
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


"No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity. 

But I know none, and therefore am no beast."

William Shakespeare—
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“Isha Ra”
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CAIRO, EGYPT. PRESENT DAY.

Eleven-year-old Isha Ra stood before the mirror, her skin the color of weak tea, ribs visible when she breathed deep. She threw her shoulders back, chin up. Royal. Or what she thought royal should look like.

The pose didn't stick. Something in her eyes gave her away.

She tugged at the imperial robe draped over her bony shoulders. The fabric whispered against her skin, heavy like guilt. Heroes wore capes—Wonder Woman, Supergirl—and people respected them. Feared them. But on Isha, the robe just looked like dress-up. A kid playing pretend.

She adjusted her face into what she thought might be diplomatic authority. The mirror showed her the truth. Just a skinny tribal kid with delusions.

Not that there was anything wrong with being tribal. But prophecies didn't fulfill themselves, and looking the part mattered. The weight of destiny hung on her like the robe—too big, too soon.

Her shoulders slumped. Twenty minutes wasted chasing something that wasn't there.

When she turned from the mirror, her heart slammed against her chest. Ahlu stood by the door, silent as death itself. Six-foot-seven of muscle and shadow, arms crossed over his chest, eyes fixed on her like a predator. The gold-plated doors behind him made him look like a statue carved from midnight.

"Jesus," she whispered, though no one said that word in the palace.

Palace protocol said the staff waited quietly until acknowledged. But the royal guards—assassins really—moved like ghosts. Ahlu had materialized from nothing, the way he always did when she forgot she'd summoned him.

"Has Mother returned?" The words came out smaller than she wanted.

"No, Your Highness." His voice rumbled, deep as distant thunder.

"Then you may leave."

Ahlu bowed—a mountain briefly folding—and slipped out. The massive doors barely whispered as they closed behind him.

Isha peeled off the robe, the fabric sticking to her sweaty back. The balcony called to her. Her sanctuary among Mother's seven global palaces. The one that hung over the Red Sea like a broken promise.

Salt air hit her face, carried on a breeze that smelled of fish and distant spices. The horizon swallowed the sun, orange light bleeding across the water. This was where it had happened—where meditation had cracked open her skull and poured in the knowledge of what she really was.

Childhood was over. Dead as yesterday. And good riddance. Mankind needed saving, and scripture said to put away childish things. The grown-ups—those who seemed to exist beyond the realm of ordinary humanity—were still deliberating on precisely how she was supposed to accomplish the saving.

Monsta—Joaquin Marquez, the Dragon—had opinions about that. Usually shared through a whiskey haze, his words slurring but his eyes still knife-sharp.

"This ain't no movie," he'd growl, breath hot with alcohol. "Ain't no superhero gonna fly down and save this shit. Blood and guts reality—that's the fucking world we live in!"

The Dragon. Her guardian. Dangerous as a tiger on a chain, with the kind of love that might rip someone’s throat out to keep you safe. When he showed affection, it came wrapped in razor wire—wisdom delivered by a beast with blood still fresh on its teeth.

Whether Monsta was right about the world didn't change a damn thing. Isha still wasn't buying what they were selling. This whole "chosen one" bullshit. This idea that she—all eighty-nine pounds of her—was supposed to tear down the secret empire built by some dead French professor named Weishaupt. The Illuminati. Even saying the name was like biting into a cold, metallic apple.

The story began before she could breathe on her own. Fifteen years back, when Monsta heard the voice. Not like hearing someone talk—more like feeling words carve themselves into his brain. The voice of Amen Ra pulled him to a Nigerian orphanage where flies buzzed over a newborn's face. Her dead mother's blood still sticky on the floor.

"This is my daughter, Isha Ra," the voice had told him. Simple as ordering coffee. "Protect her, for she will judge the hearts of evil men."

Just like that, Monsta became a delivery boy. Package: one infant. Destination: the most dangerous woman alive.

Queen Sekhmet "Mother" Ra took Isha in like a stray cat she'd been waiting for. Mother had children—dozens scattered across her empire—but none she'd pushed from her own womb. The prophecy demanded adoption, and Mother was nothing if not a rule-follower when ancient texts were involved.

Tutors arrived by private jet. Men with gray beards and women with eyes like calculators. They crammed her head with everything: calculus, world religions, European history. Six languages before she lost her baby teeth, including one that sounded like wind chimes breaking—Du'a'ta. A tongue known only to Mother and a chosen few, words that hummed in the air long after they were spoken.

Science made Isha's heart race. Astronomy kept her up at night. Something about stars burning billions of miles away made her believe in God—Jah, she called him, not like Mother with her rotating pantheon. The universe was Jah's puzzle box, and each discovery just revealed more locked doors behind it.

By eight, Isha knew the truth in her marrow. She wasn't like Monsta. Not even close.

The Dragon, they whispered when he passed. A name given by cartel boys before they died. Rumors crawled through Mother's kingdom about his body count. Hundreds. Thousands. Enough corpses to fill a stadium. Isha never saw him kill—not once—but she'd seen the fear. A servant once pissed himself when Monsta entered a room, the urine spreading across the floor like spilled ink while his face froze in terror.

Mother signed the death warrants. Each body was just fertilizer for her precious prophecy. The thing she craved worse than any junkie needed a fix.

Isha's hands gripped the balcony rail, metal cold against her sweaty palms. Evening smelled like jasmine flowers and diesel exhaust, a sweet-sour mix that caught in her throat. Below, guards paced with guns that looked too big for human hands. She rolled the prophecy around in her head like a marble.

The whole clusterfuck started in the Bronze Age. Some prophet with fiery red eyes showed up at Queen Seriah's door carrying a gift—a language that could make anyone do anything. The Suma'atan holy book didn't mince words:

Isha paraphrased, "The sacred tongue keeps peace between men and gods when used right. Use it wrong, and the world goes to shit. Then the Creator sends a special kid—smart as a whip—to fix everything. But first comes the dragon. He'll guard the kid, but his soul's blacker than all the evil kings put together. His sword will cut down empires."

Queen Seriah wasn't stupid. She kept the magic words on a short leash, always for good. Three millennia passed that way.

