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For Papi.
 Thank you for passing on your love of stories to me.
 I hope you love this adventure too.
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The Lost Guardian is a thrilling, action-adventure fantasy set deep in the mountains of Peru. This story includes elements of violence, death, grief and loss, blood, injury, anxiety, gun violence, perilous situations, organized crime, alcohol consumption, discussions of colonialism, and sexual activity on the page. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, and prepare to enter the jungle …




Author’s Note

This book is a labor of love for my history, for my family, and for my culture. I have always known that my Peruvian mother was of Andean/Incan descent, and she has told me stories about our people since I was little. Because there weren’t any children’s books about Inca myths and history at the time, she even wrote and illustrated a picture book full of stories for me and my brother. Atahualpa’s ransom was one of them, a tale so fantastical I didn’t realize it was real (and based on historical fact) until I was much, much older.

I’ve been learning about the Inca Empire all my life. Even still, I conducted quite a bit of research for this project. I made it my mission to collect as much information as I could, through both written and oral histories. I traveled to Cajamarca to authentically represent its landscape and culture.

I owe a great debt to numerous authors, archaeologists, and historians whose books served as both information and inspiration. In particular, Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, William Sullivan, Eva Maria Marcos, and David M. Jones. I did my best to keep this story as close to the history that we know as possible, though a few liberties were taken for dramatic purposes.

For instance, as far as I know, there is no hidden clue in Atahualpa’s Ransom Room (though stranger things have happened). The aqueduct of Cumbemayo, however, is absolutely real, though I would not recommend bleeding on the sacrificial stone to unearth a ceque. You’ll likely just end up bleeding in the middle of a stone forest.

There are petroglyphs in the area, and in various other parts of the country. And since no one has been able to state their meaning with certainty, I took the liberty of creating my own.

“Huáscaros” are also a group entirely of my own invention, as are the “Guardianes de la Tumba.”

Huaqueros—grave robbers—are unfortunately all too real.

Finally, while both history and legend state that Atahualpa’s followers exhumed him from his Christian grave to instead mummify and inter him in an Incan tomb, there is no mention of them also stealing back the ransomed treasure and gold.

But remember, friends, history is often written by the victors.

Con Amor,

Natalia
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Lima, Peru

The old man was dying.

He was well-seasoned enough in life to know that all men die eventually. But his death was ahead of schedule. Which was damned inconvenient.

Hot, sticky blood dripped from the wadded-up bandage he pressed into his abdomen. The rest of his body was cold, and he wondered if he was going into shock. If he went to the hospital right now, they might save him. But his pursuers weren’t far behind, and the man had something more important than his life to lose.

He stumbled from his workshop, a weathered envelope in hand. The metallic scent of his blood mingled with sawdust and the musty smell of damp wood.

Almost there, now, he thought to himself. Just a little while longer.

Shouts could be heard in the distance, louder than the roaring in his head. His name was called, several times, both taunting and urgent. He slipped out the back gate, shuffling forward as quickly as he could. It had become easier to move; his stomach had stopped hurting. He only felt numb now.

His neighbor’s house was far off the main road—if you could call their beaten rural pathway a “road.” They were a family who enjoyed their privacy, just as the old man had. But that was all right; he didn’t need to make it to their house. Only to their mailbox.

He reached it, the faded green paint winking in and out of sight among the foliage. He struggled to maintain consciousness. Trembling fingers gripped the handle, pulling it open to place his own envelope on the pile of their outgoing mail. Then he limped down the path, making a show of his attempted escape.

It took two more minutes for his hunters to find him.

“Where is it, old man?” someone called out.

A strangled laugh escaped his throat.

“Search the body, then the house,” he heard someone else command. “We don’t need him.”

The man only smiled as a gunshot ripped through the air.

You’re too late, he thought, and closed his eyes.
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Los Angeles, California

The crate wasn’t supposed to be moved alone.

The label said so in bold red letters with two little stick figures carefully bearing the load.

But as there was no one else at the museum warehouse, Santiago decided that was more of a suggestion.

He crouched, testing the weight first. Then he adjusted his grip, one hand braced underneath the smooth plywood, the other steadying its side. His thighs tightened as he lifted, muscles straining briefly before adjusting to the bulk.

“You’re not that heavy,” he muttered as he moved.

The wood scraped softly as he shifted it onto the worktable. He felt his shirt pull as he rolled his shoulders, then leaned in to inspect the contents. Inside the box, nestled in a linen wrap, was a carefully preserved ceramic jar.

Santiago’s brow furrowed.

“That’s not coastal,” he murmured, already reaching for a pair of gloves. “That’s highland.”

He leaned in closer, eyes scanning. The jar was a yellow-orange color with geometric patterns in burnt umber.

“You’re from Cusco,” he said under his breath.

The tag read: CHIMú. NORTHERN COAST.

“You’re not?”

Five minutes, he told himself. Just long enough to confirm his suspicion.

Before he knew it, Santiago was halfway up a rolling ladder, sleeves shoved to his elbows, carefully adjusting layers of fabric to expose the priceless vessels beneath. Though he worked fast, his movements were steady and precise. They had to be when handling centuries-old treasures.

There it was. A metallic-looking black-ware jar with a single spout—an item far more likely to be found in the coastal regions of Peru. Someone must have switched the tags.

Santiago let out a quiet, satisfied laugh, correcting the mistake with a pen he’d tucked behind his ear.

“There we go.”

Only then did he glance at the clock.

“Shit.”

Eleven minutes later, Santiago raced up the front steps of the Ancient Cultures Museum of Los Angeles.

“Late start this morning, Santi?” Marcus, the morning security guard, called out to him.

Santiago managed a half wave as he scanned his badge and rushed toward the employee wing. He could chat later.

Any other day, he would have walked straight past the break room and to his desk. He had only started assisting Dr. Silva, the Resident Andean Historian and his PhD adviser, a few months ago. He didn’t know many of his coworkers personally and still felt awkward milling about among them.

Unlike the ever-charismatic Marcus, Santiago was terrible with small talk. As a result, he tended to avoid the communal spaces. But the lingering smell of coffee slowed his steps today, reminding him that he’d skipped his morning cup in favor of the archives. Santiago shot a glance at his watch. He was already late, so the room wasn’t likely to be busy. And Dr. Silva was preparing for an archeological dig in Chile, so he doubted she’d be waiting for him. The promise of caffeine—the scent wafting dark and bitter through the open doorway—made the decision for him.

It’s not like I’m ever late, he thought to himself. And no one pays attention to grad students.

