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Prologue


A procession of shiny black Cadillacs trailed the hearse as it glided into the Italian Cemetery south of San Francisco. Locally known as the City of Souls, the sprawling necropolis housed eighty thousand dead beneath rolling hills, its silent population rivaling the living cities nearby.

Stella LaRosa sat in the backseat of the last luxury car entering under the stone archway. Thick fog descended as the caravan reached the cemetery, blotting out the blue sky above the grounds dotted with palm, eucalyptus, and olive trees. The moisture clung to her skin, as if the dead were reaching out with cold fingers to welcome the newest arrival.

Her car meandered past ornate family vaults adorned with stunning marble monuments: Michael the Archangel standing tall with his sword, his boot smothering Satan's distorted face; a stone angel folded facedown over a headstone in grief, her wings akimbo; a majestic Virgin Mary holding a crowned baby Jesus up high in one hand.

Then came the babies—a row of marble pillars topped with cherub-cheeked angels marking the resting places of the smallest souls.

The cemetery's beauty was lost on Stella. Upon her Uncle Dominic's death, she had hoped her family might finally leave the Mafia life behind. That dream had shattered when she saw the most powerful men in San Francisco paying homage to her father at the front of the North Beach Catholic church.

Before she could ask questions, Stella's brothers had whisked her mother away. Her mother had reached for Stella, but the crowd of mourners created an impassable barrier between them. By the time Stella exited the church, the hearse and several Cadillacs—including the one carrying her parents and brothers—had already pulled away.

A stranger escorted her to one of the remaining black cars. As soon as the door shut, the driver accelerated to catch up with the procession.

The ride passed in silence, but her mind raced with questions, each one striking harder than the last. The weight of realization crushed against her chest, making it difficult to breathe.

How could they have decided her father would take Dominic's place as head of the family without telling her? Did they think she wouldn't find out? That she wouldn't care? Or was she simply irrelevant in their world of power and secrets?

Throughout her life, she'd relied on her mother for truth—whether she wanted to hear it or not. This felt like betrayal, not just by her mother, but by all of them. The pain of exclusion burned in her chest, hot and caustic. Her mother had been her confidante, her shelter in the storm of their complicated family dynamics. Now it felt like the shelter had collapsed, leaving her exposed and alone.

Had they ever truly seen her as part of the family?

She dug her nails into her palms, anger rising in her throat.

They should have told her.

Her mother's departure from the church without insisting Stella accompany them cut deep. At first, she'd invented reasons—a family emergency, something urgent with Uncle Dominic's will, some critical family business that demanded immediate attention—anything to justify being left behind. But reality remained unchanged: her mother had left without her.

The realization hit like a physical blow. Hadn't Stella meant anything? Had her mother even fought for her? Or had it been easy to leave her behind? The thought tightened her chest, the ache spreading through her ribs.

A coldness settled in her bones. Perhaps she'd been naïve to believe she was indispensable.

When Stella's car arrived at the grave site, her mother rushed over and yanked the door open before the driver put the car in park.

"Oh honey," she said as Stella stepped out, her mother reaching to embrace her. "I'm so sorry. It was chaotic at the church. The bodyguards shoved us into the car—so rude. I told them to wait for you, I promise. But your dad said you'd be taken care of and that we couldn't wait since we were in the lead car."

Stella stood rigid, rejecting the offered affection. All she could do was stare at her mother.

"Why didn't you tell me?" she demanded.

"Honey, it was only just decided right before the mass, while you were getting ready. Your uncle's consigliere called us into the rectory. We looked for you but couldn't find you. There was no time to waste. We needed to send a strong message to the other families. There had already been too long a gap between Dominic's death and his replacement."

It was true—Stella had avoided arriving at the church as long as possible. She had despised her uncle while he lived and couldn't bring herself to mourn him with the rest of her family. She'd hidden in a basement bathroom until the bells tolled.

"But why Dad?" Stella asked. "I don't understand."

Over her mother's shoulder, she saw her father standing near the open family vault, flanked by her brothers. At least four armed men in suits hovered nearby.

"Not now," her mother whispered, her eyes darting toward the gathering mourners. "We'll talk about everything after the service."

Stella felt the dismissal like a slap. Once again, she was being pushed aside—her questions, her concerns, her very place in the family deemed secondary to appearances. She watched her mother walk back to her father, her shoulders drawing up tight with the effort of containing her anger.

The concrete slab marking the LaRosa family vault measured the size of two king-sized beds side-by-side, but the crypts beneath went six deep, allowing for twelve family members. Currently, only Aunt Coral rested there. Now, Dominic would join his wife. The monument topping the vault stood in stark contrast to the second LaRosa vault across the stone path—that one crowned with a sorrowful angel sprawled across the crypt, wings spread, one palm clasped across his face in eternal grief.

The second vault housed her beloved Aunt Kathy and Uncle Joe. Stella had been the one to discover their bodies as a child—a trauma she'd never forgiven Uncle Dominic for causing. They had been murdered because of her uncle's organized crime connections, yet he hadn't even buried them in his own family vault. Unforgivable.

Dominic had commissioned the monument for their vault as a shrine to himself and Coral, with statues of the couple flanking a larger-than-life angel smiling down on them benevolently.

Grotesque, Stella thought, making a mental note to beg her parents never to bury her in this cemetery if she died before them. The thought of spending eternity beneath Dominic's smug marble gaze made her skin crawl. He had likely already forbidden her burial there, anyway. Problem solved.

Stella's morbid calculation of remaining crypts was interrupted when she noticed her relatives' attention shifting toward the cemetery entrance. Turning to look, she spotted Detective Rob Griffin stepping out of an unmarked police vehicle a few cars away, dressed in a three-piece black suit. When his dark eyes met hers, Stella looked away, unable to bear the sympathy there. His presence—paying respects to her uncle, a man he didn't even know—meant more than he knew.

Griffin also turned toward the disturbance at the entrance.

Several bodyguards blocked a man in coveralls wielding hedge trimmers, who shouted in an Italian dialect Stella didn't recognize. His face reddened as he pushed forward, swinging the sharp tool in wide arcs when the bodyguards tried to restrain him.

The armed men surrounding her father sprinted toward the commotion.

Three loud pops shattered the air, followed by horrific screaming. Time slowed as Stella watched the horror unfold, as if viewing it from above.

The violence etched into her brain in snapshots: her father's body jerking spasmodically; blood blooming across his white shirt and spattering a stone angel's wing; his head bouncing against concrete as he collapsed; her mother falling to her knees, sprawling across his body with a keening wail. Her brothers reached for their guns, turning toward a chapel-sized mausoleum where a man in a ski mask scrambled off the rooftop, a sniper rifle slung over his shoulder.

Was this real? The thought flashed through Stella's mind as shock numbed her body. The man she'd known all her life—strong, immovable, invincible—was crumpling before her eyes. Her father's blood soaked into the sacred ground, creating dark patterns on the white stone. His eyes remained open, frozen wide with shock, as if he couldn't believe his own mortality. In that moment, she wanted to scream his name, to rush forward and somehow reverse time, but her voice caught in her throat and her feet remained rooted to the ground. He was gone before she could even process what was happening.
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The steady hum of crickets filled the air as Ruby LaRosa leaned against her faded red Honda, a diet soda can cold against her palm. As she scanned the empty construction company lot for Caleb's truck, the gravel beneath her feet still radiated heat from the day's sun. Overhead, dark clouds rolled in from the east, threatening to swallow the last fading rays of daylight.

Even though sunset had already claimed the Oakland Hills, the evening air clung to her bare skin like a warm breath. It carried the sharp tang of sawdust from the nearby yard and the sweet vanilla from the lotion she'd just worked into her hands. The scent reminded her of her mother, who'd given her the expensive bottle for her birthday—a small luxury that made Ruby feel more put-together than she actually was.

The low growl of an engine pulled her attention to the gravel road. Caleb White's truck approached, his tattooed forearm hanging casually out the open window. When he caught sight of her, his face transformed with a smile meant only for her—the kind that made her forget all the reasons she shouldn't be falling for him this quickly.

Ruby's pulse quickened as he stepped out. His T-shirt stretched across his broad chest, and when he adjusted his ball cap, brushing back strands of sandy brown hair, heat pooled in her belly. She tried to appear casual, but her fingers tightened around the soda can, dimpling the aluminum.

Three months of dating, and his touch still sparked something to life in her. Caleb was decent—quiet, sweet, never raising his voice even when irritated. At night, he held her close, murmuring, "No. Please stay," whenever she shifted, and she'd nestle against him, savoring the security of his arms. She'd never known that feeling before—the sense that someone might actually want her to stay.

Ruby had met him shortly after crawling back to her mother's house from L.A., tail between her legs, her wallet empty, and her pride shattered. She'd been fired from her receptionist job—a position she'd landed fresh out of high school—for chronic lateness. At first, she'd blamed the notorious L.A. traffic, her unsympathetic boss, anything but herself.

It took exactly three days of her mother's silent disappointment for Ruby to face the truth: she'd been immature. Spoiled. Thinking the rules didn't apply to her. The realization had settled in her stomach like a stone—she'd become exactly the kind of person she'd always judged.

Her mother had welcomed her home with open arms and told her to take as much time as she needed. But Ruby couldn't stand the shame of failure. Within a week, she'd gotten another job as a receptionist at a construction company in Orinda. She'd rehearsed her interview answers in the mirror for hours, desperate to sound responsible, dependable—everything she'd failed to be in L.A.

The Bay Area traffic rivaled L.A.'s worst, but Ruby was determined not to repeat her mistakes. She arrived early every day, sometimes sitting in her car for an hour before the office opened, rewarding herself with fancy coffee for her punctuality. The bitter taste became a symbol of her newfound maturity, and she took pride in each sip.

During her second week there, Caleb White strode into the office. One glimpse of his slow smile, and she was done for. He'd stood in the lobby, casually chatting with the site manager about measurements and materials, but his eyes kept drifting to her desk. The weight of his gaze made her cheeks flush and her fingers fumble over the keyboard. After days of trading looks across the lobby, he'd waited for her after work and asked her out. She hadn't hesitated.

But from the beginning, he'd insisted they keep their relationship secret. "My boss would flip if he knew," he'd explained, running a thumb along her jaw. "It's against company policy."

At first, Ruby accepted this—she needed this job, needed to prove she could be responsible. But then she'd overheard another receptionist mention dating a site foreman, laughing about weekend plans with other coworkers, and doubt crept in.

What if Caleb was just embarrassed of her? She wasn't college-educated like the other office women. Didn't have their polished demeanor or sleek wardrobes. Her wardrobe consisted of discount store finds and hand-me-downs from more successful cousins. Ruby's teasing about it gradually morphed into genuine hurt that festered with each passing week.

Now, draining the last of her soda, she decided it was time. The aluminum can crinkled in her grip as she crushed it, tossing it into the nearby recycling bin with more force than necessary.

"Want to grab a beer at the tavern?" Caleb asked, eyes crinkling at the corners as he approached. His cologne—sandalwood and something spicy—wrapped around her, familiar and intoxicating.

Ruby shook her head, meeting his gaze directly, steeling herself against the warmth in his eyes.

"No?" His smile faltered. "What do you want to do?"

"I've asked you nicely, and I'm not going to ask again." Her voice came out steadier than she expected, bolstered by weeks of rehearsing this moment in her head. "It's time for me to meet your family."

Caleb's face darkened, the easy charm vanishing so quickly it startled her. His jaw tightened, a muscle twitching beneath the skin. "I don't want them sticking their noses in our business."

"Are you embarrassed of me or something?" The words scraped her throat on the way out, raw with the vulnerability she'd been trying to hide.

"More like embarrassed of them." He wouldn't meet her eyes, focusing instead on a point beyond her shoulder. His hands slid into his pockets, shoulders hunching forward—a defensive posture she'd never seen him take before.

Ruby squared her shoulders, summoning every ounce of confidence she could muster. The evening breeze picked up, sending her dark hair across her face. Tucking it behind her ear, she refused to break eye contact. "You heard me, Caleb White. I meet your parents or I'm through."

He scratched his head, seeming to wrestle with himself, then sighed. The resignation in that sound gave Ruby a flicker of hope. "I gotta run over to my parents' place to pick something up anyway. You can follow me there."

A small victory uncurled in her chest as Ruby opened her car door. The hinges squeaked—a sound that usually annoyed her but now felt like the opening notes of triumph. She slid behind the wheel, watching Caleb's retreating back through the windshield. His shoulders were tense, steps heavy as he walked to his truck.

It was about damn time.
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The Italian Cemetery transformed from a solemn mourning ground to a battlefield in seconds. Marble angels loomed over scattering mourners as they fled in every direction, tripping over bouquets and headstones. Some crouched behind monuments, backs pressed against cold stone, breath heaving in terrified gasps. The priest dove behind a nearby crypt, his robes billowing around him like dark wings.

In the midst of chaos, an old woman in black stood upright, clutching a rosary, her lips moving in silent prayer. The beads clicked softly between her gnarled fingers, a rhythmic counterpoint to the panicked screams.

Stella froze, her gaze locked on a crow perched atop a nearby statue. The bird's feathers gleamed iridescent black in the harsh sunlight, its head cocked as if observing the human drama with detached curiosity. The bird cawed once, the sound slicing through the panic and rendering everything silent. The spell broke when the crow flapped its wings and soared low over her uncle's casket, casting a fleeting shadow across the polished wood.

Sirens wailed in the distance, shattering the silence and reigniting pandemonium. Screams filled the air. Bodies surrounded Stella, their faces contorted with fear. Hands grabbed her arms, fingers digging into her flesh. Men lifted her by the elbows and shoved her into a waiting car, throwing her face-down onto the floorboard. The rough carpet scraped her cheek, fibers catching on her lips.

Struggling to rise, she felt a heavy palm slam between her shoulder blades. "Please stay down, miss."

"Where is my mother?" The words ripped from her throat, sharp with fury. "I have to see my mother!"

"Stay down. She's safe," came a calm voice from above. The pressure on her back increased, pinning her more firmly to the floor.

Stella recognized the voice—one of her father's watchdogs. Tommy, or Tony maybe. They'd never bothered with proper introductions in the family business.

"I don't believe you!" Stella screamed, her fingernails digging into the carpet. "I need to see her! Now!"

The sirens grew louder, their wail piercing through shouting and sobs like an endless scream. Stella couldn't breathe. Her pulse hammered against her ribs with such force she thought they might crack. Panic tore through her veins, making her limbs shake violently as she pressed against the car's floor. The weight on her back felt like a boulder, crushing the air from her lungs.

Her face ground into the rough, rubbery floormat. The stench of gasoline and old leather filled her nostrils, choking her. Chest burning as if she'd inhaled fire, her vision tunneled, dark spots dancing at the edges. For a moment, she thought she might lose consciousness, almost welcomed it as an escape from this nightmare.

Was this real? The question echoed through her mind, bouncing off the walls of her skull. Had she really just watched her father die? Blood soaking into sacred ground, eyes frozen wide with shock, body crumpling before she could even scream his name? The images replayed in her mind with merciless clarity—the red bloom across his white shirt, the way his knees had buckled, the terrible finality of his head striking stone.

A sob clawed at her throat, but she forced it down, turning her head in a desperate attempt to gulp air. It wasn't enough. Nothing would ever be enough. She wanted to run, to scream, to fight—but she was trapped, thrown into this car like cargo, handled like a problem to be contained.

Her father was gone.

And whoever had shattered her world was still out there.

A knee pushed her harder into the floorboards. She demanded through gritted teeth, "Get me Detective Griffin now!"

Seconds later, she heard his voice. "Let her up! For God's sakes, let her up."

"Sorry, ma'am," Tony mumbled as hands lifted her to a seated position. “Just tryin’ to keep you safe.”

The cacophony of sirens pierced the air around them, shadows punctuated with red and blue flashes. Stella fought the urge to cover her ears and cinch her eyes shut. The noise threatened to crack her skull open, each wail like a physical blow.

Griffin dropped into the back seat beside her, leaving the door open. Gripping her shoulders, his eyes searched hers. "Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

Stella tried to speak but her breath came too fast, sending her mind spinning. She pushed against Griffin's chest, trying to see past him to the crypt, but he wouldn't budge. He stayed put and ran his hands steadily up and down her arms.

The rhythmic motion helped to slow her breathing. Focusing on his touch, an anchor in the chaos, gradually, the roaring in her ears subsided enough for her to form words. She managed to squeeze out two words, her voice strange in her own ears. "My father?"

She already knew but needed to hear it.

Griffin looked down and shook his head. "I'm sorry."

"Where's my mother?" Her voice cracked as she again tried to see over his shoulder. This time, he shifted aside.

Instantly, she wished he hadn't.

Her mother lay sprawled across her father's body, tearing at her hair with one hand while clutching her husband's lifeless body with the other. A terrible, guttural keening streamed from her throat—a sound so primal it barely seemed human. Her elegant black dress was now soaked with her husband's blood, the fabric glistening wetly in the harsh sunlight.

"The scene is safe," Griffin said, snapping Stella's attention back to him. "Your brothers caught the shooter."

The shooter.

"He's dead."

Stella's breath quickened again. "They killed him?"

Griffin winced. "Your brothers cornered him and he put a handgun in his mouth."

The air seeped from Stella's lungs. Griffin reached across the seat, wrapping one arm around her shoulders and another around her waist. His warmth contrasted sharply with the cold numbness spreading through her body. Rage coursed through her blood like fire. She clenched her fists until her nails bit into her palms, leaving crescent-shaped indentations in the flesh.

"Do you want to go see if you can get your mother to come with you?" Griffin asked gently. "Would you and your mother be willing to come down to the station for questioning?"

Stella stared at him, a vicious headache blooming above her right eye. "Right now?"

Griffin looked down. "I'm sorry. It's protocol. Eyewitness testimony rapidly degrades with time."

"I don't give a flying fuck about protocols. My mother is not in any state to talk to anyone." She gestured toward the broken woman draped over her husband's body. Pain radiated through Stella's chest. Her voice cracked. "Look at her, for Christ's sake."

The roar of emergency vehicles flooded the cemetery, drowning out Griffin's response. He stepped out of the car. As Stella moved to follow him, she saw two officers half-carrying her mother toward a squad car.

She rushed to meet them. Her mother wrenched free from the officers and threw herself into Stella's arms.

"Stella. Stella. Stella." Her voice was raw and quiet from screaming. Her entire body trembled against Stella's like a leaf in a storm.

Stella held her tightly, shaking as her mother vibrated with quiet sobs. "I got you, Mama. Let's get in the car."

Celeste stared beyond her, toward her husband's body lying behind a wall of uniforms. She clutched something black and soft in her hands—her father's winter scarf, Stella realized with a jolt. Small dark stains marred the fabric. Blood.

Stella reached for her mother's hands. "Let me have that."

"No!" Celeste jerked away, her eyes wild. "They're making me leave him. I can't leave him."

Before Stella could react, her mother bolted toward the crime scene, toward her husband's body. Her movements were desperate, erratic, like a wounded animal.

Stella watched helplessly, her legs leaden with exhaustion. Griffin sprinted after Celeste, cutting in front of her. She collided with his solid frame, and he wrapped his arms around her, holding her firmly as she struggled and sobbed before finally surrendering.

Over her mother's shoulder, Griffin's eyes met Stella's. Her gaze conveyed gratitude tangled with agony; his dark eyes brimmed with sympathy. The connection was brief but intense, a silent understanding passing between them.

"Mrs. LaRosa," he said, "we're going to take you home now. Stella is waiting for you by the car."

"I can't leave him," Celeste whispered, her voice fractured. "I can't leave him alone here."

Stella's throat tightened. "They're going to take care of him, Mama."

"Nobody can take care of him now."

Griffin guided Celeste back to where Stella waited. Celeste's face was ashen, her eyes vacant, as if part of her had already joined her husband.

"Come on, Mama."

Stella helped her mother into the back of the car, then turned to Griffin, who stood watching with a stricken expression.

"You can send a detective to question us later."

He swallowed. "I think it can wait until tomorrow."

Stella gave him a curt nod before slipping inside the Cadillac, gathering her broken mother in her arms. Through the window, she watched as the crime scene techs surrounded her father's body, their movements methodical and impersonal. Her throat burned with unshed tears as the car pulled away, taking them from the place where their lives had shattered beyond repair.
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The narrow road carved into the hillside twisted upward like a snake. Ruby gripped her steering wheel, knuckles white, as she strained to follow Caleb's taillights. On her right, a sheer cliff plunged into darkness, jagged rocks jutting like teeth from the ravine below. Only a flimsy guardrail stood between her Honda and oblivion.

She'd never ventured to this part of Orinda before. The last rays of sunset painted the valley below in crimson and gold, but Ruby couldn't spare more than a fleeting glance. Caleb kept disappearing around each hairpin turn, driving too fast. Once, when she'd managed to catch up, his back tires had sprayed loose gravel against her windshield. She'd flinched and eased off the gas, putting more distance between them.

The trees began to close in overhead, casting the road in deep shadow. Ruby's chest tightened. Her breathing shortened to quick, shallow gasps. The familiar grip of panic seized her.

Before hyperventilation could take hold, she cranked down her window, gulping the crisp night air into her lungs. The scent of pine needles and damp earth flooded the car. She inhaled deeply, counting slowly to ten.

This wasn't how she'd imagined meeting Caleb's parents. In her mind, she'd be dressed in something stunning. A little black dress, hair smoothed and pinned back. He would drive her there himself, open her car door, and walk hand in hand into his parents' house. He'd introduce her proudly. His parents would embrace her.

Instead, she was chasing him up a mountain in her work clothes, fighting panic with every turn.

Ruby shook her head. Her own stubborn insistence had forced this. When would she learn to stop pushing? This pattern followed her everywhere—from demanding a later curfew as a teenager to pressuring her friends into uncomfortable situations. She always had to have things her way, on her timeline. And now here she was, driving up a treacherous mountain road at dusk, chasing a boyfriend who clearly hadn't wanted her to meet his family. Yet again, her determination might cost her everything.

Finally, the road leveled out. Caleb's truck idled near the entrance to a long driveway. Relief flooded her—until he gunned the engine and shot down the drive the moment she rounded the corner.

"Asshole," she muttered, pushing her Honda up the gravel path.

By the time she reached the sprawling house—mansion, really—Caleb was pacing at the front door.

"Could you drive any slower?" he snapped.

Ruby glared at him, her breath still coming hard as she climbed the front steps. Whatever this meeting brought, she'd give this boy a piece of her mind afterward.

She regretted her worn black skirt and plain button-up. Her scuffed ballet flats looked childish against the polished stone steps. Too late now. The afternoon in the stuffy office had left her looking rumpled and tired—her mascara probably smudged, her hair falling from the elastic she'd hastily secured this morning. She longed for a chance to freshen up, but Caleb was already opening the door, clearly intent on getting this introduction over with as quickly as possible.

The house loomed above her, at least twelve windows glinting in the twilight. Five bedrooms, minimum. Ruby's mouth went dry. She'd known Caleb came from money—his watch alone probably cost more than her monthly rent—but this was wealth on another level. Suddenly her mother's voice echoed in her head: "These people aren't like us, Ruby. They may pretend to be, but they'll never truly accept you." Caleb opened the door and walked in ahead of her, not even bothering to look back at her in acknowledgment.

The insult stung like a slap. Some boyfriend.

He must have sensed her reaction, because he turned, sighing, and took her hand with a gentle smile. "Come on in."

His grin dissolved her anger, as it always did. Ruby stepped onto gleaming white marble floors beneath a crystal chandelier, her palm warm against Caleb's. He led her past three separate sitting areas into what must have been the main living room.

So, Caleb's family was rich. Was that why he'd avoided bringing her here? Embarrassed of her working-class background? Ruby straightened her shoulders, hearing her mother's voice echo in her mind. Money can't buy class.

A fireplace cast the room in amber light. Three walls held floor-to-ceiling bookcases, their rich wood gleaming in the firelight. The fourth displayed family photographs—Caleb as a towheaded child, as a teen, in graduation cap and gown. Massive vases filled with flowers released a scent so thick it made Ruby's nose itch.

"Mom?" Caleb stepped forward toward a chair facing away from them. "I brought someone to meet you."

His voice wavered. Nervous? Ruby had never heard that uncertainty in his tone before. Usually so confident, the tremor now betrayed how much this moment meant to him—or how much it terrified him.

A slim woman in black slacks and an ivory blouse turned their way, setting aside a leather-bound book she'd been reading. A silky headband smoothed back her blonde bob, pink lipstick defining her thin lips. Her eyes traveled from Ruby's messy ponytail down to her scuffed shoes before she smiled and stepped forward.

"I'm Mrs. Evelyn White."

The woman extended her hand, clearly expecting Ruby to approach her. Ruby glanced uncertainly at Caleb before crossing the room.

"Ruby LaRosa. Nice to meet you."

Evelyn's hand flinched in Ruby's grasp. She cleared her throat and called over her shoulder. "Dear? Caleb is here. And he's brought someone to meet us."

