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Chapter 1

Imani moved before the shooter fired.

Her phone was still in her left hand, the live rifle sight no larger than her palm. Andre Vale stood twelve feet away at the center of the Magnolia Crown ballroom stage, one hand resting on the clear campaign lectern while three hundred supporters faced him beneath white chandeliers and gold ceiling ribs.

The red crosshairs rested over his heart.

Imani crossed the distance in four strides.

“Down.”

Andre turned toward her voice instead of the exits. That trust cost him half a second. She drove her shoulder into his ribs, wrapped both arms around his waist, and carried him behind the stage’s stone-fronted riser as the shot cracked above the applause.

Glass burst from the campaign monitor behind them.

The crowd’s warmth vanished. Panic came cold and fast, a pressure drop she felt before the first scream.

“Jalen, principal,” she said into her collar mic.

Jalen Cross came from the east wing at a run. He dropped beside the riser, opened his coat to shield Andre’s head, and caught the candidate by the upper arm.

“Take him through catering corridor two,” Imani said. “Not the campaign green room. Hard room in the kitchen office. Lock, verify, then move only on my voice and the challenge code.”

Andre caught her wrist.

His grip was warm, controlled, and far too familiar for a man who had nearly taken a bullet. His dark eyes held hers at the narrow distance between their bodies. The room roared beyond the riser, but his voice arrived plain.

“You’re coming back.”

It was not a question. It was also not an order.

“I am stopping the next shot.”

His thumb pressed once against the inside of her wrist, directly over her pulse, then released. Jalen pulled him toward the stage-right curtain.

Imani stood into the chaos.

People crushed toward the south doors, the wrong direction if the firing angle in Camille’s video was true. Campaign volunteers shouted conflicting instructions. A woman had fallen beside the center aisle and disappeared below shoulders. Two security officers tried to push the crowd back without giving them anywhere to go.

“North doors and east corridor,” Imani called over the ballroom system. “Walk fast. Do not run. Leave bags. Help the person beside you.”

Her command cut through because it contained a path.

She pointed one hotel guard toward the fallen woman and another toward the west service door. “Keep that sealed.”

The ballroom occupied the second floor of the original hotel tower. The stage ran along the north wall. River windows stretched across the south side, thirty feet high and divided by brass mullions. The campaign had placed cameras on a raised platform at the rear center. Above the west half of the room, a dark interior window overlooked the ballroom from the unfinished Magnolia Crown Salon on level four.

Camille’s feed showed Andre from slightly above and left.

That should have meant the west overlook.

It did not.

Imani ducked behind a banquet pillar and enlarged the frame. Across the dark river glass, the rooftop letters MAGNOLIA CROWN appeared backward, their white edges cut by red maintenance lights.

A reflection.

The sign sat on the hotel’s east annex, lower than the main tower. From the west overlook, the letters would reflect behind Andre exactly as shown. From the unfinished salon, though, the upper C should have vanished behind the ballroom’s central chandelier.

In the feed, the full C remained visible.

The rifle was not at the salon’s obvious west overlook.

It was farther south on the same level, shooting through the gap between ballroom chandeliers from a temporary maintenance bay above the camera platform.

Imani looked up.

A red point winked in the black glass of the upper south transom. Not a laser. The hotel sign catching the curved front of an optic.

“There.”

She ran.

The rear platform blocked the direct route. She vaulted the first row of empty media chairs, planted one hand on the camera rail, and swung her hips over without slowing. Her body knew weight as force, not apology. The platform shuddered beneath her landing. A cameraman flattened himself beside his tripod.

“Stay down.”

A second crack struck the ceiling rib where Andre had been.

Not random. Whoever held the rifle could still see the stage but had lost the body.

The south service stair stood behind a velvet wall panel thirty feet west of the camera riser. Hotel plans placed it between the ballroom and the river terrace, rising to the level-four maintenance spine.

Imani hit the stair door with her shoulder.

Locked.

She stepped back, drove her heel beside the latch, and felt the frame give but not open. She kicked again. The plate tore loose.

The stairwell smelled of plaster dust and overheated wiring. She took the steps two at a time, pistol low, phone clipped away, left hand sliding the rail only where she needed the turn. Level three opened onto guest rooms. Level four should have opened onto the unfinished salon.