Convinced, he dashed into the break room, sloshing the dregs of an ancient coffeepot into a paper cup and slamming on a flimsy plastic lid. He lifted it to his lips. It was lukewarm and … pulpy? Disgusting. But good enough.

He hastened toward Dr. Silva’s office. On the way, he felt an urgent buzzing. Santiago glanced at his phone’s screen, which flashed BROOKE MILLER.

He answered on the third ring.

“Santi! Have you done it yet?” Brooke asked, her voice unbearably loud. Wincing, he lowered the volume.

“Good morning to you, too, Pond,” he greeted his best friend. “And no, I just got to the museum.” He paused to sip from his cup. “Ugh.” He coughed, choking on the burned taste. Maybe caffeine was overrated?

Nah.

“Just got there? You’re telling me Santiago Rios was finally late?” Brooke seemed to celebrate this minor delinquency.

“I got caught up in the archives,” Santiago answered. He stopped himself from diving into an explanation of the mislabeled pots—and their provenance—that he knew would bore her. Besides, he was almost at his desk.

“Okay, listen, you’ve got this!” She could tell he needed a pep talk; she knew him well. “You’ve prepared what to say, you’ve proven you know your stuff, and you’ve been an amazing research assistant. There’s no reason for hot, sexy Doctor Boss-mama to deny your request!”

“Don’t call her that,” Santiago responded automatically. Dr. Silva was, of course, a striking woman. She was also a highly respected leader in her field and old enough to be his mother. “And I know, I know.”

“Santiago.” There was a loaded pause over the line.

“Yeah?” he asked nervously.

“Ask. Her.” Brooke drew out each word. “And I’ll come over tonight with a bottle of something to celebrate.” Her voice regained its normal, chipper cadence.

“I don’t know that this is something worth celebrating,” Santiago grumbled, rubbing the back of his neck, which was beginning to prickle.

“Of course it is.”

Her words were soft, and Santiago felt himself relax.

“Okay, if she says yes, we’ll celebrate,” he replied.

“She’ll say yes,” his friend replied confidently.

“Thanks, Cove.”

“See you later, and good luck!”

I’m going to need it, Santiago thought, returning his phone to his pocket. But he was prepared! And he had time. His meeting with Dr. Silva wasn’t until eleven, so he just had to get his papers in order and—

Someone barreled around the corner, slamming into him hard.

Santiago’s reflexes kicked in before his brain did. His free hand shot out, catching the intern by the elbow to keep them from going down, even as the lid popped off his cup and coffee splashed down the front of his shirt.

“Shit,” he hissed, releasing them and stepping away. “You okay?” he tried to ask.

He shouldn’t have bothered; the ungrateful undergrad didn’t even look back.

Santiago stared after them, blinking.

“Don’t worry, it’s not like I burned myself or anything,” he muttered, throwing the remnants of his sludge in the trash and contemplating the life choices that had led him to this moment. Eventually, it was the cold, sticky sensation of wet cloth clinging to his chest that roused him back to reality.

He crossed into the office he shared with Dr. Silva—who was thankfully not at her desk—and locked the door. Then he unbuttoned his shirt, peeling the drenched cotton off his skin. He didn’t have a replacement, but he did have an alpaca-wool sweater from Peru draped over his chair, mostly for decoration.

It was summer in Los Angeles, but seeing no alternative, Santiago slipped it on over his head. Alpaca wool is ordinarily quite soft, but the inside of this sweater had loose, twisted fibers that scratched and tickled his bare skin. He glanced quickly at the oversize mirror above Dr. Silva’s antique hutch, expecting it to hang loosely off his body like when he first bought it.

Instead, he was surprised to see the sweater pulling taut across his chest. And yes, the sleeves may have halted abruptly at mid-forearm, but they also stretched a little around his biceps. His latest hobby—rock climbing—seemed to be paying off.

“Not that there’s anyone here to impress.” He shrugged, spinning away from his reflection and heading out to the main body of the museum.

On most days, Santiago loved his job. Working in the Pre-Columbian Wing of the Museum of Ancient Cultures, he helped Dr. Silva conduct research, aided in the conservation of historical objects and documents, and educated visitors on the intricacies of his field. The last one wasn’t strictly necessary, but Santi thought it was good practice for the professorship he hoped to hold one day. On occasion, he even helped curate the exhibitions, ensuring their historical accuracy and relevance. And the doctor was a fantastic mentor.

Ordinarily, the painted huacos, intricately designed effigies, jade masks, and colorful textiles made Santiago feel connected to his ancestors. As he walked into a small, rectangular room on the far end of the museum, however, he didn’t feel the incredible awe that usually accompanied such relics of human history.

Today, in his itchy sweater with his big conversation looming, Santiago felt … small.

Though he was late, no one was in his section yet. Eventually tourists and students would wander in to browse the encased objects: traditional Andean looms, stone carving chisels, and—Santi’s favorite—a deadly, woven warak’a slingshot. Inca soldiers could launch stones from it fast and accurate enough to crack a Spanish sword in two.

Visitors who read the signage tended to comment on that detail. More often, they skimmed the exhibit, remarking to one another how “this room is so much smaller than the Ancient Greek and Roman wings.”

Santiago seated himself in a tall chair at the corner of the room. The metal creaked, reverberating through the narrow, high-ceilinged space. Sometimes a guard was stationed there, depending on the state of the museum’s budget. Not these days.

He fished a length of paracord rope from his pocket and began idly practicing knots as he let his mind wander. He was just unraveling a bowline knot and recalling the story of a famed Inca emperor and the goddess he loved when a delicate but pointed cough rang out.

Santiago jumped up, ready to apologize to whomever it was who had clearly been trying to get his attention. But when he looked at the stranger before him, Santiago almost tumbled back to sitting.

In front of him was the prettiest woman he had ever seen in real life. Maybe in all of life. His heart kicked up in his chest and his stomach fluttered.

She was tall, curly black hair tossed over her shoulders. Large, circular glasses hid her eyes at first, but when she looked up, he caught the glint of them … midnight-dark, tilted slightly at the corners, and framed by long, arched brows that gave her an unmistakably feline air.

She was so beautiful, but that wasn’t why Santiago’s breath caught. Or at least, it wasn’t the only reason.

There was something magnetic about her presence, an ease that drew his eye and refused to let go. Her simple white button-down and brown linen trousers should have looked plain, even studious, but on her they carried an effortless confidence. Was she an academic? He was all too aware of his own ridiculous ensemble. With great effort, he forced his cheeks not to heat at the thought of it.

Santiago had the terrible, terrifying desire to impress this woman.

And he realized that he had been staring too long.