Ruby shot Caleb a questioning glance, but he was busy watching the doorway, his expression tense and unreadable. Within seconds, an imposing man appeared. Ruddy-cheeked with slicked-back blond hair and a broad chest, he carried an ornate crystal tumbler of amber liquid.

"Dad," Caleb said. "This is Ruby."

"Nice to meet you, Ruby." He offered his hand. "I'm Luke White."

"Nice to meet you, Mr. White."

He chuckled. "Call me Luke."

Ruby smiled, nodding. She tried to catch Caleb's eye, but he avoided her gaze. His discomfort was contagious, finding its way up her shoulders and shivering down her spine.

Evelyn crossed the room and touched her husband's sleeve. He turned, a question in his eyes.

"Ruby dear, what did you say your last name was?"

Ruby didn't miss the look that passed between them. She debated not repeating it, then thought better of the scene that might have created.

"LaRosa."

Evelyn's eyes narrowed before she forced a tight smile. "You do look Italian. With that pretty dark hair and olive skin."

"Ma!" Caleb protested halfheartedly.

Evelyn's mouth twitched with barely concealed disdain. "I just think she's so pretty." The words dripped with condescension, as if she were describing an exotic pet rather than her son's girlfriend.

Luke hadn't taken his eyes off Ruby, even as he sipped the liquid from his glass. She shrank beneath his steel gaze, looking anywhere else.

Evelyn cleared her throat. "If you'll excuse me, I'm running late. Nice to meet you, Ruby." The woman's tone of voice didn't match her words as she hurried from the room, cheeks flushed.

Luke directed his attention to Caleb. "Son, do you have a second? I have a business matter to discuss with you."

Caleb glanced at Ruby, his expression torn between obligation to his father and reluctance to leave her alone. His eyes silently communicated an apology, though his mouth remained a tight line.

"Go ahead!" Ruby said with false brightness. "I'll just look at all these cute baby pictures of you."

"Are you sure?"

She nodded, but as soon as the men disappeared down the hall, Ruby crept after them. They entered a room and shut the door. She let a few moments pass before tiptoeing in their wake and pressing her ear against the wood.

Luke's voice was clipped, each word precise. "You are dating a LaRosa?"

"Is that a problem?" Caleb challenged.

His father's next words were eerily calm. "That's not it, son. Something happened today. At Dominic LaRosa's funeral."

Ruby froze at her uncle's name, her heart thudding in her ears.

Caleb sounded irritated when he replied, "Am I supposed to know who that is?"

Dominic was her mother's brother, but he'd always been cruel to them. Her mother had told Ruby she didn't need to attend the funeral. She'd shuddered with relief at the permission to stay away—the memory of his cold eyes and dismissive sneer whenever he'd visited their home still made her stomach turn. But why would Caleb's father know him by name?

"He's the head of the LaRosa Family," Luke said.

"I don't pay attention to that."

"Clearly not, since you brought home a LaRosa. Into our house."

"I'm not a part of your business," Caleb countered. "That's why I'm working construction. You said I didn't have to join, so I haven't."

Ruby's breath caught. The pieces finally clicked into place—Caleb's reluctance to introduce her to his family wasn't about embarrassment. It was something far worse. His family was involved in something dangerous, something criminal. The secrecy, the mansion, the expensive cars—it all made a terrible kind of sense now.

"What does this have to do with Ruby, anyway?" Caleb demanded.

"Something happened at the funeral, son."

"What do you mean?" Caleb's tough voice cracked.

"We had to take out her other uncle." A sound like sipping and ice clinking rang through the door. "He was the new boss."

Ice spread through Ruby's veins, freezing her in place.

"Your girl and her kin have targets on their backs. You can't see her anymore." A pause. "It makes us look bad, at the very least. It's going to interfere with our plans."

Caleb growled. "Your plans are disgusting. What have the LaRosas done to you? What has Ruby done to you?"

A loud bang erupted from inside—a coiled fist against wood. "We need to make a statement that leaves no doubt who's in charge."

"By murdering all the LaRosas?" Caleb's voice rose. "You're sick!"

Ruby's jaw slackened. What the hell is happening?

"This needs to be large scale. Otherwise, every gang—the Italians, Mexicans, Blacks, Chinese—will try taking over the city. We can't allow even a sliver of doubt about who runs things. If we do, it'll be all-out war. Your Uncle Jack is taking control of what the LaRosas had."

Caleb's voice dripped with disdain. "You think it's better to beat them to the punch and blow up a bunch of innocent people?"

"How dare you question me! I've worked for this my entire life. Dominic LaRosa's death was my chance. His brother needed to die, too. Now we assert control. Take what's ours."

"Innocent people will die, Dad—women and children!"

Ruby gasped. Loud enough for them to hear. She scrambled away from the door, her back slamming into the wall behind her.

"What was that?"

Caleb paused. "Jesus."

The men fell silent.

"Go take care of her."

"I told you," Caleb spat. "I'm not part of the family business."

Evelyn's voice emerged from nowhere. "I'm sorry, Caleb, but you must do damage control. It was poor judgment, and now she knows. If you don't take care of her, the family will be forced to take care of you."

"They wouldn't do that, Mother."

"They would have no choice. This is greater than you and our family. This comes directly from Jack and the Emerald Legion."

Before Ruby could turn to run, Luke spoke again. "You should never have brought her here. Now she's your problem. Take care of her." A pause and something like an object being passed around. "Take my gun."

Ruby bolted down the hall before the door opened behind her.

"Ruby!" Caleb yelled, but she kept running, bursting through the front door and hurling herself into her car. By the time Caleb emerged from the house, she was skidding down the driveway, heart hammering in her throat, wild eyes fixed on the rearview mirror.

She called her mother while careening onto the winding road down toward the city.

"Ruby!" The woman answered in a panic. "I've been trying to reach you for hours. I have terrible news about your uncle. They got him at Dominic's funeral. The police say we all need to be careful now."

Ruby clutched the wheel, teeth chattering, body trembling. "What does that mean?" She knew full well what it meant, but needed to hear it from her mother's lips, needed the confirmation that would seal this nightmare as reality.

Her mother hesitated. "It's just what they said. There are people trying to harm our family."

Everything crystallized. Ruby slammed her brakes on the first hairpin curve, her breath catching. "Ma, don't let Caleb into the house or tell him where I am."

Her mother paused. "Where are you? Why do you sound like that?"

Her phone beeped with an incoming call. Caleb.

Ruby checked her rearview mirror, bounding down the road ten miles faster than necessary. No headlights yet, but that meant nothing on this treacherous road.

"He has a gun. Whatever you do, don't let him inside."

She hung up before her mother could respond. Thank God they lived in a gated community now.

Even so, Ruby wouldn't go home. That was the only way her mother would stay safe.

Caleb's calls kept coming. Another check of the mirror—still no one following.

Drawing a deep breath, she finally answered. She had to keep him talking to protect her mother, to buy time and assess whether he was already on her trail or still at his parents' house.

"Ruby!" His voice overflowed with desperation. "Come back. It's all a big misunderstanding."

Relief flooded her. He didn't sound like he was in his truck. Still, she couldn't stop her body from shaking. She tightened her grip on the wheel to steady herself. The winding mountain road seemed endless, each curve bringing fresh terror. In the darkness, the drop-off to her right was invisible now, but knowing it was there—just inches from her tires—made her stomach lurch with every turn.

"Ruby?"

"Caleb, I need time to think. I'm heading to a friend's in Sacramento," she lied. "I'll call when I'm ready to talk."

"I need to see you," he pleaded. "Explain in person."

Tears streamed down her face as she forced her voice to remain steady. "I just need a few days. I'll call Friday, okay?"

"Please, Ruby. I love you."

They hadn't said that to each other yet. The words stabbed at her heart, twisted the knife of betrayal deeper. Had he been planning to use those words all along? Had he rehearsed them, calculated their effect, waiting for the perfect moment to manipulate her? Or was there still a grain of truth in them, buried beneath layers of deception? She couldn't afford to indulge the question, couldn't risk her life—or her mother's—on the possibility.

"I'll call Friday," she whispered, then disconnected the call.

Now on the main road heading away from the mountain, she dialed her high school friend Nina Donovan. Her hands trembled so badly that she had to pull over to complete the call. The dashboard lights cast a sickly glow across her face in the rearview mirror, revealing a stranger with wild, terrified eyes.

Nina answered on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep. "Ruby? Is that you? God, it's been what—two years? Three?"

Ruby's voice broke at last, and the tears flowed freely. "I need your help."
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The black Cadillac glided down the freeway toward the East Bay, encased in a tight formation of law enforcement vehicles. Three squad cars led in a staggered pattern, lights flashing but sirens silent. Behind them, Griffin followed in an unmarked car, maintaining visual contact.

Inside the Cadillac, Stella sat rigid in the backseat. Her mother stared vacantly ahead, fingers still clutching her husband's bloodstained scarf. Only the low hum of tires on pavement broke the suffocating silence.

The bridge into Alameda County stood nearly deserted—two advance squad cars had sealed it off, emptying lanes that normally teemed with traffic. Their caravan crossed the span like a funeral procession, which, Stella realized with a twist in her gut, it was.

After nearly an hour of winding through freeways and suburban neighborhoods that blurred together amid her shock, they turned onto her parents' long driveway.

Her childhood home loomed before her—pristine white stucco and grand double doors unchanged from when she'd run through them a thousand times as a child. The structure remained the same, but everything else had shattered.

Her father was dead.

The words slammed into her chest with each aching heartbeat. This house didn't know yet. Didn't know its master would never again walk through those doors, never fill its spaces with his booming laugh or heavy footsteps.

Squad car doors swung open as officers emerged with weapons drawn. The sudden movement jolted Stella back to the present. She dug her nails into her palms, grounding herself in the sharp pain. She wasn't ready for this—the questions, the arrangements, the gaping void her father's absence had torn open.

Griffin approached her window. She lowered it, meeting his eyes.

"Keys?"

She blinked, momentarily confused, before digging through her bag for the spare house keys. Stella handed them over, watching as Griffin closed his fist around them.

"Stay in the car," he told her. "My men need to clear the house first."

Stella nodded and glanced at her mother, who remained motionless, eyes fixed on the front door to her house as Griffin and another officer disappeared inside. The remaining officers fanned out, circling toward the fenced backyard.

Unbidden images flooded Stella's mind—a gunman lurking inside to ambush Griffin; explosives planted throughout the house; her mother's dog left dead as a warning.

A small whimper escaped her mother's lips.

Stella reached for Celeste's hand, squeezing it gently. Opening her mouth to offer comfort, she found no words adequate for this chasm of loss. The emptiness yawned between them, wide and bottomless. What could she possibly say to ease her mother's pain when her own felt unbearable? Instead, she simply held her mother's cold hand, hoping that the physical connection might convey what words could not.

Minutes later, Griffin appeared at the doorway, signaling the all-clear to his officers. Stella released her mother's hand and stepped out of the car, holding her breath as she approached him. The gravel crunched beneath her feet, each step a small effort of will.

"You can go inside now," Griffin said, "but don't touch anything until we've finished a full sweep."

Celeste remained frozen in the backseat. Griffin caught Stella's gaze, raising an eyebrow. She shook her head, a silent understanding passing between them. Her mother wasn't ready to enter a home that no longer contained her husband.

He circled the car and opened the other door, leaning in. "It's all clear, Mrs. LaRosa."

Celeste emerged like a sleepwalker, moving with mechanical stiffness, her usually sharp eyes vacant. Griffin offered his arm, but she didn't seem to notice. Another officer stepped forward to escort her, his grip careful but firm. The moment he touched her, she recoiled, a flash of anger contorting her features as she yanked away.

Just as quickly, that spark was extinguished. Celeste continued forward, moving as if pulled by invisible strings, whatever part of her that had been truly alive left behind in that cemetery, beside her husband's body.

Watching her mother's retreating form, Stella turned to Griffin. A shudder ran through her. "What now?"

"I'm assigning two patrol cars to remain here. I've also hired four bodyguards—two inside the house with you, two at the foot of the driveway."

Stella almost protested—it seemed excessive—but exhaustion crushed the words before they formed. The day's weight pressed down on her, settling deep in her bones. She felt hollowed out, scraped raw from the inside.

"Thank you," she whispered.

Griffin didn't move. His dark eyes remained locked on hers, steady and searching. The late afternoon sun caught the angles of his face, revealing lines of concern etched around his mouth.

"I'll be back in the morning," he said, then softer, "Unless you need me to stay."

Stella swallowed hard. The word should have been simple—stay. One syllable, and he would. She could already feel it: the solid warmth of him beside her, making her feel safe when the rest of her world had crumbled.

More than anything, she wanted him to take her in his arms, to press her face against his chest and absorb her fear, her grief, all the things choking her throat. She wanted to surrender to the comfort he offered, to not be strong for just one moment.

But that wasn't an option. It never had been.

Theirs was a connection that would remain unfulfilled, at least in this lifetime. She'd accepted that reality long ago—or pretended to. Too many obstacles stood between them, too much history, too much at stake. They existed in different worlds. She had killed; he hunted killers. The blood on her hands from her work overseas would always be a barrier between them, invisible but impenetrable.

Yet, despite everything, that invisible thread between them remained. Unspoken. Unbroken. A possibility that hovered just out of reach, taunting her with what could have been in another life.

Stella forced herself to step back, creating distance even as every cell in her body rebelled against it. "I'll be fine," she lied.

Griffin hesitated, then nodded. His expression told her he recognized the lie but would respect her choice.

She watched him walk away before turning toward the house. At the threshold, she glanced back over her shoulder, catching his eyes one last time before closing the door and locking it behind her.

Inside, Stella called for her mother. When no answer came, one of the bodyguards spoke in a low voice.

"Upstairs, ma'am."

Stella climbed the staircase and checked the master bedroom, finding it empty. After searching the other rooms without success, she approached the only place left—her childhood bedroom.

The room remained frozen in time since her high school graduation. A double bed with a pink and white comforter tucked against the corner. A small white desk beneath a shelf holding her beloved books: Anne of Green Gables. The Fault in Our Stars. The Perks of Being a Wallflower. To Kill a Mockingbird. White chiffon curtains hung over closed blinds, darkening the space except for a nightlight projecting stars across the wall. The familiar scent of lavender sachets her mother insisted on keeping in every drawer washed over her, a heartbreaking reminder of simpler times.

Celeste lay curled in the fetal position on the bedspread, clutching her husband's scarf in one hand and holding Tino, her small dog, with the other. The dog whined softly and wagged his tail at Stella but remained pressed against her mother.

Stella closed the door quietly behind her. She approached the bed and gently removed her mother's shoes, setting them by the door.

Fighting back the tears burning behind her eyes, she opened her closet and reached for a soft, worn quilt that had belonged to her grandmother—pink and white fabric pieced together from dresses her mother and aunts had worn as children.

She unfolded it and draped it over her mother, pulling it to her chin. Tino poked his head out, resting it on the pillow next to Celeste's hair. Though her mother's eyes remained closed, her breathing steady, Stella knew she wasn't sleeping.

Stella kicked off her own shoes and climbed into bed, wrapping her arms around the only parent she had left. Her mother's body felt fragile against hers, as if grief had already begun eroding her physical form. Stella closed her eyes, inhaling the familiar scent of her mother's perfume, now mingled with the metallic tang of her father's blood on the scarf. The juxtaposition made her stomach turn.
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Stella felt like she was drowning, but there was no time to come up for air. The pressure in her chest built with each passing hour, threatening to crush her from the inside, yet she couldn't afford to surrender to it. There were too many responsibilities, too many people depending on her strength.

Morning light filtered through the curtains as she hovered in the doorway, watching the slow rise and fall of her mother's chest. Celeste hadn't spoken or left the bed since they'd returned home. Stella searched for some sign of life beyond the grief that had hollowed her mother out but found only silence and stillness.

Last night, she'd done what she could—coaxing her mother beneath the blankets when she'd started to shiver, smoothing covers over her trembling frame as her mother had done for her countless times throughout childhood when nightmares or illness struck. The role reversal felt surreal, as if the universe had tilted on its axis, nothing functioning as it should. But Celeste had refused the nightgown Stella offered, clinging instead to her husband's scarf, wrapping it tightly around herself as if the faded scent of him might hold her together.

Stella had wanted to break then, to shatter into pieces, but she couldn't. There was too much to do. Too many people to manage. Funeral arrangements. Family calls. Lawyers. Security. Each time grief crept in, she shoved it down, locking it away behind the endless responsibilities that had become her lifeline.

She perched on the edge of the bed now, watching as her mother nuzzled her face deeper into the scarf, lost in whatever dream—or nightmare—played behind her closed lids.

Stella should have been mourning too. Instead, she felt only numbness.

It was easier this way.

Because if she let herself feel even a fraction of the pain, she wasn't sure she'd ever recover.

After a shower, Stella tried again. With damp hair wrapped in a towel and dressed in her mother's navy tracksuit, she sat on the bed and rubbed Celeste's shoulder.

"Mama?"

Her mother shook her head violently and buried her face in the scarf.

For a moment, Stella buried her face in her hands. Her mother had always been the family's foundation—the one who solved everyone else's problems, managed crises, maintained order when chaos threatened. To see her crumbling like this cut deeper than Stella could bear. She didn't realize she was weeping until she touched a finger to the warm, wet tears streaming down her cheeks.

Her brothers were useless—disappearing to "handle business" the moment emotions surfaced, just as the men in her family had always done. They'd inherited their father's inability to face grief, leaving Stella alone to shoulder this burden.

She swiped at the wetness on her face. There was no time for this. She had a funeral to plan. Calls to make. Police questions to answer. She couldn't afford to break down.

Leaving Celeste, Stella shut the door gently and straightened her shoulders. Griffin had texted that he was downstairs waiting to speak with her. He'd already interviewed her brothers before they'd vanished.

She descended the stairs and entered the kitchen. Griffin stood by the counter, a mug in his hands. Another man—tall and thin with cropped red hair and freckled skin—stood silently in the corner, nodding at her entrance.

Griffin introduced him, but Stella barely registered the name. Her legs carried her forward until she found herself facing the sink with nowhere to go. She gripped the counter's edge, staring out the window. How could the sun still shine when her world had collapsed into darkness?

"Here."

The voice startled her from her trance.

She turned to find Griffin extending a steaming mug of coffee. Taking it with both hands, she moved to the small table in the corner and gestured to the opposite chair.

Griffin sat down, extracting a notebook from his inside jacket pocket. She watched his hands—steady, capable hands that had comforted her mother just hours before. He explained he would voice record their conversation on his phone.

"You okay?" he asked gently. "We can stop anytime you need."

She released a shuddering breath. "I'm not okay. But ask what you need to."

Griffin looked down and flipped to a fresh page. "Tell me what you remember."

Stella kept her gaze fixed on her coffee, an inky brown abyss between her hands. "Where do I start?"

His voice remained soft. "When did you notice something was different yesterday?"

Stella blinked. The first anomaly had been discovering her father was the new head of the family—that had happened at the church. But that wasn't what Griffin meant.

She cleared her throat and began with the commotion near the cemetery gates. Her voice remained flat, even as she described watching her father's body jerk as bullets tore through him. Her mother's endless wailing.

Griffin never looked away as he scribbled notes.

"Then you came to the car where I was. Do you need more?"

"I don't think so."

"That's all I remember anyway," she said, voice hollow.

"Thank you," Griffin said. He hesitated. "Is your mother …?"

Stella shook her head.

"I can call when she's …" The unfinished question hung between them. Ready? Not grieving? Able to survive without her partner? That would never happen.

Griffin pocketed his notebook and regarded her solemnly. "I'm so sorry."

Stella swallowed the ball of grief swelling in her throat. "If we're done, I should check on her."

Griffin stood, moving toward her with an outstretched hand before stopping short, his arm falling to his side.

He glanced the other way. "Your brothers are in the other room."

"Oh."

She didn't care. They'd disappear again the moment anything difficult surfaced, leaving her to manage everything. As always. In times of crisis, Michael and Christopher reverted to type—all business, no emotion—leaving the messy work of comforting, nurturing, and real grieving to the women.

She turned and climbed back upstairs to her childhood room as the front door clicked shut.

"Mama?" Stella called softly. "You have to get up."

Her mother shook her head fiercely.

Stella sighed. "Okay. Fine."

Pulling aside the curtain, she watched Griffin walk to his car. Her brothers followed shortly after, climbing into their vehicles. Two squad cars pulled out behind them—their security detail.

The house fell silent except for a distant ringing. The phone had been sounding constantly since they'd arrived home yesterday, becoming background noise to Stella's ears.

"Are you going to answer that?"

Celeste's voice startled her.

Stella turned. Her mother sat upright in bed, the black scarf draped across one shoulder—the first words she'd spoken since their return.

"Do you want me to?"

Celeste shook her head, grief etching itself deep into the lines across her forehead.

Tino hopped back onto the bed, circling three times before settling against her mother's side.

"Feel like getting up?" Stella asked.

Her mother shook her head again.

"I'll find something for us to eat. You need to eat and drink, Mama, okay?"

Celeste lay back against the pillows without answering.

"Promise me you'll have some water, at least?"

"Okay." She watched her mother take a few reluctant sips from the glass on the table beside her before settling back, fingers tracing the edge of the black scarf.

Stella left, biting back tears.

She spent the day fielding calls from family and friends offering condolences and support. Most asked about funeral arrangements. She didn't even know when they'd release his body from the morgue. As a former reporter, she understood that an autopsy was mandatory after a violent death.

Standing at the kitchen window, she watched as afternoon shadows lengthened across the back garden. Her father had loved tending the roses that lined the fence, spending weekend mornings pruning and fertilizing each bush with meticulous care. Without him, they would wither. Another small death in a cascade of losses.

Taking a deep breath, she dialed Griffin.

He answered on the first ring, informing her the family could plan a funeral after Thursday. However, he strongly recommended they kept it small—immediate family only—and held it in secret, with mourners escorted to the location by police.

She already understood why.
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Later that day, Stella managed to coax her mother to drink the rest of the water and eat half a grilled cheese sandwich. She had to hold it to Celeste's lips and gently instruct her to take each bite.

A sharp knock on the bedroom door broke the quiet, followed by the handle jiggling against the lock.

"Stella? Ma? Let us in."

Michael's voice. Her brothers had finally returned.

Stella set the sandwich down, wiping her palms across her lap, and rose to unlock the door. Michael and Christopher rushed past her to their mother's bedside.

"Oh my God." Christopher recoiled slightly. "You look awful, Ma."

Stella glared at him.

"What?" Michael turned his accusation toward Stella. "You just letting her lay here all day?"

"Letting her?" Heat flashed through Stella's chest. "Screw you. You finally come to check on her and that's all you have to say?"

They were speaking as if their mother wasn't sitting right there, listening to every word. Stella watched Celeste's face for a reaction, but her mother's expression remained blank, as if she had retreated so deep within herself that their words couldn't reach her.

Stella stormed out of the room and down to the kitchen, her hands trembling with rage.

She was pressing the button on the espresso machine when her brothers entered the kitchen. The rich aroma of brewing coffee filled the air, a stark contrast to the bitterness rising in her throat.

"Sorry, Stell," Christopher offered. "It was just a shock seeing Ma like that."

She ignored his apology, turning to face him and Michael while leaning back against the counter.

"Why?" She asked, almost in a whisper. The question had been burning in her since the cemetery. "Why Dad? Who did it? Who was the shooter?"

Her brothers exchanged a look that sent a chill through her.

"That's why we've been gone," Michael said. "We were tracking down who was behind this."

"What did you find out?" Stella's voice was ice.

"It was a guy from the Emerald Legion," Christopher said, watching her face.

"What on earth is that? Speak English."

They exchanged another glance, this one more guarded.

"You're going to have to ask Ma about it."
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Stella woke to bright sunlight streaming through her window, warm rays falling across the empty pillow beside her. Squinting against the light, she groaned as she realized the blind was pulled up and the curtain had been left wide open. As she stretched, the stillness registered.

Her mother was gone.

Stella bolted upright, heart quickening. She stepped into the hallway and glanced at the bathroom, the door wide open. Empty.

After two days of near-catatonia, Celeste LaRosa had finally left the bed.

The faint aroma of brewing coffee drifted upstairs. Stella's body felt leaden as she made her way down the hall, catching her reflection in a mirror—wild Medusa hair and mascara smudged beneath bloodshot eyes, skin pale from sleepless nights spent watching over her mother. She looked like she'd aged a decade in three days.

Stella stumbled into the kitchen and froze. Her mother stood at the counter mixing oatmeal with blueberries and honey—her daily ritual breakfast. Celeste had showered and pulled her hair back in a clip. Wearing her favorite pink tracksuit with pristine white New Balance sneakers, a touch of rose-colored lipstick brightened her pale face. Only the soft black scarf—her husband's—draped across her shoulders betrayed the events of the past few days.