The door above slammed.

Movement traveled downward through the concrete, one hard footfall, then another. The shooter was crossing the maintenance bridge toward the annex.

“Camille, target moving east on four,” Imani said.

“I have no camera inside that corridor,” Camille answered. Her voice came through clean, stripped of everything except verified fact. “Lena’s signal remains below ballroom level. Naya is approaching the service drive.”

“Keep Lena separate from my target.”

“Confirmed.”

Imani reached level four. The door hung open six inches. A braided wire had been looped around the panic bar to hold it nearly shut.

She cut it, entered left, and cleared the first angle.

The unfinished salon spread across the west half of the floor, bare concrete under plastic-wrapped chandeliers. Beyond it, a narrow glass bridge crossed the hotel’s central atrium to the east annex. A figure in a black catering coat vanished through the far door.

Too tall for Lena. Too broad through the shoulders. Voluntary speed.

Imani pursued.

The bridge gave her no cover. Three floors below, evacuees packed the atrium. One round through the glass could reach them.

The runner glanced back.

Black cap. Clear safety glasses. Lower face covered by a white kitchen towel tied behind the neck. No visible rifle.

He pushed through the annex door.

Imani closed the distance to eight yards, then six. She could have fired only at his back, across glass, with civilians three stories below.

She kept the weapon down.

“Stop.”

He threw something without turning.

A stainless-steel pan spun through the air. Imani shifted her head. The edge struck her shoulder and clanged off the glass. Pain flashed hot along her collarbone.

The runner reached the annex stair.

Imani caught the back of his catering coat. Fabric tightened across his shoulders. He drove an elbow behind him. She absorbed it against her forearm, pulled his weight off line, and slammed him into the doorframe.

The towel slipped.

She saw a square jaw, gray stubble, and no fear. His emotional temperature was wrong. Not a desperate amateur. Not surprised to be caught.

He stamped on her instep and twisted free of the coat, leaving it in her fist. Underneath, he wore a gray compression shirt and a climbing harness with one empty equipment loop.

Rifle sling.

He kicked the stair door open and went down.

Imani followed to the landing. At level three, a fire door rocked open toward the parking deck connector.

She reached it in three seconds.

The connector beyond was empty.

Rain silvered the parking deck. A white delivery van accelerated down the spiral ramp. Help had been waiting.

Imani memorized the partial plate before the van dropped from sight.

She did not chase into open traffic with Andre still inside.

The decision burned, but it held.

“Suspect escaped east deck in a white delivery van,” she said. “Plate ends nine-Kilo-Seven. Male, approximately six-two, gray stubble, trained movement. He abandoned outer clothing.”

“Police perimeter is closing,” Camille said.

“Too late for that vehicle. Preserve traffic cameras outside city contractor control.”

A beat.

“Already routing the request through Malcolm.”

Imani returned to the bridge.

The catering coat held no hotel badge, only a cut earpiece wire and a cap from a rifle optic.

She crossed back into the unfinished salon and followed the angle she had reconstructed from the reflected sign.

The firing point was a temporary electrical bay behind stacked acoustic panels. A rectangular opening aligned with the ballroom transom below and preserved the reflected sign angle.

The rifle lay on a folding table.

No shooter would leave a usable weapon unless the weapon mattered more than the person carrying it.

Imani stopped outside arm’s reach.

“Found the firing point,” she said. “Weapon present. Do not touch the east salon corridor until evidence team clears it.”

Two shot bags supported the fore-end. Disconnected hardware around the stock suggested a remote rig without making one functional.

The rifle itself turned the room colder.

Matte black stock. Shortened length of pull. Orange paint buried beneath fresh black coating at the base of the grip. Three shallow notches under the cheek rest.

Imani knew those marks.

She had cut the notches herself years ago to help new trainees return the adjustable comb to neutral. The orange paint had identified a non-duty weapon before Magnolia Shield could afford a full training inventory.

Retired MS-4.

It had never been powerful enough for long-range protection work. At this distance, with the right ammunition, it could still kill Andre.

