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      People!

      Saul Freedman hated them. His stomach rumbled in solidarity with the thundering jets passing over the terminal. He glanced at his phone out of reflex, confirming that the line had not moved in the five minutes since he last checked. Saul was only two body-widths from the coffee kiosk’s counter, but the jackass ahead of him was refusing to budge.

      “I specifically ordered turmeric, and this doesn’t have it,” Jackass said. “You don’t smell turmeric, do you?” He pushed the cup forward and absently hitched his pants up by a belt loop. A wild-haired kid three spots back made another attempt at wheedling his mom into going to the baked pretzel place across the way instead. It was accompanied by a loud “pleeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeease.”

      A purple-haired girl in cat eyeglasses behind the counter sniffed at the cup and raised her eyebrows. “I smell spice?”

      Jackass leaned in. “Whatever it is, it’s not turmeric. You’re not confusing it with pumpkin spice, are you?”

      “I’ll add more,” said the barista.

      Jackass doffed his glasses and rubbed at his forehead. “No, I want you to make it over. It’ll taste like ass if you mix pumpkin spice and turmeric.”

      The girl turned and reached for a container. “I can make it again, but this is our turmeric.” She held out the canister and turned the label towards him.

      “Can I smell it?” he asked.

      She recoiled. “It’s not hygienic...”

      But Jackass grabbed her wrist. For a moment, Saul thought she was going to punch the guy out, but her snarl faded as Jackass brought the canister under his nose. He took a mighty sniff. “Whatever is in there isn’t turmeric.”

      “Jesus,” Saul muttered. He knew Jackass heard him, saw his shoulders bunch beneath the high-end mountain climbing jacket that Saul had once fancied buying himself. But the man didn’t turn around. The whining kid changed tactics.

      “I need to go peeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee.”

      The barista’s lips pressed together, and she shrugged. “This is all we have. I can try adding more to your smoothie?”

      Jackass dropped the cup. It splattered on the counter, and he walked off. “Forget it. And I better not be charged.”

      Saul stepped up. The barista grabbed a towel and mopped at the counter. He squinted at her name tag, but its ink was all smudged and dotted with red syrup, as was the upside-down cartoon character pin on her apron. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I’ll be right with you.”

      Saul sighed. “I got a plane to catch, and this will only take a second.”

      “So will this,” she said, scrubbing up the spill.

      He waited, watching her wipe up every last drop of turmeric coffee.

      Then, finally, she let out a breath, tossed her rag to the side, and put on a wide smile.

      “How may I help you?” Her eyes blinked rapidly behind her glasses, and Saul wondered if she were cursing him out in some kind of blinking Morse code.

      “I want a pesto chicken on whole wheat bread — not the ciabatta — and double shot soy latte, no whip, under hot, with two pumps of sugar-free almond syrup, and I’m not kidding about no sugar. I’m diabetic.”

      “Dude,” said someone behind him. Saul didn’t bother turning around. With luck, he’d never see these people again. From the corner of his eye, he spotted the weary woman who had been behind him in line. She led her wild-haired son by the hand towards the bathrooms. He really hoped they weren’t on his flight; the kid looked like a seat kicker.
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        * * *

      

      Saul made his way down the concourse, slaloming past tourists stopping to stare at departures screens, cutting through the economy travelers hoping their boarding group would be called next, and getting the stink-eye from a driver for not moving aside fast enough for his electric barge’s geriatric passengers. He arrived at his own fortress of solitude: a pair of rent-by-the-hour work pods. One was already occupied with its privacy glass darkened and noise canceling engaged.

      Rumor had it the cancelation was so good that a couple could have the loudest screaming sex ever, and those passing by would never know. Saul shook his head at the idea. Maybe the noise canceling was good, but only if the couple were serious contortionists. There was barely enough room for him in the pod with its tiny desk, his coffee, and his bag.

      Saul punched through the options on the touchscreen mounted outside the pod’s door, sloshing coffee over his hand as he paid for an hour’s time. He cursed, set down his bag, and wiped his hand on a pant leg, then stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

      Pressure built on his eardrums when the door sealed and the fresh air pump kicked on. Then, the active noise canceling engaged, centering Saul in an audio dead zone. The silence unnerved him; he fiddled with a knob built into the desk, cycling through various white noise, nature sounds, and instrumental options. He finally settled on a track called “Serenity.”

      Saul took a cleansing breath, then pulled his laptop from his bag and plugged it into the pod’s private gigabit feed.

      He clicked through a series of terms and conditions for pod use, wolfing down the sandwich. Then, once he had agreed, he engaged his own security measures and VPN. He saw himself reflected in the privacy glass divider between his pod and the one next door. He wondered what the chances were the person in the other pod was staring back at their own reflection.

      How startling would it be if the privacy glass suddenly cleared, and for a split second, they each thought they were the other guy? He laughed, catching sight of his pesto-flecked teeth.

      His computer finally connected, and he checked the time in Istanbul. The banks would be closing now, and while their systems never truly went to sleep, some things were better accomplished when the junior varsity cybersecurity team was in charge. Or, for some of his accounts, was absent altogether.

      Not that he was worried about their varsity squad, either. He couldn’t imagine a life where one sat around collecting a paycheck, letting their skills go to waste while they waited for something bad to happen. Saul had honed his craft for years. He could route wire transfers in and out of accounts, leaving nothing behind but a faint vanilla aftertaste in the bank’s logs.

      The people who got caught doing what he did were the ones who didn’t understand the game. Trying to leave no trace was like trying to spray Febreze on dog shit. It just didn’t work. Sure, it may not stink so much, but it was still shit, easy to recognize and sticking to anything it touched.

      Saul processed his dog shit through a series of shell companies in several time zones in countries with lax oversight until it came out the other end like vanilla ice cream. Shitty vanilla ice cream, to be sure, but Interpol didn’t bother itself worrying about that when there was dog shit emanating from other numbered bank accounts around the world.

      And for this service, Saul collected a pittance, a flea’s bite off the dog, but what a dog! He would never be a rich man — that was for the bosses above him, those who had the connections and muscle to keep what they took. And Saul didn’t begrudge them of it, mostly. He was a lone wolf, responsible for only himself, and being the boss was the opposite of that.

      The way to get caught was wanting more than vanilla ice cream. People in his position often got greedy, thinking they could skim a little more here and there, do a few side projects for higher commissions, or just take the entire bankroll and disappear. But they almost always got caught. Even if there was a decent shot he could get away with it, Saul didn’t see what more money would get him other than unwanted attention and a life on the run. He was happy with what he had, flying under everyone’s radar.

      Even if it meant flying from LA to Boston every other week and working remotely. Even if it meant showing respect and obedience by walking into the mobster’s lair and putting his head in the lion’s mouth to see if he would live another month. None of this passive-aggressive bullshit his corporate foes put up with. You do your job, you live. You fuck up, it’ll be a bullet to the back of your head, professional-like. Unless he did something they took personally. Then he would be in a world of shit no amount of vanilla could cure. That kept him up some nights, not knowing when or how the end would come…

      The sweet latte hit his system, and Saul’s brain began his daily workflows, starting with the account in Istanbul, whittling away five million dirty euros into tiny chunks, little line items of widgets and bobbins ordered by one shell company and fulfilled by another, financed by a third under byzantine repayment terms and scheduling that would result in contaminated money getting that sweet vanilla scent of legitimacy through purchase invoices, interest payments, and 30-day penalties. All queued up and ready to process.

      Then Saul hesitated. His neck itched, and the plush seating felt uncomfortably warm. He had the sense of being watched, so he glanced out through the pod’s one-way privacy glass, seeing nothing but a mostly empty terminal with a few people hunched and slumped in rows of uncomfortable chairs and a pair of flight attendants power-walking to their next gate.