The kitchen was flooded with sunlight, the cheerful brightness surreal after the nightmare they'd been living. Stella inhaled the comforting scents of warm oatmeal and fresh coffee, momentarily disoriented by this return to normalcy. The familiar routine felt both comforting and jarring—a fragile illusion of the life they once had.

Celeste turned, meeting her daughter's gaze. Her eyes were clearer than they'd been since the shooting, though still ringed with the shadows of grief.

"How are you feeling?" Stella asked, her voice rough from sleep.

Her mother pressed her lips together, drawing a deep breath before speaking. "We have a funeral to plan."

Stella stared, waiting for the broken woman to reappear. When she didn't, instead gathering her oatmeal and heading for her usual spot at the table, Stella simply replied, "Okay."

Pouring herself coffee, she sat opposite her mother at the kitchen table. A wave of emotion threatened to overwhelm her, but she forced it back down. Breaking now wouldn't help either of them, even though all she craved was her mother's comfort.

She also needed answers.

Stella took a sip of coffee and asked, "Who are the Emerald Legion?"

Exhaling slowly, her mother looked away. "I suppose it's time you knew." The weariness in her voice suggested this revelation had been long postponed, a burden she'd hoped never to share.

Celeste set down her spoon, fingers trembling. "The Emerald Legion is an Irish crime family that's operated in San Francisco for generations. They've been our rivals since before I was born."

"Our rivals?"

"The LaRosa family's rivals." Her mother's eyes met hers. "Your father wasn't who you thought he was."

Stella's chest tightened. She gripped the handle of her coffee mug, the ceramic warm against her palm. "What do you mean?"

"Your father's name wasn't originally LaRosa. It was Costello. Jake Costello."

"But that's Italian⁠—"

"No, Stella. It's Irish." Celeste wrapped her fingers around her mug. "Your father was half-Italian through his mother, but his father was pure Irish. He was born into the Emerald Legion."

The room tilted. Stella's cup clattered against the saucer as she set it down too hard. "That's impossible. Dad was a LaRosa. We're all LaRosas."

"He took my name when we married. It was … unusual, but necessary." Celeste's voice softened, a distant memory flickering behind her eyes.

"Necessary?"

"When we met your father was second-in-command of the Emerald Legion. I was Dominic LaRosa's sister. We were forbidden to each other—the children of sworn enemies. But we fell in love." A ghost of a smile touched her lips. "Deeply, desperately in love."

"Dad was part of a rival gang? And then he switched sides?" The words felt absurd coming from her mouth, like dialogue from a bad movie rather than the truth about her father.

"Not exactly switched sides." Celeste took a sip of her coffee, glancing out the window where birds flitted around the feeder Marco had built years ago. "He abandoned his family, his heritage, his birthright—all for me." Her voice softened. "The defection nearly started a war. Your uncle Dominic engineered a truce—the Emerald Legion could continue operating in San Francisco as long as they left the LaRosa family alone. In exchange, we wouldn't encroach on their territory or business."

"And Dad just … disappeared into the LaRosa family? Became Italian overnight?" Stella couldn't keep the incredulity from her voice. The foundation of her identity was crumbling beneath her.

"We created a new identity for him. Everyone in the family leadership knew, of course, but it was never discussed openly. To the outside world, even to you children, he was simply Marco LaRosa."

Stella's mind raced, reevaluating every childhood memory through this new lens. The mysterious absences, the heated phone calls in languages she couldn't understand, the subtle shifts in his accent when he was angry. Pieces of a puzzle she hadn't known existed suddenly clicked into place.

"What about his family? The Costellos?"

"We told you they were dead because, to your father, they were. When he chose me, they disowned him completely. Considered him a traitor." Celeste's voice hardened slightly. "They would have killed him if they could have found him."

Stella sat stunned, trying to absorb these revelations. An hour passed as Celeste continued filling in the decades of family history, answering Stella's increasingly angry questions. The coffee went cold in her mug.

Everything she knew about her father had been a lie.

"You lied to me my whole life?" The betrayal stung sharper than she'd expected, cutting through the numbness that had protected her since the funeral.

"We didn't lie." Celeste sipped her coffee. "You never asked."

Rage burst through Stella. She slammed her mug down on the table, causing Celeste to jump. "Asked what, exactly? 'Hey Ma, is Dad's family not actually Italian?' I didn't even know to ask anything!"

"You never asked about your father's family."

"You told me they were dead! What more was there to know?" Her voice rose, blood rushing to her cheeks. The control she'd maintained for days began to slip.

"That's true." Her mother nodded slowly, her expression remorseful but unyielding.

Stella's breaths came in heavy, her nostrils flaring with each exhale. The morning sunlight that had seemed so welcome earlier now felt harsh, exposing too much truth at once. When she exhaled, she asked, "What does this have to do with Dad's murder?"

Her mother's red-rimmed eyes met hers. "After your uncle's death, Luke White has decided the truce is over. He sent that message by killing your father."

"Luke White? He's the head of the Emerald Legion?"

Her mother nodded.

"Noted," Stella said, her voice dangerously calm. A cold resolve settled in her chest, replacing the chaos of emotions from moments before.

"Stella." Her mother's tone carried a warning.

Stella stood, nearly knocking over her chair. She could feel her expression hardening, could sense her body shifting into the predator stance she'd cultivated overseas.

"I'll kill him, Ma." Her words fell like stones between them. "I'll kill him and anyone who stands with him."

Celeste rose, meeting her daughter's fury. "The last thing I need is to lose you, too."

She began to cry, but Stella was already walking away.

Nothing would stop her. Not her mother's tears. Not the danger of her own death.

Nothing.
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Ana Rodriguez pressed her face against the airplane window, captivated by the rare approach into San Francisco International. High winds had forced a northern landing pattern, bringing the plane directly over both magnificent Bay Area bridges. In the moonlight, they gleamed like silver ribbons across the black water, the city's lights twinkling against the night sky behind them.

She reached for her phone to capture the moment before a hollow ache spread through her chest. There was no one left to share this with—not Carmen, not her parents, not anyone. The beauty before her only magnified her isolation, turning what should have been wonder into melancholy that settled deep in her bones.

A sob rose in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She'd done enough crying in Texas. The plane touched down with a jarring thud, yanking her back to reality. The cabin lights flickered on, revealing tired passengers gathering belongings. Ana sat motionless, collecting herself as others bustled around her, eager to disembark.

Fifteen minutes later, Ana moved through the terminal with practiced efficiency. The FBI agent had SFO mapped in her mind like familiar territory—another occupational habit she couldn't shake. She'd memorized every exit, security checkpoint, and potential bottleneck, her eyes automatically scanning each passerby as a possible threat or asset. She collected her luggage and drove to her small apartment in the Mission District, her instincts on high alert despite her exhaustion.

The streets were quiet, streetlamps casting long shadows across the pavement. She parked in her usual spot, scanning the surroundings before stepping out. Years of FBI training had taught her to never drop her guard, especially not now. The night air carried a damp chill that cut through her light jacket, reminding her she wasn't in Texas anymore. Somewhere in the distance, a car alarm wailed briefly before falling silent.

She climbed the narrow staircase to her second-floor unit, fingers grazing the cool metal of her holstered weapon as she approached her door. Wind rattled the building's old windows, creating a soundtrack of creaks and moans that would have unnerved someone less accustomed to danger.

Ana slid the key in slowly, pushing the door open with deliberate care. The apartment smelled familiar—old wood and lingering coffee—and something else. Something she hadn't expected to come home to. The faint staleness of an undisturbed space, yes, but beneath it was another scent. Perhaps it was just paranoia. Perhaps instinct.

Without hesitation, she drew her gun.

Methodically, she swept through each room—kitchen clear, living room empty, bathroom vacant. Only when she'd checked every closet and corner did she finally exhale, holstering her weapon. The mysterious scent was just her neighbor's cooking that had seeped through the thin walls—curry and garlic that her heightened senses had registered as foreign.

Leaning against the wall, Ana rubbed her face. She was home. Safe, for now. But recent events had taught her that safety was never guaranteed. The apartment felt smaller than she remembered, the walls closer, the ceiling lower. Or maybe it was her world that had contracted, possibilities narrowing with each loss.

She dropped her suitcase by the bed and cranked the shower to scalding. As hot water cascaded over her tired muscles, Ana tried to wash away Texas—the confrontation with her abusive ex-lover Angel, the moment she'd been forced to kill him in self-defense, and how Stella LaRosa had helped her process the aftermath.

Stella had understood. She'd been through something similar and checked on Ana regularly in the weeks that followed. Despite their unlikely friendship—an FBI agent and a newspaper reporter who'd initially blamed each other for Carmen's death—they'd formed a bond forged in shared trauma and mutual respect. Both women knew what it meant to take a life, to carry that weight forever.

Ana let the memories swirl down the drain with the soapy water. She toweled off, slipped into her softest pajamas, and fell into dreamless sleep the moment her head hit the pillow.
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The next morning, Ana arrived at the FBI field office before sunrise. The building stood nearly empty, offering blessed quiet as she settled into her routine. She grabbed coffee from the break room, wincing as the scalding liquid burned her tongue, then headed to her desk to tackle the work that had accumulated during her absence.

Files waited in precise stacks, courtesy of the office assistant. Ana flipped through the briefings, her trained eyes scanning for priorities:

Illegal firearms intercepted at Oakland's port, linked to New York's Romano family.

A missing teenager from San Jose, potentially connected to a human trafficking ring.

Sophisticated phishing attacks targeting San Francisco financial institutions.

A potential hit on a government witness in an upcoming mob trial.

A local politician suspected of taking bribes from developers.

Ana sighed, her coffee already cold. She'd only been gone a few days, but crime never paused for anyone's absence. Morning light began to seep through the blinds, casting thin golden stripes across her desk as she sorted through the cases. The office remained quiet, only the distant hum of early-arriving custodial staff disturbing the silence.

She got to work prioritizing her cases when a name in the second stack caught her eye. The file's edge protruded slightly from the others, as if someone had hastily replaced it after reading.

Her pulse quickened as she pulled the briefing sheet marked LaRosa.

It has come to our attention that upon reaching the burial site for Dominic LaRosa, a prominent figure in organized crime, his successor, Marco LaRosa, was murdered.

Ana sat back, stunned. Marco LaRosa—Stella's father. According to FBI intelligence, he'd maintained legitimate business interests separate from the family's criminal enterprises. Apparently, that assessment had been wrong. The timing was no coincidence; she'd been away dealing with her own trauma while Stella had faced an unimaginable loss.

Memories of Stella flooded back—the journalist who'd helped Ana take down Carter Barclay's human cloning operation, who'd stood by her when Ana had killed Angel. Their unlikely friendship had begun in mutual suspicion but evolved into something real, a connection built on understanding what others couldn't.

Ana immediately texted Stella. I just heard about your father. Is there anything I can do? I'm back in town now. I'd love to see you if you're up to it.

While waiting for a response, she dug deeper into the report. The assassin who killed Stella's father apparently had ties to the Emerald Legion, another crime organization Ana had considered minor players in San Francisco's underworld. The name triggered a faint memory—something her sister had mentioned before her death.

Curious, she accessed Carmen's old files for additional information. Her sister had been thorough in her documentation before her death, meticulous notes outlining the city's criminal hierarchy. Despite their complex relationship, Ana had always admired Carmen's professional precision and attention to detail.

"Welcome back."

Ana looked up to find Doug, the office assistant, leaning against her doorframe. His lanky frame seemed to fold into itself as he slouched there, coffee cup in hand. "Burning the midnight oil, or did you get here at dawn?"

"I was up early." Ana stretched, rolling tension from her shoulders. "Hey, I just read the briefing on the LaRosas. How deeply are we investigating the Emerald Legion's involvement?"

"We aren't," Doug replied, then glanced over his shoulder. "Yet."

Ana raised an eyebrow. "Yet?"

Doug checked the hallway before stepping into her office and closing the door. Ana's instincts sharpened when he held a finger to his lips, his typically jovial expression hardened into something more serious. The sudden shift in his demeanor set off warning bells.

He grabbed a blank sheet of paper and wrote, I heard something: The Emerald Legion wants to take out all the LaRosas.

Ana took the pen. Can someone hear us? Why is this a secret?

Doug scribbled a quick reply. I'm worried the Emerald Legion has a snitch working here. I can't tell you why. Just don't trust anyone.

She nodded, then said loudly, "Good to see you again. Thanks for holding down the fort while I was gone."

"No problem." Doug matched her tone, then slipped out with one final, meaningful glance.

Ana sank back into her chair, her mind racing with the implications. A mole in the FBI office? It seemed far-fetched, but she'd learned from the Barclay case that anyone could be corrupted. Money, blackmail, ideology—everyone had pressure points. She would proceed with caution until she knew more.

An hour later, Supervisory Special Agent Martha Craig summoned her.

Ana stepped into the office, straightening her posture. The room perfectly reflected its occupant—sterile, rigid, and utterly devoid of warmth. Commendations and certificates lined the walls with military precision. The single bookshelf housed untouched legal texts and policy manuals. Craig's desk gleamed, immaculate except for a cup of cold black coffee, even the pen holder positioned with exact care.

Craig sat behind her desk, her sharp eyes already assessing Ana. "Welcome back."

Ana's heart jumped. She closed the door. "Thanks."

The air in the office felt charged, as if even the molecules between them were aligned according to some invisible order. Ana remained standing, sensing that sitting without invitation would violate some unspoken protocol.

"I'll cut to the chase," Craig said. "I heard you were looking into the Emerald Legion."

Ana fought to mask her shock. How could Craig possibly know? She'd only mentioned it to Doug minutes ago.

"Not really," she replied carefully. "I was just curious. I'd never heard of them before. I can definitely focus on something else—I still have plenty to wrap up from Texas."

Craig leaned back, her smile tight and practiced. "I'm glad you understand."

Ana nodded and headed for the door, then turned. "Any particular reason I should back off?"

"Just passing on the message." Craig shrugged with calculated indifference. "This came from the top. Chalamet."

Ana's face drained of color, stomach churning. Lewis Chalamet—the director of the San Francisco FBI—personally wanted her to stay away from the Emerald Legion.

Something was very wrong. The connection between the organization that had killed Stella's father and the directive from her own boss couldn't be coincidental. Doug's warning about a mole suddenly seemed less paranoid.

As she walked back to her office, Ana's mind was already formulating a plan. If the official channels were compromised, she'd need to work through unofficial ones. She wouldn't abandon Stella, not when her friend's family might be targeted for extinction.

It was time to call in some favors—and perhaps to take a calculated risk.
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A stone monastery nestled at the end of a winding road in the Oakland Hills housed the tiny chapel where they would say goodbye to Marco LaRosa. Its modest steeple rose against a backdrop of towering redwoods, nature dwarfing man's creation in silent dignity.

Inside, stained glass transformed sunlight into jewel-toned ribbons across the worn wooden altar. Elaborate candelabras flickered with small flames, their light dancing across a solitary vase of white lilies. The closed casket rested in front of the altar, polished wood gleaming under holy light.

Mourners filled the dozen pews while police officers—both uniformed and plainclothes—lined the walls. More stood as sentinels outside, weapons visible beneath dark jackets.

The priest who had presided over Dominic's funeral now stood at the pulpit. Stella glared at him, remembering how he'd cowered behind a crypt when bullets flew toward her father at the cemetery. She understood the instinct for self-preservation—her own experiences as a war correspondent in Afghanistan and Syria had taught her that survival instincts were nothing to be ashamed of. The metallic tang of fear, the adrenaline-driven paralysis—she'd felt it herself in those conflict zones, watching soldiers freeze before finding their courage again. Yet she had expected more from a man of God—to rush toward those in danger rather than away from them, especially when their souls hung in the balance.

Only immediate family members—fewer than twenty in total—had been told of the mass. They'd gathered at Stella's childhood home before four large Cadillac SUVs caravaned them to the church with police escorts.

All except Stella.

When she had pulled up to her parents' house that morning on her new Kawasaki, her mother had wailed in dismay.

"Are you trying to die, too? Are you trying to leave me completely alone?"

"I feel safer on a bike, Ma."

"Safer? When your brains are smashed on the side of the road, then you can talk to me about safer! Remember your cousin Marcus?"

Marcus, her second cousin, had died after hitting gravel on his motorcycle. The impact had sent him flying into a stop sign, and his skull "cracked open like an egg," according to the coroner's report that had circulated through family gossip for years.

"I promise I'll be careful," Stella had said. "Drive like a grandma."

The truth was, she could evade would-be assassins better on two wheels than four. In the week since learning about the Emerald Legion's vendetta against her family, Stella had been meticulously planning her own investigation. The motorcycle gave her maneuverability, quick escape routes, and the ability to slip through traffic where cars would be trapped. But she couldn't tell her mother that—couldn't add to the burden of fear already crushing the woman.

"I still don't approve!" Celeste had declared anyway, eyes glistening.

The familiar cadence of Catholic ritual soon pulled Stella from her thoughts. Her voice merged with the others in monotone responses, the collective grief palpable in each pause filled with quiet sobs and sniffles.

The police had recommended against a graveside service, for obvious reasons. After the mass, mourners stood to file past the casket. Some whispered prayers, making the sign of the cross with trembling fingertips. Others simply gazed at the polished wood before turning away, shoulders heaving with silent grief.

When Stella's turn came, she knelt and placed her palm against the cool, dark surface.

Her throat constricted, eyes burning with unshed tears. "I love you, Papa," she whispered.

She'd wanted to say something profound, something worthy of his memory, but those four words were all she could manage without shattering completely.

Stella stood and walked out into the brightness of day, squinting against the sudden light. She approached her bike parked beneath a sprawling oak and reached for her helmet.

A twig snapped in the nearby brush.

Stella's head jerked up, muscles tensing. A young woman stepped from the shadows, hands raised in surrender. Stella studied her for a moment before recognition dawned.

"Ruby?"

The awkward middle-schooler she remembered had transformed into a poised young woman. Her sleek black hair was cut in a chic bob, her full lips painted red, eyes ringed with dark shadows that spoke of sleepless nights. She wore a vintage black lace dress that seemed too formal for her age.

"Hey, cuz," Ruby replied, her voice strained with unmistakable fear. "I need to talk to you."

A shriek erupted from the church doorway.

"Ruby!" Jo, Ruby's mother, pushed through the exiting mourners. "Oh my God. Thank God, you're okay!"

The crowd blocked Jo's path forward as she struggled to reach her daughter.

Ruby clutched Stella's arm, her fingers digging in with surprising strength. "I had to warn you," she hissed, breath coming fast. "They're coming for us. You're next."

Jo broke free from the crowd. "Ruby!"

Stella turned back to her cousin, but Ruby had already pulled away, diving into the woods bordering the church. Within seconds, she'd melted into the dense foliage of the Oakland hillside.

Stella moved to follow, but a bodyguard planted his bulk before her.

"We've got to keep moving, miss."

She exhaled sharply, searching over his shoulder for Ruby's silhouette among the trees, but the young woman had vanished. Behind her, she heard Celeste and Aunt Jo rushing down the church steps.

"Stella!" her mother called.

Without responding, Stella yanked her helmet from the bike and swung one leg over the seat just as the women reached her.

"Where did Ruby go?" Jo demanded, breathless.

"Sorry, Aunt Jo. She ran into the woods before I could catch her." Stella nodded toward the bodyguard. "Meaty over there didn't seem to get the memo."

Jo didn't reply before turning back toward the church, calling her daughter's name with increasing desperation.

Celeste regarded Stella with brimming eyes. That afternoon, her mother would fly to Southern Italy with a bodyguard to stay with her older sister indefinitely. The family there had vowed to keep Celeste safe.

"Are you sure you'll be okay while I'm gone?" Celeste asked.

Stella released her helmet, swung her leg back over, and embraced her mother tightly. The familiar scent of Chanel No. 5 filled her nostrils, momentarily transporting her back to childhood when that perfume had meant safety and comfort. Now it was tinged with salt from her mother's constant tears.

"Mama, I love you. I'll be fine." She pulled back to meet her mother's gaze. "Are you going to be okay?"

"I will be." Celeste sniffled. "Your Aunt Rosalie will take good care of me."

A cool breeze stirred the leaves overhead, bringing the scent of eucalyptus and pine. Birds called to each other in the distance, oblivious to the human drama unfolding below them.

"Please come with me, Stella."

"I can't."

Stella wasn't going anywhere until she found who killed her father and made them pay.

Before her mother could protest further, Christopher and Michael emerged from the church carrying the coffin with the other pallbearers. They glanced at Stella, then looked away. Her brothers had never been close to her, and that distance had only grown since their father's murder. They were leaving immediately to handle "family business" in New York—whatever that meant.

"What are Michael and Christopher doing in New York?" Stella asked, partly to change the subject and partly out of genuine curiosity. She didn't want to leave her mother, but she couldn't bear another round of pleading. Her mission was set, her course determined.

Her mother sighed. "Something about your father's will. Financial matters."

Alarm zipped through Stella. "Are you okay? Financially? Is there a problem?"

Celeste scoffed. "Yes. I have more money than I'll need in this lifetime. Your brothers are just concerned about their own inheritance. Your father set up a trust, so I won't have to worry about anything."

Inheritance. Stella felt sick. She'd never considered that angle, but of course her brothers had. She dismissed it from her mind.

"I love you, Stella," her mother said, voice breaking.

"I love you too, Mama."

Celeste's gaze lingered, absorbing her daughter's face as if memorizing it. "God keep you safe."

Stella nodded and yanked on her helmet. She mounted her Kawasaki Ninja 400 and revved the engine before roaring away.

The motorcycle had been a godsend. The moment she'd left her mother's guarded house after her uncle’s funeral, she'd purchased the bike, emptying her savings. It tapped into instincts honed during her years with the Headway team overseas, where her then-lover and teammate Nick had taught her motorcycle riding and evasive driving techniques. The memories of those lessons were seared into her muscle memory—how to weave through tight spaces, how to execute sharp turns at high speeds, how to disappear in plain sight.

The team had always preferred motorcycles for ensuring they weren't followed. A bike could weave through traffic-choked streets or escape down narrow alleys in cities like Marrakech and Venice where cars couldn't follow. Even now, she maintained vigilance. If any vehicle stayed behind her for more than a block, she would detour until she lost it, slipping between cars or cutting through parking lots if necessary.

But no motorcycle, no amount of vigilance, could outrun the horror that surfaced each night—the memory of her father being shot dead before her eyes, the nightmarish sound of her mother's wailing as she clung to his body.

Now Stella woke in stark terror, sometimes to the sound of her own screams, wondering if her new neighbors in the apartment complex thought she was being murdered over and over again.

In a way, she was.
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The dilapidated Berkeley Victorian that Nina Donovan called home assaulted Ruby's senses—weed, mold, and sweaty teenage boy competed for dominance in the stale air. But desperate circumstances called for desperate measures, and her options for hiding had dwindled to this single, questionable sanctuary.

Attending her uncle's funeral had been a calculated risk, one that shattered her heart when she fled from her mother. The look of desperation on Jo's face as Ruby disappeared into the woods would haunt her forever. Someday, she would explain that her disappearance was for Jo's protection. Ruby couldn't bear the thought of her mother becoming collateral damage in the Emerald Legion's vendetta against the LaRosas.

She'd needed to warn Stella in person. Her older cousin was the only one Ruby trusted to help the family.

Stella was different from the others—street smart, battle-tested, with years overseas doing things the family only whispered about. Some relatives claimed she had killed people. Whether true or not, Stella was an undeniable force of nature. If anyone could protect what remained of the LaRosa family, it would be her—not Ruby's idiotic male cousins, who were more likely to escalate the violence than end it.

But how long until Stella could act? And how would Ruby know when it was safe to emerge from hiding? The waiting gnawed at her nerves, fraying them hour by hour.

She missed her mother with a physical ache. Each day, she allowed herself one brief call, never more than fifteen seconds—just long enough to ease Jo's worst fears without giving anyone time to trace the call.

"Ma, I just wanted to let you know I'm okay."

"Ruby! Come home! It's safe here."

She always hung up before her mother could finish pleading, before her own resolve could crumble. Better to endure separation than risk bringing death to her mother's doorstep.

Nina's house served as an effective hideout precisely because it existed in a world separate from Ruby's normal life. Her high school friend had once been destined for academic greatness—the daughter of scientists; full scholarship to Berkeley—until she'd rebelled against her structured upbringing. Now, Nina worked at a coffee shop by day and dealt drugs by night, sharing the rambling Victorian with a rotating cast of roommates whose names and numbers Ruby couldn't keep straight.

Ruby had never mentioned Nina to Caleb, making this the perfect place to disappear. Though she sometimes wondered if the constant marijuana smoke was affecting her brain by proximity alone.

Every windowsill hosted cannabis plants, transforming the living room into a hazy jungle. Thin curtains deterred nosy neighbors while Ruby slept on a ratty couch at the center of this illicit greenhouse, constantly expecting police to burst through the door.

The house's primary security system was a giant pit bull, which guarded the front porch with territorial vigilance. Nobody entered or left without that dog's approval—a fact that both protected and imprisoned Ruby, who froze with terror whenever those massive jaws yawned in her direction.