Naya entered from the west corridor with two federal evidence technicians and a Riversend detective Imani recognized as Lorna Hayes. Naya’s gaze moved from Imani’s bruising shoulder to the rifle, then settled into a stillness that meant anger under command.

“Andre?” Imani asked.

“Secure with Jalen. One minor crowd injury, no gunshot wounds. Lena is not in the ballroom. Her signal was relayed through a cloned node below the stage.”

Relief warmed Imani for less than a breath.

“Shooter escaped.”

“You kept the crowd out of his line.”

“I lost him.”

“You made the choice that kept three hundred people from becoming his exit cover.”

Detective Hayes raised a hand before either woman moved closer to the table. “Nobody crosses the tape line. Price, tell me how you recognized it.”

“Training rifle MS-4. Retired at least three years ago. Stock was cut for smaller trainees. Orange identifier under the grip was painted over. Comb has three index marks.”

“Who had access?”

“Partners, instructors, armorers. We donated retired training equipment through approved programs or destroyed it when transfer was not lawful.”

Hayes studied her. “This one?”

“I need the serial confirmed.”

An evidence technician angled a light beneath the receiver without touching it. The serial had been partially filled with black paint, but the last five characters emerged.

Naya read them first.

Her face changed by one degree. For Naya, that was a shout.

“It is MS-4,” she said.

Footsteps approached from the corridor. Andre came through the salon doors with Jalen beside him and two campaign advisers trailing despite Jalen’s obvious wish to leave them behind.

Imani’s anger hit before fear could.

“You were told to remain in the hard room.”

Andre stopped at the tape. His suit jacket was gone. A tear ran along the side seam of his white shirt where she had tackled him, exposing one narrow line of brown skin over his ribs. Dust marked his shoulder. He looked alive, furious, and composed only because the room contained witnesses.

“Jalen verified the floor was secure,” he said. “Then Detective Hayes requested I identify whether I had ever seen the weapon.”

“You can answer from a photograph.”

“I told him that.”

Jalen’s dry tone earned him a glance from Imani. Not forgiveness, but acknowledgment.

Andre looked at the bruise rising above her collar. Heat moved through his expression, intimate and dangerous in a way the rifle was not. “Are you hurt?”

“Functional.”

“That was not my question.”

“It is the answer available while someone is building a murder accusation around my equipment.”

The words silenced the advisers.

Hayes turned toward the second technician, who had opened a sealed tablet linked to the city’s evidence portal. “Magnolia Shield sent us its current inventory export.”

“Not city servers,” Naya said.

“Direct encrypted transfer from your outside custodian.”

The technician scrolled, frowned, then enlarged a record. “Serial matches. Status says retired, pending destruction. There’s a removal entry dated six weeks ago.”

Imani felt Andre move closer to the tape without crossing it.

“By whom?” Hayes asked.

The technician looked at Imani, then back at the screen as if a second reading might alter the name.

Naya’s voice went flat. “Read it.”

The technician rotated the tablet.

The record showed the weapon’s serial number, the secure storage bay, the exact minute the door had supposedly opened, and an authorization signature copied clean enough to survive a casual review.

Removed by: Imani Price.
Chapter 2
The campaign bus smelled like wet wool, burnt coffee, and the plastic heat of too many screens running at once.

Andre sat at the small conference table near the rear, his torn shirt replaced by a navy campaign pullover someone had found in an overhead bin. The fabric pulled across his ribs where Imani had hit him. Every breath reminded him that her shoulder had landed exactly where it needed to.

Alive hurt.

He accepted the pain.

Outside, police lights washed the Magnolia Crown loading lane blue, then red, then blue again. Rain beaded across the darkened bus windows. The hotel stood forty feet away, but the lockdown had turned that distance into another country.

On the wall screen, a paused news image showed him disappearing behind the stage riser beneath Imani's body.

Mara Sutton, his campaign manager, pointed at the screen as if the answer lived inside it. “That image is everywhere.”

Andre looked at her. “I know.”

“Then you understand what happens next.”

His communications director, Ellis Boone, stood beside the closed bus door with both phones in his hands. “We have three versions of the shooting online. One says Magnolia Shield staged it. One says Imani fired the shot. One says you were never in danger and the broken monitor was planted.”