“Help you, hi, yes!” he sputtered, mortified by the jumbled words coming out of his mouth. He cleared his throat and tried again. “My apologies, I did not see you,” he managed. “May I be of assistance?”

Inwardly, he cringed. Way too formal, Santi.

The gorgeous librarian of his dreams smiled.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said, her voice hitting his system like café con leche. “You seemed preoccupied.”

Her tone had the melody of an accent, and he wondered where she was from. Did she live in LA, or was she only visiting? He chided himself for thinking it would make a difference.

“Who, me? No, no.” Santiago tucked the rope back into his pocket. “I was just practicing, but it’s not important … not more important, I mean, than you. Than helping you …”

Santiago stopped and took a breath. Fucking hell, he thought.

“What I mean is, you didn’t interrupt at all. How can I help you, Miss …” He let his voice trail off into a question.

“Ali,” she responded, still smiling despite his ramblings.

“Ali,” he repeated, a smile of his own creeping onto his face.

“And you are?” she prompted him, her tone teasing.

“Oh! Santiago Rios,” he said, jerking his spine straight and sticking out his hand.

A handshake, Santiago! Really? He wished his inner monologue would take a day off.

“Mr. Rios,” Ali repeated, amused. She reached out, placing her hand in his.

“Santiago.” He shook his head. “Just Santiago is fine.”

She chuckled softly, then stepped away, turning to take in the room. “I was hoping you could tell me a bit about this exhibit.”

Santiago’s palm tingled where it had touched hers, and an electric energy flooded his system, making up for the missed coffee. He rubbed his thumb over his palm to calm the sensation.

“I certainly can,” he answered, instantly grounded. History was a topic he could handle.

“That’s wonderful,” Ali said.

Santiago remembered to breathe.

“Ancient civilizations fascinate me. Particularly from Central and South America,” she continued.

“Well, you’re in luck.” Santiago hoped he sounded cool and confident. “I’m doing my PhD in archeology with a focus on pre-Columbian Andean societies.”

“Really?” She cocked her head to the side. “Archaeology?”

He fought back the grin that threatened to overtake his face.

“You go to ruins, then?” Ali leaned in. “I’ve always wanted to see one.”

“Yeah.” He recalled a trip he took as an undergrad, back when grants were easier to come by.

“Have you found any treasures of your own?” Her eyes caught the light, sparkling like gold, and Santiago felt suddenly and intensely connected to his ancestors. He, too, had the urge to fashion an entire temple out of precious metal.

“Well, no …” He hated the answer, but he wouldn’t lie to her, either.

“Oh.” Ali’s face fell for a fraction of a second, nearly bringing Santi to his knees.

“Someday …” Santiago decided right then—he would work up the courage to ask Dr. Silva about joining the upcoming dig. Funding be damned.

“So, where do you study?” Ali salvaged the conversation, and Santiago briefly admired her social graces.

“UCLA.” He smiled. “The museum’s resident historian is my adviser, so I get a job and a mentor.”

“Impressive,” she said. “You must be very clever.”

Santiago was smart. He knew that. But his kind of smart didn’t translate to social situations. Upon receiving her compliment, Santi’s brain—which had never failed him in cataloging vast swathes of ancient art or drawing connections between anthropological asides dropped in some colonizer’s journal entry—short-circuited.

“So … you know a lot about Latin American history?” Ali tossed him a lifeline, and Santiago took a deep breath before responding.

“I do, but my specialty is the Inca Empire.”

“Oh,” Ali murmured, walking the exhibition. Her fingertips glided over the display cases. Her nails were red. Santiago liked red. Maybe he loved it. “That sounds impressive.”

He didn’t tell her not to touch the glass, even though there were signs warning against it. He only watched, enthralled, as her hands danced lightly above his treasured histories.

“My family background is Inca,” he added. He was proud of this, his connection to such a storied people. If Ali was interested in Latin American history, perhaps she’d be impressed by it, too.

The catlike woman tilted her chin, looking at a ceremonial golden knife. Her glasses slid down her nose as she did so, and Santiago watched in fascination as she gently nudged them back into place.

“That’s amazing,” she said, meeting his gaze through her lenses. She sounded like she really meant it.

Santiago couldn’t help it—for a moment, he got lost in a daydream. He imagined seeing Ali again and again, telling people how they’d met in the Pre-Columbian Wing of the Los Angeles Museum of Ancient Cultures.

“Mr. Rios?”

“Uh, sorry!” he said quickly, blinking rapidly. “What did you say?”

Take that ceremonial knife and put me out of my misery, please.

“This is a depiction of Inti, no?” Ali asked him, leaning forward to get a better look at the object. “The Inca sun god?”

Santiago’s heart fluttered in his chest. Beautiful and smart.

“Yes.” He nodded, a little breathless. “You like history?”

“You could say it’s a hobby of mine,” she answered.

“Me too,” he joked. He was pleased to see the side of her berry-colored lips quirk up at it.

She paused to glance at a carved stone cross, then back at him. “This looks interesting,” she said.

“It’s a chakana,” he explained. “Often called the Andean cross. People mistake it as a reference to Christianity. But the chakana predates contact with Western religions.”

He stepped closer to the stone, and Ali shifted to stand by his side.

“It represents the Southern Cross constellation,” he continued, jittery at the hundred-watt smile this comment elicited, but relieved that he knew what to say. “Each part of the symbol has a different meaning.”

She smells good, he thought. Like brown sugar and honey.

“It’s divided into four quadrants,” he continued, trying to keep his voice steady. “The four main points represent the four stars of the southern cross, but also north, south, east, and west.”

Her fingers reached out, as if to trace the stone through the glass. Santiago’s throat bobbed as he swallowed hard.

“Also the elements earth, air, fire, water …” He knew he was babbling, but he couldn’t stop.

She was so close that he could count each individual eyelash framing her dark eyes.

“And the steps represent the pachas, or the different planes of existence, like Hanan Pacha.”

“The world of the gods,” Ali recited, and Santiago nodded. Without thinking, he took a step toward her. She smiled and looked at him expectantly.

“Uh, and Kay Pacha,” he continued.

“The world of the living, where we reside,” she answered. A strand of her hair had fallen in her face, and Santiago had the strongest urge to tuck it behind her ear.

He shoved his hands into his pockets.

“And Ukhu Pacha,” he finished.

“The land of the dead,” Ali said confidently, tilting her head up to look at him. Was it warm in here? Santi thought so. Before he could do something ridiculous—like actually reach out to fix her hair—a loud laugh interrupted their moment.

Santiago jumped back as if struck. A group of college-aged young men walked into the room, talking among themselves.