      The line at the coffee kiosk was gone, and the purple-haired barista leaned against the counter, splitting her attention between the passing flight attendants and her phone.

      Saul shook his head and returned to the Istanbul workflow. Then, the laptop screen flickered. It went black for a moment.

      That was odd.

      Saul had made sure it was fully charged.

      And then it turned back on, displaying a low-res interface straight out of the 90s.

      

      Hello Saul.

      

      Saul blinked. What the hell was going on? He reached for the power button to reboot.

      

      Do not disconnect your computer. If you do so, outstanding warrants in your name will be sent to the US TREASURY SERVICE, INTERPOL, & a business interest in Cyprus.

      

      Warrants?

      

      To prevent this and release yourself from confinement, play the game. Shall we begin?

      

      Hell, no.

      A picture of Saul getting into the work pod, coffee in mid-slosh, face fully exposed, appeared on screen. Then another window showing the warrants and that lame mugshot from when he was 18 and stupid, looking half-stoned and sheepish, back before he knew the difference between dogshit and ice cream.

      Saul’s hand flew to the door latch. But it didn’t budge, not even when he leveraged his weight against it. He stood as best he could and lowered his shoulder. But the inner door’s spongy plastic surface absorbed the blow. He tried to get any momentum or leverage in the pod’s confines but managed only to strain his legs and batter his shoulder.

      He wasn’t scared of the authorities. The worst they could do is throw him in prison. But he had a sinking feeling he knew who the business interest was in Cyprus and how personally they might take it if they believed the authorities were onto him.

      

      You are competing against another player.

      The first to finish wins.

      The other will be executed.

      

      Executed?

      

      The game is simple. Who is guilty?

      

      A 10-minute timer appeared on his screen and began counting down.

      

      Complete the tests before (1) the timer runs out or (2) your opponent completes their test.

      

      At the top of the screen, next to a flashing red ISOLATION MODE banner, a cartoon picture of himself appeared, labeled Player One. A second was labeled Player Two.

      Saul tried the door again, but it was still locked. A man walked by, a suitcase rolling behind him. Saul pounded on the door, trying to get his attention, but the door’s inner surface muffled the sound.

      Saul screamed, and his ears felt pressure as the noise-canceling kicked in. And outside, the man walked on, oblivious.

      Saul fell back onto the pod’s padded chair and fished out his phone. Angry red exclamation points, barred circles, and a No Service filled the upper corner. He tried placing a call anyway, but his phone just pulsed twice in error before displaying the unhelpful suggestion of moving to a different location and reconnecting to the network or wifi.

      Who would he call anyway? The police? He studied his old mugshot and the picture of him getting into the pod, wondering if this was some elaborate hoax or con job.

      Could he afford to wait out the timer and see what happened? They knew who he was, yes, and seemed to have control over the pod, his computer, and at least one camera in the area. That pointed to hackers and blackmail. Saul relaxed. He knew how these cabals operated.

      The execution angle had to be a bluff; hackers couldn’t get money out of a dead mark.

      “Amateurs,” he muttered. The question was: would he play along? Depending on whose money they wanted to steal, it could go badly for all involved. Saul could get whacked just for being seen as a weak link. If he did nothing and got arrested, his chances of getting killed decreased, but they weren’t zero. Especially where the client from Cyprus was concerned.

      These damned amateurs were going to get him killed.

      He would play their game for now.

      

      STEP 1 of 4: Identify all criminal actions in the following gallery.

      

      The first picture was of a man about to shoot another in the back of the head; the next picture showed a bag of white powder exchanging hands. Each frame held an unchecked box in its corner. Saul assumed he was supposed to take the implications at face value, but in his head, he wanted to argue about the lack of context. Maybe the man with the gun was an actor in a movie; maybe the powder in the baggie was just baking soda. There wasn’t anything objectively criminal in the pictures. This wasn’t like identifying stoplights, bicycles, or crosswalks from random street pictures. He clicked their checkboxes anyway.

      The following series of photos were more obvious. Dead bodies packed in a shipping container. Passports and ID cards exchanged for wads of bills. He picked those, too.

      The next pictures threw him. Two people holding hands and crossing the street, a man mowing the lawn, and a woman drinking coffee. How serious was this supposed to be? There wasn’t anything obviously criminal unless you counted jaywalking or noise ordinances, but again, there was no context. The coffee drinker surely was okay unless he was supposed to believe there was something in the coffee, or it was one of those lefty political things, and the beans weren’t fair-trade. In the end, he left those ones unchecked.

      The last two frames made him lean back from the screen. Both showed Saul at the airport. One of him talking to the barista after Jackass left, and another taken as he was checking over his Istanbul workflow.

      He didn’t want to click either. His legs trembled with the urge to run, his knees knocking against the desk’s underside. The unease grew the longer he stared at the images as the timer counted down.

      He sensed another trap closing around him.

      Saul pushed the laptop away and put his hands in the air. “Nope. No. Not playing.”

      The pod’s air pressure increased, and “serenity” was replaced by a modulated computerized voice. “If you quit Player One, Player Two will win by default.”

      Saul looked around and found the partially concealed speaker grille. “You can hear me? Let me out!”

      “I cannot let you out unless you win the game. You’re already behind your opponent.”

      “I don’t care, I’ll...”

      He had been about to say, “I’ll take my chances with the cops,” but considered that would sound like an admission of guilt, and he wasn’t going to hand these amateurs any ammunition to use against him. “You know what? Forget it. This little extortion game has been cute, but it’s all pixels and manipulated images.” He shook his head. “You don’t have the leverage you think you do. I’m not playing.”

      A whirr like a mechanical cicada came from the speaker, increasing in volume higher and higher, sending needles through Saul’s ear drums. He clapped his hands over his ears, which blunted the pain somewhat, but that high-pitched keening made thought impossible.

      Right when he thought his ears couldn’t take it anymore, the noise ceased. Saul took several shallow breaths, the phantom echoes ringing in his ears.

      “A little demonstration of your pod’s capabilities, Player One,” the voice said. “The game controls your environment. It controls the sound in your ears, the light in your eyes, the temperature for your body, even the air filling your lungs.”

      “What the fuck is this?”

      “And let me be especially clear: this game isn’t concerned with money.”

      They didn’t want money? Then what did they want? “I don’t understand. Who are you?”

      “My identity is not important. I simply facilitate the game. Now, do I need to convince you how important it is for you to continue? If so, choose any one of the passengers outside the pod.”

      “Why?”

      “The game will mark them as a player, and they will be killed. Perhaps then you’ll see the importance of cooperating.”

      Saul blanched. He knew it was a bluff, but he couldn’t risk it. “Fine, I’ll play.” He didn’t attempt to argue about nuance and just assumed the pictures of him doing his job and being short with the barista were wrong.

      “Good,” the voice said. “From your responses, it’s clear you know right from wrong.”

      “I know what’s expected,” Saul said. “That’s not the same thing.”

      “The game continues.”

      The pictures on Saul’s screen cleared and then were replaced with a new set.

      

      Step 2 of 4: Identify all persons harmed or about to be harmed by your criminal actions.

      

      In the gallery were pictures of a man checking his pockets, an airport cop, and an elderly person in a wheelchair. Other than that, there was no context. He left them unchecked, but the continue button remained grayed out. After a few seconds, Saul selected them all and was allowed to continue.

      The next gallery confused him. It was the same scene with different angles: the barista, the wild-haired kid who Saul reckoned to be no older than ten, and the kid’s mother, who was struggling with a tote bag and the child’s backpack. Again, the game wouldn’t let him continue until he selected all three images. He wondered what picking random strangers meant in this game, even if he’d been forced to choose them against his will. Dread settled in his chest.