“Only three?”

No one smiled.

Across from Andre, campaign counsel Priya Desai closed the privacy shade over the narrow window beside her. “The police recovered a Magnolia Shield rifle. The removal record names Imani. Until that record is disproved, she is not merely a security concern. She is a legal exposure.”

“She saved my life.”

Mara leaned both palms on the table. “That does not answer the problem.”

“It answers the first part.”

“The first part is not what will run at six.”

Andre felt the room's temperature rise around him. Fear made Mara sharper. Ellis grew fast and verbal. Priya became still enough to seem cold. They had each built a professional method for hiding panic.

His method was standing in front of people and telling them the truth in sentences they could carry home.

He had no stage now. Only six trusted people inside a locked bus and the woman who had saved him standing somewhere outside it, being treated as a possible assassin.

“Say what you are asking,” he said.

Mara straightened. “Suspend Imani Price immediately. Remove Magnolia Shield from campaign protection pending investigation. Announce that we are cooperating with law enforcement and bringing in an independent firm.”

“No.”

Ellis lowered one phone. “Andre.”

“No.”

“Your refusal will look personal.”

“It is personal. Someone shot at me. I prefer the person who moved before the bullet.”

Mara's expression hardened. “You are not listening.”

“I am listening clearly enough to disagree.”

The bus door opened before anyone could answer. Jalen Cross stepped inside, rain on his shoulders and one hand near the radio at his belt. Imani followed him.

Andre's body responded before his judgment could restrain it.

Relief loosened something beneath his ribs. Then he saw the bruise darkening above her collar and the abrasion along her left hand. Anger moved in behind the relief, not at her, but at the fact that she had taken damage meant for him and was still walking as if pain were a private scheduling conflict.

Imani stopped just inside the door. “Police cleared the bus for command use. No movement until they finish the east deck sweep.”

Mara folded her arms. “Good. Then you can hear this directly. We are suspending you.”

Jalen looked toward Andre.

Imani did not. “On whose authority?”

“Campaign management.”

“You manage the campaign. You do not command the protective detail.”

“We hired Magnolia Shield.”

Andre said, “Mara.”

She ignored him. “A weapon registered to your company was used in an attempt on the candidate. The custody record says you removed it.”

“An altered record says that.”

“Police have not established alteration.”

“I have.”

Priya lifted her chin. “Based on what?”

Imani came to the table and set down a clear evidence sleeve containing a printed inventory page. “The signature is mine. The authorization sequence is not.”

Andre studied the page. Beneath the serial number for MS-4 sat Imani's name, a time stamp, and a block of code grouped into four sections.

She pointed to the second section. “Our secure inventory system requires two approvals for retired weapons. One from an active partner, one from the outside custodian. This sequence contains two internal approvals.”

“Could you have entered both?” Ellis asked.

“No.”

“Technically could you?”

Her gaze settled on him. “Not without compromising the custodian's hardware, which was not connected to our network.”

Mara tapped the paper. “That is still your signature.”

“A copied version of it.”

Andre looked at Imani. “Who last handled the rifle legitimately?”

The question reached her in a place the others could not see. Her shoulders stayed level. Her face did not change. Still, the air around her cooled.

“Renee Price,” she said.

Her mother.

Andre had met Renee twice. The first time, she had shaken his hand and assessed his balance in the same motion. The second, she had told him that men who wanted powerful women often wanted the appearance of power, not the inconvenience of it.

Imani had not spoken to her for three years.

Priya pulled a legal pad closer. “Explain the custody history from the beginning.”

Imani remained standing. “MS-4 started as a training rifle at Price Protective Services. Renee used it for close-range rifle familiarization with new hires. When she dissolved the legitimate side of that operation, she donated six training weapons to Magnolia Shield under a documented transfer.”

“Tessa Wynn trained on it,” Imani added. “She became one of Renee’s best field instructors before she left Price Protective Services. After Tessa died in what police called a vehicle accident, Renee stopped speaking about that class.”

“Legitimate side?” Ellis asked.

Jalen shifted near the door.