When Santiago looked back at Ali, he thought he saw a flash of annoyance on her face. But she smiled when he caught her eye. He was certainly bothered, but it was his job not to show it. Especially as one of the patrons waved to him, clearly requesting his attention.

“It seems I’ve taken my fair share of your expertise.” Ali frowned. Santiago wanted to disagree with her but didn’t know how to continue their conversation. Amazingly, he didn’t have to. “Would you be interested in continuing our talk after work? Maybe over a drink?”

“A drink?” Santiago repeated. Was he dreaming?

Ali nodded. “There’s a pub down the street. It’s called Gina’s.”

Santiago nodded, indicating he knew of Gina’s, but Ali seemed to take it as confirmation of something more.

“Perfect,” she said, stalking backward toward the main body of the museum. “I’ll see you there tonight. Seven thirty?”

“U-Uh,” Santiago stammered, his mind scrambling to catch up. He had planned for a session at the climbing gym tonight and was hanging out with Brooke after.

“It’s a date!” She smiled, spinning on her heel with a leonine grace and prowling out the door.

A date?

Santiago’s spirit left his body.
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“Santiago, I hear you were late this morning.” A voice greeted him as he floated through the door of their shared office, crashing him back down to earth.

His adviser had her head buried in a book but managed to shoot him a pointed look as he crossed the threshold and dropped onto the plush love seat in the corner.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Silva.” He winced.

“If you’re going to be positioned in the public wing, it’s your responsibility to be there on time—no excuses,” she scolded him, though not unkindly.

“Yes, Dr. Silva, of course,” Santiago rushed to say. “I promise this isn’t a habit. I got held up.”

“Well, it’s certainly unlike you,” Silva answered, her brows tightening with concern. Santiago’s shoulders tensed, pulling up toward his ears. He felt like a child in the principal’s office.

“I apologize, Doctor,” Santiago replied softly, hoping that was the end of it.

It was not.

“If there’s something happening in your personal life that’s making it difficult to get to work on time, please let me know. Maybe the department could help?” she continued.

Her kindness only made him feel worse. Santiago could feel himself slinking farther down into the leather upholstery.

“No, ma’am,” he assured her, dropping his gaze. “It won’t happen again.”

“Very well,” Silva said, touching the fingers of each hand together and placing them down on her desk. “But you let me know if there’s anything you need.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Santiago said, equally embarrassed and grateful. “I will.”

“Now, I’m glad you’re here,” she went on, slapping a hand lightly against the polished wood. “We’re embarking on an exciting new venture!”

A new venture? Santiago thought, sitting straighter in his chair. Was she going to invite him on the research trip? That would save him the trouble of asking.

He had waited years for the chance to go back into the field, as a researcher in his own right. He longed to explore ancient ruins and discover new objects from antiquity. Anticipation crackled within him, and he leaned closer.

“Are you busy between the twentieth of June and the second of July?” she asked.

The buzz of anticipation spiked to pure adrenaline.

Those are the dates of the upcoming dig, he knew. His hands instinctively clenched on the upholstery of the armrests.

“No, Dr. Silva,” he answered, hoping he didn’t sound too eager. “I don’t have anything planned. Other than work and my research, of course.”

“That’s wonderful news.” Dr. Silva beamed at him. “We’re updating our online museum management system. Since I’ll be out, it would be a great week for you to catalog our wing, plus the archives, of course. And add them to the new database.”

Santiago’s jaw dropped, his mood collapsing as quickly as a popped balloon. Not only was Dr. Silva not extending him an invitation to the dig, she was assigning him admin work instead. And to make matters worse, it was incredibly tedious.

His mind scrambled, trying to figure out how he could salvage his plan to find a way to join her in Chile.

Santi couldn’t think of a damn thing.

“Digitizing everything is a really big undertaking,” Santiago muttered.

And a boring one, he thought.

“It is.” Dr. Silva nodded, then flashed one of her magazine-worthy smiles—the one Brooke had gone gaga over when he brought her to the department Christmas party. “Thank you so much, Santiago. You’re truly a blessing.”

What was he supposed to say to that?

“Right,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Of course.”

He felt dizzy.

“Now, I must be off; I have a flight to the Cultural Heritage Preservation and Conservation conference,” she said.

Still dazed, Santiago simply nodded. It wasn’t until Dr. Silva was halfway out the door that he remembered the look on Ali’s face when he said he hadn’t made any discoveries of his own.

“Wait, Doctor!” he called out. She paused, sneaking a glance down at her watch.

“We have a meeting at eleven,” he reminded her.

“Today?” she asked, already moving down the hall. “No, you should have received an email canceling it.” She waved at him apologetically.

“But, but—” he stuttered, and then she was gone.

[image: ]
The acrid tang of sweat and rubber mingled with the dry scent of chalk as Santiago entered the gym. He managed a curt nod to the front desk attendant and made his way to the bouldering walls.

A low thrum of anticipation stirred in Santiago’s blood. The climbing holds were rearranged every other Thursday—tonight would bring a fresh set of problems for him to decipher, challenging his brain and body to chart new paths up the wall. After the disappointment of the morning, he could use the distraction.

He was tempted to get himself strapped into the auto belay and attack the high wall immediately, but he forced himself to slow down. Safety first.

Santiago took a few deep breaths, rolling his shoulders, circling his arms, and loosening his wrists. His fingers flexed and bent, one joint popping audibly. He swung his legs to wake up his hips, did a few squats and lunges, then rotated his ankles, checking for any tight spots.

Santiago found an open route on a bouldering wall. Putting his hands on each of the start holds and pressing his feet into the wall, he pushed upward, feeling his legs and core flex to enable the movement. He made his way up, quickly and easily.

After a few low-level warm-ups, he left the serious routes to the boulderers and turned to his own main objective.

Santiago’s eyes traced the vertical stretch of wall before him, forty-some-odd feet of painted protrusions transforming in his mind into jutting rocks and natural grooves. The rope was a verdant vine stretching toward him. Slipping into his harness and tightening each strap, he clipped in, leaned back slightly to check the connection, and chalked his hands. He paused for a moment, breathing deeply to allow quiet anticipation to settle inside his chest.

He began to climb.

In his mind, Santiago was scaling a mountain, straining for the summit. He’d single-handedly discovered remnants of an ancient civilization, and he had to carefully transport some of the relics up the cliff for further study. Dr. Silva had entrusted him to deliver them to her safely.

You climb, don’t you, Santiago? she said in his mind. You’re the perfect person for this mission.

His muscles burned as he pushed higher with his legs, his fingers gripping tightly. He was almost to the top, where the crew would be waiting. They’d cheer when he made it, and they’d gather around him as he showed them their find. Then beautiful obsidian eyes would turn to him, wide and admiring behind round glasses, lips parted in amazement.