For three days, she'd remained inside, subsisting on the strange vegetarian concoctions that appeared nightly around eleven. After these communal meals, Nina's housemates would gather in the living room—Ruby's bedroom—to play records, strum out-of-tune guitars, or bang on bongo drums until dawn threatened the eastern sky.

Ruby would burrow beneath a threadbare Mexican blanket, drowning out their cacophony with Taylor Swift blasting through her AirPods until unconsciousness mercifully claimed her.

Sleep offered little refuge. Her dreams filled with images of Caleb's face when she'd fled his parents' house, the dangerous mixture of hurt and determination in his eyes. His texts and calls continued relentlessly, his messages escalating from concerned to possessive to something that made her stomach clench with dread.

Where are you really? I know you're not in Sacramento.

I just want to talk, Ruby. Let me explain. My parents don't speak for me.

I'm worried about you. People are looking for you.

I need to see you. You don't understand how important this is.

Please answer. I'm not giving up.

Whenever she considered blocking his number, her hands would tremble hard, breath catching in her throat. She couldn't. If she cut contact completely, he might abandon the digital pursuit and begin searching for her physically. Better to maintain the fiction that she was far away, occasionally responding with vague assurances.

Can't talk. I'll call when I'm back in town.

But he never relented. The constant digital harassment combined with the chaotic living conditions deteriorated her mental state by the second. How much longer could she endure this limbo? Days? Weeks? What if this continued for months?

Each night, the question loomed larger as she curled into a tight ball on the lumpy couch. What if Stella couldn't fix this? What if no one could?

This evening, tears slipped down her cheeks until exhaustion finally pulled her under, Taylor Swift's lyrics about running and hiding following her into uneasy dreams.
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The newsroom stood silent as a tomb. Stella's desk faced the darkened northern windows, where the Golden Gate Bridge gleamed like a string of jewels against the night sky. Empty workstations surrounding her were littered with notebooks, scattered papers, and abandoned coffee mugs crusted with dried residue.

Overhead, ancient fluorescent lights hummed, casting a sickly glow across the deserted space. A lopsided clock hung on one wall, its hands creeping toward midnight. Half a dozen televisions mounted along the far wall flashed silent news broadcasts from around the world.

Stella LaRosa hunched over her keyboard, fingers punching keys with mechanical precision. The words blurred together as her focus drifted, but she forced herself back to the task—revising a story she'd filed hours earlier, even though it hardly needed the attention.

Once, this newsroom had pulsed with energy at all hours. Even near midnight, copy editors would be racing to finalize pages before the press deadline. Now, digital workflows had transformed the space into this quiet cavern. Some of the younger reporters—fresh from journalism school and still shiny with idealism—had requested white noise machines to combat the silence.

Without looking away from her screen, Stella reached for her chipped mug. The cold coffee hit her tongue, forgotten for hours, but she forced it down rather than spit it across her keyboard.

She clenched her jaw, determined to stay busy. Anything to block the images that ambushed her whenever her guard dropped—her father's body jerking as bullets tore through him, her mother throwing herself across his bleeding form.

The ache in her chest deepened. She hadn't truly cried yet—hadn't allowed herself that release. There was no time for grief when she needed to find her father's killer. Nothing else mattered. But with no solid leads, she immersed herself in work instead, forcing her mind to focus on anything other than her loss.

Thunder rumbled, vibrating the windows. Stella glanced up to see fog rolling in, swirling around the Golden Gate Bridge like ghostly fingers. She turned toward the eastern windows, where the Bay Bridge's distant glow was barely visible through thickening mist.

A sharp pain erupted in her chest. She gripped the arms of her chair until her knuckles whitened. Her father was dead, yet here she sat, revising inconsequential words about a routine bank robbery as if anything still mattered.

The craving slithered into her thoughts like an old friend. That whispered promise of numbness, of temporary escape. How easy it would be to stop at a liquor store on her way home, to wrap her fingers around a bottle's smooth neck and lose herself in its depths. The thought of alcohol's warm burn traveling down her throat, spreading through her limbs, momentarily dulling the razor-sharp edges of her grief was almost overwhelming.

She'd lost loved ones before. She'd even killed the only man she'd ever loved after discovering the monster behind his mask.

But this—losing her father—carved a deeper void.

Each time the thought of stopping for alcohol on her way home surfaced, she steeled herself with a single truth: drunk, she couldn't hunt Luke White. After returning from overseas, believing Nick had died, Stella had self-medicated with alcohol for a year straight. It had worked then—or seemed to—but now, she recognized it had merely postponed her reckoning with grief.

Now she drank only on rare occasions. She'd learned the demons wouldn't drown. They'd just learn to swim.

She needed her wits about her. Body and mind sharp. The only path to avenging her father's death ran through sobriety.

So instead of drinking, she would stay busy.

Now that the funeral was over, her life stretched before her—an endless swath of gray dotted with a blood-red target.

They're coming for us, Ruby had said. You're next.

Who was "they"? How did Ruby know this? If she meant Luke White and the Emerald Legion, Stella was ready.

"I'll find him first," she whispered to the empty room.

It had become her mantra.

She'd refused bereavement leave at the newspaper, returning the day after the funeral to find sympathy flowers wilting on her desk. She acknowledged them with a grim smile but spoke to no one except her editor, Jack Garcia.

"Stella," he'd said late one evening, his sagging shoulders and the dark circles beneath his eyes betraying his concern. "Go home."

She shook her head, refusing to meet his gaze, knowing the sympathy she'd find there would trigger emotions she couldn't afford to feel. "Garcia, if I don't work, I don't know what I'll do."

"Well, if you're ever having a hard day, you don't have to say a word—just walk out and text me after."

She'd managed a genuine smile. "Thanks."

Tonight, like every night since the funeral, Stella had walked into the newsroom feeling hollow. She'd spent the first few hours writing about a takeover bank robbery, a fatal car crash, and a sexual assault—the grim routine of crime reporting.

Then she heard something on the police scanner that made her heart stutter. Over the years, she'd become attuned to a certain inflection in dispatchers' voices that signaled something significant.

"Man down. Blood everywhere."

The words barely registered. Only her reporter's instinct triggered the automatic response—grab bag, notebook, pen, go.

The scene was barely three blocks from the newsroom. She arrived before the medics, when only a single squad car had responded. Without crime scene tape establishing a perimeter, she parked close and approached the two officers standing guard.

One swept his flashlight across the ground. The beam caught the stark white sheet covering a body.

Shiny black men's dress shoes protruded from beneath the sheet's edge.

The world tilted sideways.

Unbidden, images of her father in his dark suit and polished shoes flooded her consciousness—his body being covered with an identical white sheet as her mother wailed.

Stella doubled over, lungs seizing, hand clutching her chest as if she could physically contain her heart within her ribcage.

No one noticed. EMTs rushed past her, more officers arrived, the scene transformed into organized chaos while she knelt, forgotten, one hand braced against a parked car as she struggled to pull oxygen into resistant lungs.

Eventually, the grip on her heart loosened. Her mind slowed, and she was able to breathe again as the panic attack subsided. She didn't wait for the press briefing, instead retreating to the newsroom, stopping at Garcia's desk.

"You good?" he asked, eyes narrowing. "You look kind of green."

"It was a shooting vic," she said, voice flat.

"Okay," he replied carefully.

"I think I'll wait for the press release."

Garcia paused, stroking his goatee. "I can always get Corrine to do it."

"Nah." Stella shook her head. "I'm good."

Garcia studied her for a moment, concern etching deep lines around his eyes. He nodded once and turned back to his computer, respecting her need to keep working despite her obvious distress.

She waited forty minutes for the police press release to arrive, then wrote the story mechanically, the earlier panic nowhere in evidence in her professional prose. Just another murder in a city that had seen thousands. Just another body under a sheet.

Sighing, she packed her things. Time to head home and face her empty apartment, where no distractions would shield her from the grief waiting patiently in the silence.
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Caleb's calls and texts had kept Ruby's phone vibrating relentlessly through the night, each notification feeling like a silent accusation against her conscience.

After hours of watching his messages pile up, she finally decided it was time. With trembling fingers, she blocked his number, knowing his fury would multiply tenfold.

Three minutes later, her screen lit up with a text from an unfamiliar email address.

I know where you are. Don't make this more complicated than it needs to be. I am the only one who can help you. I'm the only one who can protect you.

Ruby's stomach clenched, a wave of nausea washing over her. Was he bluffing? Or had he actually found her? Maybe he was outside right now, kept at bay only by Morton's ferocious pit bull.

Her heart hammered against her ribs as she peered through the tattered curtains of Nina's living room window. The street appeared empty, but shadows could hide anything—or anyone. She retreated back to the worn couch that had become her bed, wrapping herself in the threadbare Mexican blanket that smelled faintly of weed and someone else's cologne.

The next night, after blocking the first email address, another message appeared.

Go hide in the bathroom. Now.

Before she could process the warning, chaos erupted at the front of the house—shouting, frantic barking, then three sharp cracks of gunfire followed by a high-pitched whimper that cut off abruptly.

Blue and red lights flooded through the windows, transforming the shabby living room into a psychedelic nightmare. Her roommates scattered, shouting about flushing product and hidden cash.

Ruby was already moving toward the bathroom at the back of the house when a chill realization hit her—she'd be trapped there, waiting for either police or Caleb. Instead, she veered into a back bedroom, pried open the window and squeezed through the narrow frame. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she expected shouts or even gunfire from police at any moment.

She hit the ground, bare feet absorbing the impact, and darted across the yard. One fence-hop later, she emerged onto the parallel street, jacketless and shoeless, clutching only her phone.

Forcing herself to walk casually despite the adrenaline surge, Ruby made her way toward Shattuck Avenue with its busy restaurants and stores. From there, right outside the Jupiter brewpub, she summoned a rideshare, directing it to a grocery store in a strip mall near her mother's house—close enough to reach home if necessary, but not directly leading anyone there.

The entire ride, she scanned streets and sidewalks, expecting Caleb to materialize from the darkness. Only when the car door closed behind her did she allow herself to breathe a shallow breath.

As they cruised down Shattuck, a figure on the sidewalk snagged her attention—a man who didn't belong. Athletic jacket, slicked-back gray hair, and pristine sneakers. A wire trailed from his earpiece.

Their eyes locked through the window. His eyes widened with recognition, mouth forming what looked like a curse. As the car pulled away, Ruby twisted in her seat to see him pull out a phone and sprint after them.

"Changed my mind," she told the driver, pulse throbbing in her throat. "Take me to Oakland near the Caldecott."

"Okay."

During the ride, she ordered a second car to meet her near the tunnel entrance. Ten minutes later, she was sliding into the new vehicle, leaving her trackers following an empty car.

She directed this driver to Mt. Diablo State Park—close enough to her mother's house that she could reach it if needed, but remote enough to regroup. As they climbed the winding mountain road, Ruby hugged herself against the chill, second-guessing all of her decisions.

Maybe Caleb was right. Maybe he was the only one who could protect her.

The thought crept into her mind, insidious and tempting in its simplicity. How easy it would be to surrender, to feel his arms around her, hear him whisper that everything was okay, and that they could go back to normal.

The car jolted to a stop, breaking her reverie. They had reached a trailhead parking lot—end of the line.

As the driver pulled away, Ruby was relieved to find cell service. She dialed Marlene Ebony, a friend from her private high school days she hadn't spoken to in five years. Unlike her recent friends who might have connections to Caleb through the construction company, Marlene had been part of a different world—one Caleb couldn't possibly know about.

"Marlene," she said. "I have a huge favor to ask. I desperately need to borrow money for a train ticket to L.A. And some shoes and a jacket?"

Marlene's voice crackled with concern. "What in the world is going on, Ruby? Five years of silence and now this?"

Ruby scanned the dark park, suddenly aware of how vulnerable she was. "I don't want you to get involved. The less you know, the better. It's dangerous."

"Oh no, Ruby."

"I didn't do anything. I swear."

A pause. "Okay. When do you need to leave?"

"Yesterday. But I need a ride. Can you pick me up at Mt. Diablo State Park trailhead and drive me to the station?"

"When?"

"Um, now?"

"You're kidding!"

"I wish I was."

Marlene sighed heavily. "You owe me."

Relief flooded through Ruby as she hung up. Marlene was annoyed, but reliable. She would come.

Standing in the dark parking lot, Ruby regretted her hasty plan. A rustling in the nearby bushes made her jump. Were there mountain lions here? Bears? Was she supposed to make noise or stand still? Make herself look bigger or play dead?

"Who's there?" she called, voice sharper than intended. "Go away!"

More rustling sent her scrambling onto a nearby picnic table. She pivoted in slow circles, scanning the darkness. The wind howled through the trees, creating whispers that raised goosebumps along her arms.

Her eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness, defining the tree line more clearly. She tilted her head back, taking in the vast spread of stars across the night sky. For a moment, the sight calmed her—a reminder of how small her problems were in the cosmic scale. She would go to L.A., lie low until the police stopped the White family, then send for her mother. This wouldn't last forever.

An engine's rumble shattered her momentary peace.

That couldn't have been a sedan—the sound was too deep, too powerful. Did Marlene drive a truck? That didn't fit with the pampered rich girl who'd driven a Mercedes convertible in high school.

The rumbling grew louder, unmistakable now.

It sounded exactly like Caleb's truck.

Headlights swept the parking lot, pinning Ruby in their harsh glare. She raised a hand to shield her eyes, squinting to identify the vehicle.

What if it was some random person coming up here to do drugs? What if they saw her alone and decided to—Ruby glanced toward the woods. She'd been on the track team in high school. Not a sprinter, but she'd dominated the 800 meters. She could outrun most threats.

As the vehicle pulled directly in front of her, its red paint gleamed in the moonlight.

Caleb's truck.

The door creaked open, and he stepped out, both hands raised, palms forward.

"I'm not going to hurt you, baby."

Fear spiked through her. "Go away, Caleb. The cops are on their way here."

"I doubt that."

"You think I would just be up here by myself? I got dropped off and called the police."

His smile was pitying. "You didn't. You called your friend. She's not coming. I told her it was a mistake."

The next word emerged as barely more than breath. "How?"

"That time I borrowed your phone? It's got a tracker and spyware. I make sure everyone I date is honest." His voice softened. "Don't worry, it'll be tossed deep into the woods on our way out of here."

"Caleb, I'm honest." Her voice cracked. "If you have spyware, you know that. I would never do anything to hurt you or your family. Please, get back in your truck."

He took a step closer.

"Please. Go. Leave me alone." Tears blurred her vision. "I promise I'll never say a word about what I heard."

"It's too late for that. It's not just what you heard." Another step. "It's what you saw."

"I didn't see anything! I only heard you talking!"

"I mean the list. The payments."

She shook her head, her lips trembling. "What are you talking about?"

Instead of answering, he lunged, springing onto the picnic table bench. Ruby was already moving, launching herself off the opposite side toward the tree line. She crashed through the undergrowth, branches clawing at her face and arms, bare feet screaming as they landed on rocks and broken twigs.

His ragged breathing pursued her, too close. She zigzagged between trees, not daring to look back, pushing toward a small clearing ahead where she could gain speed.

Fingers snagged her hair, yanking her backward off her feet. A scream tore from her throat as chunks of hair ripped from her scalp. Before she could recover, the impact knocked the wind from her lungs as she slammed onto her back.

Gasping, fighting, she felt herself being dragged across the forest floor, sticks and rocks tearing at her clothes and skin as Caleb hauled her back toward the parking lot.
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The San Francisco morning blazed with unexpected sunshine, as if the city had cast off its foggy reputation overnight. People filled the sidewalks, faces tilted upward like sunflowers, drinking in the rare warmth.

To Stella, the motorcycle ride to the newspaper felt like a temporary reprieve from her grief. The sun warmed her back through her leather jacket. The wind rushing past her helmet carried the scent of the bay and fresh coffee from the cafés she passed. No suspicious vehicles lurked in her mirrors. For these few precious moments, she allowed herself to feel almost normal.

A car horn blared suddenly, jerking her back to reality as she slammed on her brakes at a red light. The momentary sensation of freedom vanished, replaced immediately by crushing guilt. How could she feel anything resembling happiness when her father lay cold in the ground? The very idea seemed like a betrayal.

After parking in the newspaper's underground garage, Stella dismounted and scanned the shadowy corners before approaching the elevator. Still no sign of pursuit. Perhaps her precautions were excessive. The Emerald Legion had wanted her father dead—mission accomplished. Perhaps they had no interest in her.

But Griffin's warning about intelligence suggesting otherwise nagged at her. And Ruby's words at the funeral echoed incessantly. They're coming for us. You're next.

As she stepped into the elevator, Stella felt the reassuring pressure of her Tiffany blue Glock against her lower back—a high school graduation present from Uncle Dominic. She'd started carrying it everywhere. Better paranoid than dead.

She'd been turning Ruby's warning over in her mind all morning. The Emerald Legion was targeting the LaRosa family. So far, they'd claimed her uncle and father but done nothing else. Stella winced at her own callous assessment. Nothing else except destroy her entire world.

She needed to find Luke White before he could strike again. She would make him pay. But first, she needed information from someone who might know more about the Emerald Legion's plans. Griffin had been investigating them, but she also needed to speak with Ruby, whose warning had been so specific.

In the elevator, she dialed her Aunt Jo. It went straight to voicemail.

"Hi. It's Stella. I'm trying to reach Ruby. Can you have her call me or give me her number?" She recited her phone number and hung up.

Last she'd heard, Ruby was staying with her mother, but Stella wasn't sure where her cousin normally lived. Los Angeles, maybe? Perhaps she'd just come up for the funeral and already returned.

Her aunt lived at the foot of Mt. Diablo—only fifty miles as the crow flies, but it might as well have been another country with Bay Area traffic. The trip through the Caldecott Tunnel connecting Oakland with the East Bay could stretch from minutes to hours depending on congestion.

The elevator doors slid open, and she stepped into the newsroom, still grappling with the revelations that had shattered her foundation. Her father—the man she'd believed was pure Italian, a legitimate businessman who happened to work for his brother-in-law—had been living a lie. Marco LaRosa had once been Jake Costello, second-in-command of an Irish crime family. And now that family wanted every LaRosa dead.

Stella's phone rang as she approached her desk. She expected her aunt or cousin, but the caller ID displayed "FBI."

Ana Rodriguez.

She hadn't spoken to the agent in weeks and had forgotten to reply to Ana's condolence text. But Ana, of all people, would understand her silence.

"Hey!" Stella answered.

"Stella, I'm so sorry about your father," Ana said, her voice warm with genuine concern.

"Thank you."

"Are you okay?"

Stella sighed, nodding reflexively even though Ana couldn't see her. "I think I'll be okay. Just keeping busy."

"Can I do anything?"

"No, but thank you."

The two women shared a moment of silence before Ana cleared her throat.

"I just got back into town. I was wrapping up loose ends on the Carter Barclay debacle."

The mention of Barclay sent a chill down Stella's spine. The billionaire's death was still fresh in her mind—she had shot him herself in self-defense just weeks ago. The memory of his body hitting the floor still haunted her dreams. Yet somehow, her father's death had eclipsed even that trauma.

"That feels like forever ago," Stella replied, her voice distant.

"I bet, honey."

It had been mere weeks since Stella had shot Barclay dead and then waited breathlessly for officials to declare it self-defense. Her father's death had eclipsed all of that. Still, the billionaire's dark legacy continued without him—advisory groups were still arguing over what to do with several bodies he'd cloned for harvesting illegal organ transplants.

"What's new with that case?" Stella asked, eager to get her mind off the constant thoughts of death and loss that followed her like shadows.

"Forensics is digging into his business dealings. Rotten to the core. So much corruption. So many wrongs that his son is determined to right."

"He's a good kid," Stella said of Patrick Barclay.

Ana laughed softly. "He's older than you."

"Yeah, right. He just is … innocent, you know?"

"I do know."

They sat in understanding silence. Both had lost loved ones to violence. Their innocence had been stripped away long ago.

"Listen," Ana said, "I am calling to offer condolences, but I also want to offer my official services to track down those sons-of-bitches who did that to your father."

Despite herself, Stella felt tears welling. She still hadn't properly cried.

But they quickly dried up.

"Thank you," she said softly. "That is one area where I could use your help."

The admission didn't come easily. Stella had been going it alone for so long that asking for help felt like failure.

During their conversation, her phone displayed another incoming call, but she ignored it.

"I was warned they were going after my entire family," Stella said. "Is that what you're hearing?"

"There's a report on your father's death showing the assassin had ties to the Emerald Legion."

"I heard the same. What do you know about Luke White?"

"Not much," Ana admitted. "But I'm going to find out."

"Same."

Her phone beeped with another call from "Unknown Caller." She declined it as Ana continued.

"Stella, listen. There was intelligence attached to the briefing that I'm not supposed to share, but I'm going to. They are indeed targeting the LaRosas. I'm not sure how much danger you specifically face, because their focus seems to be dismantling the criminal side of your family—your cousins, brothers, uncles."

Stella laughed bitterly. "Because of course, no woman could be a threat."

"We'll let them think that for now," Ana said. "But the other piece—which we're still verifying—is that they might be planning something large-scale."

Stella fell silent. "Large-scale?"

"It sounds like they want to wipe everyone out. We're not sure why, but that's all we know. That's all we know for now."

"I'll be on the alert for anything like that."

"Let's talk soon."

After disconnecting, Stella stared across the newsroom, mind racing. Large-scale. That suggested catastrophic damage—perhaps targeting one of the bridges: the Golden Gate or Bay Bridge. That would certainly make a statement.

She remembered the missed call and checked her voicemail.

Ruby's voice, trembling with fear, filled her ear: "Stella, I got into something too deep. I'm going off the grid for a while. But you need to know that the Legion is targeting something bigger, something more than just us."

The message ended abruptly.

Ruby was terrified—and her warning aligned with Ana's intelligence about a large-scale attack. Devastation loomed on San Francisco's horizon.

And it was up to Stella to find out what it was and stop it.

Growing up, she'd occasionally overheard her father and uncle discussing the Emerald Legion in hushed, contemptuous tones. They'd spoken of them as rivals, but minor ones—a threat kept at bay by some long-standing agreement. The details had always been vague, shielded from the children, but the disdain in their voices had been unmistakable. Now those whispered conversations took on new significance in light of her mother's revelations about her father's true identity.

The thought of hunting down her father's killers sent a wave of conflicting emotions through her chest. Her father had valued family and loyalty, but he would never have approved of her avenging his death by murdering a crime boss. He would have been disappointed by her thirst for revenge. Despite working for her uncle in the family "business," her father had been a paper-pusher, not an enforcer or criminal working the streets.

And yet, what choice did she have? With Ruby's message confirming that innocent lives were at stake, Stella couldn't simply stand aside and let the police handle it. Personal business requires a personal touch. And she planned to deliver it with an ungloved hand.

The scent of someone's fresh coffee drifted from a nearby desk, mingling with the newspaper's permanent smell of ink and paper. Stella's stomach growled, reminding her that she'd skipped breakfast again. She pushed the hunger aside and focused on the task at hand.

She searched "Luke White" and "Emerald Legion" online, finding fewer results than expected. One showed White at a ribbon-cutting ceremony with San Francisco's mayor. The black-and-white photo captured them standing in a large dirt lot with unidentified dignitaries. The mayor and White each held giant ceremonial scissors, poised to cut a ribbon strung between two vehicles. The caption explained that the waterfront property would become a company focused on "clean energy solutions."

"I highly doubt that," Stella muttered.

She zoomed in to study White. Broad-shouldered and imposing, he wore khakis and a white button-down that stretched over his considerable beer belly. Longish white hair swept back from ruddy cheeks. His thick red lips parted in laughter beneath a bulbous nose that suggested a lifetime of heavy drinking.

This guy was the head of the Emerald Legion? If she encountered him in a dark alley, Stella could easily overpower him. He resembled an off-duty Santa Claus.

The article was several years old, so his appearance might have changed, but he'd hardly grown younger or fitter. She printed the photo, folded it, and tucked it into her bag. Not that she'd forget his face.

If Luke White thought he could come after her family without consequences, he was about to learn otherwise.
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Saturday morning found Stella tangled in sweat-soaked sheets, her breathing ragged as she finally clawed her way out of another nightmare. In this one, she'd been standing over her father's body at the cemetery, but when she pulled back the sheet, it was Griffin's face staring back at her, blood pooling beneath his head. She'd woken with a strangled cry, heart hammering against her ribs.

She forced herself to sit up, pressing the heels of her palms against her eyes as fragments of the dream lingered. The digital clock on her nightstand read 9:47 AM—later than she'd intended to sleep, but her body had finally demanded rest after days of running on fumes.

As her breathing steadied, her mind drifted to a conversation at her parents' house, when she and her mother had been discussing funeral arrangements. An old family friend had called after her father's death—Jian Chen, an oncologist in Berkeley and her father's friend since grade school. She'd called him "Uncle J" growing up. For as long as she could remember, her father and Jian had met weekly in Oakland for coffee and conversation.