      The next gallery made him angry. Saul’s best client, sitting at an outdoor cafe in Cyprus with his bodyguard and Saul himself.

      “Everyone?” he said.

      “We’re all connected, Player One.”

      Saul shook his head. “You can’t pin this all on me. I’m not that important! Not compared to him.” He waved his hand at his client’s photo.

      “Exactly. You aren’t important, Player One. You are merely a participant.”

      “I never shot anyone. I never stole from anyone. I just move money around.”

      “You’re the grease that makes the engine possible,” the voice said. “Without you, it would seize and destroy no more.”

      Saul rummaged through his bag, searching for something useful he could use to pry the door open. “Yeah, right. I’m responsible for all the evil in the world.”

      “You’re one of thousands. You just happen to be playing the game today.”

      “What about you?” Saul asked. “Are you playing the game?”

      “We all play the game, Player One, even game masters.”

      So, he did have a title.

      “But your time is ticking away, and Player Two has already started their last task. It would be unfortunate if you were to die complaining about not having any power when you have every chance to avoid that fate by playing.”

      Saul’s search of his bag came up empty. He chucked it back on the floor. “Why pick me? Why not go after the people at the top?”

      “It’s the little gray men like you that enable those at the top to build so large, Player One. If there are no gray men, then those who spread evil across the world would be nothing more than village idiots.”

      “They’ll just find someone else to replace me.”

      “Will they? They would like you to believe so. Perhaps there are a limited number of cogs like you.”

      “Getting rid of me creates a supply shortage?”

      A modulated laugh. “Now you’re getting it.”

      “You’re delusional.”

      “Win the game, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      A squeak against the glass made him yelp. He swiveled around. The wild-haired kid pressed his nostrils flat against the glass. Saul yelled and pounded on the door.

      “Hey! Get outta here!”

      The kid blinked and laughed. Probably couldn’t hear a damn thing. Or see more than a shadow moving behind the privacy glass. Then the kid’s mom came running. She grabbed his wrist and gave him a tug, nearly yanking him off his feet. Her knuckles were white from the power of her grip, and her son contorted his face in pain. She whispered something in his ear, then dragged him away.

      “That was reckless, Player One,” the voice said. “Those interacting with a player become a player themselves. By your actions, the child and his mother are now part of the game. One wonders why you would bring danger to them like this.”

      “How can I control what goes on out there? I mean, how could I? These are your rules, not mine.”

      The voice didn’t respond. Saul watched the kid and his mom disappear from view. Outside his pod, those who had been watching turned back to their own little worlds.

      Saul turned back as well.

      He glanced at the glass where the kid’s snot-streak remained. The countdown timer ticked past the five-minute mark and turned red. Saul wiped the sweat from his forehead and clicked on the remaining images. The game continued…

      

      Step 3 of 4: Identify all persons guilty of criminal acts.

      

      The first picture in the gallery was his best client, shown on his boat in Cyprus. Saul hesitated but clicked the box. It was no secret the self-proclaimed “legitimate businessman” had evaded investigation and arrest by several agencies over the years.

      The next pictures were of young men at a computer, faces partially obscured by hoodies, but Saul knew them. A hacker he occasionally worked with and an enforcer who once threatened to slice off Saul’s eyelids. Saul left that one unchecked.

      A cop in the airport. Unchecked.

      The barista staring daggers at Saul as he left. Unchecked.

      The wild-haired kid’s mom. He hesitated. She was a player now, according to the game master. Unchecked.

      A shadowed cartoon figure with a question mark over their face labeled game master. Checked.

      A shadowed figure labeled PLAYER 2.

      “Can I assume this other player is like me?” he asked.

      “If you’re asking if I pick civilians for players — why do you care?”

      Saul paused for a moment. “It matters.”

      “You think you have a conscience, Player One? How interesting. You and Player 2 share employers. They broker legal services in the same way you provide financial services. But more importantly, why didn’t you pick the mother, Player One?” the game master asked. “You’re clearly able to accuse the others without hesitating. She injured that child, and here you are worrying about another player you’ve never met.”

      Saul paused, considering. “She’s doing her best. Is the kid hurt? Yeah, but he’ll get over it.”

      “Tick, tick, Player One.”

      The speaker went dead. The timer kept counting down, and for all Saul knew, the game master could be lying about Player 2, assuming they even existed. He checked their box anyway. Then he went back and hovered over the mother’s checkbox. Was he making a mistake? What did it even mean to make a mistake at this point in the game?

      “If you’re trying to make a point, I get it,” Saul said. “But you’re no better. Putting yourself in the lineup for selection means you know so, too. Does including yourself ease your guilty conscience?”

      The speaker didn’t respond. Saul confirmed his choices. Sweat tickled his scalp despite the cool air blowing on him from above.

      

      Step 4 of 4: Please indicate you are not a robot.

      

      Muscle memory had him clicking the “I am not a robot” checkbox, but his cursor hovered over the CONFIRM button.

      Then he clicked, “I am not a robot.”

      Thank God. He’d done it. The game was over.

      But then more text popped up on screen.

      

      CONGRATULATIONS. YOU HAVE COMPLETED THE TEST and unlocked the assassin. Would you like to kill player 2 now? Y/N

      

      Saul pushed the computer away. “Fuck. No. I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “Even if it means you’re killed instead?” the voice said. “By your own logic, you wouldn’t be killing anyone. An assassin will be the actual instrument of death. You’ll just be the middleman. A minor cog. The CAPTCHA speed bump of irritation that’s forgotten moments after it passes us along.”

      Saul sat back and pressed fists to his eyes. “Whatever this game is, I don’t care. I’m not playing it anymore. Blind me, deafen me, suffocate me; I’m not player one anymore; I’m just Saul.”

      

      Player Two has completed their test and unlocked the assassin.

      

      “Goodbye, Saul,” the game master said.

      “Hey!” Had they really gone?

      He waited ten seconds, then wrapped both hands around the pod’s handle and heaved, but the door didn’t budge. People passed by, not glancing from their phones. He tried throwing himself at the glass, the walls, and the partition but couldn’t get any leverage in the pod’s confines.

      A figure approached, and his stomach sank. Purple hair, cat eye glasses, and red-stained smock. He noted that the odd pin next to her name tag was a cartoon caricature of the barista done in the same style as Player One had been in the game.

      “Fuck me,” he whispered. Was she the assassin?

      The barista smirked as if she could see through the one-way glass and knew exactly why he was trapped. She tossed a hexagon-shaped key in the air, catching it between thumb and forefinger.

      She tapped the key on his door.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. His voice sounded weak even to his own ears.

      The barista tapped the key on the glass. “You’ll have to wait. I have another customer.”

      Then she turned and stepped to the next pod, inserting the key and giving it a turn. A mechanical noise whirred from within, and the glass window between the two pods cleared. The Jackass. He was the other Player.

      A hazy mist filled his space. The Jackass pounded on the door with one palm, his other hand clutching at his throat. He turned and threw himself against the partition. His eyes bulged red, and his shouts were distant, muted things that barely reached Saul’s ears.

      Jackass reached out and pressed a mottled red and purple hand to the partition, and Saul found his own hand pressed the glass in return. The man’s bloodshot eyes met Saul’s.

      Moments later, the fans pitched down and stopped. The haze cleared in the other pod. Then, the partition’s glass darkened. Saul couldn’t see Jackass anymore but still felt his sightless eyes on him.

      New text flashed on his computer.

      

      Congratulations, you are human. A representative will be along shortly to release you from your pod.

      

      “What?” Saul asked. “Why?”