You are incredible, Ali would say, voice breathless.

Santiago’s hands were suddenly sweaty, slipping off a hold. He tried to right himself, tightening his core to keep balanced, but it was no use. There was a single, breathless second of weightlessness when his body was sure that they would plummet to their deaths. Or at least, a very nasty injury.

But in the span of a heartbeat, the breaking system engaged, slowing his downward motion. Santiago glided along the wall, kicking it lightly to keep his distance. The descent was slow enough that he had plenty of time to seep in his own mortification.

Silly, he thought. And embarrassing.

He shook his head ruefully. As if the nature of his fantasies weren’t mortifying enough, they’d actually distracted him to the point of making him fall. Ridiculous.

As if conjuring a ghost, however, now that he had thought of Ali, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. She haunted him, and again he wondered if he had heard her correctly that morning. Had she really asked him on a date?

His pulse, already elevated by exercise, kicked up even higher. Anxious anticipation surged through his body at the thought of seeing her again.

He had spent years dreaming about ancient ruins. His conversation with Dr. Silva today should have crushed him.

Yet somehow, after one conversation with Ali, the excavation in Chile wasn’t the only thing he was looking forward to anymore.
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Santiago rushed home, toeing off his shoes and sliding them neatly beneath the small wooden bench by the door. As he did, he noticed a thick envelope in his mail slot. He grabbed it, surprised by its weight.

He had just enough time to shower, eat his dinner, and head out to Gina’s to meet Ali. But curiosity got the better of him.

He debated what to wear (anything would be better than the alpaca sweater) as he tore open the envelope. A sharp clatter rang out, something dropping to the floor.

Frowning, Santi bent to scoop up the item as he read the first line.

Then he was the one on the floor.

The breath was knocked out of his lungs, eyes struggling to focus on the page in his hand.

Santiago, it read.

Hijo mio. If you are reading this, I have passed on.

You are the last of us. You are the only one who can do what needs to be done. The necklace is the key. Come to Peru, mijo, and lay an old man to rest.

The stories were true. You must believe.

Con todo mi amor,

Abuelo Manco

Santiago read the paper several more times, translating the Spanish in his head, quickly memorizing the words.

If you are reading this, I have passed on.

Dead?

His abuelo was dead?

Slowly, Santi peeled his fingers away from his palm, revealing a stone chakana pendant strung on a sturdy leather cord.

The necklace is the key … The stories were true. Santiago felt weak, like his muscles were stuck in concrete. He could barely keep his head up, so he didn’t. He only tucked his chin to his chest and began to cry.

It wasn’t until he heard Brooke’s car pull up to his driveway with the cheerful beep beep of her horn that he came back to himself.

As he slowly lifted himself from sitting, he realized he was chilled, the sweat having dried on his body. How long had he been sitting there?

Santiago carefully folded up the letter, taking out his wallet to tuck it inside. Then, he slipped on the necklace. The stone was warm from his grip, contrasting sharply with his freezing skin.

On a fortifying breath, he opened his front door.

“Santi!” a delighted voice cried out before something small but forceful slammed against him, knocking the air from his lungs.

“Hey, River,” he managed to gasp, mussing up the top of her hair.

She pulled back, wrinkling her nose. “Eww, you’re all sweaty.”

“Climbing,” he mumbled, keeping his voice low so as not to betray the emotion inside it. “Let me shower and change.”

Thankfully, Brooke was much shorter than he was, so he didn’t betray his watery gaze. Though he knew he’d eventually need to talk about it, he wasn’t ready yet.

Instead of waiting in the living room like a normal person, Brooke followed Santiago to his room, sprawling atop his bed as he ducked into the bathroom. The clack of the lock reverberated around the tiny, tiled space.

“Afraid for your virtue?” Brooke called from behind the door.

“Nope, I just don’t trust you,” he shot back, slipping out of his clothing. Not after last time.

“Just one photo, Santi!” Brooke cackled. “Just one shirtless pic for your profile. People need to know there’s a Latin Superman body under that nerdy professor disguise!”

“Some people think professors are sexy,” Santiago argued, not bothering to tell her that he’d long since deleted the dating app she put on his phone.

“Not the way you dress,” he heard Brooke say before he turned on the shower faucet and her voice was drowned out by the water.

Despite her less than flattering words, Santiago couldn’t help but smile. It had been an awful day, but at least he had his best friend to distract him from his troubles.

Santiago had first met Brooke in the eighth grade, when her family had moved to California from somewhere cold and bitter on the East Coast. She walked straight up to Santiago, the only person eating lunch alone in their middle school cafeteria, and struck a deal.

“My name is Brooke,” she’d said, placing her black-and-purple lunch box on the table and plopping down across from him. “I like girls,” she continued. “Only girls. So if you promise not to get a crush on me, we can be friends.”

Santiago nodded furiously, mouth full to the brim with peanut butter and jelly—the most “American” lunch his parents could think of. To this day, just the thought of peanut butter made him queasy.

“I promise,” he said once he could speak, and they had quickly become inseparable.

Of course, he had broken his promise almost immediately. It was difficult not to like Brooke. She was all long-limbed and golden-skinned and sunshine hair. She was funny and assertive and knew exactly who she was. Unlike Santiago.

At the time, he had found it horribly unfair that he would never have a chance with her, his adolescent brain convinced that they were destined to be together forever.

Thankfully, the feeling faded almost as quickly as it began. The best part about the whole ordeal was that he wasn’t wrong. Brooke and Santi were meant to be together forever, and she had been his best friend ever since.

Even when Santiago had skipped a grade—and then another—and they no longer had classes together, they would find each other for lunch. When he graduated and took the bus to and from his college classes, they found the time for study parties, movie nights, and phone calls.

Santiago never told Brooke of his momentary tweenage crush, but he suspected that she knew anyway. He was grateful that she had waited it out. They balanced each other, and they had both grown into better people for it.

He shook his head, remembering the time that she had convinced him to take her to a frat party at seventeen—one they were promptly kicked out of—as he wrapped his towel around his waist and peeked out the bathroom door. Brooke was no longer in the room.

He stepped out, a hot rush of air escaping into the bedroom with him. He turned around, catching his reflection in the mirror, and his eyes snagged on the chakana pendant.

Santiago wrestled the monster of his grief back down. He knew the feeling too well to give in to it right now. He might lose himself—again—if he did. He also knew that burying the sadness wouldn’t fix it, of course.

But he was only human.

