheeseburger down and closed her book.  “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      A pause, then Nyah heard Jada sigh. She never had much of a sense of humor.

      “So he told you about us?”

      “So he did.”

      “Listen, Trisha. I like Danny. A lot. And we’re good together. I haven’t felt this way about anyone in a very long time. I hope you can understand.”

      “I understand he’s gettin’ it on with my coach. But it’s cool. I just want him to be safe.”

      “He’s safe, and he’d never let what we have come between you guys. That man would die for you.”

      Nyah pulled a mirror from her beige, leather sling bag to check her hair and makeup. She had it in two large Afro puffs today. Not her favorite, but it was quick and easy.

      Danny always said Nyah looked like her mom. Looking at the girl in the mirror, she guessed she could see it too. Her mom’s smooth, rich brown skin, her full lips and round eyes that narrowed in the corners. Just like her mom. She could see it. Maybe.

      “We just wanted you to have some time to recover from all that mess back in OKC,” Jada said.

      So many lies. Danny couldn’t tell Jada the real reason they packed up and moved, so he made something up. They needed to get out of Oklahoma after the school shooting. It was just too much for Nyah, and they’d been thinking about moving away from Oklahoma anyway. It was a believable story. But the very mention of her old school was enough to send Nyah into another spiral. She saw herself plunging her knife into the man’s chest. Except this time she didn’t throw the knife, she stabbed him from up close. Close enough to see the fear in his eyes as the life drained from his body. She dropped her mirror back into her sling bag. Was that something else she inherited from her mom? The beautiful eyes of a killer? It was scary to think about. But somewhere deep down, she thought maybe she liked it. And that was even scarier.

      Movement from the alleyway across the courtyard caught her attention. A place people didn’t normally go to eat lunch. She tensed and scanned for any signs of trouble.

      “You sound distracted,” Jada said.

      “I’m okay. Really,” Nyah said. “With Danny or whatever.”

      More movement. This time she glimpsed the long, curly blonde hair of a girl and the figure of someone else, a boy maybe, who seemed much bigger. Maybe two kids in an argument? Not a shooter. Not a threat. She relaxed, but now she was curious.

      “I gotta go. We’ll talk soon,” she said and ended the call without waiting for a reply, just like they did in the movies.

      With a practiced calm, Nyah grabbed her sling bag, got up and walked at an angle towards the alley, careful to avoid any sight-lines of potential lookouts. The world around her slowed and she became hyper aware of her surroundings. Two girls to her left. A group of students ahead. Someone walking past, but not looking up from her phone. Rooftops clear. No threats. A worrisome thought popped into her head. She was starting to like this.
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        * * *

      

      She stopped at the wall about two feet from the entrance, pulled out her phone and stared at the blank screen while she listened.

      “Why you talkin’ shit about me?” She heard a guy’s voice from around the corner. “Why you talkin’ so much shit?”

      “Get off me, Clint!” the girl yelled. “Let me go!”

      Her voice came off as confident and strong, but Nyah could hear an underlying panic. She dropped her phone back into her sling bag and turned the corner. It was the white girl from gym class with some guy she’d never seen before. There were only a handful of white people at this school, and two of them were in this alleyway. The girl was taller than Nyah and heavy-set, but she looked small next to the guy towering over her. The boy named Clint stood inches away from her, pushing her back to the wall every time she tried to get away.

      “Why you going around telling everyone I stole your stuff?” Clint asked, giving her another push. He seemed more agitated than angry, like he wasn’t denying he stole anything. More like he just didn’t want this girl to accuse him of it.

      “Hey girl,” Nyah said, like they were old friends. “We need to go.”

      “Go away,” Clint said without looking back. He sounded annoyed, but kept his voice steady and calm. “Whoever you are, go away. She’s not going anywhere right now.”

      “Get off her, Clint,” Nyah said, dropping the friendly tone.

      Clint sighed, then reluctantly turned around and stepped toward Nyah, presumably hoping to intimidate her with his size. Nyah was surprised to see an innocent-looking face, peppered with light freckles on his cheeks and sporting a pair of black, Clark Kent-style glasses. He was tall, well built and a damn fine dresser. Under different circumstances, Nyah might have asked where he got his Agnona cotton silk stitch polo from. She’d seen the very same one in an expensive catalog recently.

      “Look. It’s cute that you want to step in and save your friend or whatever, but not today. We have business.” he said in the same, calm, almost soothing voice. He made a circular motion with his finger. “Now turn around and walk away while I’m still giving you the chance.”

      “He’ll hurt you! Just go!” the girl behind him yelled.

      Clint’s calm and collected demeanor was deceiving, but Nyah could see the rage building in those blue eyes of his.

      She moved in closer. Close enough to look up at Clint.

      “You should let her go, Clint. Do the right thing here.”

      Clint seemed a bit unnerved by Nyah’s sudden invasion of his personal space, but laughed it off and stared back down at Nyah.

      “I gotta admit, you’ve got some balls,” he said. “But I’m really close to losing my shit here. Step back. Leave. Now.”

      When Nyah didn’t budge, Clint grabbed her by the shoulder of her black, mock turtleneck and yanked her forward. Her new turtleneck. The one she’d bought to go with her suede miniskirt and black ankle boots. He’d have done better to take a swing at Nyah’s face than to touch her new outfit.

      Nyah swept her arm underneath and around his and leaned in with all her weight until his arm bent inward and popped at the elbow.

      “Shit!” he yelled.

      Keeping the pressure on his arm, Nyah moved her right leg behind his and slammed the open palm of her free hand into his nose, using his own weight to do the rest. His glasses flew off as he tripped and came down hard on his back, slamming onto the concrete with a thud.

      “Holy shit!” the girl yelled.

      Clint arched his back in pain and grabbed his nose with both hands. “Ahh Fuuuck!”

      After a quick check to straighten her turtleneck, Nyah picked up Clint’s glasses from the ground and knelt down beside him.

      “You got some blood on your shirt, Clint,” she said, as she slid his glasses back onto his face. “You really shouldn’t have worn white today.”

      “What the fuck!?” he yelled, still holding his nose.

      Gently grabbing his wrists, she pulled his hands away to reveal a swollen, broken mess of a nose. “Does it hurt?”

      “Fuck you!” he yelled, though it sounded more like “Fud do.”

      His eyes were filling up with tears. He tried to turn away, but Nyah touched his chin and turned his head back to look him in the eyes.

      “There now. It’s gonna be okay,” she whispered as she ran a finger lightly down the side of his cheek. “So long as you never, ever look at this girl again. Do we have a deal?”

      When Clint didn’t answer, Nyah tapped the tip of his nose with her finger. “Boop!”

      “Ahh! Stop!” He tried again to turn away, but Nyah held his head in place.

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “Yeah, whatever! Fuck!”
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