      “Each test measured your capacity to tell right from wrong,” the voice said. “You accepted that your actions affected others. Player Two did not and chose to assassinate you. And so the game ended for him. There is still humanity within you, Saul. Be sure to use it.”

      The door clicked, and Saul flinched. The pressure on his ears eased, and the door’s seals broke with a faint hiss.

      Saul reached out with a shaking hand and opened the door. The yeasty smell of baked pretzels hit him, and he stuck his head out, not trusting that the barista wasn’t waiting to brain him.

      But nothing happened. He stepped out and thought he saw a flash of purple hair disappearing through a side door by a set of water fountains. He glanced at the other pod. A scrolling “Out of Order. Service Requested” scrolled across the pod’s payment screen. The game interface on his laptop faded to black, and then his laptop chimed as it rebooted.

      A thought struck him.

      He grabbed his computer and bag and strode away from the pod. Walking over to the wall, he pressed his back to it.

      He was out.

      He was free.

      Or was he?

      The game master had said Player Two’s game ended but didn’t say the same for Saul. He glanced up at a security camera. Were they still watching him?

      Saul studied the people around him. But no one seemed to be paying him the slightest bit of attention. His laptop felt heavy. As though the weight of all his crime gave it added heft. He opened his computer and looked at the screen. 

      The Istanbul transaction still awaited him.

      Then, he spotted a child’s backpack lying next to a planter. He recognized it, put his laptop away, walked over, and picked it up. He began looking for its wild-haired owner.
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      Ami zipped up her leather jacket.

      She had it specifically made to disguise the Kevlar she wore beneath. She grabbed her helmet, eager to get out of the apartment, given it reeked of week-old takeout and oil paint. In the distance, sirens wailed their constant urban lullaby. She was almost out the door when Lucy appeared in the kitchen doorway.

      Her sister’s hands signed faster than Ami could talk: can’t believe you’re going.

      Ami set the helmet down with a sigh, and she signed back: I’ve got this. I know the risks.

      Lucy narrowed her eyes. You always say that, but one day, your luck will run out. 

      Ami’s jaw clenched as Lucy continued: One wrong word and you’re dead. We’re dead!

      “For fuck’s sake, Lucy!” Ami snapped. Her voice sounded harsh in the silence. Five years and not one slip-up. Despite what you think, I’m not some amateur.

      I never said that. 

      I know.

      Lucy’s eyes softened, and she pointed at the fresh scar on Ami’s forearm, still pink and puckered. I can’t lose you too.

      Ami tugged her sleeve down. That wasn’t — you know, I fell off my bike.

      A sharp knock cut through the tension. 

      Ami yanked the door open, revealing Goblin’s hulking frame holding a thin box. The smell of pizza hit Ami immediately. The smell of pepperoni and melted cheese filled the apartment.

      “Dinner’s up,” he rumbled, chipped tooth catching the light as he grinned.

      “Not for me,” Ami said, squeezing past him. “But make sure Lucy eats, yeah?” 

      She clattered down the stairs, boots echoing in the stairwell. Goblin’s voice faded into the silence behind her. “Sure thing, boss.” 

      Ami’s Ducati sat at the curb under the sickly orange streetlights. She straddled the bike, yanked on her helmet, then gunned the engine. A second later, she shot into traffic, weaving between cars with inches to spare. 

      Horns blared in her wake. A police cruiser flashed its lights behind her. She ignored them both.

      Before long, the Bay Bridge stretched before her. A glittering spine connecting Oakland to San Francisco. City lights shrank in her mirror, swallowed by the encroaching darkness.

      Eventually, the Port of Oakland hulked ahead. Labyrinths of steel containers and skeletal cranes silhouetted against the night sky. Ami slowed at the gate, flipping her visor.

      The guard nodded with recognition, and the barrier rose with a rusty groan.

      Ami rode through the maze down to the appointed warehouse, which seemed identical to a dozen others. She parked, turning the bike to face the exit. Then she pulled off her helmet and left it with her bike.

      Inside the warehouse, three chairs waited in a pool of sickly fluorescent light. Rusted chains hung from the ceiling, swaying gently in the draft. Water dripped somewhere in the darkness, its rhythm steady, like a ticking clock. 

      Gregor loomed by the door, biceps straining against his tight black T-shirt. The stench of stale cigarettes and cheap cologne beat on her nostrils. Ami stopped and raised her hands. A second later, his meaty hands roamed her body, lingering a beat too long on her hips.

      “Enjoying yourself?” Ami asked with obvious disdain. “’Cause I think you missed a spot.”

      His mouth curled into a sneer.

      “That’s quite enough, Gregor,” said a smooth voice behind them.

      Ilya materialized from the shadows in a crisp Armani suit. “Ms. Tan. Punctual as always.”

      Ami shrugged away from Gregor, then walked over and snagged a Coke from the nearby cooler, condensation slick on her palm. She plopped into one of the empty chairs while fishing out her phone. She pulled up Instagram and scrolled. Catching sight of one of Lucy’s paintings. It was a self-portrait. Raw and vulnerable. 

      Heavy footsteps approached.

      Ami locked the screen and looked up. A moment later, Ivan Volkov entered, flanked by his bodyguard, Mark. The latter scanned the room, his hand never straying far from the bulge in his jacket.

      “Solnyshko,” Ivan rumbled, walking over and squeezing her shoulder with a meaty hand. “Ready to work your magic?”

      “Always, Ivan.” A curt nod to maintain her professional distance. “Though I prefer skills to magic.”

      Ivan bared his teeth and laughed. 

      Within minutes, the Harmony Peace Association arrived with Jing Chen at the head of the pack, his face an impassive mask. If Ivan exuded barely contained violence, Jing radiated cold calculation, his eyes sliding over Ami like she was part of the furniture.

      Soon, each man’s men lined the walls, a living barrier of muscle and concealed weapons. Just far enough away from the conversation to maintain the illusion of privacy.

      Ivan leaned back and lit his cigar. Then, in Russian: “Tell our friends we’re ready to begin.”

      Ami turned to Jing, her posture subtly shifting. Work time. And in Mandarin: “Ivan’s ready. You?” 

      Jing nodded.

      Ami grinned. “Then let’s begin.”

      For the next two hours, Ami translated a smooth volley of words from Russian to Mandarin and back again, turning Ivan’s crude threats into diplomatic overtures while softening Jing’s icy rebuttals into warm exchanges.

      By the end of the evening, the two had ironed out the mishap of the missing inventory. Come to an uneasy peace. Jing and his men left first.

      Then Ivan. “See you tomorrow night.”

      Ami waved. Then exited, taking a new route home. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Ivan or Jing. Simply that she was devoted to protecting Lucy. 

      The night flew past.

      It was just another night in Oakland’s underworld.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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        * * *

      

      * * *

      Ami’s Ducati purred to a stop outside of Ivan’s sprawling estate. It was as close to a castle as one could get in San  Francisco. Security cameras swiveled to track her approach.

      She parked next to the town car that sat in the driveway. She dismounted and removed her helmet before making her way up the marble steps. The front door opened before she could knock, revealing the always stunning Sofia.

      Her crimson gown probably cost more than Ami made in a year (and Ami made a hell of a paycheck). Silk clung to her curves like liquid fire. “I’m ready.” 

      Ami nodded.

      Ivan appeared behind her. “Have a good time at the ballet, my love.”

      Sophia almost tripped on the stairs. “I will.”

      He watched her walk to the car. Ami held out a hand. A moment later, he tossed her the keys. “Get my prize home in one piece.”

      Ami saluted him. “You know I will.”

      Sophia wobbled on her too-high heels, and she grabbed Ami’s arm for support, fingers digging deep. A moment later, Ami had the back door open, and Sophia was seated inside. Ami got in the driver’s seat, started up the car, then pulled away down the driveway.