Then winter, 325 B.C.E. Alexander the Great, King Sargon III of Suma'at, and ten other power-drunk rulers formed the Twelve Universal Crowns. Alexander at the head of the table, dick-measuring contest over before it began. They wrote down shiny laws for public consumption. But the real poison lay underneath—the Scrolls of Schemata. Mind-control for the masses.

Five scrolls to start: Law, Economic, Science, Religion, and Games (now Entertainment). Each scroll loaded with Substrata—hooks and triggers to make the "Blind" follow orders without knowing why. Like dogs drooling at a bell. This mind-fuck continued for two thousand years.

In 1935, the Twelve split down the middle. Mother's father, King Sargon X, headed one faction. Hermann Faustus and his Bavarian Illuminati took the other.

By '53, blood was in the water. No armies, no declarations of war. Just assassins in hotel rooms and poison in morning coffee.

That's when Mother—just six years old with dreams that made her scream—got her cosmic phone call. The Great One told her the language had gone rotten. The world had slipped its tracks. The special child was coming soon. Mother kept quiet about who fucked up, telling only Monsta—whose arrival had been prophesied—until the right time.

On Isha's seventh birthday, Mother took her beneath the Saqqara Pyramids. The air down there felt ancient, like breathing in the dust of dead pharaohs. Speaking Du'a'ta—words that buzzed in Isha's skull like electrified honey—Mother laid her cards on the table. A priestess, a dragon, and a child would fight the war to end all wars. Mother was the priestess. Monsta the dragon. And Isha? The goddamn messiah.

Mother explained that Du'a'ta was the supernatural language passed down since Queen Seriah II. Isha would learn to bend minds with her tongue.

Isha had read too many books to swallow this shit whole. It stank of recycled hero stories—Frodo, Luke Skywalker, Neo. Joseph Campbell's monomyth wrapped in gold paper. Destiny was just another cage.

But Mother believed every syllable. The prophecy was her gospel. It all led to something called the Baptism of Blood—when the child would come into her power like a butterfly splitting its cocoon.

Next day, Mother added the Scrolls of Schemata to Isha's reading list. A man named Apollyon—skin like onion paper, blinking too rarely to be human—taught her the digital version. Twenty-first century mind control in binary code. The scrolls made her skin crawl, like ants marching under her flesh. When she asked where they came from, Apollyon said King Sargon III created them because Alexander told him to.

Two facts kept scratching at Isha's brain while she studied the Crowns, the Scrolls, the scriptures, and Du'a'ta (which was scary as hell, no bullshit). First, Alexander had picked Sargon III as his successor. Second, Sargon had written the scrolls "at Alexander's request."

The question gnawed at her: Why would Alexander—who'd conquered the known world—suddenly decide to share power with eleven others? It made as much sense as a shark becoming a vegetarian.

Then one spring day, walking through the palace garden where bees worked crimson flowers and the air smelled like honey and rot, it hit her like a brick to the teeth. The idea hadn't come from Alexander at all. It came from Sargon. He'd used Du'a'ta to manipulate Alexander, twisting history to serve himself. Sargon had pissed on the seer's warning, starting the prophecy's clock. And somehow, he'd woven the language into the Scrolls themselves.

Isha kept her mouth shut tight as a tomb. While Mother and the Illuminati tore chunks from each other fighting over mankind, Isha was planning something different. She wanted to free people—not through blood but through healing. To do that meant the one thing that made her guts twist like wrung laundry: destroying both kingdoms.

The sun sank below the horizon. The sky burned copper and purple, like a fresh bruise. Not time to move yet. But soon, Isha thought, jaw tightening. Very soon.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART ONE

[image: ]




“The Street”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




“DJ and Angel”

––––––––
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LAS VEGAS, NEVADA, 2014

Angel knew she was fucked the moment her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.

She sat wedged between Stephen and Jacob on a couch that smelled of beer and someone's cheap cologne. The cushion sagged beneath her black skirt, stockings pressing against her thighs. The heels she'd worn to dinner—three-inch designer pumps that usually made her feel powerful—now only trapped her in place. What had started as casual campus chatter had twisted into something ugly.

"Those lips were made for sucking," Stephen whispered, his breath hot against her ear.

She tried to fire back something smart. A cutting remark that would put him in his place. But her words came out mushy, like she was talking through a mouthful of cotton.

Wrong. Everything felt wrong. Her skin buzzed. The room tilted.

You're drugged, not drunk, her mind screamed. The thought flashed bright, then dimmed.

She'd stuck to her limits—one shot, one beer. Always. The bitter foam of that Corona had coated her tongue less than an hour ago. Corona never hit like this. Never made the walls breathe.

Cindy had handed her that cup. "Fresh from the keg," she'd said with that perfect white smile. Cindy with her long legs and finance textbooks. Cindy who'd vanished.

"My mother," Angel heard herself saying, "everyone says she looks like Salma Hayek." Her tongue felt swollen, clumsy. "That's where I got my ass."

Jesus Christ, why am I talking about my ass?

Her laughter bubbled up, foreign and too loud. It wasn't her laugh. She didn't recognize it.

"I'm gonna stick my cock in that ass," Stephen said. His words landed like slaps.

"Oh, really?" The words tumbled out before she could stop them. She wanted to curse him out. Tell him to go to hell. Instead, she giggled.

The stereo pumped out some rock song. Not deafening, but loud enough that voices had to punch through it. Loud enough that no one would hear if she screamed.

Where was everyone? Max, the guy who rented this place, had promised a houseful. But the rooms stayed empty except for men. Men with hungry eyes who kept refilling their cups but not hers.

Where the hell was Cindy?

The memory of Wednesday came back in fragments. Cindy leaning across the desk in finance class. "You're too pretty to waste Friday night studying." Her fingertips brushing Angel's wrist. "Dinner first, then my place."

But after Roy's Hawaiian, where Angel had picked at coconut shrimp, Cindy changed the plan. "Just a quick stop," she'd said. "My friend Max is a director. Could be good for both of us."

Now Stephen's fingers dug into her shoulders, kneading like he was tenderizing meat. "You're so tense," he'd said before moving in.