Imani's voice stayed flat. “Renee trained licensed guards, executive-protection staff, and later people she should not have trained. Magnolia Shield accepted only equipment with verified serials and transfer documents.”

Andre watched her left hand curl once beside her thigh. She noticed and opened it.

“MS-4 entered our secured inventory four years ago,” she continued. “We used it for controlled drills. The barrel wear made it unsuitable for duty issue. Eighteen months ago, we marked it for destruction after our insurer changed the transfer rules for retired firearms.”

“And then?” Andre asked.

“It disappeared.”

The bus went quiet except for rain striking the roof.

Mara stared at her. “You knew it was missing?”

“We knew a sealed storage slot had been breached during the archive wipe. The digital count still matched the physical count because someone replaced MS-4 with a weighted training replica.”

“When did you discover that?” Priya asked.

“Tonight, when the evidence technician opened the storage image tied to the serial.”

Andre understood before Mara did.

“The record showed the rifle still inside,” he said.

“Yes. Same dimensions. Same painted stock profile. Wrong weapon.”

“So whoever took it planned for the loss to survive inspection.”

Imani looked at him then. “Yes.”

“And built the later removal entry around you.”

“Yes.”

The single word carried no tremor. That made him want to reach for her more than fear would have.

Mara exhaled through her nose. “This is exactly why we have to remove her.”

Andre turned. “You just heard evidence that she was framed.”

“I heard a theory from the person named in the record.”

“You heard a custody break, a substituted object, and an approval sequence that does not belong in the system.”

“I heard enough uncertainty to destroy a campaign by sunrise.”

“Then our problem is the lie, not the woman it targets.”

“Our problem is both.”

“No.”

Mara stared at him. They had known each other since his first city council race, when his office had been two borrowed rooms above a tax service and she had worked for sandwiches. She was one of the few people who could tell him he was wrong without rehearsing the sentence.

“You cannot protect her because you love her,” she said.

The words struck harder than the rifle report still echoing in his memory.

Ellis looked down. Priya closed her pen. Jalen studied the bus door.

Imani's face became unreadable.

Andre could have denied it. Public men learned to answer dangerous truths with narrower facts.

He did not.

“This decision is not a declaration,” he said. “It is a judgment about competence and evidence.”

“That was not a denial,” Mara said.

“No. It was the answer.”

Imani's eyes held his for one moment. Heat passed between them, controlled only because danger had left no room for indulgence.

Then she looked away. “My personal relationship to the principal is not relevant to the custody history.”

“Everything is relevant now,” Priya said quietly. “Especially what an opposing lawyer can make a jury believe.”

A knock sounded against the bus door. Jalen checked the exterior camera, opened it two inches, and accepted a sealed document pouch from a campaign aide.

“For counsel,” he said.

Priya broke the seal. “This came from the Trust office.”

Andre's stomach tightened.

The Vale Community Trust owned four riverfront parcels between the ferry terminal and the old grain warehouse. His grandfather had assembled them over thirty years, refusing private offers because he wanted the land held for public housing, a clinic, and a permanent arts center.

Those parcels were the reason Victor Marrow cared who became mayor.

Priya read the first page, then the second. Color left her face.

“What?” Andre asked.

She placed the documents on the table. “The bridge loan is in default.”

Mara swore under her breath.

Imani looked between them. “What bridge loan?”

Andre touched the top page but did not pick it up. “The Trust borrowed against future donor commitments after the flood repairs. Short-term financing. We were supposed to repay it when the state preservation grant cleared.”

“When was that?” she asked.

“Three weeks ago.”

“And it did not clear?”

“It was delayed.”

Priya slid one page forward. “The delay triggered default. The lender assigned its rights this morning.”

“To whom?” Imani asked.

Andre already knew.

Priya said, “Marrow River Capital.”

The bus seemed to narrow around him.

Imani came closer to the table. “Make it plain.”

Andre appreciated that she asked him, not the lawyer.

“The Trust borrowed twelve million dollars to repair the clinic, arts center, and ferry properties after the flood,” he said. “The loan was meant to last six months. We pledged the riverfront parcels as security until the grant money arrived.”

“If you pay, the parcels stay with the Trust.”