      And then they were away. Sofia’s perfume, filling the car. 

      Neither of them spoke. 

      Twenty minutes later, Ami pulled into the theater’s parking garage, tires squealing slightly on the concrete. Ami opened the back door and helped Sofia out. Escorting her past the box office and into the lobby.

      “Enjoy the show,” Ami said, forcing a smile.

      Sofia didn’t respond, taking a program from the usher.

      Ami watched until she disappeared into the crowd before retreating outside. She checked her watch. Still plenty of time.

      And then she walked to the Tulip Hotel, keeping watch. Was that car following her? Did that pedestrian look a little too interested? No. No one was interested. And she was just cautious.

      Ami nodded to the doorman at the boutique hotel, then crossed the gleaming marble lobby to the front desk, where the clerk’s smile never faltered. 

      She held out a keycard. “All ready for you, Ms. Tan.” 

      “Thanks,” Ami said, taking it. 

      Then she made for the elevator. Mirrored walls fractured her reflection into a kaleidoscope that went on for eternity. Or at least until the fourth floor, where Ami stepped off.

      She walked down to room 412, swiping the keycard. Then she stepped inside. Making a quick sweep — habit, mostly — before moving to the window. Before her, Oakland sprawled in a patchwork quilt of neon and shadow. Dreams and nightmares dancing cheek-to-cheek under a light-polluted sky.

      Five minutes later, there was a gentle tap on the door. She walked over and peered through the peephole. Smiled, then opened the door to Sofia.

      A moment later, she slipped inside, and Ami locked the door behind her. 

      They stood for a moment in silence, the air charged with unspoken tension. 

      Then Sofia surged forward, capturing Ami’s lips in a desperate kiss.

      * * *

      Much later, Ami turned her head to study Sophia. Her makeup was smeared, and without it, she looked much younger than her twenty-six years. “You need to leave him.”

      Sophia blinked back tears. “I can’t. He’ll hunt me down and kill me. You know that.” 

      And she did. Ami had no idea what happened to Ivan’s previous girlfriend, Katarina, but it hadn’t been good. He’d caught her cheating with one of his bodyguards. Ami leaned over and kissed Sophia’s cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      Sophia snuggled closer.

      And then Ami’s phone buzzed. She groaned and extracted herself. Rolling out of bed and finding her jeans. Fishing the device from her pocket. 

      A text from Ilya.

      Emergency meeting. Docks. Now.

      “Shit,” Ami said.

      “What is it?” Sofia bolted up.

      Ami glanced at her. “I have to go. Ivan called a meeting.”

      “What about me?” 

      Ami reached for her bra and t-shirt. “Go back to the theatre.”

      Sofia grabbed her arm. “What if he knows?” 

      “He doesn’t know. It’s just a meeting.” Ami gently disentangled herself. “I swear.”

      Sofia nodded. “All right.”

      Ami ran all the way back to the parking garage. And minutes later, she was headed for the docks. Each red light was an eternity, each green a fleeting mercy. They’d ironed everything out the previous evening. And shouldn’t be meeting for at least six weeks. What the fuck had gone wrong? She weaved through the late night traffic, the familiar scents of the bay — salt, fish, and diesel — growing stronger. And then she arrived.

      Was waved through the entrance. 

      It was quiet this time of night.

      Her engine, one of the only sounds. Aside from the lapping of water against barnacle-crusted pilings and the distant roar of traffic. 

      She made her way into the warehouse, expecting to be last to arrive. 

      But she wasn’t.

      She was first. She paced, waiting. A minute later, Ilya arrived. “I thought I was late,” she said in Russian.

      He shook his head, closing the door behind him. “Right on time.”

      Ami glanced around. “Where’s Ivan?”

      “He’s not coming.”

      “And Jing?”

      “Nor him.”

      Ami felt a chill. Fuck. Had Sophia been right? Ivan knew about them? But how? They had been so cautious.

      Ilya smiled. “There is no meeting.”

      “So what am I doing here?” Ami asked.

      Ilya gestured to the back of the warehouse. To where his office was located. Ami glanced at the exit door. Then followed him.

      There was no one in the office.

      Simply a bottle of champagne and a couple of glasses. Ilya entered, reaching for the bottle, and began unwrapping the foil around the cork.

      Ami was confused. “What is this?”

      Ilya tossed the foil on the ground. “You and me, Ami … we could be good together.”

      Ami blinked. “What?”

      He grinned, popping the cork. Poured out the champagne. “Don’t you feel it when we’re together?”

      Ami almost rolled her eyes. Almost. “Yeah, no, Ilya. I work for your father.”

      “Work!” His snorted. “That’s all you do. Ivan takes advantage.”

      Ivan takes advantage? 

      What the fuck did he think this was?

      Ilya looked her in the eyes. “You deserve to have fun. You’ve earned it.”

      Ami licked her lips. The taste of Sofia’s kisses still lingered on her mouth. “As much as I appreciate the offer, Ilya. You’re not my type.”

      Ilya’s hands tightened on the bottle. “What do you mean? Not your type.”

      Ami glared at him. “None of your damn business.”

      Ilya set the bottle on his metal desk and lunged, grabbing her arm, squeezing his fingers into her skin. “Everything in this family is my business.”

      Ami reacted on instinct, driving her knee into Ilya’s groin. 

      He bellowed and lost his hold on her, crumpling to the ground. And Ami bolted. But he scrambled after her, hand clamping around her ankle, yanking. The concrete floor rushed up to meet her face.

      Ami landed hard.

      Ilya crawled on top of her, grain her left hand, reaching for her right. Ami gouged him in the cheeks with the car keys. He wrenched back, howling. Then punched her in the face. 

      Her head cracked against the edge of the desk, and for a moment, the world went fuzzy. The taste of metal flooded her mouth as color exploded behind her eyelids.

      She blinked the stars away, aware of Ilya looming over her. 

      His hand went to his waistband. “You stupid bitch. You could have made this easy.”

      Ami’s leg shot out, her boot finding Ilya’s knee with deadly precision. A hard CRUNCH echoed off the containers, followed by his agonized howl as he staggered back, his leg buckling unnaturally. 

      Then she scrambled up, realizing she had dropped the keys. Most likely when he punched her. But she wasn’t going to stay and search.

      She turned and ran.

      She’d just about made it to the warehouse door when a gunshot cracked like thunder. 

      White-hot agony blossomed on her left arm, robbing Ami of breath.  But she didn’t let it stop her. She tore through the door. Running through the maze of shipping containers.

      Where the hell was security? There had to be someone. Unless Ilya had sent them away?

      Fuck.

      She had no friends here.

      The dock’s edge beckoned, a black maw of churning water. 

      Another bullet pinged off the closest shipping container. Decision made. Ami ran for the water. And dove without hesitation. 

      The water was shockingly cold, driving the air from her lungs. It was like being stabbed by a thousand icy needles, every nerve ending screaming in protest. Her arm burned. She sank, wiggling out of her leather jacket, which was now like a second skin. And then she dropped the kevlar. Slowly surfacing, oily water streaming down her face.

      More gunshots, muffled by the water. 

      Ami kicked out. She needed to get away and find help.  

      A muzzle flash erupted from the dock. 

      Ami plunged under the waves, the round slicing through the water inches from her head. She swam until burning lungs forced her up for air. This time, Ilya was ready.

      The bullet grazed her temple. White hot agony exploded across her temple

      But darkness was creeping in at the edges of her vision. Her limbs felt leaden, unresponsive. She broke the surface with a gasp, managing a desperate gulp of air before the water closed over her head once again.

      Able her, Ilya was silhouetted against the night sky.

      The darkness beckoned. 