He quickly threw on clothes, sliding the necklace underneath his shirt. He wasn’t sure how he was going to start the conversation with his friend, but he didn’t want her asking questions before he was ready to answer them.

Santiago moved to the kitchen and found Brooke flopped on the living room couch. He scanned his countertops, frowning when he didn’t see the container of tacos he’d grabbed on his way home.

“Oh, I got hungry while I waited for you and ate your carne asada,” Brooke called to him. The open concept of his apartment meant he had a clear view of her propping her sneakers up on his wooden coffee table.

“Dude,” he said, throwing up his hands. “Seriously?”

She grinned, completely unrepentant. He did always tell Brooke to make herself at home when he wasn’t there, but eating his dinner was on a whole different level. Sighing, he contemplated whether to burn or bury her body.

Come to Peru, mijo, and lay an old man to rest. He shuddered against the pang in his chest.

“I’m kidding!” Brooke stopped him with a chuckle, holding up the Styrofoam container. “I only sampled it.”

“Brat!” he yelled at her, lunging for his tacos.

Brooke only laughed.

“Do you want anything else, Your Highness?” Santiago asked her as he grabbed his dinner.

“I brought a bottle of wine!” she yelled. “We’re celebrating, right?”

Santiago turned toward the kitchen, then scanned the inside of his fridge—Brooke had indeed begun chilling her white. He quietly wrestled with the corkscrew.

“Santi?” Brooke asked again, looking up from her phone. “We are celebrating, right?”

The cork loosened with an audible pop, and he heavy-poured them two glasses.

“Oh, Santi.” Brooke sighed as she accepted one, patting the seat next to her. Santiago slunk down dejectedly. “Tell me what happened.”

He did. Some of it. Santiago told her about his morning, his delay, and Dr. Silva’s gentle but mortifying reprimands. Then he explained the project she’d dropped in his lap.

“By the time I could even think to remind her of our meeting, she was halfway down the hall,” he finished glumly, sipping the too-sweet wine. He was more of a beer guy.

“So that’s it?” Brooke asked, setting her glass down. Santiago quickly grabbed a coaster and slipped it underneath. “You’re just not going to go?” she continued. “Santi, you’ve been dreaming about this forever!”

“I know,” Santiago groaned, throwing his head back. “And I want to go, I really do! But …”

“But what?” Brooke pressed.

Santiago hesitated. He wanted to confide in Brooke, but he’d been putting it off for a reason. His feelings toward Abuelo Manco were complicated yesterday. Now? He hardly knew where to begin.

“I may need some time off for a different sort of trip,” he finally said.

Brooke frowned.

“What trip?”

With a heavy sigh, Santiago told her. He explained about the strange letter he had received. He didn’t go into detail, just the news of his grandfather’s passing and his wish that Santiago lay the old man to rest.

“Oh God, Santi, I’m so sorry,” Brooke said, setting down her wine to throw her arms around him. “I know you two weren’t close, but that really sucks. It’s okay to be upset about it.”

Santiago let himself sink into her hug. It helped—a little.

“So you need to request time off to go pay respects to your abuelo?”

Santi nodded.

“Is that what you want?” she asked him softly.

“Yeah, I think I do,” he admitted, again remembering the letter.

You are the only one who can do what needs to be done.

The stories were true. You must believe.

He knew they were the words of an old man coming to grips with his mortality. But Santiago would be lying if he didn’t admit there was a small part of him that longed to do just that. To believe that the stories his grandfather had told him as a child were real. That somehow, he—Santiago Rios—was important. Special.

And even though that wasn’t the case, he still felt honor bound to fulfill his abuelo’s final request in whatever way he could.

“I do,” he repeated more confidently. “But it’s bad timing. With Silva leaving for Chile and the new project …” He rested his head in his hands. “I can’t just take time off. There wouldn’t be anyone left in the department.”

“Then just a few days,” she urged. “A long weekend. You’re allowed to have time off, you know. It’s bereavement!”

“It’s not that simple,” Santiago argued. “I’d have to fly to Lima, collect his ashes, and who knows how long that paperwork would take! Then I’d have to figure out a nice place to spread them—”

“‘Figure out a place’?” Brooke interrupted. “Didn’t your grandfather have a spot in mind?”

Santiago hesitated.

“What?” Brooke asked.

“He did …” Santiago hedged, wondering how much to disclose to his oldest and closest friend.

“Okay, so what’s the problem?”

“It’s just that … the place I know he would want to be laid to rest?” he recalled. “It doesn’t exist.”

The skin between Brooke’s brows scrunched. “What do you mean ‘doesn’t exist’?”

He hesitated. He knew that if anyone would understand, it would be Brooke, but the thought of explaining it to anyone, even her, felt daunting.

No, Santiago decided. There’s no point getting into all of it now.

“I mean that it doesn’t exist anymore,” he lied, twisting his grandfather’s necklace in his hand. “It, uh, was destroyed in an earthquake.”

A plausible excuse. Peru had lots of earthquakes.

“Oh,” Brooke answered, her face smoothing. “That sucks. But I’m sure you can find a lovely place that your abuelo would approve of.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be in the city, which means I’d probably have to hike somewhere remote, even bring some camping equipment …”

“Okay, Boy Scout,” Brooke interrupted him with an eye roll and salute. “Like you wouldn’t love that!”

“You know, most people consider Eagle Scout to be an accomplishment,” Santiago argued. “Like, a huge one.”

Brooke waved her hand dismissively.

“But you see my problem?” Santiago said. “I’d have to go find a place nice enough to spread Abuelo Manco’s ashes or his ghost would haunt me forever.”

“Santi, if you don’t go and lay him to rest, his ghost is going to haunt you forever anyway,” Brooke replied. “This is just another excuse for you to procrastinate.”

Santiago sighed. “Okay, okay. I’ll get time off for later this month,” he conceded.

“Promise?”

“Promise,” he said, halfway sure he meant it this time.

After that was decided, they poured one out for Abuelo Manco and Santiago ate his lukewarm meal. Jesus’s tacos were amazing at any temperature. With a belly full of bad wine and thankfully better food, he looked back on his day.

Santiago froze.

His muscles seized.

His thoughts stalled.

The very blood in his veins stood still.

Oh. Holy. Fuck.

In the chaos of that evening, the devastation, then comfort of his familiar friendship routines, Santi had completely forgotten about … Ali.

Brooke narrowed her gaze. “Why do you look like you just kicked a puppy?”

Santiago opened and closed his mouth a few times. “A really pretty woman came into the pre-Columbian wing while I was there.” He didn’t meet Brooke’s eyes.

“Santiago! What? You met a pretty woman, and you’re actually telling me about it? Spill!”