"He knows things," her mother had said cryptically before changing the subject to the thank-you cards Stella had volunteered to send to those who'd expressed condolences.

The thank-you cards had seemed like a small thing she could do to ease her mother's burden. Stella had been surprised when her mother mentioned them, not realizing such gestures were expected.

"That's a thing?" she'd asked, confusion momentarily breaking through her grief.

"Yes, Stella," her mother had replied, a touch exasperated. "People took time to send flowers and attend the funeral. We acknowledge that."

"Okay, but what do I say?"

"Something like, 'Thank you for the flowers. Your thoughtfulness was appreciated and comforting.'"

"What if they didn't send flowers?"

"Thank you for your kind words. Your thoughtfulness was appreciated and comforting."

"Okay." Her reluctance must have been evident because her mother's tone sharpened.

"If it's too much work⁠—"

"I got it, Ma!"

The exchange had ended there, but now, lying awake in her apartment with the morning half gone, Stella's thoughts circled back to Chen. Something about her mother's comment about him "knowing things" had lodged in her mind, surfacing now in the wake of her nightmare. If Chen had been her father's confidant for decades, he might know about the Emerald Legion—perhaps even details about her father's past that might explain why they'd targeted him so specifically.

Stella's task to send thank-you cards required digging through her mother's old-fashioned Rolodex for addresses from the condolence list they'd compiled. Chen's card had an address but no phone number. She could easily find the number online, but she realized she might have better luck in person. The conversation she needed to have wasn't one for a phone call.

It was Saturday. He was likely not working. And Saturday afternoons had been when he met with her father for their weekly coffee.

Tugging on black leggings and tall motorcycle boots, Stella secured her gun in its holster and shrugged into her thick leather jacket before heading out. The weight of the weapon against her back was both a comfort and a reminder of the danger that lurked beyond her door.

She'd been trained in its use—Uncle Dominic had insisted on that when he'd gifted it to her—but until recently, she'd never carried it routinely. Now, it felt as essential as her keys or phone. If the Emerald Legion was targeting her family, she wouldn't be caught unprepared.

As she locked her apartment door, she mentally rehearsed what she would say to Chen. How much did he already know? How much could she reveal without putting him in danger? She'd have to gauge his reactions carefully, but Uncle J had always had a soft spot for her. If anyone outside the family might help her understand her father's secrets, it would be him.

Time to learn what Uncle J really knew about her father.
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The night sky transformed into a blurry kaleidoscope as tears pooled in Ruby's eyes before trailing past her temples onto the frigid metal truck bed. Stars smeared into brilliant streaks above her—countless distant suns witnessing her desperate situation with cold indifference.

She lay awkwardly on her side, trying to keep weight off her bound wrists. The zip ties bit into her skin, plastic edges already chafing raw patches she couldn't see but felt with excruciating clarity. Every jolt of the truck sent fresh pain shooting through her shoulders.

Still, she forced herself to track the constellations overhead. At summer camp years ago, an instructor had taught them celestial navigation—how sailors found their way home by reading the stars. Ruby had been fascinated then, never imagining she might need such knowledge to track her own abduction.

A bitter laugh caught in her throat, dissolving into a strangled sob. Lost at sea. Or kidnapped by your boyfriend and his murderous family. Was there a difference?

The memory of Caleb's attack replayed in her mind with brutal clarity. She’d run but hadn’t been fast enough. She still felt the impact of his tackle. Her mind lingered on the suffocating feeling as his weight crushed the air from her lungs as he pinned her to the ground. The way she thrashed and begged while he straddled the small of her back.

"Caleb? Please. You don't have to do this! It's not too late. Just let me go! I won't tell anyone!"

His only response had been silence as he wrenched her arms behind her back. The plastic zip tie cinched around her wrists with that distinctive ratcheting sound—a noise that would forever trigger terror in her.

Then he'd flipped her onto her back, his weight like a boulder against her pelvis. His face had been unrecognizable in the darkness—a stranger wearing the features of the man she'd loved.

"Please, Caleb," she'd whispered. "If you ever loved me at all, let me go."

Instead, he'd reached behind himself and produced a red bandanna with a bulky knot tied in its center.

Panic surged as she'd understood his intent. "No! Please! I'll be quiet."

He'd shoved the knot between her teeth and lifted her head roughly to secure the gag. Even knowing it was futile, she'd continued trying to scream, the cloth muffling her cries to pathetic whimpers. She'd tried to reach him with her eyes, silently pleading, but he'd refused to meet her gaze.

When he'd pulled her to her feet, his grip on her upper arms had been firm but not brutal. He'd marched her to the truck and lifted her into the bed with surprising gentleness. For one delusional moment, hope had fluttered in her chest—maybe he was taking her somewhere safe.

But she knew better. If he'd meant her no harm, she'd be in the passenger seat, not bound and gagged in the truck bed.

The truth was unbearable. She'd been clinging to the fantasy that Caleb had only been pretending to go along with his family but was secretly trying to protect her. When she'd overheard his heated argument with his father, he had seemed to be defending her family, arguing against whatever his father was planning. He'd seemed genuinely distressed at the prospect of innocent people being harmed.

Had that all been an act? Or had he changed his mind about protecting her once she'd heard too much? The contradiction between the man who'd argued with his father about hurting innocent people and the one who'd just attacked and bound her was impossible to reconcile.

When she'd struggled to sit up, his palm had shoved her back down. Her head cracked against the metal bed with stunning force. The gesture confirmed everything.

Bastard.

As he'd closed the tailgate, he'd finally spoken, his voice low and detached.

"I'm sorry, Ruby. It's nothing personal. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. There's nothing I can do."

The pickup bounced down the winding mountain road, tossing her from side to side. Each impact bruised her shoulders, hips, and ribs. She fought to sit up, to free herself, but exhaustion eventually won. Ruby surrendered to stillness, staring upward.

Now the cosmic beauty above seemed to mock her. The vast expanse of stars no longer inspired wonder but emphasized her insignificance. How had she—a tiny speck in this infinite universe—ever thought she'd mattered? That her life had value? That love was real?

The truck engine's pitch changed, and she slid a few inches as they slowed and turned, the sky above her gently rotating. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as they came to a stop. Ruby's heart hammered against her ribs, terror rising fresh in her throat.

The tailgate dropped with a metallic clang. Hands seized her—not Caleb's, but strangers'—rough and impersonal as they hauled her like cargo from the truck bed. Ruby tried twisting to locate Caleb, catching only a glimpse of his back as he walked away without looking back.

The men carried her through the darkness, down what felt like two flights of stairs. As they descended, the air grew damper, colder, heavy with the smell of brine. They were near water—perhaps beneath a pier or warehouse on the waterfront.

"Please!" she cried when one man removed her gag. "Please let me go. There's been a mistake!"

They threw her onto a thin, stained mattress in a windowless room. One man cut the zip ties from her wrists before they all backed toward the door.

"Please!" she called again, rubbing circulation back into her hands. "I won't tell anyone!"

The door slammed shut. A lock clicked with dreadful finality.

Ruby sat motionless in the darkness, allowing her eyes to adjust. Gradually, shapes emerged—concrete walls, a metal bucket in one corner, pipes running along the ceiling. The air carried multiple scents: mildew, salt water, and something else—something she'd encountered only once before, when she'd found her dead cat decomposing in the garden shed.

The unmistakable odor of death.

She pulled her knees to her chest, making herself small on the filthy mattress. Her mind raced through scenarios for escape, but each thought trail ended at the same terrible conclusion—no one knew where she was. No one was coming to save her.

For the first time, Ruby understood with perfect clarity why people in horror movies made desperate, seemingly stupid choices. It wasn't stupidity. It was the unbearable weight of knowing that doing nothing meant certain death.

Whatever they planned for her, she wouldn't make it easy for them.

She would fight to her last breath.
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The Bay Bridge's familiar span transformed into a silhouette beneath a thick blanket of fog as Stella approached on her motorcycle. Vehicles heading in the opposite direction materialized from the mist only to vanish seconds later, like apparitions refusing to be remembered.

With visibility reduced to mere car lengths, she abandoned her usual lane-splitting technique—that exhilarating dance between vehicles that motorcyclists in California could legally perform. On any other day, she'd relish weaving through gridlocked traffic, balancing on that razor's edge between thrill and disaster. Today, in this soup of gray nothing, such maneuvers would be suicidal.

White-line riders had always commanded a certain mystique in San Francisco—daring or reckless, depending on your perspective. But Stella had heard too many stories of riders who'd miscalculated, like her cousin Mark, whose memory her mother had wielded so effectively as a warning.

For most of her life, those cautionary tales had kept Stella from motorcycles altogether. Then she'd gone overseas and met Nick, who'd introduced her to more than just riding—he'd shown her a world where danger and passion intertwined until you couldn't distinguish one from the other.

Now, she navigated with deliberate caution. The fog embraced the roadway, muting headlights and swallowing sound, transforming the mundane commute into something otherworldly.

While alert to immediate hazards, rear-ending a Prius wasn't her primary concern. Stella repeatedly flicked her gaze to the mirrors, studying the visible vehicles behind her. Her stomach tightened. Was that dark sedan hanging back deliberately? She shifted her bike slightly right, then left—a subtle maneuver designed to see if the driver would mimic her movements, a telltale sign of surveillance.

Nothing.

But instinct still prickled the hairs on her neck as a black SUV slid into her lane, maintaining a consistent distance. Too smooth to be coincidental.

Her heartbeat quickened beneath her leather jacket.

Halfway across the span, directly above Treasure Island, the fog surrendered. Like emerging through a magical barrier, Stella plunged from murky gray into brilliant sunshine. The East Bay sprawled before her, bathed in golden light.

Sometimes leaving San Francisco felt like passing through Platform Nine and Three-Quarters, transporting her into a different reality. Stella's spirits lifted as the black SUV veered onto the first Oakland exit. Relief flooded through her. The suffocating grief that had been her constant companion these past weeks eased—still present, but not quite as crushing.

Stella flipped up her visor, welcoming the fresh air against her face as she exited toward Lake Merritt. Minutes later, she wedged her bike into a sliver of space between two oversized SUVs along the lake shore—yet another advantage of two-wheeled transportation in the Bay Area.

She cut through the residential streets of Adams Point, where Victorian homes stood shoulder to shoulder with modern apartment complexes. The neighborhood retained pockets of old Oakland charm despite the encroachment of gentrification. As she rode deeper into the district, the streets narrowed and trees arched overhead, creating tunnels of dappled sunlight.

Tucking her helmet under one arm, she studied Chen's home. Despite her father's close relationship with the man, Stella had never visited before. The opulent house faced Lake Merritt, with Oakland's Chinatown and downtown skyscrapers rising beyond. As a child, her parents had taken her to the playground across the water and the boat dock where they'd ridden in a gondola. The memories felt like postcards from someone else's life, faded images of happiness that no longer connected to her current reality.

Chen's residence stood out from the rest of the upscale neighborhood. The ultra-modern structure defied gravity, stacked rectangular levels with the third floor cantilevering toward the lake like a bridge of windows.

Standing before the entrance camera, Stella pressed the doorbell.

"Stella LaRosa!" Chen's voice boomed through the speaker. "What a wonderful day! My favorite niece surprises me with a visit. I'll put on the tea!"

His enthusiasm coaxed a genuine smile from her. The affection they shared had spanned her lifetime, and his term of endearment—though technically inaccurate—warmed something inside her that had felt frozen since her father's death.

"Open the door, Chen."

"Oh, right." The door clicked open. "Come in and keep climbing until there are no more stairs."

"I'm on it."

Stella set her helmet near the entrance, where several pairs of shoes lined up neatly. A basket held dozens of colorful silk slippers in plastic bags. Following house protocol, she removed her motorcycle boots and selected a pair of pink and turquoise slippers.

When she emerged onto the third floor, Chen greeted her with open arms. He wore an apron over baggy sweatpants and a tight gray T-shirt, oven mitts dangling from one hand before he tossed them aside to envelop her in a hug.

Freshly baked scones sat on the kitchen counter alongside steaming cups of tea.

"Stella!" His embrace tightened. "I am so sorry about your father. I loved him so much."

She pulled back, tears pricking her eyes, but still refusing to fall.

"I hope you understand about the funeral mass," she said.

"Of course." His eyes softened with understanding. "I visited his grave afterward. Said my goodbyes there."

He gestured toward the counter of black marble that faced floor-to-ceiling windows, offering a stunning panorama of the lake and Oakland skyline beyond.

Stella bit into a warm scone. "Good God. These are amazing."

Chen laughed. "My signature recipe."

After several minutes of comfortable small talk, he refilled her teacup. "What brings you here on this beautiful day? I assume this isn't just a social call."

Stella cradled the warm cup in her hands, inhaling the fragrant steam rising from the jasmine tea. The familiar ritual soothed her, but she could feel her pulse quickening as she prepared to broach the real reason for her visit.

"I need your help," she said, meeting his gaze directly.

"Anything."

"You might not say that if you knew what I wanted."

Chen turned to face her fully, his expression growing serious. The warmth in his eyes remained, but wariness crept in at the edges. He studied her face for a long moment before speaking.

"I think I can guess."

Stella raised one eyebrow, waiting.

"You want revenge."

"We Italians call it vendetta."

He didn't smile. "What do you need from me?"

"Information about the Emerald Legion."

Chen's face darkened at the name, his shoulders tensing visibly. He set his teacup down with deliberate care, as if buying time to formulate his response.

"Your mother told you everything?"

"I think so."

"You have to understand," he said, setting down his cup. "Your father grew up very poor. His father was abusive. The Legion offered him family, loyalty, wealth."

"Yes, I'm aware criminal organizations prey on those without options."

"But when he fell in love with your mother, he had to leave. Luke White, his closest friend in the Legion, never forgave him."

"Apparently."

Chen raised an eyebrow at her tone.

"Sorry," she muttered. After a beat, she leaned forward. "Uncle J, I need to get a message to White."

He frowned, concern etching deeper lines into his face. "I don't know exactly how to do that."

Disappointment washed through Stella. "You said 'not exactly.' What about inexactly? Maybe-how?"

He laughed despite himself, some of the tension leaving his shoulders.

"Back in the day, White owned a strip club right between North Beach and Chinatown. It was his unofficial headquarters. Your father mentioned that major deals happened in the back room. The front operated as an ordinary strip club, but most people could never access the inner sanctum." Chen smiled at a memory. "Once, your father had to deliver something there. He took me and the guards wouldn't let me through. I waited with the dancers in their dressing room."

"Boo hoo."

"Hey, they were nice enough."

"I bet."

"I have no idea if it's still operating," Chen added.

"What was it called?"

"The Velvet Jade Lounge."

"Perfect. That's all I need." Stella stood, energized by the lead.

"That's it?" He joked. "Use me for information and then leave?"

"We're burning daylight, my friend." She gave him a lingering hug. "As soon as my family is safe and Mom can come home, we're having you over for dinner."

"I'd like that," he said.

She was halfway down the stairs when he called after her, "Stella. Be careful."

"I always am."

The lie tasted bitter as it left her mouth.

As she donned her helmet and fired up the motorcycle, Stella mentally plotted her route to North Beach. The Velvet Jade Lounge might no longer exist, but every legacy business in San Francisco left traces—property records, business license history, longtime employees who migrated to other establishments. If Luke White had once conducted Legion business there, someone would remember.

The fog had lifted completely now, the late afternoon sun gilding the Oakland hills as she merged back onto the highway. For the first time since her father's murder, the momentum shifted. She was no longer simply reacting to tragedy—she was hunting.

And the White in her crosshairs had no idea she was coming.
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Between desperate bouts of pounding on the door and screaming until her throat was raw, Ruby explored her prison in darkness, fingers outstretched to map her confinement. The space was barely larger than a walk-in closet, reeking of dampness and decay. Her fingertips traced cold, rough concrete walls that seemed to leach the warmth from her body with each touch.

In her blind exploration, she discovered a large metal pot in one corner. The thin mattress lay on the floor, covered by an even thinner blanket. A plastic jug of water stood nearby, its surface tacky against her palm.

Eventually, exhaustion overwhelmed her. She curled onto the mattress and pulled the inadequate blanket over herself. It left her feet and lower legs exposed, barely reaching her armpits. She folded into a tight ball until muscle cramps shot through her calves and thighs. Through the endless night, she shivered uncontrollably, sleep coming in fitful bursts between jolts of bone-deep cold.

By morning—if it was morning—she'd been awake for hours, tears streaming down her face. Dim, grayish light filtered through cracks in the plywood covering the lone window. Ruby forced herself to stand on legs gone stiff and numb, hobbling in tiny circles to restore circulation.

A sound outside froze her mid-step. Her heart thundered against her ribs as she scurried back to her corner, huddling on the mattress with knees drawn tight to her chest, spine pressed against the frigid wall. She pulled the blanket around her shoulders, eyes fixed on the door, breath shallow with terror.

When it finally swung open, a man in a ski mask entered. Another masked figure loomed in the doorway behind him, holding a gun.

"Don't try anything," the first man warned.

Setting down a tray bearing a sandwich and a fresh jug of water, he retreated without another word.

Ruby stared at the food, torn between rationing it and satisfying her gnawing hunger. Practicality lost. She devoured the sandwich in ravenous bites, then forced herself to sip the water slowly, knowing dehydration could kill her faster than starvation.

She quickly understood the metal pot's purpose. After relieving herself, the already fetid air grew heavier with the stench of urine and feces mixing with the underlying scents of mold, brine, and death.

From the concrete walls and high, tiny window, she deduced she was in a basement of some kind. The thought of being underground, perhaps beneath a building where people walked unaware of her existence, hollowed her out with despair.

Ruby was ashamed to admit, even to herself, how quickly her will to fight had dissolved.

The men brought her a ham and cheese sandwich on dry bread twice daily. She would wolf it down, then try to sleep away the empty hours between feedings. Though she could distinguish between day and night from the dim light that filtered through the window, the days themselves blurred together. She lost count.

Each day, she asked for Caleb.

"Can you please tell him I want to talk to him?"

Each day, the masked men maintained their silence. After that first warning, they never spoke another word.

When the chamber pot grew full, she finally gathered the courage to mention it. The next day, they shoved a new empty one across the floor, but left the full one where it stood, adding to the miasma of her confinement. Had she possessed more strength, more spirit, she might have hurled its contents at them when the door next opened. But she wouldn't risk losing her only sustenance. Those meager sandwiches had become her entire world.

Ruby invented games to make the food last longer—taking microscopic bites, chewing each morsel until it dissolved on her tongue. Other times, ravenous beyond control, she would inhale the sandwich almost whole, then regret her lack of discipline as hours of emptiness stretched ahead.

Beyond her twice-daily feedings, Ruby spent her existence shivering beneath the thin blanket, curled against the relentless cold that penetrated to her marrow. She dreamed of Mexican beaches, of sunlight baking her skin, sand hot beneath her body. Once, waking from such a dream, the phantom warmth felt so real that she wondered if she might be dying of hypothermia. Didn't people freezing to death in snowdrifts feel a final surge of warmth before the end? Ruby found she didn't care. She slipped back into her dream where sunlight caressed her and the cold couldn't reach.

The dreams also filled with lists—endless, maddening catalogs her subconscious mind combed through relentlessly. What list had Caleb mentioned? What had she seen? Her job at the construction company had involved countless boring inventories: plywood, nuts, bolts, shingles, equipment. She'd processed so many that her eyes would glaze over as she input numbers and submitted invoices. Endless, mundane lists.

Yet somewhere among them lurked something worth killing for.

Ruby was deep in another beach dream when voices outside pulled her to consciousness. Two people speaking in hushed, urgent tones. She sat up, blinking in the darkness, too weak and weary to muster more than dull curiosity. There had been moments, especially mid-dream when the imagined warmth felt most real, when she had simply wished for death rather than endure another hour in this damp prison.

The door swung open. A flashlight beam struck her in the face, its sudden brilliance searing her dark-adapted eyes.

"You never told me she was going to be treated this way!" Caleb's voice, vibrating with anger. The contradiction jarred her—just days ago, he had attacked her, bound her, and delivered her to this prison. What had he expected these men to do with her? Host her for tea?

"It smells like something died in here!"

"What do you want?" The other voice was flat, uninterested. "To put her in a penthouse? You can pay for that."

"You guys are jerks." Caleb rushed to Ruby's side, kneeling before her.

"I don't know what list you want," she whispered, tears streaming down her face as she blinked against the blinding light. Hope fluttered in her chest despite her better judgment—he had finally come to his senses. He wasn't a complete monster, after all.

Caleb peered into her eyes, expression unreadable in the harsh shadow cast by the flashlight. His voice softened.

"Don't worry, Ruby. It will be over quickly."
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The night air carried a symphony of scents—savory dim sum from Chinatown restaurants mingling with fresh bread from North Beach bakeries. But directly outside the strip club, positioned at the border between two worlds, the salty ocean breeze coming off the bay mixed with spilled beer and marijuana smoke.

Neon lights from the club's façade reflected off black windows in a dance of fluorescent pinks, icy blues, and lipstick reds. The vintage sign above the entrance flashed "BEST GIRLS IN TOWN" beneath a racy silhouette that struck Stella as more quaint than provocative—a relic from an era when suggestion still held power.

Muffled bass escaped whenever the heavy doors swung open, the rhythm thudding like a heartbeat. A massive bouncer in a scuffed leather jacket perched on a stool, his back against brick, eyes scanning each approaching patron with practiced suspicion.

Across the street, patrons spilled from a late-night Italian café while families exited Chinese restaurants clutching takeout boxes. The city pulsed with life, and for one unguarded moment, a profound gratitude for San Francisco's vibrant energy washed over Stella.

Then she remembered. She suffocated the buoyant feeling. She had no right to experience even a sliver of happiness—not until Luke White joined her father in the ground.

Stella had waited until dark to visit the Velvet Jade Lounge. Partly for the cover of night, but also because strip clubs came alive after sunset. Riding her motorcycle through this border territory between neighborhoods left her more exposed than she preferred. If someone was hunting her, she had made herself an easier target.

As she pulled her bike to the curb, the irony struck her—she would voluntarily walk into the lion's den, seeking the very man who wanted her dead.

The Emerald Legion had murdered her father and now targeted her entire family. This club might well be the viper's nest itself. If Luke "The Snake" White was present, he might kill her on sight just for amusement. He'd already proven his arrogance by sending a known associate to assassinate her father in broad daylight.

Something about the sniper's suicide haunted her. Had he been ordered to kill himself rather than face capture, or had it been his personal choice? What kind of power had White wielded that his underlings would choose death over betrayal?

The thought chilled her more deeply than the night air.

Knowing she'd be searched at the entrance, Stella had locked her Tiffany blue Glock in the storage compartment on her motorcycle before leaving home. But she'd slipped her stiletto knife into her tall boot, the handle nestled against her calf.

The bouncer eyed her as she roared up. Stella parked and removed her helmet, shaking her hair loose. Several passersby paused to stare while she secured the helmet to her bike.

She had dressed strategically—skin-tight leather pants, long black sweater beneath a black jacket, and tall boots. Nothing flashy enough to draw attention on the street. But she'd painted her short nails blood-red, slashed on scarlet lipstick, and rimmed her eyes with kohl. War paint, necessary for confronting the enemy.

The bouncer grunted as she approached.

"Hey," she said.

"ID," he mumbled without looking up.

She produced her real driver's license. "I'm here to see Luke White."

His eyes widened. He chewed his lower lip, glancing sideways.

"One sec."

He abandoned his stool and turned toward the door, still clutching her ID.

"Can I have my ID back?" she demanded.

"Be right back."

Stella bristled but had no choice. Music escaped as the bouncer slipped inside, the heavy door slamming behind him. She positioned herself near the stool, back against the wall, scanning the sidewalk. A group of men approached, tugging on the handle without success. They looked to Stella, who merely shrugged.

"Where's Manny?" one asked, eyeing her.

She didn't answer.

Moments later, the doorman returned and admitted the group without checking identification. After they disappeared inside, he extended her license.

"You only card the women?" Stella asked, snatching it back.

"Those guys are regulars," Manny replied flatly, and nodded toward the door. "Go in."

The club was packed wall-to-wall with bodies. Stella shouldered through the crowd facing the main stage, navigating past at least ten rows of spectators. A dancer with waist-length blonde hair undulated to ABBA's "Dancing Queen," her silver micro-dress catching the spotlights as she moved with surprising grace.

Stella pressed toward the bar, finally securing a position where her elbows rested on its polished surface. After a lengthy wait, a bartender with a thick mustache acknowledged her.

"I'll have Patron straight up," she told him. "And I want to see Mr. White."

The bartender's expression remained neutral as he reached for the tequila bottle, pouring a generous measure before sliding it toward her. She placed a fifty-dollar bill on the counter, keeping one finger firmly pressed against it.

"Can you tell White I'm here?"