      I’m sorry, Lucy. I should have listened to you.

      Then, there was only the cold embrace of an unforgiving bay.

      * * *

      Ami woke to the gentle lapping of waves. The taste of salt and metal filled her mouth, mingling with an acrid stench of diesel fuel and rotting seaweed.

      She lifted her head. She lay face-down on a narrow strip of rocky beach, grit, and small stones digging into her cheek. She spat out a mouthful of salt and sand. She sat, her body groaning. Felt like she’d been hit by a truck. No, not a vehicle. Ilya.

      The sun broke the horizon. Morning. She had been out all night.

      Ami staggered to her feet, head pounding and vision swimming. Blood matted her hair on one side, and her clothes were stiff with dried saltwater. Her vest and jacket were gone. Thank God for her boots. She limped away from the water’s edge. Every step sent fresh waves of pain through her battered body.

      A few early morning joggers gave her a wide berth when she made her way up to the street. But she ignored their stares. Down the street and around the corner was a small Chinese restaurant. Ami wasn’t sure they’d be open, but she was willing to chance it. 

      The neon OPEN sign was the one thing that had gone right in the past twelve hours. Ami pushed through the glass door to the overwhelming aroma of frying oil and garlic.

      She walked through the restaurant to the kitchen.

      “Telephone,” Ami said in Mandarin, her voice raw from the saltwater.

      The elderly woman at the stove took one look at her bedraggled state and pointed to a stand next to the door. It held a cordless phone. Ami’s fingers shook as she dialed.

      “Yeah?” Goblin’s gruff voice was like a shot of hot adrenaline to her battered system.

      “Goblin. It’s Ami. I need—“Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard. “I need help.”

      There was a beat of silence, then: “Where are you?”

      Ami stared. “Where am I?”

      She’d forgotten.

      The woman pointed to the wall. The restaurant’s address was listed on a worn yellow book advertisement. She read it off. 

      The adrenaline was fading, leaving a bone-deep exhaustion in its wake. She swayed on her feet, fighting to remain conscious.

      “Stay put,” Goblin said. “I’m on my way.”

      Ami hung up and set the phone back on the stand. “Thank you.”

      Then she went and sat by the window.

      Within seconds, the woman bustled back from the kitchen carrying a steaming cup and a damp cloth. The scent of jasmine tea cut through the haze of pain. Ami shook her head. “I don’t have any money.”

      The woman brushed it off and set the cup down regardless. 

      “Thank you.”

      The woman hustled back to the kitchen. Ami dabbed at her face, the white cloth coming away stained with grime and blood. Then she drank the jasmine tea. By the time Goblin’s hulking form filled the doorway fifteen minutes later, she was feeling better.  “You got any cash?” she asked.

      His eyes widened at her battered state. “Twenty bucks.”

      Ami gestured to the table. “I’ll pay you back.”

      Goblin extracted the bill and laid it down. Then, the two of them exited the restaurant. Only when they were inside Goblin’s car did he finally ask. “Jesus, Ami. What happened?”

      “Bad date,” she said as he pulled away from the curb.

      Goblin gripped the steering wheel, but he didn’t press her to talk, concentrating on the early morning traffic.

      When he finally pulled up outside her apartment building, he turned to her. “You need a doctor?”

      “Nope,” Ami said, reaching for the door handle.

      Goblin’s hand on her arm stopped her. “You sure? You look like hell.”

      She forced a smile. “Nothing a hot shower and some sleep won’t fix.” In addition to her resignation. God, she hated to tell Lucy she was right. Hopefully, she could get that shower before Lucy saw the state of her.

      “Okay,” Goblin dropped his hand. “But give me a call if you need anything.”

      “Will do.”

      Ami got out of the vehicle and slammed the door, watching his taillights disappear around the corner before heading to the lobby. She took the stairs up. It hurt like hell, but it helped to stretch her sore muscles.

      She exited the stairwell and turned left. Then stopped, staring at the apartment.

      The front door hung slightly askew, splintered wood around the lock.

      Ice flooded her veins. Ami sprinted toward it.

      Inside, the living room looked like a war zone. Shattered glass lay on the floor. Furniture was overturned. Family photos lay face-down.

      No use shouting for Lucy. Her sister wouldn’t hear her. 

      Ami’s gaze locked onto a crimson smear on the kitchen tile. A bloody handprint marred the wall. The metallic scent of spilled blood hung heavy in the air.

      “No, no, no,” Ami said, following the grisly trail down the hallway toward Lucy’s bedroom.

      And when she arrived at the door, her world broke into pieces.

      Lucy lay crumpled on the bedroom floor, glassy eyes staring at nothing. A pool of congealed blood spread out from beneath her still form. The stench of death filled Ami’s nostrils. 

      Ami screamed, her legs giving out. She crawled to her sister’s side, gathering Lucy’s lifeless body in her arms, a keening wail tearing from her throat. Equal parts grief and rage.

      Ilya. 

      Ilya had done this.

      She held tight to Lucy for at least an hour. But finally, she had enough strength to release her hold and pull out her phone.

      Through tears, she scrolled to Ivan’s contact and hit the number.

      “What is it, Ami?” Ivan asked. His voice was thick with sleep.

      “Your son,” Ami said.

      “What about him?” Ivan sounded much more awake now.

      Ami took a breath. “Your fucking son killed my sister.”

      A beat of silence. Then: “Explain.”

      Ami’s words tumbled out in a frenzied torrent, tripping over the language for the first time while she tried to detail everything that had happened to her since last night. Finally, she stopped.  She’d run out of words. Run out of rage.

      Now, she just felt grief.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Ivan said, his tone grave. “Stay where you are. I’m sending help.”

      The line went dead. 

      Ami dropped her phone, continuing to cradle the husk of what used to be Lucy in her arms. 

      Time seemed to warp around her. She should move, breathe, do something. But grief and exhaustion had turned her limbs to lead and barred her from action. 

      Minutes, hours, days later — Ami had no idea — a knock at the door startled her. Ami lay Lucy gently down and stood on shaky legs, then made her way down the hall to the front door while using the walls for support.

      Standing outside were Marco and Sergei. She had seen their faces a hundred times and shared drinks and jokes with these men. But now their expressions were solemn. 

      “Ami.” Marco’s thick accent cut through the silence. “We are so sorry.”

      She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. 

      They both entered, and Sergei closed the door behind them. Then he held out his arms and gave Ami a hug.

      She leaned her head on his shoulder, trying not to cry.

      “Is anyone else here?” Marco asked, scanning the room.

      Ami shook her head. “Just … just me and Lucy.”

      Marco, his face contorted in empathy, reached forward and squeezed her shoulder. Then — so quickly Ami almost missed it — his hand flew to his waistband. The glint of a silenced pistol.

      Her blood ran cold. How could she have been so stupid? 

      Sergio’s arms tightened around her, crushing her ribs. She groaned, thrashing. He pinned her tighter.

      Instinct overrode thought. Ami dropped, her feet connecting with Marco’s right knee, and a bone-jarring crunch echoed through the room. 

      He bellowed and stumbled, knocking into Sergio, who lost his grip on her. Ami bolted for the fire escape.

      The whisper-cough of a silenced pistol preceded the bullet whizzing past her ear. The glass window shattered, spraying everywhere.

      Ami dove through the opening, landing hard on the metal grating. She scrambled to her feet, running down the stairs. More gunshots peppered the stairs. 

      But the metal lattice provided cage-like protection.

      She heard a loud clang. Sergio barreled out the window, following her. Ami made it to the second floor, then jumped.

      Her feet hit the pavement, and she lost her balance, her knees slamming into the concrete, jarring her entire body. But she was up and running, pushing her battered body past its limits. 