"No funny business," she'd warned, trying to sound playful when alarm bells were already clanging in her head.

Jacob watched, licking his lips. His third attempt to kiss her wouldn't be far behind. The first time, she'd jerked back. The second, she'd let him connect before turning away. Her body wasn't following orders anymore.

The house creaked around them. Empty rooms. Locked doors. A trap with wall-to-wall carpeting.

Inside Angel's head, alarms shrieked. Outside, her face betrayed nothing but pleasure. Her lips curved into a smile that didn't belong to her. Her throat released sounds she didn't recognize.

Stephen's fingers dug deeper into her shoulders. Pleasure and pain tangled together, impossible to separate. Her skin burned under his touch. The room swam.

Her uncle Javy's voice cut through the fog. "Mija, never take a drink you didn't pour yourself." The memory was sharp as broken glass, but it came too late.

The cup. The Corona that wasn't just Corona. Cindy's smile as she handed it over.

Angel's thoughts scattered like roaches under a sudden light. She tried to gather them, but they skittered away, leaving her empty-headed and hollow.

Jacob's hand landed heavy on her knee. The heat of his palm burned through her stockings. His fingers twitched, eager, impatient.

"Please," she tried to say. Her tongue lay useless in her mouth. "Stop."

The word never made it past her lips. Just a sad little grunt nobody would mistake for protest.

His hand slid up her thigh. Slow but determined, like something crawling in the dark.

Her mind screamed NO so loud she thought the windows might shatter. But the sound stayed locked inside her skull, bouncing off bone, going nowhere.

The couch seemed to swallow her deeper. The music throbbed like an infected wound. The men's breathing grew louder.

And Angel—honor student, daughter who made her parents proud, woman who always had a plan—fell backward into blackness, unable to even lift a finger to save herself.

*****
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The Escalade cut through the Friday night Vegas traffic like a shark through calm water.

"Which one's this?" Raul asked. He lounged in the backseat, Hennessy sloshing in his cup. The liquor smell mixed with the leather seats and the night air rushing through the cracked windows.

"The smart one from MBA class." DJ's knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. "We went out couple months back."

Jason flicked his cigarette out the window, a trail of orange sparks disappearing into darkness. His Raiders cap threw shadows across his face. "The Mercedes chick, right?"

"Yeah." The phone in DJ's pocket felt heavy with Angel's message: Jack, I feel weird. I think someone spiked my drink. Please come get me. 4367 Tamarus.

The Strip glittered outside, a neon hallucination. Tourists moved in packs, their faces flushed with booze and possibility. DJ ignored it all, his mind fixed on Angel.

First day of class, she'd walked in wearing a red business suit that fit like it was painted on. Black stockings whispered when she crossed her legs. Designer heels clicked against the floor like tiny hammers. The rest of class slouched in with their wrinkled t-shirts and flip-flops, but Angel—she owned the room.

Even Professor Franklin got stupid when she spoke, his eyes glazed like a teenager's. DJ understood why. Five-foot-one of curves that could make a man forget his own name. Tits that strained against her blouse buttons. An ass that had its own gravitational pull.

Word was she'd finished high school at fifteen, some kind of genius. By the time DJ met her, she'd already cut through half the business program.

She'd earned her nickname—Ms. Wonderful—by slaughtering student presentations during critique. When DJ finally shared his restaurant plan, his classmates blew smoke up his ass until Angel tore it to pieces with surgical precision. The professor tried to tape DJ's ego back together afterward.

But DJ wasn't mad. Game recognized game.

Later, in the cafeteria, ranch dressing dripped from his carrot when her voice came from behind him.

"That wasn't an attack on you." Her voice poured over him like warm honey.

She stood there clutching books to her chest, smelling of something expensive. Plaid skirt hitting her knees. White blouse buttoned to her throat. Heels that added inches she didn't need.

"Didn't take it like it was," he said, eyes back on his food. "You were right."

He'd seen the parade of guys—white boys, brothers, Latinos—who tried their luck with her. Never heard about her saying yes. DJ wasn't about to become another statistic.

She stuck out her hand, nails painted blood-red. "Angel Dominguez."

He wiped ranch from his fingers. "Jack Johnson.."

"You mind if I sit down, Jack?"

When she talked, each word came out polished, like she'd rehearsed it. What the homies would call "talking white." But the brown skin and curves told another story.

"Not the sociable type," he said when she asked about study groups.

Her laugh cracked something open in his chest. "Well, it's easy to miss out when you rush straight to your Escalade after class."

His spine stiffened. "Real observant."

"Oh, I'm not stalking you." Pink crept into her cheeks. "We've parked near each other. I merely saw how quickly you drove off."

"Didn't say you were. And I know your black Mercedes."

She fidgeted with her books. "I'm babbling, aren't I?"

"It's cute." The words slipped out before he could catch them.

Their dinner that night had been easy. Too easy. Her mind worked like a Swiss watch, precise and beautiful. When they parted in the parking lot, something tugged at him—a feeling he hadn't counted on.

Now, the Escalade's engine growled as DJ pressed the gas harder. Raul and Jason felt the change, stopped talking. The tires hummed against asphalt as Vegas blurred outside.

4367 Tamarus was ten minutes away. Maybe less if he pushed it.

Angel was in trouble. And whatever soft feelings he'd buried now surged like a storm breaking through a calm sea.
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“To The Rescue”

––––––––
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The front door swung open with a creak that set DJ's teeth on edge. They pushed past the guy standing there, DJ in front, Jason and Raul flanking him like shadows. The living room yawned empty—no Angel.

"Where the fuck is she?" DJ's voice cracked the silence like a bullwhip.

The man blinked, swallowed hard. "Who you looking for?"

Raul pulled his 9mm. The metal caught the light, cold and serious. "The girl, man."

"She's in the back bedroom." The man's finger trembled as he pointed down the hallway.

DJ's shoes squeaked against the linoleum. His heartbeat hammered in his ears. He shoved the door open and froze.

The air hung thick with sweat, the stench of booze and lust clinging to the room like a haunted fog. Two men, one in front and one behind, savaged the white woman, their movements as unrefined as their desires. Three more leaned against the wall, pants unzipped, eyes hungry. 