He nodded. She lifted her finger, and he scooped up the cash before moving toward the opposite end of the bar. Before disappearing through a service entrance, he spoke to another bartender, who turned to study Stella. She raised her glass in acknowledgment. The second bartender—older, with a monk-like fringe of hair surrounding a bald crown—scowled at her before returning to his customers.

The mustached bartender lifted the hinged section of bar and vanished into the back. Stella followed his path toward the service entrance, but by the time she reached it, he had disappeared. The only possible route was a narrow, dimly lit hallway with four doors. A neon EXIT sign cast an eerie crimson glow at the corridor's end.

She tried each door handle except the emergency exit. All locked. Leaning against the wall in a seemingly casual pose, she pushed one boot up behind her and extracted the stiletto switchblade from its hiding place, sliding it up her sleeve. The hallway reeked of stale beer and sweat. Behind her, men hooted and hollered, urging the dancer to "Take it off!"

Seconds later, a door to her right swung open. Several men emerged. Stella adjusted her arm, allowing the knife to slide forward into her palm.

"It's time for you to go home," announced the first man—wiry, dressed in tight black jeans and cowboy boots. Two larger men flanked him, their bulk blocking both the hallway and the path to the emergency exit. Stella widened her stance.

"I take it Mr. White doesn't want to speak to me?" she asked.

"Don't know who you're talking about," Cowboy Boots replied. In the red-tinged darkness, his features were barely discernible, but hostility filled his expression.

The knife handle warmed her palm. Stella's muscles tensed, ready to flip the weapon and release the blade with one swift motion.

"You made a mistake coming here," the man said.

"You're the one making a mistake by not taking me to White."

Without warning, Cowboy Boots lunged, swinging a fist toward her head. Stella ducked and drove her boot into his solar plexus. As he doubled over gasping, she followed with a vicious knee to his lowered face. He crumpled to the floor, motionless.

The second man moved faster, grabbing for her knife arm. Stella twisted free, releasing the blade and slashing across his forearm in one fluid motion. He howled, reaching for the wound with his other hand. Fatal error. She pivoted, plunging the blade into his thigh before delivering a powerful kick to his sternum. He slammed against the wall and slid down, clutching his leg.

The third man produced his own knife, the blade catching the crimson exit light. Stella sidestepped his first swipe, catching his wrist and twisting until the weapon clattered to the floor. She launched into a spinning back kick, her boot connecting with his knee with a sickening crack.

His legs buckled beneath him. As he dropped, Stella matched his descent, driving her blade into his shoulder. He roared in pain. She knelt on his chest, pinning him against the filthy floor.

Leaning close, she whispered, "Tell your boss that Stella LaRosa needs to talk to him."

The man spat in defiance. Stella stood, wiping her blade on his shirt.

A door opened behind her, and more men poured through, shouting. Outnumbered, she sprinted for the emergency exit. The moment she shoved through, an alarm shrieked, heavy footsteps pounding after her.

In the alley, she darted toward the front of the club, knowing her motorcycle offered her best chance of escape despite the risk. Rounding the corner, she spotted Manny still perched on his stool. When he saw her running, he nearly toppled in his haste to intercept her.

By the time he closed within earshot, cursing loudly, Stella had already mounted her bike. The engine roared to life, and she peeled away, leaving nothing but skid marks and a cloud of exhaust in her wake.

Three blocks later, confident no one had followed, she allowed herself a smile. She hadn't found White, but she'd certainly gotten his attention. Next time, he would come to her.
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Ana Rodriguez watched Daniel McKinnon from the second story of the pier, her elbows resting on the cold railing. Sipping her lukewarm coffee, she noted the way he shuffled forward, shoulders caving in as if bracing against the world. His uneven gait, caused by a poorly healed leg injury, and the metallic clatter of his cane announced his arrival long before his hunched frame came into view. His jacket, a size too big, hung off him awkwardly, its fraying cuffs betraying a life lived on the margins.

He's a spectacle, Ana thought, yet no one seemed to notice him.

McKinnon moved like someone who had never walked a straight path—careful, deliberate, but ultimately forgettable. A man designed to fade into backgrounds.

According to Carmen's files, McKinnon was more than just an errand boy for the Emerald Legion. His grandfather had been one of its founding members. As a boy, McKinnon had fetched beer, cleaned tables, and delivered messages—a fixture in the organization that people barely noticed but who remained ever-present. Sleeping in dive bars the gang operated, he bore witness to secrets no one thought to hide from him. In essence, the fly on the wall who'd absorbed everything without anyone registering his presence. The perfect confidential informant.

Carmen had uncovered McKinnon's potential value during her investigation into the Emerald Legion last year. Through careful surveillance of known Legion hangouts, she'd identified him as someone who had access without importance—the perfect candidate for recruitment. She'd caught him standing along the wall of a back room at an Emerald Legion bar, clutching his cane, sipping cheap whiskey, his ears picking up every word as the leadership planned operations around him as if he were invisible.

Disguised as a food delivery driver, Carmen had managed to slip into the establishment undetected. Though she was promptly ejected, she'd used the brief window of opportunity to whisper to McKinnon that she needed to speak with him in the alley behind the bar.

He'd thought she was propositioning him—an understandable misinterpretation given the context and Carmen's striking appearance. Ana smiled faintly at this detail in her sister's notes. Carmen had been gorgeous, with a confident allure that few could resist. Few men would decline a chance to speak with her in private.

Once in the alley, Carmen had cornered him, threatening arrest for associating with known criminals if he didn't provide information.

He'd panicked.

Carmen's notes recorded their conversation verbatim, apparently captured on her phone:

"I can't squeal on them. If you arrest me, they'll think I've turned. Even if I don't say a word, they'll treat me like a traitor. Please, lady. Don't arrest me. They're the only family I have."

"Your family kills people."

"Only bad people."

"What about that older woman in March?"

"She fell and hit her head. That was an accident."

"Let's make a deal. If you hear they're killing people who aren't bad, you call me. If you do this, you won't be arrested."

Carmen had offered her card, but he'd refused, claiming a photographic memory for numbers.

He'd called a month later, eager to share information until Carmen cut him off, arranging an in-person meeting in case his phone was compromised.

Though reliable, McKinnon rarely reached out. The Emerald Legion operated as a smaller organization, generating fewer incidents worth reporting. He'd made contact only a handful of times over several years.

After discovering McKinnon's existence in Carmen's files, Ana had immediately called the number her sister had documented. She needed all the help she could get to understand what the Emerald Legion was planning.

"I can't talk," he'd whispered when he answered.

"Meet me at the Maze."

"When?"

Ana had thought quickly. "Tomorrow at 2?"

"Okay."

"By the way, this is Carmen's sister."

"What?"

"Her sister. How will I know who you are?"

Ana had held her breath. What if he refused to meet anyone but Carmen?

"Yankees ball cap," he'd replied, then hung up.

Now, watching him approach, Ana noticed how his shoulders rose and fell in nervous jerks. He thumped to a stop before the staircase leading to the maze, drew a deep breath, and began his slow ascent.

Up close, McKinnon looked even more worn. He drummed his fingers against the cane, tapping it against the floor in an anxious rhythm.

"Real sorry about your sister," he said. "She was … good people."

Ana nodded, maintaining steady eye contact.

"You know something," she said, keeping her voice low but firm.

"They'll kill me," he muttered. "This whole thing with White going after the LaRosa family … It's bad. Real bad."

"What else?"

McKinnon hesitated, conflict evident in his expression. Finally, he met her eyes.

"The Viper," he whispered, using the street name for Luke White. "He's losing it. Kills whoever he thinks is against him. He's worried about the other gangs: the Chinese, the Mexicans, even his own crew. He's … making a point."

She leaned closer. "What kind of point? When? How?"

He shook his head so hard the force almost jostled his cheeks.

"You need to tell me now," Ana pressed.

"I'll find out more," he promised, despite his earlier head shake. "Carmen did me a solid. I owe her."

"When can we meet again?"

"I'll reach out."

Before she could question him further, he turned and fled, somehow navigating the maze in reverse perfectly despite his disability.

He did have a photographic memory, after all.

Watching him disappear, Ana felt a chill that had nothing to do with the bay breeze. White was "making a point"—words that echoed Ruby LaRosa's warning about "women and children dying" that Stella had mentioned. The Emerald Legion was escalating from quiet, targeted assassinations to something more dramatic, more public. White wasn't just eliminating rivals. He was staging a demonstration.

Ana pulled out her phone and dialed Stella's number.

The LaRosas weren't just targets. They were pawns in a larger, deadlier game.

Whatever McKinnon discovered next might arrive too late.
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Saturday night transformed the Mission District into a festival of light and flavor. The sidewalks bustled with young couples, families, and groups of friends navigating between restaurants with lines spilling onto the street. Murals adorned nearly every available wall space while Latin music pulsed from nearby bars. The air carried a blend of scents—tacos from corner taquerias, aromatic Ethiopian spices, and the sweet perfume of freshly fried churros from street vendors.

Ana had called Stella that morning, shortly after her meeting with McKinnon.

"I need to talk to you in person," she'd said, her voice tight with urgency. "Let's make it dinner."

They'd arranged to meet at an upscale Mexican restaurant Ana recommended in the heart of the district.

Learning from her encounter at the Velvet Jade, Stella parked her motorcycle a block away. She'd taken extra precautions on her ride to the restaurant, doubling back multiple times and watching for any vehicles that maintained a consistent distance behind her. If trouble erupted, she'd have time to lose any pursuers before reaching her bike.

When she entered the restaurant, Stella immediately realized she was underdressed. Black leather booths with thick velvet curtains that could be drawn for privacy filled the dimly lit space. Tables draped in white linen glowed with votive candles and slim vases holding blood-red roses. The enticing aroma of garlic, butter, and fresh cilantro filled the air as waiters delivered steaming plates of paella and platters of handmade tostadas accompanied by troughs of colorful salsas.

Men wore tailored suits while women glided between tables in slinky dresses and stiletto heels.

Riding a motorcycle had made Stella pragmatic about her wardrobe—thick leather pants, boots, and form-fitting tops beneath zip-up jackets. Heads turned as she entered, most likely not in admiration.

Ana waited at the bar, a vision in a flowing red dress, laughing with the bartender. From that angle, she looked remarkably like Carmen, but the two women couldn't have been more different in personality.

Ana was warm, compassionate, determined. Carmen had been ambitious, calculating, hard as nails.

At least, that was the side Stella had seen. Ana maintained that if it hadn't been for Carmen's affair with Griffin, the two women might have become friends.

Ana spotted Stella and turned, smiling as she slid off her barstool. She surprised Stella with a hug.

"Hey, girl!" Her cheeks were flushed, a glass of red wine in her hand.

"This place looks great," Stella said.

"Our table is over here." Ana led her to a back booth facing the entrance.

"You're such a cop," Stella laughed.

"You never know, right?" Ana winked, sliding into the seat. "Plus, it sounds like you have a big red target on your back, woman."

"It's okay. I'm carrying."

"Duh." Ana patted her quilted Chanel bag hanging from a chain strap on her shoulder. "Me too."

As they settled into the booth, Stella added, "I've been careful about being followed. I take a circuitous route everywhere and never park unless I've managed to ditch every car I can see."

"Smart! Being paranoid is keeping us alive right now."

After ordering margaritas, they relaxed into easy conversation. The restaurant's low lighting and the buzz of conversation around them created a bubble of privacy that allowed them to speak candidly. The scent of lime and tequila mingled with the rich aromas from the kitchen as they discovered shared experiences—growing up Catholic, martial arts training, complicated family dynamics.

Eventually, they spoke of their first kills and how those experiences had shaped them.

Unlike Stella, who had killed overseas to protect her team from a terrorist attack, Ana's circumstances differed. Her first had been a ride-share driver who'd attacked her. The second came during her days as a police officer, responding to a domestic violence call.

"Cops tell me those are the most nerve-racking and dangerous calls," Stella said.

"Facts," Ana confirmed before sharing her story.

The man had wanted to die—suicide by cop. Ana was one of three officers who fired when he charged from his house with two assault rifles blazing, attempting to take down the police and hostage negotiators outside. He managed to kill one of Ana's colleagues before being shot.

"I don't regret it," Ana said, sipping her second margarita. "But I also don't know if mine was the bullet that killed him, you know?"

"The guilt is pretty rough," Stella replied softly.

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of shared understanding between them.

"It's nice to get out and have some good food with good conversation," Ana said, lightening the tone.

"Salut to that." Stella clinked her glass against Ana's, still nursing her first drink. She needed to stay sharp in case someone had tracked her.

"Your ex in Texas," Stella ventured, recalling Ana's recent trauma. "That seemed like a really terrible situation."

Ana looked away briefly before answering, her fingers tightening around her glass. "He was."

When she offered nothing more, her expression shuttering, Stella changed direction. "Ruby said they're coming for me next. Then she left a weird message saying she got into something over her head and was going off the grid."

Ana's expression darkened. "That doesn't sound good."

"I know. She mentioned the Legion is targeting something bigger, something beyond just our family."

Ana set down her glass. "I didn't want to say anything until I was certain, but there are rumors about something like that. I should know more soon."

"What are they targeting? What's bigger?"

Ana didn't answer directly. "After I heard about your father, God rest his soul"—Ana raised her glass in a solemn toast, which Stella acknowledged with a gentle clink—"I did some digging and found case files Carmen had kept on the Emerald Legion. She had a CI in the organization."

Stella leaned forward. "Really?"

"I met with him today after our call. He had important information."

"What did he say?"

"That the Viper has become extremely vengeful recently, even killing his own people."

"You convinced him to meet again?"

Ana nodded. "He said he owed it to Carmen—that she'd done him a solid."

Stella's eyes narrowed with interest. "I'll need to hear more about that."

"I'll tell you what I find out."

Their conversation paused as their entrees arrived—cazuelas of bubbling queso fundido, grilled carne asada with charred jalapeños, and a steaming molcajete filled with seafood. The rich scents momentarily distracted them from the grave matters at hand as they shared the feast, savoring the complex flavors.

When they finished their meal, Stella downed the rest of her drink and stood. "Be careful. Let me know if you want backup."

Ana gave a knowing smile. "Thanks, but I've got this."

Pausing, Stella said, "I'm not crazy about this arrangement. What if it's a trap? Carter Barclay used you as a pawn to get to me. That became public knowledge."

"Because of your article."

"Because of my article," Stella agreed, tugging her jacket tight. "The public needed to know how it unfolded."

"I've been watching my back."

"Are you sure you don't want help?"

Ana frowned. "Don't you remember we had that conversation? That this is what we do, you and me. We take down the bastards. One by one."

Stella frowned, weighing her response.

"Stella, let me do my job, and I'll let you do yours."

A thousand unspoken concerns crossed Stella's mind, but she simply nodded and walked out.

Outside, the cool night air cleared her head. Ana was right—they were both professionals. But the Emerald Legion had already proven their willingness to murder in broad daylight. What might they do to an FBI agent who got too close?
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Ruby lay motionless on her damp, thin mattress, staring at the cracked ceiling. Every bone in her body ached, muscles stiff from cold and fear. But physical pain wasn't what consumed her thoughts. It was the crushing uncertainty, the venomous fear coiling in her stomach.

No one is coming for you.

That thought was the most unbearable of all.

But then, another idea surfaced—one she clung to like a life raft in a stormy sea.

Stella.

If anyone could find her, if anyone would never stop searching, it was Stella.

Ruby closed her eyes, letting her mind drift away from the fetid cell and Caleb's ominous promise that "it will be over quickly." She escaped into memory, back to a night when she was just a scared little girl and Stella had been the only thing standing between them and disaster.

It had been a massive cousin sleepover at their grandmother's house. All the LaRosa cousins had stayed up late, gorging themselves on candy and popcorn, watching movies while their grandparents slept upstairs.

One of the older boy cousins had suggested an adventure.

Ruby had been seven, too young to understand why sneaking out after midnight was dangerous, too young to recognize the recklessness gleaming in the older kids' eyes. Stella had been twelve—older, but still just a child herself. Yet even then, she had carried a weight on her shoulders that none of them comprehended.

The night air had hung humid and thick with the smell of rust and old train grease. They had followed the older kids through a gap in the neighborhood's chain-link fence, slipping into forbidden territory. Everyone knew the abandoned rail yard was off-limits, but that had only heightened the excitement.

It started as a game—chasing each other through empty train cars, climbing onto rusted platforms, laughing with the invincibility of childhood.

Until they heard the footsteps.

Heavy. Deliberate.

Ruby had frozen, her small fingers clutching Stella's sleeve as a shadow moved between the train cars. The boys went silent too, their bravado evaporating instantly.

"Run," Stella had whispered, her voice tight but steady. "Now."

No one argued.

Ruby could barely keep up, her short legs struggling to match the older children's pace. She heard Stella's breath behind her, urging her forward.

The other cousins had already disappeared into the night when Ruby stumbled, falling further behind. Her heart slammed against her ribs as the person pursuing them made low, terrifying grunting sounds—not quite human, not quite animal.

It was the silence otherwise that terrified her most.

An angry railroad worker would have shouted. A police officer would have identified himself. One of their fathers would have unleashed a string of colorful threats.

But this man remained quiet except for those guttural growls that seemed to come from deep in his throat, animalistic and threatening.

Fear shot through Ruby's limbs like electric current, nearly buckling her knees. She tripped over an exposed root, pitching forward.

In one fluid motion, Stella scooped her up and whispered fiercely in her ear, "Run home. Don't look back. Whatever you do, don't stop or look back."

Ruby ran. But she disobeyed, glancing over her shoulder.

Stella had planted herself directly in the pursuer's path.

Ruby was too young to comprehend the madness of that decision.

She watched, transfixed, as Stella snatched up a jagged rock from the ground, her face set with the kind of fierce determination that had no place on a twelve-year-old.

"If you touch her," Stella called to the dark figure approaching, "I'll kill you."

The words weren't empty bravado. She meant every syllable.

The man hesitated. Perhaps it was the wild intensity in Stella's eyes. Perhaps he hadn't expected a child to stand her ground. That moment of uncertainty was all they needed.

Ruby stopped running but held her breath. Every instinct screamed at her to cry out, but she knew that would doom them both. And Stella would never forgive her.

"You a LaRosa?" The man's voice emerged as a low growl, but with an unexpected note of hesitation.

Stella gritted out her response like a challenge. "Yes."

The man spat. "I hate the LaRosas."

"My cousins saw you. They're already back at the house. If anything happens to me or anyone else, you know what my family does to their enemies."

Ruby had never heard this tone from her cousin. Stella didn't sound like a twelve-year-old girl anymore. She sounded like someone twice her age—someone dangerous.

"I guess it's your lucky day," the man said. "But if I see you again, you won't be so lucky."

Ruby remained frozen, waiting for Stella's next move. If it had been her, she would have fled immediately, perhaps even thanked the man for his mercy.

But Stella stood motionless for several heartbeats. When she finally spoke, her words shocked Ruby.

"What's your name?" Stella's voice remained eerily calm.

"Why you want to know?"

"I think my family needs to know who you are."

"Get out of here before I change my mind."

"I'm serious," Stella insisted, her voice dropping lower, almost as if suppressing laughter, but Ruby couldn't imagine what could possibly be funny. "What's your name?"

"Go to hell."

To Ruby's astonishment, the man turned and walked away.

Stella watched him retreat, then began backing slowly toward Ruby's hiding place. As she drew closer, Ruby couldn't contain herself.

"Stella?" she whispered.

Her cousin whirled around. "Jesus, Ruby! I told you to run!"

The harsh tone broke something in Ruby, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

"I'm sorry."

Stella's expression softened. She crouched down to Ruby's level. "It's okay. Let's just go home now."

She stood, taking Ruby's hand as they walked. Every few steps, Stella glanced over her shoulder.

"Is he coming back?" Ruby asked, voice trembling. "The man?"

"Nah. You don't have to worry about him."

"Are you telling my mom?"

Stella glanced down at her smaller cousin. "No."

Tension only began to leave Ruby's small body when they reached their neighborhood, their street, where porch lights created pools of safety, familiarity.

The boy cousins had already returned, sprawled across sleeping bags in the basement, eating ice cream and watching anime as if nothing had happened.

Ruby had wanted to burst into tears, to shout, "We almost died, and you left us out there!"

But before they entered the house, Stella crouched in front of her, gripping Ruby's shoulders, face pale but resolute.

"You say nothing," she whispered. "You hear me, Ruby? Nothing."

"But—"

"I took care of it. You're safe. That's all that matters."

Ruby had kept that secret. Forever.

Stella had saved her and never breathed a word to anyone.

Now, back in her cold prison, Ruby blinked at the ceiling, her throat constricting with emotion.

Stella had been fearless at twelve. What kind of force had she become as a woman?

Ruby had no way of knowing if Stella even realized she was missing. But if she did?

Stella would burn the world down to find her.
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When Stella stepped out onto the sidewalk, she spotted a man in a black sedan parked halfway down the block on the opposite side of the street. His attention was too fixed, his posture too alert for a casual motorist.

Pretending not to notice him, she withdrew her phone and texted Ana.

We might have a tail. Guy in black sedan in front of the drug store. Stay put. If he doesn't follow me, I'll circle back for surveillance. Don't approach windows or door—he'll know we're onto him.

Stella navigated the crowded sidewalk with deliberate calm, keeping clusters of pedestrians between herself and the vehicle. The Emerald Legion might be brazen, but they wouldn't mow down innocent bystanders to reach her. They'd wait until she entered a quieter area.

As she drew level with the car, she slipped into a drugstore. A revolving rack of sunglasses stood near the front window with a perfect view of the sedan. She spun the display, selecting a pair and sliding them on, pretending to examine her reflection in the attached mirror. The driver had turned his head toward the store, his attention unmistakably fixed on the entrance.

She replaced the glasses and approached the counter, purchasing a pack of gum while monitoring the door through her peripheral vision. When she exited, she kept the car in sight without directly looking at it. The sound of a car door slamming sent adrenaline surging through her system, but when she deliberately bumped someone and turned to apologize with a laugh, she confirmed the driver remained in his vehicle.

In that moment, she committed his license plate to memory: 3EVK731.

She'd nearly reached the end of the block when an engine growled to life behind her. Glancing at a storefront window reflection, she saw the black sedan crawling down the street in her wake.

Relief coursed through her veins—she'd feared the man might be there for Ana. Now she needed to ensure he stayed focused on her. The timing would be critical. She needed enough lead time to reach her motorcycle before he caught up, but not so much distance that she'd lose him completely.

Her bike waited a block north and another east.

The Mission District continued to pulse with Saturday night energy, streets packed with pedestrians and vehicles. Stella alternated between blending into the crowd and exposing herself near the curb to maintain her pursuer's interest. When traffic congested ahead, she paused to study a clothing store window, tracking the sedan's approach in the glass reflection.

She sent another text to Ana: "He's following me, but there might be more. I'd leave now. Be careful."

Immediately after, she sent another to Detective Mazzoli: "Please run this plate for me: 3EVK731."

She turned the corner, passing several bustling restaurants and cafes before submerging herself in the crowd, accelerating her pace. The car lagged several lengths behind, so she nearly stepped into the street to ensure visibility before heading up the next block.

Once out of sight, Stella broke into a sprint, lungs burning as she raced toward her motorcycle. She straddled the bike, yanking her helmet over her head when the black sedan rounded the corner. Stella revved her engine and shot past the driver, heading in the opposite direction. In her side mirror, she watched him struggle to execute a three-point turn on the narrow street.

Stella weaved through the city grid, cutting through neighborhoods and doubling back on one-way streets. The sedan driver proved persistent. Only when she took the bike off-road, cutting through a park—riding on pathways to preserve the grass—did she finally shake her pursuer. A pair of drug dealers stepped back to let her pass, while a homeless man cheered her on, calling her "Evel Knievel."

After circling her apartment building three times from different approaches, she parked at the end of her block, waiting ten minutes for any sign of movement. Once convinced the area was clear, she entered the underground garage.

The constant evasion exhausted her. She needed to confront White directly and end this. Despite years of similar operations overseas, she resented living this way in her own city.

As she pulled into her assigned spot, something caught her attention—a subtle shift of shadow in the car beside her. The movement registered just as she swung her leg off the bike and removed her helmet.

The adjacent car door exploded outward, slamming into her with brutal force. She stumbled backward, the concrete tilting beneath her, as a figure lunged from the vehicle. Overhead fluorescents glinted off the machete in his hand.

Stella scrambled to regain her footing, but her boot skidded on loose gravel, sending her sprawling. The machete sliced through the air toward her torso.

Pure instinct took over. She rolled left as the blade slammed into the concrete where she'd been a split-second earlier, the impact sending vibrations through the ground beneath her.

She vaulted to her feet, reaching for the gun tucked in her waistband. Stella's attacker—a wiry man in a black ski mask—anticipated the move. Before she could aim, he executed a sweeping kick that knocked her legs from under her. Pain exploded up her spine as she crashed onto the hard surface, the impact momentarily stealing her breath.