      She glanced back and saw Sergei land and pursue.

      Fuck.

      Ami darted down an alley, scrambling a chain-link fence. Dropping to the other side. Her lungs burned, every muscle screamed, but she kept moving.

      She emerged onto a busy street, nearly colliding with a group of tourists. Perfect. 

      Ami melded into the flow of bodies, letting the current of humanity sweep her along. Her heart pounded in her ears, and she risked a glance back. Sergio’s face was carved with frustration while he scanned the crowd. Ami pointed to the guidebook one of the tourists held as though she were asking a question. Sergio’s eyes glided right by her without recognition. 

      As soon as Sergio and Marco were out of sight, she ran. Going deeper into the maze of Chinatown streets. Left, right, doubling back — anything to be sure she wasn’t being followed.

      There was only one person she trusted.

      And that’s where she was going.

      Goblin’s apartment was a fourth-floor walk-up in a run-down building on the edge of Chinatown. The lobby door was busted, so she was able to go right in, taking the stairs two at a time, her legs threatening to give out with each step. She arrived at 403 and pounded on the door.

      He answered almost immediately. “What the — Jesus, what happened, Ami?”

      She shouldered past him into the apartment. Forced the door closed and locked it. Then she turned to him. “Lucy’s dead. And Ivan’s men tried to kill me.”

      Goblin’s face hardened. “Dead?”

      She nodded.

      He went to his bedroom and returned a moment later with a gun. Then he made sure the door was locked before guiding Ami to sit on his threadbare couch. Then he said, “Start from the beginning.”

      Ami told him everything — far more than she had said to Ivan — she confessed it all: Sofia, Ilya, Lucy …

      Goblin reached for his phone. “I’m calling it in. I’ll have Ivan picked up and⁠—”

      “And what?” She grabbed his wrist. “We don’t have enough to bring down Ivan’s operation yet. At least, that’s what you keep telling me. And if they find out I’ve been informing on them …”

      His jaw clenched. “Your sister is dead.”

      “And I will be, too, if the police get involved.”

      “Ami.”

      She jumped to her feet, cheeks flushed. “I’ve spent two years spilling Ivan’s secret for you.”

      Goblin spread his hands. “So what is it you want?”

      She curled her lips. “His head on a platter.”

      “You know I can’t give you that.” Goblin shook his head.

      Ami brushed her hair back behind her ears, then fixed him with a look. “I wasn’t asking permission.”

      And then she was out the door, slamming it behind her. And once again, she ran. 

      “Ami!”

      She ignored Goblin, flying out onto the street.

      The familiar chaos of Chinatown enveloped her at once in a haven of neon signs and chattering voices. She walked, her mind churning with half-formed plans, each more desperate than the last.

      Ivan would pay for Lucy’s death. 

      As would Ilya.

      Lucy was gone. 

      Ami had nothing left to lose.

      And Ivan Volkov was about to learn just how dangerous that made her.

      * * *

      Ami waited through a trio of heartbeats, her fingers hovering over Jing Chen’s name before hitting dial. When he answered, his voice was cool and measured.

      “Ms. Tan. I was wondering when you’d call.”

      “We need to talk, Jing. In person.”

      “Volkov tells an interesting story about you attempting to kill his son last night.”

      Ami stiffened. “Lies. But I can explain, but not over the phone.” God knows if Goblin was listening in.

      A heavy pause until Jing finally spoke. “The usual place, one hour.”

      The line went dead before Ami could respond.

      She had one shot at this … and failure meant certain death. By the time she arrived at the Beijing Palace, she felt sick.

      But she stepped inside.

      Waiting for her was Jing’s men. He gestured for her to follow, leading her behind a curtain that separated the main dining area from a private back room. She was checked for weapons by a man whose breath reeked of stale cigarettes and alcohol.

      When he was satisfied, he pushed her forward. “Go on.”

      Ami walked to the back of the room.

      Jing sat motionless at a round table covered with a white tablecloth, his suit looking especially crisp in the warm glow of the lantern lamps. He tracked her movements, gesturing to the empty chair across from him.

      “Speak,” he said.

      “Ivan lies,” Ami said. Her voice caught. She cleared it. “That inventory that went missing? He stole it. He’s trying to dismantle the agreement between the Bratva and the Harmony Peace Association.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think?” She asked. “Power. He wants to control the port.”

      Jing sat in silence. “Bullshit.”

      Ami shook her head. “It’s not. And your cousin, Guo? He didn’t go back to Shanghai. The Russians killed him. Butchered him.”

      Jing’s fingers tightened around his teacup, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “More lies.”

      “I know where they dumped the body.”

      Her words hung between them.

      Jing set his teacup down on the table. “Tell me.”

      She shook her head. “Nope. It’s my only insurance.”

      Jing studied her, weighing his options for a painfully long moment until he finally nodded. “Very well. But if you’re playing me, Ms. Tan, you’ll wish Ivan had gotten to you first.”

      Ami felt a weight slide from her shoulders. She might not be able to point the weapon at Ivan herself. But she sure as hell was gonna get Jing to do it for her.

      His man grabbed her arm and hoisted her out of the chair. She was led out of the restaurant via the back door to a black SUV. She was forced inside. Bodyguards on either side, Jing in the front next to his driver.

      The SUV purred as it navigated the narrow alley, then headed out onto the broader city streets. “Go straight, then take the highway past the port.” Ami sat rigid in the back. “There’s something else you should know …”

      Jing said nothing.

      “I’ve lied as well.”

      Jing adjusted the rearview mirror and met her eyes.  “Explain.”

      “I change what Ivan says. Inflammatory statements, mostly. Insults and threats — I always smooth them over. It’s why the peace accord has lasted this long.”

      “And why should I believe you?” Jing asked. 

      “Because in about twenty minutes, you’ll see for yourself that I’m telling the truth about Guo.”

      Jing nodded and readjusted the mirror. “I guess we will.”

      Ami kept giving directions until they arrived at a winding dirt road on the outskirts. “Stop!”

      The driver did. And the occupants of the SUV got out. Ami’s heart pounded as they walked to the spot where she had last seen Guo’s body. She hadn’t meant to see. It was when she’d first started working for Goblin. She’d followed them here. Watched them dump the body. But she’d had no evidence.

      And Goblin hadn’t yet learned to trust her.

      They were almost there⁠—

      Ami stopped. Her skin prickled with a cold sweat. “No, no, no, no, no!”  The earth was disturbed. A mound of freshly turned soil was all she needed to see to know that Ivan had been there. He was a step aside.

      Cleaning up.

      He knew she’d go to Jin.

      Ami dropped to her knees and started digging. But she needn’t have bothered. There was nobody here.

      “Well?” Jing said.

      “He was here, I swear.” Her heart beat even harder. “Ivan is covering his tracks.”

      Jing’s face darkened. He pulled out a gun. “You test my patience, Ms. Tan.”

      “Wait!” Ami raised her hands. “Let me make a call. I know who can tell us where Guo is now. Please.”

      Jing considered for a moment, then he gestured to her with his gun.

      Ami got out her phone and dialed Sofia’s number.

      “Ami?” Sofia answered in a panicked whisper less than two rings later. “What’s going on? Ivan is going crazy, he⁠—“

      “Sofia, listen to me: I need to know if Ivan moved a body recently. From the abandoned lot out by the port. It’s important.”

      A sharp intake of breath. “Y-yes. I overheard him talking to Marco. They took it to the old meatpacking plant on the waterfront. But Ami, please, be careful. He’s⁠—“

      The line went dead. 

      Ami looked up at Jing. “I know where Guo is.”

      * * *

      The stench of decay was a nauseating cocktail of rotting meat, mold, and something unmistakably human. Ami’s gorge rose with each step as the group walked deeper into the abandoned meatpacking plant. And then there it was in the corner. A dirty tarp.