He stormed back to the living room, disgust burning in his throat. "That ain't her. She's a short Latina named Angel."

"Oh..." The man's hands floated up like pale fish. "She's in there."

DJ noticed another door—what he'd taken for a closet or study. The kind of room frat houses converted to squeeze more rent money from desperate students.

He yanked it open.

The stench ambushed him like an old enemy with a grudge—expensive cologne masking dollar-store desperation, whiskey sweat seeping from pores that had seen too many midnights, and that unmistakable musk of male excitement coiling through the air like something alive and hungry that had learned to walk the streets of this merciless city.

A dozen bodies crowded around the bed, shifting and murmuring like scavengers around a kill.

"Just rip the stockings down the middle and snatch the panties off," someone said, voice thick with anticipation.

DJ shouldered through them. The bodies gave way.

Angel lay spread-eagled on the mattress. Black skirt hiked up, nylons intact, heels still on her feet. Her face slack, skin waxy under the yellow light. A man in boxers knelt between her thighs, fumbling with her stockings. Another crouched by her head, his dick out, fingers prying at her mouth.

Something snapped inside DJ's chest.

He grabbed the second man by his greasy hair and hurled him across the room. The guy hit the wall with a meaty thud.

DJ spun, boot connecting with the boxer guy's face. Cartilage crunched. Blood spurted black in the dim light. The man tipped backward, legs dangling over the bed's edge, his body suddenly a puppet with cut strings.

"What the fuck, man!" Hair-pulling guy sprang up, fists raised, pupils wide as quarters.

DJ closed the distance in two steps. His backhand cracked across the man's face like a gunshot. The guy dropped, mouth leaking red onto the carpet.

Raul and Jason stepped in front of the remaining men, guns steady as a rock. "Kick back, fools," Raul said.

The room stank of fear now—sharp and animal, the kind that makes honest men remember their sins and cowards reach for guns they ain't got.

DJ gathered Angel against his chest. Her body burned hot through her clothes. Her head lolled against his shoulder, breath faint against his neck.

"Where's her shit?" DJ's voice came out low and deadly.

A skinny guy with a twitching leg pointed to a black purse. "She came in the black Mercedes—SUV."

"If any of her shit is missing, I'm gonna come back here and kill all you motherfuckers." Each word dropped like a stone.

"Call the cops if you want, ese." Jason's eyes never left the crowd as they backed toward the door. "But if they come looking for us, mí familia gonna come looking for you."

The threat was a dark cloud, dense and oppressive, casting a shadow over everything beneath it.

Outside, the night air hit DJ's face like cold water. He laid Angel across the Escalade's backseat with hands that wouldn't stop shaking. Her skin felt paper-thin under his fingers.

Twenty minutes later, they pulled into DJ's carport, the Mercedes following. DJ carried Angel through his front door, her weight nothing in his arms. He laid her on his bed, slipped off her shoes, and pulled a blanket over her body.

In the living room, he lit a Newport. The smoke burned his lungs, but not enough to wash away what he'd seen.

"Don’t know how she put herself in that position." His voice came out strange to his own ears. "Real talk, I feel like going back and smoke'n everybody."

"Relax, homz." Jason perched on the arm of the couch. "Need to figga out what'chu gonna do with la chica?"

"Gonna let her sleep it off."

"Hopefully, she don't wake up crazy."

"Hopefully." The word tasted sour in DJ's mouth.

After they left, he kicked off his Jordans and stretched out on the couch. The ceiling fan spun lazy circles above him, but sleep was nowhere close. All he could see when he closed his eyes was Angel's face, slack and helpless, surrounded by wolves.

*****
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The bedroom door squeaked like a trapped mouse. DJ snapped awake, heart thumping against his ribs. The digital clock on the TV stand glowed red: 4:05 a.m.

Angel stood in the hallway, a ghost in wrinkled black. Her skirt twisted, stockings laddered, hair a nest of tangles. Even wrecked like this, something about her punched him in the gut.

"Jack? Jack Johnson?" Her voice cracked, dry as autumn leaves.

He stood, the couch springs groaning beneath him. His bare chest caught the lamplight, old scars silver against his skin.

She stepped back, heel catching on the carpet. Her throat worked, swallowing nothing.

He raised his hands, palms out. "It's okay. You're safe."

"How did I get here?" The words came out small, afraid of their own answer.

"Do you remember anything?"

"I was with Cindy." Angel's eyes darted around the room, searching for memories. "We stopped at her friend's house. A movie producer." Her gaze dropped to the carpet as if the pattern might tell her something. "She's an actress. I waited for her, and..."

Recognition bloomed on her face like a bruise spreading under skin.

"Started talking to some guys..." She looked up, the question stuck in her throat.

"She spiked your drink for them," DJ said. The words tasted bitter. "You texted me."

Angel hugged herself, arms tight across her chest. Her shoulders curved inward, making her smaller. She stared at her scuffed heels, waiting for the worst.

"Nothing happened." The lie was kind, but necessary. "I got there right after you blacked out." He nodded toward the leather recliner. "Have a seat."

The recliner creaked as she sank into it. Her stockinged legs looked like broken bird wings against the dark leather.

DJ padded to the kitchen, the linoleum cold under his feet. He returned with a glass and a Red Bull, the can hissing as he cracked it open. The liquid fizzed, amber and electric.

She drank like a desert traveler, throat working. The glass trembled against her bottom lip.

"I should call the police." Her voice stronger now, finding its edges.

"Was hoping you wouldn't say that."

"Why? They nearly raped me." The word stood between them like a dark statue, ugly and undeniable in its truth.

"Yeah, but I knocked two of them out." He looked away, studied the wall like it held answers. "Didn't tell you that night 'cause we were talking business, but I have a reputation for knocking people out."

"I can testify. Tell them what happened."

"Can't stop you, but I don't need the heat."

What he didn't say: three years in a cell the size of his bathroom. The sound metal makes when it locks you away. His parole officer's desk, scratched from a thousand nervous fingernails. The words "act of violence" that could send him back.