The assailant loomed above her, machete raised for a killing blow. Stella gritted her teeth and squeezed the trigger.

The gunshot reverberated through the garage like a thunderclap. Her attacker staggered backward, the machete slipping from his fingers and clattering to the ground. For a suspended moment, he remained upright, one hand pressed against the spreading crimson stain on his abdomen. Then his knees buckled, and he collapsed forward.

His body landed on top of Stella, his dead weight crushing into her. She heaved him off with desperate strength, the coppery scent of blood filling her nostrils. Disoriented and gasping for breath, she scrambled away on hands and knees, her voice ragged as she screamed for help.
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Ana Rodriguez leaned back in her office chair, her face bathed in the sickly green glow of her computer screen. The building had emptied hours ago, but despite her casual demeanor during dinner with Stella, Ana felt a growing sense of urgency. During their meal, she'd deliberately maintained a calm exterior, not wanting to alarm her friend further, but the moment they'd parted ways, she'd headed straight to her office. She sipped bitter coffee from a paper cup, silently vowing not to leave until she had uncovered something useful about Luke White and his Emerald Legion.

Her office sat just blocks from the restaurant where they'd dined. While Stella had exited through the front door, Ana had slipped through the kitchen and out the back alley, taking a circuitous route to headquarters. She wasn't taking any chances after learning the FBI might be compromised. The night air had felt charged with hidden threats, making her hyperaware of shadows and footsteps.

Her phone vibrated in her bag, but she ignored it, her attention fixed on a cluster of suspicious figures huddled on a nearby corner. She crossed the street with deliberate casualness, fingers curled around the gun in her jacket pocket until she'd put considerable distance between herself and the group. Though it created a longer walk, the detour had been necessary—she couldn't afford to be followed, not now when she was closing in on vital information.

Now safely in her office, she immersed herself in classified FBI files, searching for information on the Irish gang. Though she'd only recently taken over her sister's position, Carmen's meticulous notes had provided a foundation of knowledge about the organization. Despite their relatively low profile compared to other criminal enterprises, the Bureau had been monitoring the Emerald Legion for years. Internal reports indicated a significant increase in Legion activity after word spread that Dominic LaRosa—Stella's uncle and head of the LaRosa crime family—was dying.

The deeper she dug, the more complex the picture became. The Legion's network of arms trafficking and money laundering extended further than she'd suspected. White himself presented a particular challenge—maintaining a façade as a respectable businessman while socializing with the city's elite. He operated the Emerald Legion like a Fortune 500 company, consistently outmaneuvering law enforcement. Every lead the FBI had pursued over the years had either been meticulously scrubbed or terminated with low-level Legion operatives who knew nothing of value.

Until now.

Ana's fingers flew across the keyboard, sifting through financial records, surveillance reports, anything that might provide leverage. One name repeatedly surfaced, catching Ana's attention.

Evelyn White—Luke's wife.

Despite her husband's criminal empire, Evelyn moved through high society like a woman born to it, effortlessly navigating the complex social hierarchies of San Francisco's elite. She hosted charity galas, attended exclusive fundraisers, and cultivated relationships with the city's most influential figures.

Ana narrowed her eyes as she spotted Evelyn's name in that evening's society listings. The mobster's wife was guest of honor at a black-tie charity auction for the San Francisco Children's Fund. Tonight. At the Fairmont Hotel.

With a few keystrokes, Ana pulled up Evelyn's image from the event website. Blonde, poised, elegant—the kind of woman who belonged on fashion magazine covers, not married to a man who trafficked weapons and laundered millions through offshore accounts.

Ana harbored no illusions that Evelyn was some oblivious socialite. Women married to men like White didn't inhabit penthouses or drip with diamonds without understanding exactly where the money originated. If White himself proved untouchable, perhaps Evelyn represented the crack in his armor.

She pushed back from her desk, pulse quickening. If Evelyn was attending the Fairmont tonight, Luke White would likely accompany her. A man of his caliber wouldn't miss such a high-profile gathering. Surrounded by politicians, corporate executives, and old-money donors, it provided the perfect showcase for his carefully cultivated public persona.

Ana didn't bother seeking authorization—this wasn't an arrest, merely a conversation. But conversations often yielded opportunities.

The gala was already underway, but she could arrive within ten minutes if she hurried. Thank God she'd dressed up for dinner with Stella. Crashing a charity event in an FBI windbreaker wasn't exactly an option.
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Ana stepped into the Fairmont's grand ballroom, enveloped by soft jazz and the crystalline sound of champagne flutes touching in toast. The space epitomized opulence—massive gold chandeliers casting honeyed light over guests in couture gowns and tailored suits. The air carried notes of expensive perfume, aged spirits, and that particular scent of luxury that often concealed corruption.

During the taxi ride, Ana had transformed herself—pulling her hair into a sleek chignon, fastening chandelier earrings to her lobes, and applying crimson lipstick—an attempt to blend with San Francisco's elite.

She scanned the room, glancing left then right every few seconds. Evelyn White stood out near the auction tables, laughing at something a tuxedoed man had said. Just feet away stood Luke White himself.

Ana's heartbeat accelerated, but her expression remained passive. The man looked different from his surveillance photos—neatly trimmed white hair, prominent red nose, and a bit of a beer belly. He carried himself with the assurance of someone who belonged among judges and tech billionaires.

Ana plucked a champagne flute from a passing waiter and made her approach.

"Mrs. White," she said smoothly, positioning herself beside Evelyn. "That's a stunning bracelet."

Evelyn turned, practiced smile already in place. Up close, her beauty was even more striking, but something behind her eyes triggered Ana's instincts. Evelyn's gaze traveled down Ana's dress and shoes, a flicker of disdain registering before being concealed.

"Thank you," she replied, angling her wrist to display the diamonds under the chandelier light. "I don't believe we've met."

"We haven't." Ana sipped her champagne. "But I know your husband. Or rather, we haven't met, but I know what he's been up to."

Evelyn's only reaction was a slight arch of her left eyebrow. Impressive composure.

White, mid-conversation with another guest, turned and locked gazes with Ana. She held her breath, refusing to look away.

"I don't believe I've had the pleasure," he said, fully facing her now.

"You've had plenty of pleasure at our expense. Agent Ana Rodriguez. FBI."

White chuckled, the sound genuine.

"Well now, Agent Rodriguez," he said, eyes assessing her. "You sure know how to make an entrance."

"I try."

"What can I help you with? Would you like an introduction to the mayor? The police chief? Perhaps the sheriff. He's an old friend."

Evelyn stepped closer, placing a manicured hand on her husband's sleeve. "The governor is running late, but we can introduce the little FBI agent when he arrives, right, darling?"

Her condescending tone sent a surge of fury through Ana's veins.

She stepped forward, positioning her back to Evelyn. She lowered her voice and addressed White directly. "No introductions necessary. Just a conversation between us about how your walls are beginning to close in."

White's smile remained fixed, but a crease formed between his eyebrows. "Is that so?"

"I figured I'd give you a chance to enjoy one last fancy party before things get complicated for you."

Evelyn released a soft, dismissive laugh, but Ana maintained her position, deliberately showing her back to the other woman.

White exhaled through his nose, his smile faltering. "You've got nerve, I'll give you that."

"I have more than nerve. And if you're as intelligent as I suspect, you'll start listening."

As if materializing from thin air, two large men in dark suits appeared on either side of Ana.

"Ma'am," one said with practiced politeness. "Could you please produce your invitation? This is a private, invitation-only fundraiser."

Ana considered displaying her badge but decided she'd made her point. "I left it in my car," she replied. "I was just leaving anyway."

Before turning to depart, she met White's gaze one final time. "Leave the LaRosa family alone."

"Or what?"

"Or you'll answer to me."

"Is that why you're here? You should have said something immediately." White's smile spread slowly, stretching from ear to ear. "Because you're too late."

The blood drained from Ana's face.

"You better pray you're wrong."

Only then did she pivot on her stiletto heel and walk away, maintaining her composure until she'd cleared the ballroom doors.

In the back of a taxi, shaking with adrenaline and rage, she finally checked her phone. Stella had texted her repeatedly.

Ana's stomach dropped as she read the messages.
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The garage transformed into a carnival of emergency lights—strobing red and blue from six squad cars and two ambulances. A fire truck idled just beyond the open entrance, its diesel engine rumbling like a restless beast in the night. The harsh lights painted the concrete walls in alternating crimson and sapphire, casting long, wavering shadows that danced across the scene.

After pushing her attacker's body away, Stella had scrambled toward the garage door, her boots slipping in blood—both his and hers. She'd ripped off her shirt to fashion a makeshift bandage for the slash across her palm, the cotton fabric quickly soaking crimson. The wound throbbed in time with her racing pulse, each beat sending fresh pain shooting up her arm. By the time she'd managed to staunch the bleeding, residents and security had rushed in, drawn by the gunshot's echo that still seemed to reverberate off the concrete walls. They'd found Stella sitting on the cold concrete in her bra, wide-eyed but oddly composed, as if violence had become just another Tuesday.

Fifteen minutes later, she sat in the back of an ambulance, the vehicle's interior lights harsh against her eyes after the dim garage. A medical blanket wrapped around her shoulders provided little warmth against the chill that had settled into her bones. A paramedic with kind eyes and steady hands wrapped her left hand properly, his touch gentle but clinical as he assessed the damage.

"I think you're going to need a cast for this finger," he said, gesturing to her likely-broken ring finger that had already swollen to twice its normal size and was turning an alarming shade of purple. "Looks like a clean break, but it needs proper immobilization."

Stella shook her head, the movement sending a wave of dizziness through her. "Just tape it together with the adjacent finger.”

"I think you're going to regret this," he said with a sympathetic smile, though he complied with her request.

"I'll get it checked out later," she replied, wincing as he secured the tape.

Over the paramedic's shoulder, through the open ambulance doors, she spotted Griffin pulling into the garage in an unmarked vehicle. The headlights swept across the scene before he cut the engine. He stepped out, his tall frame silhouetted against the flashing lights, and immediately began speaking with the officers who surrounded him. His shoulders were tense, his movements sharp with urgency. He kept glancing toward the ambulance, trying to catch a glimpse of her between the officers demanding his attention.

When he finally broke free and approached, his face betrayed more emotion than she'd seen from him in years—fear, relief, and something deeper she wasn't ready to name.

"Are you okay?" he asked, his voice tight with concern. "Ana called me saying you were in danger, and then I heard this call with your name."

His concern—bordering on panic—caught her off guard. The intensity in his dark eyes made her heart skip.

"Ana called?"

He nodded, running a hand through his hair.

"Am I under arrest?" Stella asked, half-joking, trying to deflect from the weight of his concern.

"For what?"

For the first time since the paramedics had arrived, Stella looked toward where the attacker had lain. To her surprise, he was strapped to a gurney, conscious and moaning in pain as medics worked on him.

"He survived?" Disbelief colored her voice.

"Yeah. Bullet went straight through him. Lost a lot of blood but looks like he'll make it." Griffin's voice held no sympathy for the man.

She wouldn't admit it aloud, but relief washed through Stella. She'd taken lives before—some of which still haunted her dreams—and had no desire to add another to the list, even if justified.

"Stella … Are you okay?" Griffin asked again, his voice gentler than necessary, eyes scanning her for injuries beyond the obvious.

Stella scowled, uncomfortable with his tenderness. "I'm furious. I spent forty-five minutes driving around the city to lose my tail, only to pull into my garage and find that goon waiting for me."

The paramedic raised his eyebrows at her tone but continued working on her hand.

"She done here?" Griffin asked him.

The man nodded. "She's patched up, but that finger needs proper medical attention within forty-eight hours." He gave Stella a pointed look. "And I mean proper—as in an orthopedic specialist, not more tape and ibuprofen."

Stella hopped down from the ambulance step, the medical blanket slipping from one shoulder. "Thanks for fixing me up, Alan."

He blushed slightly. "How'd you know⁠—"

She tapped her collar, directing his attention to the name embroidered on his polo shirt.

"Ah, right."

But Stella had already turned to follow Griffin to his vehicle, the blanket trailing behind her like a tattered cape.

He had his head bent over his phone. "Just texting Ana that you're okay." He looked up, pocketing the device. "Let's talk over here. The chief said I can sit in, but Commander Morrison is taking your statement. We might still need to take you to the station."

"Commander? He's usurping the detectives?" Stella frowned.

"He oversees the detective bureau. With you being so high-profile, the chief wants all our i's dotted and t's crossed on this shooting."

"High profile?"

"Don't act surprised." Griffin's voice held a hint of exasperation.

"What?"

"With your history in this department? Not to mention …" He trailed off, his expression softening.

"My father's murder?" She finished for him, her voice flat.

Griffin held her gaze for so long without responding. The kindness and sympathy in his eyes threatened to undo her carefully maintained composure. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, and she resented them—resented him for causing them, for seeing through her when she needed her walls intact.

"Where is this Morrison?" she asked, looking past his shoulder, desperate to change the subject.

"Just pulling in."

A young community service officer lifted the yellow crime scene tape to admit a black Range Rover with tinted windows. The vehicle drove directly to where they stood. A tall man with a full head of gray hair and an impressive handlebar mustache emerged in an immaculate three-piece suit that looked out of place amid the chaos and blood.

"Detective Griffin," he acknowledged with a nod. "This is our suspect?"

Stella crossed her arms, the medical blanket bunching around her elbows. "Victim."

The commander didn't acknowledge her comment, his eyes coldly assessing her state of undress.

"Is there a quiet place for this interview?" he asked, looking around the garage with distaste.

"The community room in my building is one floor up," Stella offered, suddenly aware of how she must look—half-dressed, bloodied, and defiant.

"Let's go." He headed toward the elevator without waiting for confirmation.

Stella glanced at Griffin, who shrugged and motioned for her to follow. As Morrison passed a uniformed officer, he barked an order.

"Get your notepad and phone for recording. You're taking dictation, officer."

Moments later, the four of them settled around a conference table in the community room. The space felt sterile and cold compared to the chaos of the garage—beige walls, fluorescent lighting, and generic furniture that could have been in any office building in America.

"Miss LaRosa," Morrison began, "I understand we've had extra surveillance on you since your father's murder, but you evaded them tonight."

"I left on my motorcycle through the garage entrance. Your security detail is stationed in the lobby." Stella's voice remained level, though her temper flared at the implied accusation.

"Were you concerned about going out without police protection?" Morrison's mustache twitched as he spoke.

"Sir, I've worked overseas in hostile environments and received extensive training in evasive maneuvers. I believed I would be fine. It's why I purchased the motorcycle—to prevent being followed." She met his gaze without flinching.

"How's that working for you?" His voice carried a slight edge, eyes flicking to her bandaged hand.

Stella's expression hardened. "It was a rookie mistake. I was unprepared for someone to be waiting in my own garage."

"Carl, take notes and record this," Morrison instructed the uniformed officer before turning back to Stella. "You don't object to being recorded?"

"Not at all."

"Tell me what happened after you left on your bike."

She described meeting a friend for dinner, noticing someone watching the restaurant, and her subsequent efforts to lose the tail. Then she detailed her return to the garage and the ensuing attack, her voice steady even as her injured hand throbbed beneath its bandages.

Just as she finished, a knock interrupted them.

A uniformed woman entered, her posture rigid. "Sir, we have the video footage from the garage."

Morrison stood, pushing back his chair with a screech against the linoleum floor. "Thank you for your statement, Miss LaRosa. If the footage confirms your account, I see no reason to take you to the station tonight."

"It will show everything happened exactly as I described," Stella said, her confidence unwavering.

"Although this appears to be clear self-defense, we'll still conduct a thorough investigation." Morrison's tone remained skeptical.

He paused in the doorway, turning to look back at her with narrowed eyes. "Especially given that you were only recently cleared in another fatal shooting ruled as self-defense."

Stella kept her voice steady, though anger simmered beneath her calm exterior. "I understand."

Morrison shook his head, mustache quivering. "I have no idea what to make of this. What to make of you. What to make of the life you lead. How does someone have assassins hunting them across the country? And somehow you disable or kill these trained killers instead of them eliminating you. I'm still wrapping my head around it."

"So am I, Commander." Stella's voice dropped to a near whisper, exhaustion finally showing through her composure. "Every single day."

"You're free to go."

"Thank you."

She stood, muscles protesting, and headed for the door.

As she walked out, Morrison called after her, "You're just lucky the guy didn't die."
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Lying on the thin, damp mattress in her underground prison, Ruby had surrendered to despair.

Days of isolation had distorted her perception of time and space. The concrete walls seemed to have contracted around her, the ceiling lower than before—though logic told her it was her mind playing tricks. An unrelenting cold had settled into her marrow, a bone-deep chill no thin blanket could dispel. The frigid dampness seeped through the mattress, stealing what little warmth her body generated.

The overflowing waste pot in the corner no longer registered in her consciousness—her nose had adapted to the stench out of necessity. The plastic jug of water sat half-empty, each sip scraping her parched throat without truly quenching her thirst. She rationed it carefully, uncertain when her captors would remember to bring more.

The mattress beneath her felt increasingly insubstantial, every protrusion in the concrete floor digging into her tender flesh. Although her eyes had adjusted to the perpetual twilight, shadows danced at the periphery of her vision—figments of her deteriorating mind or actual vermin, she couldn't be certain. Her fingernails were cracked and bleeding from desperate attempts to claw at the unyielding door and walls, futile efforts that had only left her more broken.

Each night brought the faint scuttling of tiny feet across the floor. She would lie still, barely breathing, paralyzed by revulsion as unseen creatures explored the confines of her prison. When exhaustion finally claimed her, she pulled the threadbare blanket over her head, leaving her legs exposed to the cold rather than risk something crawling into her mouth, ears, or nose while she slept.

Ruby had accepted her fate.

This dank cell would become her tomb.

The thought no longer terrified her. She lacked the energy for terror. The will to survive had drained from her body like water through cupped fingers, leaving only a hollow resignation.

After her humiliating dismissal in Los Angeles, she'd returned home defeated but still hopeful. Life had seemed to stabilize afterward. Her mother had taken her in without judgment, providing the safe harbor Ruby had desperately needed. Their small house had become a sanctuary where she could nurse her wounded pride and gather her strength. Those early months at home had been a quiet blessing—shared meals, late-night talks, and the simple comfort of her mother's unwavering support.

Her job at the construction company had provided purpose. There, she was competent, valued. The routine of filing invoices and answering phones had anchored her days, giving structure to a life that had felt directionless after her L.A. disaster.

Then Caleb entered her life. She'd never imagined someone like him would notice her. Handsome. Kind. Respectful. Employed. A real adult who seemed to have his life together.

But that man had been a mirage, a character she'd constructed from her own desperate wishes. The real Caleb had kidnapped her, dragged her across gravel, and imprisoned her in a concrete cell where she relieved herself in a metal pot like an animal.

She wanted to summon outrage. She wanted to plot revenge. But exhaustion had consumed her—not merely physical fatigue, but a profound depletion of spirit. Her mind, once sharp with survival instincts, now dulled beneath the weight of captivity.

Her fight had evaporated.

On the fetid mattress, Ruby drifted between consciousness and oblivion. In her more lucid moments, she fantasized about what she would do if ever released. She imagined "release" rather than "escape" because she recognized the futility of attempting the latter. She barely possessed the strength to sit upright when they delivered her daily ration of stale bread and lukewarm water.

She had grown weary of analyzing lists in her mind, trying to determine what document had sentenced her to this slow death. None of it mattered anymore. The "why" had ceased to be important when survival itself seemed impossible.

Yet sometimes, hovering in the liminal space between wakefulness and sleep, she constructed elaborate escape scenarios. She would pack a single backpack with carefully selected belongings and vanish from San Francisco. During her darkest hours, she inventoried this hypothetical bag, choosing each item precisely for its utility and comfort.

Beyond the essentials—underwear and toiletries—she would include her softest, most-worn jeans. Two t-shirts: one short-sleeved, one long. Her cherished Giants hoodie. A bikini, because her destination would inevitably feature a beach. One pair of shorts. Sandals. A lightweight sundress. She would travel wearing soft sweatpants and sneakers, anticipating uncomfortable bus or train seats and the need for warmth. That's all she would require to start anew.

She repeated this inventory like a prayer, adding or subtracting items as the endless hours passed. The mental exercise became a lifeline, tethering her to the possibility of freedom when reality offered none.

Sometimes she incorporated a paperback and journal into her imaginary pack, picturing herself lounging on warm sand, reading and recording her thoughts beneath an azure sky. These visions sustained her through interminable stretches of silence, so vivid she could almost feel sunlight warming her skin, hear waves breaking against the shore, taste salt on her lips.

Then the door would creak open, yanking her from the fantasy as another tray of food clattered onto the concrete floor. Despite her diminishing appetite, she forced herself to eat, understanding that starvation would only hasten her deterioration. She needed to maintain whatever strength remained if there was to be any hope of seeing the sun again.

One day, seized by an inexplicable surge of hope, she sat upright at the sound of approaching footsteps. As the door swung open, she called out in a voice made raspy by disuse, "Please tell Caleb I need to speak with him."

The silhouette grunted in response before slamming the door, plunging her back into darkness.

Then came a day unlike the others. Voices murmured outside her cell before the door opened to reveal two men standing in the threshold. She blinked against the comparative brightness, struggling to focus on their shadowed faces.

"Caleb?" The name escaped her lips as a hopeful whisper.

Her hope faltered when she registered that both figures were massive—much larger than Caleb's wiry frame. Their broad shoulders blocked most of the light from the hallway.

"Stand up!" one barked, the command echoing against the concrete walls.

"What?" she croaked, her voice barely functioning after days of silence.

"Pick her up," he instructed his companion before turning away. "She can't even stand on her own."

The second man stepped forward and hoisted her upward by her armpits. Her muscles screamed in protest, legs buckling beneath her as she was lifted from the mattress. She sagged against him, too weak to support her own weight.

"What's happening?" Fear sent a fresh burst of adrenaline through her system, momentarily sharpening her senses.

"Moving day." The man's breath was hot against her ear, reeking of cigarettes and stale coffee.

She collapsed against him, relief flooding through her weakened body. The words echoed in her mind, a lifeline thrown into the abyss of her despair.

Moving day.

Not execution day.

For the first time in what felt like weeks, a fragile spark of possibility flickered inside her. Perhaps death wasn't the only remaining chapter in her story. Perhaps there was still a chance—however small—that she might feel the sun on her face again.
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Ana Rodriguez gripped the steering wheel of her black FBI-issued Dodge Charger, knuckles white with barely contained fury. The hypnotic hum of tires against asphalt did nothing to quell the anger simmering in her chest. Less than twelve hours after confronting White, she'd been yanked off the investigation.

She should have anticipated this risk. Walking into that charity gala and directly confronting her target had been bold—perhaps too bold. White clearly had connections everywhere, including within the Bureau. And being too visible at the Fairmont had made it easy for him to identify her and exert whatever influence he had to get her removed. Bureau leaks were no small matter, but the speed with which her reassignment had come through suggested someone high up was in White's pocket.

Instead of tightening the noose around the Emerald Legion, she was now speeding east on Interstate 80 toward Lake Tahoe, of all places.

The email had arrived at dawn—a vague directive from Washington stating she was being "loaned out" to assist a small FBI bureau in the mountains on "a matter of urgent importance." No details. No explanation. Just an order to get in her car and drive. The signature block belonged to Assistant Director Harrison, someone she'd never even met.

Ana accelerated around a slow-moving SUV, her eyes fixed on the road while her mind raced through possibilities. The mountain curves demanded her attention, but her thoughts kept circling back to White's smug face at the gala and the mystery of who had authorized her sudden removal.

This wasn't a coincidence. This was bullshit, nothing but a transparent maneuver to get her away from White.

Last night, she had pushed White hard—not enough to make him slip, perhaps, but sufficient to make him recognize her as a threat. She'd introduced herself as FBI and issued what amounted to a warning. And now, mere hours later, she was being conveniently removed from the equation? Dispatched three hours away with no clear mission?

The timing reeked of manipulation. Either White himself had connections high enough to orchestrate this, or—more concerning—someone within the Bureau was actively working to protect the Emerald Legion. Ana had suspected Bureau corruption before, but this was the first time she'd directly experienced its impact on her investigations.

She tried calling Stella but reached only voicemail. Griffin had texted earlier that Stella had experienced a "close call" but was okay. The cryptic message had only heightened Ana's concern.

Next, she tried calling Griffin himself. When he didn't answer, she left a voicemail. "Trust nobody. Well, trust me and Stella, but that's it." She paused, considering. "And Mazzoli."

She disconnected with a short laugh. As ridiculous as it sounded, she meant it. Their circle of trust had narrowed to just those three. Everyone else was suspect until proven otherwise.

Her amusement faded quickly as her thoughts returned to the reassignment order. Her first call had been to her supervisor, Martha Craig, but it went straight to voicemail—convenient timing that only deepened Ana's suspicion. With time pressing, Ana had decided to bypass the chain of command and contact Lewis Chalamet, head of the San Francisco bureau.