“Yes.”

“If you do not?”

“The lender can take control of them.”

Mara shook her head. “Not immediately. There are notice periods.”

Priya turned the final page. “The Trust waived part of the cure period in exchange for the lower rate.”

Andre looked at her. “Who approved that?”

“The finance committee. Your uncle signed for the Trust.”

“My uncle has been dead eight months.”

“The signature predates his death.”

The old betrayal landed without surprise, which made it worse. His family had spent years confusing secrecy with stewardship. Every compromised choice had been defended as temporary, necessary, or too complicated for public explanation.

Imani placed two fingers on the contract. “What does Victor gain besides land?”

“Control of the project,” Andre said. “Housing units, ferry access, commercial leases, naming rights. He can fold the parcels into the Marrow redevelopment package.”

“And if you withdraw from the runoff?”

Mara answered. “He can negotiate with whoever replaces Andre without a public fight over the Trust.”

Andre looked toward the dark window. Police lights moved across his reflection, splitting his face into red and blue halves.

The rifle threatened his body.

The loan threatened everything his family had claimed to protect.

Ellis's phone vibrated. Then Mara's. Then Andre's own phone lit on the table.

Unknown number.

Imani saw it before he reached. “Speaker. Do not give location or movement.”

Andre answered. “This is Andre Vale.”

For one second, only breathing came through.

Then Renee Price said, “Victor will take the parcels when the gala deadline expires.”
Chapter 3
Renee’s breathing filled the campaign bus before anyone spoke.

Imani stood beside Andre with one hand near his phone and the other resting against the table. Not touching him. Close enough to interrupt movement. Far enough to remember he was a principal under active threat, not the man whose voice could still find the private places she kept armored.

Andre leaned toward the speaker. “What gala deadline?”

“The loan documents give Marrow control at six Friday evening if the default is not cured.” Renee sounded winded, her words tight and low. “Victor chose the time because the riverfront gala starts at seven. He wants the transfer complete before Andre reaches the stage.”

“Where are you?” Imani asked.

A pause.

“Not safe.”

“That is not a location.”

“I know.”

“Are you alone?”

Another pause, longer this time.

Renee said, “For the moment.”

Imani caught Naya’s gaze across the table. Naya lifted two fingers, signaling that Camille had begun tracing the call through lawful emergency channels.

“Did Victor tell you this directly?” Andre asked.

“I saw the amended default notice before his people moved it.”

“From where?”

“I cannot explain that on an open line.”

Imani heard strain beneath the answer, but not coercion. Renee had always sounded strongest when she was lying for someone else. Tonight, fear roughened the edges she usually polished smooth.

“Give me a verification,” Imani said.

“You broke your left wrist at twelve and told the hospital you fell from a fence. You actually hit me during a disarm drill because I stepped inside your reach before you were ready.”

Imani’s fingers tightened against the table.

No one on the bus spoke.

Renee continued. “You refused pain medicine because you thought accepting it would prove I was right about you being too soft.”

“I remember.”

“I was wrong.”

The admission entered the space between them and found nowhere safe to land.

Imani forced her attention back to the call. “What does Victor want?”

“Andre out of the runoff. The Trust parcels transferred without public review. Magnolia Shield blamed for the shooting.”

Mara Sutton moved closer. “How do you know about the rifle?”

“Because Victor asked me how quickly an old training weapon could become a convincing story.”

Imani’s pulse changed.

“When?”

“Three months ago.”

“And you did not call me.”

“I did not know which weapon he meant.”

“You knew enough to remember the question.”

“Yes.”

The word had no defense around it.

Andre’s attention shifted toward Imani. She felt the concern he did not voice, the dangerous instinct he had to move closer whenever she showed damage.

She gave him nothing to protect.

“Renee,” she said, “where is Lena Ward?”

“I do not know.”

“Who diverted her transport?”

“I know one name, but I cannot give it until I am certain the line is clean.”

Camille’s voice came through Imani’s earpiece. “Trace is bouncing through hotel network clones. Origin not resolved. Call integrity degrading.”

“Renee, listen carefully,” Imani said. “Do not disconnect. Give me a physical landmark.”

A sound
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