Angel sipped her drink and huffed—not anger, but calculation. The sound a chess player makes before sacrificing a piece.

She stood, straightening her skirt with one hand. The businesswoman returning, piece by piece. "Well, how do you suppose we keep it from happening to someone else? I couldn't live with myself if they harmed another girl because I did nothing."

"Take three of my friends. See who you need to see. Threaten who you need to threaten."

"And what makes you think they'll heed my warning?"

"Because they will." Simple truth.

She drained her glass, the ice cubes clinking like whispers from tiny, frozen ghosts. Her eyes narrowed, measuring him. "I understand. The least I can do is avoid causing you problems. I'll take your friends to confront the loser whose house it was. Perhaps that will suffice."

Inside, DJ grinned. This was the Angel he knew—steel wrapped in silk.

"My tío told me never to accept a drink from anyone," she said, the memory bringing a shadow across her face.

"Smart dude."

"The smartest person I've ever known. He passed away."

"Sorry to hear that." The words felt small against her loss. "Pretty sure he'd want you to pick better friends."

"I agree." Angel straightened, squared her shoulders. She walked to him, close enough that he could smell her perfume—expensive flowers gone slightly sour with fear-sweat. "I can assure you, Jack, it will never happen again."

"My friends call me DJ." He towered over her, suddenly aware of how small she was without those sharp business suits and sharper words. "That's something else I didn't tell you that night."

"I prefer Jack, if that's alright with you."

The thought bubbled up: You can call me whatever you want.

"Jack's cool," is what came out.

"And about that night, I know we talked about doing it again—"

He raised his hand, cutting her off. "No need to explain. You don't reach your level of business skill without the discipline to avoid wasting time."

"I wouldn't call hanging out with you wasting time, but thanks for not being mad."

She stepped forward and hugged him, her arms barely reaching around his waist. Her cheek pressed against his bare chest, and he could feel her heartbeat, quick as a rabbit's.

"And thank you so much for saving me."

Then the dam broke. Her tears wet his skin, hot as blood. Her shoulders shook with sobs she'd been holding back since she woke.

DJ stood still, hands hovering over her back, afraid to break whatever trust let her weep against him. The silence in the apartment pressed in like a living thing.
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“Butterflies”

––––––––
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DJ leaned against his truck's hot metal, the sun baking his neck. He watched Angel click-clack across the university lot. Not walking—stalking. Each step of those heels punched little craters in the soft asphalt. Tick. Tick. Tick. Like a bomb waiting to go off.

Eight classes since that night. Two smiles. Nothing else. No thank you card. No "Hey Jack, appreciate you keeping me safe." No mention of his brothers paying those white boys a visit. Just silence thick enough to choke on.

Two weeks of nothing had taught DJ what he already knew. Angel had moved on—from the incident and from him. That dinner between them might've led somewhere if not for the drugged drink that forced her to call him. Forced her hand.

DJ wasn't bitter. He'd been watching. In class, she'd changed. Not just fine—transformed. A resolute determination had grown inside her. Her words had edges now. She didn't swallow them anymore.

Just today, she'd gutted two classmates in front of everyone. First Xavier's Java Juice pitch, then Cynthia's yoga studio nonsense. Angel carved them up while wearing that million-dollar smile. Wonderful, they called her. Ms. Wonderful with blood on her teeth.

"Good afternoon, Jack."

The smell of her perfume hit him before her voice did. Jasmine and something deeper.

"What's good?" His voice came out flat.

"Will not be needing your friends after all." Her lips barely moved.

"A'ight."

"Aren't you curious why?" A breeze lifted strands of her hair.

"I don't do curious." DJ shrugged, felt his shoulder blades scrape against the truck's paint. "If you're good, I'm good."

She stepped closer. The heat from her hand burned through his sleeve.

"I finally dared to go to Max's last night. That's the loser's name. Jacob was there too. Remembered him from that night."

"Handled your business?"

"I certainly did." Her eyes sparked like flint on steel. "And let me tell you, mister, your impact on them was amazing. Geez Louise, I've never seen two men so afraid. I thought they were going to pass out. Sweat poured down their faces like they were melting. They swore their friends were just as scared, just as sorry, and wanted nothing to do with you or your people. Another guy, Robert, disappeared into his bedroom and came back counting bills. Five thousand dollars. Right there in his sweaty palm."

DJ knew why the cash was ready. Jason had sent cousins to that house. Cousins who didn't make empty threats.

"Gave it to me for my troubles," she said. "Though I think it was less about my troubles and more about keeping you and your friends from turning them inside out."

"Hope you took it."

"Sure did." Her teeth flashed. "Then I slapped his face." Her eyes grew wide, feverish. "Slapped all three of their faces. And they let me. Didn't flinch one inch. Like they were waiting for it. Expecting worse. Told them their lives would be in grave danger if I ever heard about another girl." She pressed her palm against her chest, laughed from somewhere deep. "Slapped their faces, Jack. Can you believe it? The sound it made—like raw meat hitting a countertop."

"Definitely. You're strong as hell. And you got a nice chunk of cash out of the deal."

"Oh, I don't need the money. Dropped it off at the Ronald McDonald House. Watching them nearly poop their pants was the only satisfaction necessary." She paused, her fingers picking at a loose thread on her sleeve. "Hope my threatening them doesn't cause you any problems."

"It won't. And you weren't lying."

"About what?"

"About their lives being in danger."

The corners of her mouth twitched up. The parking lot suddenly felt ten degrees hotter.

"I was wondering... can I buy you lunch?"

"You don't have to thank me anymore. We're good."

"I beg to differ. I'm forever in your debt. But I'm over what happened." She lowered her voice. "I was going to give Cindy a piece of my mind when I saw her, but she never came back. Word is, she dropped out. Maybe afraid of ending up in handcuffs." Angel crossed her arms, hugging herself. "Aside from that, I've moved on." Her nails dug into her own skin. "My request is more about courage. Before that night, I wanted to call you a million times, but I was too much of a scaredy cat."

"Why?"

"I'm not really sure." She stared at his chest, not his eyes. "So how about that lunch?"