He felt the back of his neck get hot. Of course, there were extenuating circumstances, but Brooke was still going to murder him when she found out. “Well, she wanted to know more about the exhibit.”

“Wait, so you two actually talked?” Brooke shrieked, crossing her legs underneath her. Santiago winced at both the volume of her voice and her dirty sneakers on his couch.

“We spoke about some of the objects on display and history …” he said, realizing how dull he sounded.

“Wow, very sexy,” Brooke teased.

“Yeah, but then some tourists came in, and she had to leave,” Santiago added.

Brooke grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him hard. “You didn’t get her name? Her number? Her socials? Anything?”

“Her name was Ali,” he said, throwing up his hands in defense. “Is Ali. And no, I didn’t.” He tried to slip this last bit under the radar. “She asked me to meet her after work at Gina’s, but—”

“She asked you out?” Brooke screamed, hopping up from the couch.

“I mean, I don’t know that she asked me out,” Santiago answered, eyes sliding away from hers. “She just wanted to continue our conversation, and—”

“Oh my God, Santi! You got asked on a date by a woman!” Brooke jumped around now. “You haven’t gone on a date since Trish, may that demon spawn rot in hell.”

“Ocean!” Santiago gasped, scandalized.

“But wait.” Brooke stopped bouncing about. “You came here sweaty and stinky,” she accused him.

“Hey!” Santiago argued, although it was true.

“And with food from La Reina Taco Truck, which is parked on Orange.” Her eyes narrowed at him.

“So?” Santiago tried, but he knew it was useless. Brooke already knew.

“You said you went to the climbing gym before coming home. Which means you were not on a date with a hot woman.”

“How do you know I didn’t go out with her before the gym?” Santiago asked defensively. He didn’t, of course. But he could have.

“Santiago Ignacio Rios,” Brooke seethed. “Tell me you did not stand this woman up.”

Santiago cringed.

“Oh my God.” Brooke looked ready to pull her hair out. “Oh my God! You didn’t!”

“Of course not!” he tried defending himself. “I wouldn’t do that!”

“Then what?” Brooke demanded. “Where is she?”

“I mean … I didn’t on purpose,” he explained.

Brooke threw her hands in the air.

“Lagoon, I came home to the letter,” he whispered. “I found out my abuelo died. I wasn’t really thinking clearly.”

“Oh, don’t you nickname me.” She gave him no leeway. “Obviously what happened was tragic and I’m devastated for you, but if you’re well enough to sit on the couch drinking with me …”

It was the truth, but he still couldn’t help but wince at her words. Had he ruined his only chance with the woman of his dreams?

“She probably wasn’t even interested in me like that!” Santiago argued. “She probably had a paper to write; maybe her dissertation has something to do with the Andes.” As if that would make her any less appealing.

It’s a date! He heard Ali’s voice in his head.

Santiago shook it off. That was just a thing people said. It didn’t mean an actual date.

“I can’t even look at you right now,” Brooke said, grabbing her jacket from where she’d dropped it on the floor beside his coatrack. “I gotta go.”

“Wait!” Santiago sprang up, panic in his chest. “Are you really that upset about this?”

Brooke sighed. “I’m upset for you, Santi, not at you. Not only are you superhot, but you’re an amazing guy! You deserve a chance to be happy. To flirt with pretty girls and go on dates and travel.”

She smiled at him. “But no, that’s not why I’m leaving. I’m heading out so you can get your butt to Gina’s to salvage this date. Leviathan needs dinner anyway.”

She hugged him quick around the waist, and Santiago wrapped his arms around her, relieved that she didn’t actually seem mad at him.

“I’d tell you to give the hairball a hug from me, but she’d only scratch you for it,” he said. Leviathan liked Brooke and Brooke only.

“Santiago?” She looked into his eyes. “Go to fucking Gina’s and apologize to that woman.”

Santiago watched from his door until she was safely inside her car and pulled away. Then he locked it, still thinking about Ali.

He checked his watch. Almost eight thirty. She would be long gone by now.

There’s no way a woman like that actually wanted to go on a date with me, he told himself as he picked up the empty Styrofoam container and wineglasses. Brooke had to be wrong.

But what if she wasn’t? What if Ali really had been interested in his knowledge? Some women really did find professors sexy, right? Even if it was a little nerdy? What if she had been interested, and he had just missed his chance to go out with the prettiest, most interesting woman he had ever met?

A knock on his door interrupted his self-pity party.

“What did you forget?” he called out as he crossed the room. “Or did you just want to yell at me some more?”

He opened the door, fully expecting to see Brooke.

But was met with the barrel of a gun instead.
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Santiago’s breath caught in his throat as rough hands shoved him back. His socks slid on the wooden floors, throwing him slightly off-balance. Two armed men followed him in.

The first man kept his gun trained on Santiago, backing him into the living room. The second had a similar pistol tucked into the waistband of his pants. He glanced around the outer hallway before kicking the door shut and joining his partner, tracking dry packed dirt from the LA streets over Santiago’s clean floors.

“No yelling, or calling for help, now, oíste?” the first man warned him.

The words were punctuated with the staccato of a heavy Latin accent. He looked to be at least a decade older than Santiago, in his mid-thirties at least, with a meticulously trimmed black mustache over thin, cracked lips.

His hair was cropped short to his scalp, and he had a large glyph-looking tattoo on his neck, beneath his left ear. He stood perfectly still, his aim on Santiago steady and unwavering.

The second man was taller and thinner, his eyes darting around the room. He was younger, with the beginnings of a patchy beard and shaggy hair shoved behind each ear. As he paced around the room, he shoved the sleeves of his shirt up, giving Santiago a peek of the same glyph on his forearm—was that a feathered crown?

“Where is the key?” Mustache asked him.

Santiago didn’t answer. He barely heard the question. All he could see was the actual gun pointed at his face. His mouth felt like sandpaper.

“The key, Señor Rios,” the man repeated.

The carne asada gurgled angrily in Santiago’s stomach.

The younger man crossed the room, getting so close to him that all Santiago could see was pockmarked skin and yellow teeth.

“He asked you a question, asshole!” the man barked, the scent of stale tobacco heightening Santiago’s nausea.

“Apurate!” He punched Santiago squarely in the gut.

He doubled over in pain and fell into a heap on the floor. His insides cramped as if he was going to vomit, but all that came out of his mouth was a glob of drool that puddled on the floor. Santiago spat, wrapped his arm around his middle, and sucked in a wheezing gasp of air.

“That’s enough, Mario!” the man with the gun snapped in Spanish. “Get him up.”