      Jing glanced at his man and nodded. 

      He walked over and unwrapped the tarp, revealing Guo’s body in pieces. Almost unrecognizable except for that tattoo on the neck. It was most definitely Jing’s cousin.

      Jing’s sharp intake of breath cut through the oppressive silence. 

      He whirled to look at Ami.

      And then the air exploded with a deafening bray of gunfire. Ivan’s men had found them.

      Ami’s world narrowed to the thunderous echo of bullets and the acrid sting of cordite. She dove behind a bank of renovated cupboards. Covering her ears as Jing’s bodyguards returned fire.

      Ami glanced across the warehouse. A corroded door hung askew from its hinges. She Army-crawled toward it, bullets whizzing close enough to ruffle her hair. Halfway there, she clambered to her feet and bolted.

      Hurling herself through the opening into the crisp afternoon air.

      Then she ran as if the hounds of hell were snapping at her heels. She kept going until she became aware of her buzzing phone. She pulled it out.

      Sofia’s name flashed on the screen.

      Ami accepted the call. “Sofia?”

      “I’m afraid Sofia can’t come to the phone right now.” Ivan’s voice was cold.

      Ami froze in her tracks. “Ivan.”

      “You are a clever girl, Ami. But not quite clever enough. It was obvious you turned either my son or my girlfriend. They were the only two that knew what was in the tarp.”

      Ami said nothing.

      “Now, if you’d like to save Sofia some pain—” He broke off, and Ami heard Sophia scream.

      Ami clenched her phone. “Let her go. She has nothing to do with this.”

      “Oh, but she does,” Ivan said. “You made Sofia a part of it the second you fucked her. And unless you want to hear her scream more — and I can promise she will wail like a cat being skinned alive — you’ll bring yourself to me. The warehouse. One hour.”

      The line went dead. 

      “Fuck!” 

      Ami paced, her mind racing. Then, finally, she dialed Goblin’s number.

      “Ami?” He answered before the first ring finished. “Where are you?”

      “You still got men watching the warehouse?”

      “No, I pulled them when you flamed out. Why?”

      “I might need them,” Ami said. “I have a meeting with Ivan.”

      “You certainly do not.”

      “He’s got Sophia.”

      “And then he’ll have you. I can assemble a team. But you need to stay put.”

      “There’s no time. I’m sorry, Goblin. But I have to do this.”

      Ami hung up before he could protest further. He called her back, but she ignored it, going in search of a cab.

      Maybe Goblin would get there in time. Maybe he wouldn’t. But Sophia was not about to pay for her mistake.

      * * *

      Ami made one stop on the way to the port, at a small store in Chinatown where she picked up a switchblade. No defense against a gun, but it made her feel more confident.

      The cabbie had wanted to wait, but she insisted she’d be fine.

      She probably wouldn’t be returning. Her only hope was she’d spill some of Ivan’s blood before he took hers.

      Ami approached the warehouse with measured steps, her footfalls echoing throughout the empty port.

      Ivan had pulled any workers.

      The place was as silent as it had been the other night.

      The concealed knife pressed against Ami’s shin in her boot: cold comfort in the face of near-certain doom.

      The door was already open.

      A wide cavernous mouth, waiting to swallow her.

      No point in hesitating. She stepped through.

      Inside, standing against one wall, was the Harmony Peace Association. And before them, Jing. His impassive face was a mask of barely contained fury. The other wall was bordered by the Bratva. Ivan sat in one of the chairs. Ilya stood behind him, his face bruised from his assault.

      And before them, on the floor was Sofia.

      One of her eyes was swollen shut, and purple bruises blossomed across her cheekbone. Her lip had been split and oozed fresh blood. She kept her eyes on the floor. Ami could see her shaking from across the room.

      Standing next to Ivan was a man she’d never seen before. He twisted his hands, looking entirely out of his element.

      “Who’s the fresh meat?” she asked.

      “Ah,” Ivan’s voice dripped with artificial warmth. “Our new translator. So you see, your services will no longer be required.”

      “And Jing agrees?” she asked.

      Ivan glanced over at him and nodded. “Our recent misunderstanding regarding his cousin’s untimely death has been most satisfactorily resolved.”

      Ami glanced into the corner. Marco lay on the floor. A bullet hole in his forehead.

      “What did he say?” Jing asked.

      Ivan’s translator did his job.

      “No, no,” Jing said. “I want Ami to translate.”

      She did.

      Jing’s jaw tightened further. “Tell him I am not satisfied.”

      Ami did. 

      Ivan stiffened. 

      “When exactly was Guo killed, Ivan?”

      Ami translated.

      Ivan met her eyes. “Before the accord.”

      Ami hesitated.

      “What?” Jing asked.

      “After the accord. Guo discovered that Ivan was trying to cheat you. So he had him killed.”

      The atmosphere shifted instantly.

      “What did you say?” Ivan asked.

      “The truth.”

      Ivan nudged his translator. 

      “She said you were lying,” the man said, wincing.

      Ivan’s face contorted. He reached for his gun. “Shut your treacherous mouth, bitch.”

      One of Jing’s men stepped in front of Ami, blocking her from view.

      “Continue,” Jing said. “Word for word, what else has Ivan told you?”

      Ami weighed her options. This was it — her one chance to tear down the whole rotten edifice and find some measure of justice for Lucy. She drew a deep breath. 

      Her Mandarin was smooth, leaving her lips like a bullet. “Ivan said, and I quote: ‘I’m sick to death of dealing with these fucking rice eaters. Time to end the accord once and for all.’”

      “Now wait a minute—” the translator started before his skull exploded.

      Ami didn’t know who shot first. 

      She dove to the ground while everyone else seemed to run. 

      Gunsmoke stung her nostrils, bullets whizzing past close enough to ruffle her hair. She scrambled forward, grabbing Sofia’s wrist and pulling her toward the exit.

      “After them!” Ivan yelled.

      Only a spray of crimson mist erupted from his chest. He looked down, surprised, and then Jing’s bullet caught him in the head, blasting apart his skull into a million puzzle pieces. Then he toppled. 

      Ami and Sophia bolted outside.

      But Ilya followed. 

      He tracked them toward the shipping containers, and Ami realized they were cornered. She yanked the blade from her boot. But it wasn’t going to help. Not against Ilya’s gun.

      A vehicle flew towards him.

      Ilya turned, firing. It was too late. It struck him, sending his body flying.

      Ami grabbed Sophia, holding her close.

      A moment later, Goblin emerged from the vehicle and gestured toward them. “Get in.”

      The wail of approaching sirens pierced the night.

      “Now!”

      Ami pushed Sophia over to the car and climbed into the back seat. Goblin reversed and sped away. While cruisers converged on the scene. Ami turned and watched through the cracked rear window, watching officers join in the firefight.

      “I should be arresting you,” Goblin said, but there was no real heat in his words.

      Her eyes met his in the rearview. Then he reached into his jacket and pulled out a thick manila envelope. He tossed it into the back seat.

      “New identities. For both of you. Birth certificates, social security cards, the works. You’ll be ghosts if you want to disappear.”

      Sofia’s hand found Ami’s in the backseat, her fingers braiding and squeezing tight.

      “Thank you, Goblin.”

      The big man grunted, his eyes turning back to the road. “Don’t thank me yet. This won’t be easy. You’re both going to be looking over your shoulders for a very long time.”

      Ami looked over at Sophia.

      She smiled, then rested her head on Ami’s shoulder.

      Ami looked out the window. The city lights blurred as the car left the port behind. Her old life was ash. Time to rise. Sometimes, survival was the sweetest revenge.
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