​

*****
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The cafeteria buzzed like an angry hive. Bodies packed together, the smell of cheap pizza and fried everything hanging in the air. DJ and Angel claimed a table by the fire exit—always good to have an escape route.

Unlike that first dinner where they'd talked nothing but business school bullshit, this time they dug deeper. An hour in and DJ knew things that mattered. She lived in Henderson. Only child, like him. Her folks—middle-class conservatives who'd planted her in white neighborhoods, private schools with manicured lawns and security guards.

But when Angel talked about her Mexican and Colombian roots, her voice changed. Got warmer. Her hands moved more. Pride radiated from her like sunlight through clouds.

DJ couldn't stop watching her mouth when she talked. Words rolled off her tongue clean and sharp. Some people might think she was trying to sound white. DJ knew better. That educated talk wasn't some white people shit. The Obamas didn't talk white. Dolores Huerta didn't talk white. They just talked smart.

Her money didn't bother him either. His brother Carlos—not blood, but closer than blood—had taught him better. Carlos with his revolutionary books and his late-night rants about the Panthers, Young Lords, and the Young Patriots.

"History books don't be talk'n 'bout them," Carlos had said once about the Young Patriots, tequila making his eyes shine too bright. "But them niggas was riders. And guess what their logo was?"

"What?"

"A Confederate flag with a white and black hand embracing in the middle."

"Get the fuck outta here."

"Real talk, nigga. It was like this." Carlos had grabbed DJ's hand, locked it in that pre-arm-wrestling grip, skin against skin. "Google that shit. Young Patriots knew the motherfuckas up top with all the money is our real enemies."

Angel leaned closer now, the smell of her shampoo cutting through the cafeteria grease. "I love your street swag," she confessed. Her fingernails tapped the plastic tabletop. "You're different from those guys who yell nasty things when we don't respond to their catcalls."

DJ nodded. He knew the type. Men who crumbled when women said no.

"You're tough on the outside," she continued, "but sweet. Kind. You're confident in yourself. Nothing to prove." Her eyes traveled across his face like she was memorizing it. "That's incredibly attractive."

Two hours vanished like smoke. They drifted into talking about class. DJ teased her about how she sliced people up during critiques.

"Remember Amos Whitehall? You made dude cry."

"You're crazy," Angel said, rolling her eyes. "Everyone knows how sensitive he is. I took it easy on him."

"Easy on him!? You started walking 'round class in them high heels, talking 'bout..." DJ thrust his big arms toward the ceiling, voice booming, "ARE YOU NOT ENTERTAINED! ARE YOU NOT ENTERTAINED!"

Heads snapped their way. Conversations stalled. Angel's face froze somewhere between mortified and thrilled, like a kid on her first roller coaster.

"Whatever," she mumbled, punching his arm. The contact sent electricity up to his shoulder. "Anyway, any investor who lost money because of his proposal wouldn't be concerned about his tears."

"Ouch." DJ clutched his arm like she'd stabbed him with a fork. His eyes traveled down her outfit—beige suit jacket, skirt tight enough to mean business. The stockings sang against each other when she shifted—a sound that reminded him of promises made in North Vegas after midnight, dangerous and sweet. "You always dress like this?"

"Like what?"

"Like a smoking hot CEO. Goddamn, girl." He raised his hand, palm out. "No offense."

"Oh, it would take a great deal for you to offend me." A smile played at the corners of her mouth. "And yes, I love the attire of corporate professionalism."

He nodded, that bottom lip jutting out. "You're definitely killing it. Anyway, word on the street is you're some kind of genius. Started college at like six or seven."

Her laugh came from deep in her belly. "Sixteen. Three years into my MBA. Plan to open a marketing firm in Vegas. Expand internationally."

"No doubt you'll kill that too."

"What makes you so sure?"

"Cause you're definitely a genius at the business shit. Even Professor Franklin knows that. And because I'm psychic." He tilted his head back, eyelids fluttering closed. "Yup. There you are. The sexy, badass, marketing firm-owner-lady."

When he opened his eyes, her smile hit him like headlights. Whatever darkness that night at Robbie's had left inside her was gone now—or at least buried deep.

"Tell you what, if that happens your first campaign is on the house."

"Deal." DJ's palm felt sweaty. He wiped it on his jeans.

"Okay, mister, tell me something about yourself. Something nobody in class knows."

"I like going to the Spring Mountains... by myself."

Her eyebrows shot up. "Alone? Why not with friends?"

He stuck out his bottom lip like a kid. "I don't have any friends."

"Aw, I'll be your friend." The words fell like stones in the silence, rippling the moment with their weight.

"Cool. But all jokes aside, my niggas ain't on the whole nature vibe."

"Why not? Nature's awesome."

"We'll have to hit the mountains sometime." The words tumbled out before he could catch them.

"What about now?" The words spilled like marbles on a hardwood floor, beyond his grasp.

The cafeteria suddenly felt too loud, too close. All those bodies. All those eyes. Her gentleness was cracking something inside him, something he'd built to keep the world at a safe distance.

She watched his face, reading every twitch and micro-expression. His silence filled the space between them like concrete hardening.

She swallowed—he could see her throat work. "I'm sorry. If you don't—"

"Let's do it." The words tasted like freedom in his mouth.

*****
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The truck's engine died with a shudder. DJ climbed out, his boots crunching on gravel. Angel's vehicle pulled up beside him, but she stayed inside. One minute stretched into two.

Maybe she'd come to her senses. These woods swallowed sounds. Perfect place to bury problems. Perfect place to become a problem that needed burying.

When her door finally swung open, DJ saw why she'd waited. The fancy CEO heels were gone. In their place—tiny pink Nikes that made her feet look tiny and insanely cute.

A sensation tugged in his chest.

"I like your truck," he said, his words floating in the cool mountain air.

"Thanks. Drives awesome, don't you think?"

"My nigga Raul drove it that night. I took you in my truck. What kind is it?"

"Mercedes Brabus AMG. It's super comfortable."

"And super expensive." The words slipped out before he could catch them.

"The tío I told you about left me some money." Her eyes dropped to the dirt.

"My bad. Didn't mean to be all up in your business."

"It's okay."