“Sorry.” Mario did as he was told, dragging Santiago to his feet.

“Apologies for my partner,” Mustache said. “He is more … excitable than I am.”

Santiago swayed on his feet, still trying to catch his breath. The fact that Mario wasn’t the one with a gun to his face was a small comfort.

“Now, let us make this easy for ourselves, yes? Just give us the key.”

“The key?” Santiago repeated, his voice hoarse. The room spun around him and his head felt foggy. Was he going to pass out?

“The key!” Mario repeated the request, only louder. “We know Manco sent it to you. Where is it?”

The mention of his grandfather’s name was like a knife to the chest. Santiago’s head snapped up, and his surroundings rushed back into focus.

Abuelo Manco? he thought. Why are they talking about my abuelo?

“I don’t understand.” Santiago’s eyes prickled with tears, his grandfather’s necklace burning the skin beneath his shirt. It was all he had left of Abuelo Manco—were these men really after it? It took all his power to resist the impulse to clutch the pendant.

“Stop lying,” the man said through gritted teeth, raising the gun a fraction of an inch. “It would be very stupid of you to lie to us right now.”

“I swear, you must have the wrong person!” Santiago tried to reason with him.

“Vamos, we know that is not true, Santiago Rios, grandson of Manco Rios,” Mario said, his hand inching toward his belt. “Make this easy for yourself, all right?” His accent was not quite as pronounced as the older man, but their dialects sounded similar.

“Give us the key to Atahualpa’s tomb,” Mustache growled.

Santiago gaped at the man, his hands trembling against his will.

“Very well,” the man responded, then motioned to Mario with his gun. “Tie him up, and we’ll search the place ourselves.” His eyes narrowed at Santiago. “You better hope we find it.”

An ugly, menacing grin crossed over the younger man’s face as he stepped toward Santiago. Some sense of self-preservation chose that moment to ignite within him. Santiago backed quickly away from his assailant.

Unfortunately, this caused him to trip over the small leather footstool in his living room, and he began falling backward. He grabbed the man in front of him, crashing them both onto the ground. Something landed on Santiago’s already bruised gut, and that, along with the ripe scent of cigarette smoke and body odor had him gagging again.

“Oh, for God’s sake—” the gunman began but was interrupted by the thunderous crash of the front door being kicked open.

A blur of black dashed into the apartment, kicking the gun out of Mustache’s hands and sending it skittering across the floor. A well-aimed punch to the sternum had the surprised man stumbling backward with the wind knocked out of him.

“Leo!” Mario called out to his doubled-over comrade. This moment of distraction allowed the black blur to kick Mario off Santiago, who took a shuddering inhale. That was when he saw the mysterious stranger clearly.

Ali.

At least, he was fairly certain it was Ali. She looked … different. Gone was the sensible, collegiate outfit. Gone was the sweet, almost shy smile. Gone were the sexy round glasses he had been thinking of all day.

The woman in front of him now was the most intimidating person he had ever seen.

She seemed taller somehow. Her jeans and shirt covered a lean, athletic build, her crimson-colored boots the only pop of color in her otherwise black outfit. The most shocking revelation was the patchwork of tattoos that covered both her arms, from wrist to sleeve.

Any softness that remained was in her lips, full and bottom heavy, pulling slightly down at the corners.

The rest of her exuded power.

Santiago’s heart kicked in his chest. Sprawled there frozen, he felt like a field mouse who had found himself under the shadow of an eagle.

“Wha—” Santiago started. But before he could voice his disbelief, Mario rose and tackled her. They rolled on the floor, a jumble of elbows and fists.

Mustache—Leo—ran across the room toward where Ali had kicked his gun. From the corner of his eye, Santiago watched him scramble on his hands and knees to retrieve it.

I can’t let him get to it, Santi realized. He jerked to his feet, terrified of what would happen if he actually did reach the gun first but uncertain how else to assist.

He propelled his body toward the weapon, half scrabbling and half lunging. Before his fingers could close around it, however, a hard shoulder shoved into him, knocking him off-balance. By the time he righted himself and swung back around, Leo was leveling the gun at his face.

Santiago’s body spasmed, jerking backward. He threw his arms over his face, though he knew it would do no good against bullets.

A loud crash had his eyes snapping open just in time to see Leo crumple to the ground, clutching his head. The ceramic vase Brooke had made him during her pottery phase lay in shattered pieces on the ground.

Then Ali was in front of him again, dragging him across the room. A mighty boom rang out, and Santiago felt splinters of drywall explode through the space his body had just inhabited.

Holy fucking shit!

In a single, fluid motion, Ali flipped his heavy dining room table, and they dove behind it. No sooner had she crouched behind the thick wood next to him than gunshots cracked through the air. Santiago covered his head with his arms, as if that would help.

“I can’t believe you stood me up!” Ali said, pulling her own gun from the small of her back. Santiago flinched away from her. “That was rude.”

“What? No, I wouldn’t—” he started, shocked enough to answer her despite the chaos erupting around them. He didn’t have the time or energy to explain that he’d learned of his grandfather’s passing just that evening—that he would never have missed a date with her otherwise.

More importantly, her words verified that the leather-clad Valkyrie before him was in fact the woman he met at the museum hours prior. Although the confirmation only served to confuse him further.

“How, what?” Santiago said, but before he could spin his words into a coherent sentence, Ali leaned around the table to fire a few quick rounds of her own, ducking back as gunfire blasted in their direction. Santiago cried out again and recoiled as bullets flew around him, embedding themselves into the thick wood of his mother’s beloved antique dining table, as well as his landlord’s cheap walls.

Ali continued to return fire.

“Did you follow me home?” Santiago demanded as soon as she spun back behind the meager safety of his dining table. Somewhere in his mind, he knew that wasn’t the most pressing question, but it was the only one he could manage to voice.

“Something like that,” Ali replied, turning back to him. From the inner pocket of her jacket, she pulled out an item that looked a lot like an explosive. “Ready?” she asked, pulling the pin and grinning wildly as she tossed it into his living room.

“Is that a grenade?” Santiago shrieked, right before a loud blast filled the space. Smoke poured through the room, and he could hear the two men coughing furiously somewhere behind them. Ali grabbed him by the arm once more and pulled him into the hallway.

“Smoke bomb,” she clarified.

More gunfire rang out in the confusion of the haze, startling Santiago, who tripped and caught himself against the wall. A strong hand grasped the back of his shirt, and he was hauled into the bedroom. Ali kicked the door shut and quickly shoved her shoulder against his cabinet. It wobbled precariously.

“Passport,” she grunted as she pushed again, and the cabinet crashed down in
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