DJ led her up a narrow path where pine needles cushioned their steps. Wind whispered through branches. The air tasted different up here—clean enough to make your lungs ache for more. They reached his spot—a fifteen-foot walkway jutting from the mountain's edge. Below them, the world stretched out like God's own quilt.

Angel's breath caught. "God, Jack, it's breathtaking."

"Makes you feel small enough to appreciate life." He filled his lungs, felt the cold air burn all the way down.

"Couldn't have said it better myself."

His eyes dropped to her pink shoes. "Cute."

"My non-CEO attire." She kicked one foot out like a dancer. "For my spin class."

"Bike riding? You're turning out to be one sexy little mamí."

"Why thank you, sir." Her voice slid between them like honey. "And you're incredibly hot if I say so myself." She turned full circle, taking in the view. Pine trees stood guard. Clouds cast shadows that raced across the valley floor. "I see why you come here, it's so peaceful."

"My fortress of solitude."

"You're certainly built like Superman." She turned, the sun catching her face. "Enough about me. How long have you lived in Nevada?"

"Why you say that?"

"You have an east coast accent and a different flair than most guys. Especially the ones from..." She chewed her bottom lip. "How should I say this... urban backgrounds."

DJ barked a laugh that scattered a pair of birds from a nearby tree. "I'm originally from New York. Brooklyn. Pops died when I was born. Mom died two years later. Cancer." The words came out flat, worn smooth from years of telling.

Angel's hand flew to her chest like she'd been shot. "God, I'm so sorry."

"Got no memory of them. After she died, I had no relatives in New York, so I went to live with Carlos in Tucson, Arizona." The mountain breeze cooled the sweat on the back of his neck. "He's not biological, but I call him my older brother. He and my pops were partners in crime. He's Dominican, like my pops. Moms was from Haiti. Carlos had a place in New York, too, and we’d travel back and forth until I was fifteen. Then we moved here."

"I don't mean to pry." Her voice barely carried above the wind.

"It's all good, we're kicking it. Enough with the sadness." He swallowed the rest of his story. "How did you get so dope with the business?"

"Tío Javy was a shrewd capitalist. I took an interest at a young age—used to ask him all kinds of questions. Once he saw my interest, he nurtured it; taught me everything he knew. I became a sponge and fell in love with making money, which he made super simple to understand."

"Simple to you because you got a gift." DJ kicked a small rock over the edge, listened for the impact that never came. "But trust me, it ain't simple. If it were, everybody would do it. And the way you be cracking skulls, he must've been a genius too."

"He was. Lived in Miami at the time of his passing." Sunlight caught in her hair as she spoke. "We spent summers abroad, traveling all over the world, which sorta became my classroom."

"Any place cool?"

"Italy. Spain. China. Even Russia."

"He must've been really successful 'cause I'm pretty sure that's hella money." DJ shook his head, felt the muscles in his neck tighten. "Sorry, I keep getting all up in your business."

"It's okay, Jack. And he was remarkably successful. If a company had an ounce of profitability, he bought it." Her fingers traced invisible charts in the air. "That's why I'm so thorough. He taught me how to read below the bottom line, which varies from company to company. And yes, now that I'm older, and know the cost of his lifestyle, I realize how wealthy he was."

"Need to keep that to yourself." The words came out harder than he meant them.

"Always do." She stepped closer. The scent of her perfume mixed with pine. "But I'm sharing it with my friend, Jack, who I trust."

She motioned for him to lean down. When he did, her lips brushed his cheek—soft and warm as summer rain. The spot burned after she pulled away.

"Growing up, Carlos had a little money." DJ forced his voice to steady. "Nigga wasn't rich, but I never wanted for anything. Once we got here, he started making business moves."

"Is he the reason you're taking classes?"

DJ nodded, felt the sun baking his shoulders through his shirt. "Owns two businesses. A small restaurant, and an auto repair shop. Wants me to expand the portfolio. Treats it like some Northside empire I'm gonna inherit." His feet carried him closer to her, like they had their own agenda. "I'd go into business with you any day."

"I'll hold you to that." Her fingers touched his arm, feather-light. His skin tingled under her hand. "I'm sorry, Jack. Don't mean to ask so many questions. I just find you interesting."

"You're good. And I'm having a blast."

"Me too. Never hung out with someone like you."

"Damn girl, someone like me?" His stomach dropped ten stories.

"I didn't mean it like that." Her words tumbled out fast. "You're sweet... extremely buff... and god, super-hot. Super, super hot. But the same streets that told you I was a genius, said you were a fighter, and... that you were in prison." She tucked her hair behind her ear. "I'm not into bad boys, but the fact you're so humble fascinates me."

"Them streets love to talk." The mountain air suddenly felt thin.

"They sure do."

"Use'ta kickbox. Was undefeated as a pro." He tasted the memory, sharp and salty, like the residue of tears on his lips. "Problem was, I fought more in the streets than I did in the ring. One night, I got into it with this one nigga. Before I knew what happened, he was in a coma. Cost me three years."

DJ moved to the edge where dirt crumbled under his boots and fell into nothing. The valley spread below like a promise. "Prison was good for me. Taught me how to slow down life... reflect... be careful about every step I take."

*****
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They trudged back down the mountain path, pine needles crunching beneath their feet. The sun had started its slow slide behind the peaks. The wind picked up, pushing against their backs like it wanted them gone before dark.

At her truck, DJ stopped. Raised his fist—a softball-sized knot of muscle and bone. "Okay, my super smart and sexy friend, I'm gonna need you to drive safely. That way we'll get to kick it again someday."

"Soon, I hope." Her tiny fist barely covered his knuckles when they bumped. She leaned against the cold metal of her truck door, one hip cocked. "FYI, I totally enjoyed your company."

"Not as much as I enjoyed yours." The words felt dry in his mouth, not enough.

"Don't be so sure."

Before he could blink, her fingers twisted in his collar. The fabric tightened against his neck as she yanked him down—down—down to her mouth. Her lips were soft but demanding. Tasted like cherry ChapStick and possibility.

DJ's hands found her waist. His fingers nearly circled it completely. "Shouldn't I have done that?"

"Of course." Her breath warmed his chin. "But I get it. With all that happened, you probably felt awkward."

"Smart..." He bent down this time, took her mouth with his. Found it warm and willing. "And perceptive."

Angel slid her hands into his. Her fingers were cool and smooth against his calluses. Worlds apart, those hands. "Have a confession. Ever since our first day in class, I've had a giant crush on you. Wanted to get to know you better, but I was super intimidated by the fighter, prison stuff."

"Since you're spilling your guts—" The mountain watched them, patient as stone. "I would've been holla'd at you, but I heard a few niggas in class had asked you out. That you shot 'em down cold." His shoulders rose and fell. "Guess you weren't the only one intimidated."

A bird called somewhere in the trees. The sound echoed across the valley, carrying secrets that weren't theirs to know.

*****
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DJ's truck ate up the asphalt as he turned east onto I-15. Something wild clawed at his ribcage from the inside. Not pain—worse. Hope. A feeling so unfamiliar it made his skin itch.

He gripped the steering wheel tighter, knuckles going white. Tried to focus on the road signs flashing past, but his mind kept sliding back to her face. Her smell. The weight of her hands in his.

Nobody in Vegas came close. Not even in the same universe. A goddess walking among mortals—beautiful, smart as hell, bank account already fat, and sweet in ways that made his teeth ache. And she wanted him. Him. His heart hammered against his chest wall like it was trying to escape, run back to her.

The phone chirped from the passenger seat. The sound cut through his thoughts like a knife.

Missed text. His thumb felt thick and clumsy as he swiped the screen.

She’d texted: The butterflies in my tummy are killing me. I already miss the taste of your lips

Butterflies. That's what this was—a thousand wings beating inside his gut, his chest, his throat. All he wanted was to drown in her. To breathe her instead of air.

His thumbs hovered over the keyboard. Sweat broke out on his forehead despite the AC blasting.

Don't trip, I feel 'em, too. And I could spend the entire night kissing you

His mouth went dry. And then...

Where?

He didn't hesitate this time:

Anyplace you want

The phone buzzed in his palm almost instantly:

Purrrrr

"Damn," he whispered to the empty truck. His voice sounded strange in his own ears. Ragged. Like he'd been running.

She's killing me, he thought. And he'd never been so happy to die.
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Chapter 4
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“Tío Javy”

––––––––
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They talked every day, words flowing easy as tap water. The Spring Mountains called them weekly, each trip ending with lips pressed longer against skin, hands growing bolder. After thirty days, friendship had bloomed into something else—a chemistry that hung in the air between them, thick and sweet as barbecue smoke.

Angel walked through life like she owned it. Her smile lit up rooms. Her laugh punched holes in DJ's doubts. When she talked about success, she made it sound like something you could reach out and grab, not some far-off dream. "More money, more problems?" Angel would snort. "Bullshit. Money buys breathing room."

Her dad Luis—Mexican American, engineer, Texas born—had met her mom Gwendolyn while sweating through government work in Miami. Gwendolyn was nineteen then, her face plastered across local magazines, her body selling products on TV. She'd played a hooker on some Colombian soap—the snitch kind. The kind that ends up with fingers digging into her windpipe.

Luis put a ring on it halfway through his contract, dragged her back to Texas when the job dried up. Vegas came calling later—two hundred grand a year to consult—and Luis jumped like a man fleeing flames. Angel popped out the following year.

Tío Javy had been missing from the picture until Angel turned five. Brother and sister patched things up, and Javy stormed into Angel's life like a hurricane. Charismatic. Wild. Funny as hell. He treated her like gold without turning her into a brat—a magic trick few men master.

Javy had money but no kids. The way Angel described him made DJ picture a wolf in expensive cologne—a player with deep pockets and deeper charm.

Nine summers. Countless holidays. By twelve, Angel had breathed the air of China, felt African dirt between her toes, tasted real Italian pasta. Javy hadn't just shown her the world—he'd cracked it open and let her drink the good stuff inside.

He taught her to want. Not just want, but hunger. Angel developed a taste for things that cost more than most people's cars. Javy promised to bankroll whatever she dreamed up, provided she stuck to his life script. Screw up, get hooked on something that burned through veins, and the money disappeared.

Then came the crash. Small engine plane. Angel at fourteen, suddenly hollow-eyed and lost. Two months after the funeral, a man named Clark showed up at their door, smelling of aftershave and paperwork. "Executor of Javier Arroyo's estate," he said, voice flat as hotel carpet.

Clark handed Angel a debit card connected to three hundred grand. "For living expenses until graduation," he said. His words fell like shadows at dusk. "More comes later."

He pulled Angel's mother into another room. He rattled off details her shell-shocked mother never passed along—something about contacting him when Angel hit certain milestones. When they emerged, her mother clutched a cashier's check for half a million dollars like it might disintegrate. 

That debit card money, that promise of Clark's presence—it kept Angel breathing when grief tried to smother her. Her uncle's ghost guided her forward. She crushed high school, graduating at sixteen with a valedictorian speech that left parents dabbing eyes.

Clark deposited another three hundred grand. The valedictorian thing earned her another quarter million. Two milestones. Angel needed it. She'd already burned through two hundred twelve thousand on designer everything—clothes that felt like second skin, shoes that clicked against marble floors, jewelry that caught light and threw it back sharper.

Colleges came begging. UCLA. Stanford. Princeton. Harvard. They waved scholarships thick as phone books. Angel chose UNLV instead. Vegas kept her close to home, close to parents. School reputation meant nothing. Uncle Javy had already taught her everything about moving money that mattered.

Days after enrollment, Clark called. His voice crackled through the phone like paper burning. Tuition would come from a separate account. "Your uncle," Clark said, "wouldn't take opportunities from kids who needed them." The words hung there, heavy with Javy's ghost.

*****
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Nine weeks into their mountain trips, Angel perched on the hood of DJ's car. A quilt saved her thighs from hot metal. Spring Mountain sunshine beat down, making sweat bead at her temples.

"So after I turned sixteen," she said, picking up where she'd left off last time. Her voice competed with wind rustling through pine needles. "That's when I found out what my mom never told me."
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