"I just need to know if I should follow D.C.'s directive to go to Tahoe immediately," she'd asked the man. "I haven't heard anything from you or Craig about this."

"Huh?" His confusion had seemed genuine. "That's strange. Normally, they would route that through me first."

"What do you want me to do?"

"Go on up there. See what's going on, then give me a call. I want you back here ASAP. This investigation is too important to lose you now."

His surprise had appeared authentic. But Ana trusted no one at this point—Chalamet could easily be feigning ignorance. After all, according to what Craig had told her earlier, the directive to back off the Legion investigation had originated with him. The entire Bureau felt like a minefield.

Ana's stomach knotted with the implications. Who was protecting White? The worst possibility was undeniable—someone inside the FBI was doing him favors. Someone sworn to uphold the law was betraying that oath.

Ana pressed harder on the accelerator, weaving between slower vehicles as she climbed into the Sierra Nevada foothills. Rolling golden hills gradually yielded to towering pines, the air growing crisp as the temperature dropped. Under different circumstances, she might have appreciated the majestic landscape unfolding around her. The highway curved sharply as it wound deeper into the mountains, revealing glimpses of azure waters between the trees.

Pine-scented air flooded her car through the cracked window, momentarily clearing her head. Ana reached for her phone and tried Stella once more. Still no answer.

The timing of this sudden reassignment, coming right after White's ominous "too late" comment and Stella's close call, couldn't be coincidental. She was being removed from the playing field at the precise moment when White seemed to be accelerating his plans.

Ana would handle whatever meaningless assignment they'd concocted in Tahoe. But the moment she returned to San Francisco, Ana would pursue White with renewed intensity.

And if someone inside the Bureau stood in her way?

She'd take them down too.
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Stella LaRosa paused at the entrance of Original Joe's, taking in the sensory overload that hit her the moment she stepped through the door. The venerable North Beach restaurant hummed with Saturday night energy—every seat filled, the air thick with the mingled aromas of garlic, simmering tomato sauce, and grilled meats. Waiters in crisp white shirts and black vests balanced trays of steaming pasta and seafood, navigating the narrow pathways between tables with practiced precision. Wine glasses clinked amid animated conversations, the collective noise rising to the tin-pressed ceiling in waves that bounced back down, creating a cocoon of sound that was both chaotic and comforting.

Taking a seat at a back table, it wasn’t long before she spotted Tommy Mazzoli making his way through the packed dining room, stopping to greet patrons at nearly every table. His broad shoulders and easy smile made him instantly recognizable even in the dim lighting that cast the restaurant in a warm, amber glow. The sergeant moved with the confidence of a regular, clasping hands and exchanging quick jokes with diners who clearly knew him well.

Dark wood paneled walls displayed framed black-and-white photos of celebrities who'd dined there over the decades—Pavarotti, Joe DiMaggio, Madonna, politicians, and sports legends. Red leather booths lined the perimeter while black café tables crowded the center floor, creating a maze that Mazzoli navigated with practiced ease.

Stella waited in a booth at the back, beneath a photograph of former Governor Jerry Brown reaching across a table to shake Warren Beatty's hand. Her family had claimed this exact booth for special occasions throughout her childhood. The leather seat felt cool and smooth against her palms as she traced an old scratch on the tabletop—a mark that might have been there since her youth for all she knew.

The memory was bittersweet—her father ordering for the entire family, always starting with garlic bread and beef carpaccio. Stella hadn't realized carpaccio was raw meat until she'd ordered it on a teenage date and watched her companion's disgust. When she'd reported this to her father, he'd declared it proof she should only date other Italians instead of "unsophisticated punks." The memory brought a sad smile to her face as she breathed in the familiar scents of her childhood.

After appetizers, the ritual continued: lasagna for her father, cioppino for her mother, spaghetti and meatballs for Stella and her brothers. The predictability had been comforting, a constant in an unpredictable world.

Stella hadn't been to Original Joe's in years. Tonight, in her father's honor, she planned to order carpaccio and lasagna with a glass of cabernet—that was, if Mazzy ever stopped working the room and made it to her table. The thought of honoring her father with his favorite meal made her throat tighten. She took a sip of water, the ice tinkling against the glass as she swallowed past the knot of emotion.

Stella watched Mazzy move through the restaurant with practiced ease, his booming laugh occasionally rising above the din. He was one of her dearest friends, but their relationship had started out rocky when she'd begun reporting for the San Francisco Tribune. Initially gruff, he'd revealed his true nature over time. After saving each other's lives, their bond had been forged permanently.

The only complication? He was also best friends with Griffin. Both she and the detective had recently stood as witnesses at Mazzy's wedding to Carol Alvarez, a community service officer with the police department. The newlyweds had just returned from their honeymoon, making this their first reunion since the ceremony.

Finally, Mazzy reached her table, his large frame momentarily blocking the light as he stood before her. The scent of his aftershave—something woody and expensive, probably Carol's influence—wafted toward her as he leaned down. Stella stood and let Mazzy envelop her in a bear hug, his arms strong enough to momentarily lift her off the ground.

"Stella!" he boomed, his voice rich with affection, then added in a choked voice, "I'm so sorry about your dad, kiddo."

Stella didn't trust herself to speak. She just hugged him tighter, pressing her face against his shoulder, the fabric of his shirt soft against her cheek. "Thanks. It's been rough," she finally managed, the words inadequate to express the void her father's death had created.

"I bet." Mazzy pulled away and looked into her eyes, his own shining with unshed tears. "You just let me know if there's anything I can do for you or your family. I will do anything. You know this."

Stella nodded, sitting back down. She could feel the weight of his sincerity like a physical force. "The shooter is dead."

"I heard," Mazzy said, taking the seat across from her. The leather booth creaked beneath his substantial frame. "I also heard you were at the station earlier talking to the commander. Jesus, LaRosa."

"I can't help it if people keep trying to kill me," she replied with a mock pout, the candle on the table illuminating her face from below, casting dramatic shadows across her features.

Mazzy gave her a look that said everything without words, his dark eyes somber beneath heavy brows.

Smiling, she changed the subject. "How's married life? You look so happy and healthy, paesano." She reached across the table to squeeze his forearm, the fabric of his shirt smooth beneath her fingers.

He laughed and patted his substantial belly, the sound warm and genuine. "Maybe fatter."

"You've always been built like a tank," Stella teased, grateful for the familiar rhythm of their banter. "Just more tank to love now."

Mazzy grinned, the tension between them dissipating. He signaled a passing waiter with a raised hand. "I need to feed this woman before she wastes away to nothing. Bring us the works."

"You're such a cop," Stella laughed. "Always taking charge."

"You love it," he replied, winking at her. "Besides, if I left it to you, we'd be here all night while you pretended to study the menu you've had memorized since you were ten."

Stella smiled, not denying it. "I hope you're hungry, anyway. I'm starved and ordering everything on the menu. Family style."

After catching up over shared plates of lasagna, eggplant parmigiana, and shrimp scampi—most of the way through their second bottle of wine—Mazzy reached into his pocket. The rich tomato sauce, garlic, and herbs had filled the air around them, creating a bubble of comfort that briefly made Stella forget her troubles.

"Got the details on that license plate you gave me last night," he said, withdrawing a folded paper from his pocket. His fingers left a slight grease stain on the corner from the garlic bread they'd devoured. "But I'm not sure I should hand it over."

"Why is that?" Stella leaned forward, her elbows on the table, the linen napkin she'd tucked under her plate brushing against her arm.

"Is this guy going to end up dead?" Mazzy's expression turned serious, the ambient light catching in his eyes as he studied her face.

Stella met his gaze, the noise of the restaurant seeming to fade into the background. They looked at each other for several seconds before she shrugged. "Only if he comes for me first."

"I come back into town thinking you killing Carter Barclay was your only problem with the law." Mazzy's voice dropped, though the surrounding chatter ensured no one could overhear them.

"The shooting was ruled self-defense," Stella replied, sipping her wine. The rich cabernet coated her tongue, leaving a slightly bitter aftertaste that matched her mood.

"I heard the Emerald Legion put out a hit on you."

"All my family, Mazzy." Her eyes moistened, and she set her glass down, the crystal making a soft clink against the wooden table. "My mom is hiding. My brothers are in New York trying to negotiate some illegal business deal, I'm sure. My aunts and uncles and cousins have hired bodyguards. After saying she knew something big about the Emerald Legion, my cousin Ruby went into hiding."

"Want me to put an APB out on her?" Mazzy's concern was evident in the furrow of his brow, in the way he leaned closer across the table.

Stella considered a moment before nodding. "Wouldn't hurt."

Grabbing his phone, Mazzy asked Stella for details about Ruby, then laboriously typed with his oversized fingers. After what seemed an eternity but was merely five minutes, he looked up. "Done deal. Vicki back at HQ will send out an APB."

"Thanks." Stella's voice was soft with gratitude. She tore a piece of bread from the basket between them, the crust crackling beneath her fingers.

He took a sip of his coffee, the bitter aroma mixing with the lingering scents of their meal. "Anyway, I'm glad you agreed to a security detail again."

Stella frowned, confusion spreading across her face. "I didn't."

Mazzy jutted his chin toward two men sitting at a table near the door. They were trying to blend in, but their vigilant postures and the way they continually scanned the room gave them away.

"What?" Stella turned to look, her spine stiffening.

"You're slipping. You didn't know they were following you?"

Stella closed her eyes, embarrassment washing over her. He was right. She was slipping—badly. She hadn't noticed the tail, hadn't sensed the eyes on her back. The realization was humbling and terrifying in equal measure.

"I was careful coming here," she said, bewilderment edging her voice. "I took three different cars, doubled back. I don't know what happened."

"Don't feel too bad. They aren't cops. Special contractors Griffin brought in. Former Special Forces guys—the best in the business. If anything, they're here to keep you from having to kill someone else."

"Ha ha," Stella deadpanned, though relief flickered through her. At least they were on her side.

They sat in momentary silence, the restaurant's ambient noise filling the space between them. A waiter passed, the scent of tiramisu briefly wafting across their table.

"So?" Stella glanced at the folded paper beneath his finger, the cream-colored page stark against the red-checked tablecloth. "Are you giving me the info or not?"

Mazzy slid it across the table. She unfolded it to reveal a name: Aidan Walsh. With an address in Chinatown. The paper felt thin between her fingers, the ink slightly smudged from Mazzy's handling.

Stella looked back up at her friend. "He's a member of the Emerald Legion?"

"I'm not going to lie," he replied, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. "We haven't paid much attention to them over the years. They maintained a low profile because your uncle had them contained. They didn't commit murders—at least none we knew about."

"Well, that's changed." Bitterness seeped into her voice.

"Everything changed with your uncle's death." Mazzy's expression darkened, the lines around his eyes deepening.

"And my father's?"

"Even worse. We've got the beginnings of a gang war brewing. There was a shooting last night—one of your uncle's drug dealers took out one of the Legion's low-level guys. I'm afraid this is just the opening salvo of a full-on turf battle."

"Let's stop it, then." Stella leaned forward, her voice taking on an urgent edge.

"Not that easy." Mazzy shook his head, his coffee cup making a soft clink as he set it down.

"We take out White."

"Do you think that will end it? Cut off the head of the snake?"

"Maybe." Uncertainty flickered across her face, quickly replaced by determination.

Stella drained her wine glass and eyed the security contractors by the door. They quickly looked away when she caught them watching. She rolled her eyes, still angry at herself for missing their tail. She'd been as careful as usual, yet they'd still managed to follow her. Either she was losing her edge, or they were better than she wanted to admit.

Standing, she pulled on her leather jacket, the familiar weight settling around her shoulders like armor. "Thanks for the info."

"Be careful." Mazzy's voice carried a weight of concern.

"I will."

She started walking toward the kitchen, the scents of sizzling garlic and roasting meats growing stronger with each step.

"Where you going?" Mazzy called, his voice carrying above the din of conversation and clinking silverware.

"The bathroom?" She turned, raising an innocent eyebrow.

"It's the other way." He gestured toward the opposite corner of the restaurant.

"Oh?" She feigned surprise, even as she noticed the two men by the front door reaching for their coats, suddenly alert.

Then she was gone—slipping into the kitchen and breaking into a run. Stella weaved between startled cooks, heat blasting her from ovens and stovetops as she dodged around massive pots of bubbling sauce and sizzling pans. The cooks shouted in Italian, their protests fading as she pushed through the alley door, cool night air hitting her face in a refreshing wave after the kitchen's sweltering heat.

She sprinted down the block, the cobblestones uneven beneath her boots, circling back toward where she'd parked her motorcycle near the restaurant's front. The night air filled her lungs, sharp and clean compared to the restaurant's heady atmosphere.

After weaving through residential streets and taking the most circuitous route possible to Chinatown—despite it being less than a mile from North Beach—she arrived a half-hour after leaving the restaurant. Fog had begun to roll in from the bay, wrapping the buildings in a gossamer shroud and diffusing the neon signs into hazy halos of color. Parking in a narrow alley, she secured her helmet and scanned for suspicious figures before walking toward the address Mazzoli had provided.

The apartment sat above a law firm, directly across from a small restaurant—the perfect surveillance spot. Stella crossed the street, the damp night air carrying scents of fried dumplings and roasting duck. She settled into a window booth, ordered tea, and positioned herself to monitor the door leading to the apartment building's upper floor. The tea arrived in a small porcelain cup, steam rising in delicate curls. The hot liquid warmed her hands through the thin ceramic as she waited, eyes never leaving her target.

Stella was prepared to wait until closing time, then find another observation point. She wouldn't leave until she spotted the man who had followed her the previous night.

Aiden Walsh was about to learn what it felt like to be the one under surveillance.
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Stella was sipping her steaming jasmine tea when a familiar figure crossed the street opposite the restaurant. She nearly choked on her drink. Despite the baseball cap and hoodie pulled low, she'd recognize those broad shoulders and that distinctive jawline anywhere.

Detective Griffin.

What was he doing here? He passed the entrance to the upstairs apartment once, hands thrust deep in his pockets, trying and failing to look casual. There was no chance he was simply in the neighborhood, not with that ridiculous attempt at a disguise.

Initially amused by his amateur surveillance, her humor evaporated when he reappeared and stopped in front of the apartment entrance. He glanced both ways before stepping into the doorway alcove. She watched him hunch forward, clearly working on the lock. To her surprise—and apparently his, judging by his visible reaction—the door opened readily. After another quick look in both directions, he slipped inside and pulled it closed behind him.

Stella frowned. If he had a warrant, he wouldn't be skulking around like a cat burglar. Whatever he was doing wasn't sanctioned by the department.

Her concern spiked when two men appeared at the same door moments later. Both checked the street before entering the alcove. Even from across the street, she could spot the telltale bulges at their lower backs—concealed weapons.

Stella leapt to her feet, threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table, and yanked her coat from the chair. Darting across the street, she turned the handle on the building's entrance. It opened without resistance. Beyond lay a narrow staircase, and already she could hear the unmistakable sounds of a struggle from above.

Drawing her gun, she took the stairs two at a time, feeling the vibration of bodies hitting the floor overhead. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she silently cursed Griffin. The fool. What did he think he was doing, walking into Aidan Walsh's apartment alone?

Reaching the landing, she found herself in a dimly lit hallway. The two nearest doors were closed, but light spilled from an open doorway at the far end. The sounds of combat grew louder—grunts, thuds, something shattering. As she approached, she glimpsed a dark figure hurled across the room.

Griffin.

Stella burst through the doorway in a tactical crouch, gun extended. Her pulse steadied as adrenaline sharpened her senses, the room crystallizing into perfect clarity.

The first man to notice her pivoted and fired, but she had already squeezed her trigger. The bullet struck his shoulder. He howled, reeling backward until he hit the wall and slid down, his weapon clattering to the floor. Movement flickered in her peripheral vision—the second man charging from her right. Without turning to look, Stella chambered her leg, bringing her knee up before snapping her boot outward with devastating precision. Her heel connected below his belt. The impact launched him into the opposite wall, where he crumpled, tears streaming down his face as he clutched himself.

The sudden silence that followed sent ice through her veins. Where was Griffin?

A faint groan emanated from an open doorway that appeared to lead to a bedroom. Pressing her back against the wall, Stella inched toward it, dread coiling in her stomach. Heavy breathing from within made her pulse spike.

Dropping low, she peered around the doorframe.

Aidan Walsh stood in the center of the room. She recognized him immediately from the photo Mazzoli had shown her—the man who had followed her in the black sedan. He held Griffin before him like a shield, one arm wrapped around the detective's throat, the other pressing a gleaming blade against his jugular. A sock had been stuffed into Griffin's mouth, his hands secured in front of him with zip ties.

"Put the gun down," Walsh demanded. “Or I cut his throat right now.”

"You don't want to do that," Stella replied, her voice steadier than she felt.

"Why not?"

"That's a cop you're holding."

"No kidding."

"You'll be hunted down and shot dead before an arrest warrant is even filed."

"I'll be long gone."

Stella’s voice hardened to steel. "You won't leave this room alive."

"Drop the gun."

Walsh shifted, positioning his head behind Griffin's while keeping one eye visible. He knew what she was considering—a shot through his exposed forehead. With his head so close to Griffin’s, taking the shot would be risky.

But Stella might have to take it anyway.

"I'll make you a deal," she said. "I come with you. You take me to White. But you let the cop go first."

"I don't believe you."

"There's no way you're going to kill both of us," Stella said. "Think about it. You could kill him, but you won't be able to kill me too, not unless I put down my gun. Which is why I won't. If I do, then you get away and there are two dead bodies. That's a fact."

She kept her weapon perfectly steady in front of her. " Makes sense, right? Here's another cold fact for you. If you kill this cop, you're a dead man. You know it. I know it. Even the cop knows it.

"I'm giving you the only chance you have, but only if you put down the knife. By the time you draw that blade across his throat, you'll be dead. I'm a sharpshooter."

The lengthy speech was partly a stalling tactic. Someone must have heard the earlier gunshot. She needed backup.

Or she needed to take the shot.

She'd avoided looking directly at Griffin's face, but her gaze finally met his. His eyes held something beyond fear—a message she couldn't decipher. Pleading? Resignation?

Stella forced herself to look away. She couldn't afford to lose her focus. When she'd entered the room, she'd detached from the harsh reality of the situation: a killer was holding a knife to the throat of the man she loved.

"I don't like either of those choices," Walsh said quietly.

In that instant, Stella knew he'd made his decision. She detected the slightest shift in his wrist—the precursor to a slashing motion. A drop of crimson appeared on Griffin's neck as the blade's pressure increased.

Stella fired.

The bullet tore through the side of Walsh's face. He dropped like a stone.

So did Griffin, blood spurting from his throat.
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Lake Tahoe spread before Ana like a sapphire nestled among emerald forests, straddling the California-Nevada border. The massive alpine lake—second deepest in the country—boasted water so clear that visibility reached seventy feet. Submerged rocks and fish were visible at depths that seemed impossible.

As a child visiting Tahoe, Ana had felt a chill whenever her father mentioned this fact, especially when he'd tease her about giant sturgeon rising from the depths, swallowing swimmers whole. Despite that shiver of apprehension every time she waded into the water, Ana had never resisted the lake's pull—always wearing the ugly orange life jacket that her father insisted she and Carmen use.

The thought of prehistoric fish lurking below couldn't diminish her love for this pristine mountain paradise.

As her vehicle climbed the steep road circling the lake, Ana laughed at the memory—then found herself choking on an unexpected sob. This was her first return to Tahoe since her parents' deaths. Bittersweet memories ambushed her at every curve in the road, each familiar vista like a photograph from another lifetime.

When she was young, her family had rented a small cabin each summer. They would trek down a dirt path to the lakeshore, laying towels on a narrow strip of sand where they'd swim and sunbathe from morning until dusk. Her mother would pack lunches of peanut butter sandwiches, grapes, potato chips, and orange soda, nagging them hourly to reapply sunscreen. Only as twilight approached would they return to the cabin for hot dogs grilled outside.

Those summer weeks had been the only time Ana witnessed her parents truly unwind. Though they'd always prioritized family dinners throughout the year—her father making it to the table every night she could remember—they would disappear afterward into their work. But at the lake, dinner extended into card games and laughter until darkness fell. Then they would gather around a bonfire, roasting marshmallows while her mother softly strummed guitar and her parents shared stories from their own childhoods.

Her mother had taught them that this land was sacred to the Washoe tribe, who had lived here for thousands of years. Ana and Carmen had developed such respect for the area that they often sacrificed morning swims to collect litter from the surrounding forest.

This memory surfaced as Ana drove up a long driveway to the sheriff's outpost, noticing discarded wrappers along the roadside. Some things never changed.

The outpost itself was a small, log-cabin style building nestled among towering pines. The scent of fresh sawdust hung in the air—someone had recently been sawing wood—mingling with the crisp pine fragrance that permeated the mountains. Ana parked beside a mud-spattered Jeep and made her way to the entrance, boots crunching on gravel.

Inside, the building was warmer than expected, with wood-paneled walls decorated with faded photographs of the lake and framed maps of the region. A potbellied stove sat in one corner, radiating heat through the space. The reception area was empty save for a dispatcher who barely looked up from her computer when Ana entered.

She flashed her badge. "Agent Rodriguez, FBI. I'm expected."

The dispatcher nodded toward a hallway. "Second door on the right. They're waiting for you."

Ana followed the directions, her footsteps echoing on the wooden floor. The hallway smelled of coffee and gun oil—a combination unique to law enforcement offices everywhere.

When she pushed open the door, Deputy Sheriff Meredith Lamott and FBI Agent Don Martin appeared startled by her entrance. Lamott—a tall woman with deep smile lines and silver-streaked hair pulled into a severe bun—was mid-sentence, pointing at something on a map spread across the desk. Martin—younger, with a military haircut and ramrod posture—had been leaning over her shoulder, but straightened quickly at Ana's entrance.

Their reactions told Ana everything she needed to know. They hadn't requested her presence; they were as confused by her arrival as she was.

After awkward introductions and a quick exchange of credentials, they explained the situation.

"We're working a case where a man and his estranged wife had a loud argument by the lake," Lamott said, gesturing to the map where several locations were marked with red pins. "Neighbors overheard them. Then there was a scream, followed by silence. The next morning, the man's mother reported he never arrived at her house as planned."

"So it's a missing person case?" Ana asked, struggling to understand how this warranted an FBI agent from San Francisco. A sense of unease crawled up her spine as she realized how flimsy the pretext for her reassignment truly was.

"Sort of," Martin hedged, exchanging a glance with Lamott.

Lamott continued, shuffling through some papers on the cluttered desk. "Apparently, someone heard the man begging his wife not to kill him."

"Oh boy," Ana said, leaning against the edge of the desk. "Still seems like local jurisdiction unless there's a cross-state issue."

Martin stepped forward, his shoes squeaking on the polished floor. "We searched the house and property. The wife claims he stormed off after their argument."

"You think she's lying?" Ana studied the map, trying to make sense of the markings.

The deputy sheriff shrugged, her chair creaking as she leaned back. "They've been fighting for years. This happens regularly—they fight, one leaves for a while, they reconcile. It's a predictable cycle."

"What makes this time different?"

"Nothing really," Lamott admitted, looking uncomfortable.

Ana frowned in confusion, crossing her arms over her chest. "And you want me here because …?"

The deputy cleared her throat, exchanging another look with Martin. "Actually, we were told that your office insisted on being involved because the mother he was supposed to visit lives in San Bruno."

San Bruno sat just south of San Francisco.

Ana nodded, careful not to reveal her suspicions. Trust nobody.

"How can I help while I'm here, then?" she asked brightly, forcing a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

The officers exchanged glances again, the awkwardness in the room palpable.

"Maybe run some leads?" Martin suggested, handing her a sheet of paper. "I haven't had time to check with these folks—they live across the lake from the missing man's house."

"Across the lake?" Ana repeated, scanning the list of names and addresses. "As in, across Lake Tahoe?"

His cheeks flushed. "I know it's a stretch, but you never know. Maybe they were out on their boat or something and witnessed something..."

Ana felt a twinge of sympathy for him—clearly, he hadn't requested her presence either. The whole situation was as awkward for them as it was for her.

"Of course," she said, folding the paper and tucking it into her jacket pocket. "I'll visit them immediately."

As she drove toward the opposite shore, unease crawled up Ana's spine. The road hugged the lake's perimeter, offering spectacular views that she barely noticed as her mind raced. Someone had orchestrated her removal from San Francisco. These officers didn't need her help here—this assignment was a transparent diversion. The strangest aspect was that the directive originated from Washington, D.C.

Something was very wrong.
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After finding nothing at three neighbors' homes—not surprising, given they were vacation properties vacant during the off-season—Ana was heading toward a hotel when her phone buzzed.

"Sergeant Mazzoli—San Francisco PD" flashed on the screen.

"Hey, kiddo," he greeted her.

Normally she'd bristle at the nickname, but the sergeant had earned the right to use it. The gruff teddy bear had a heart of gold beneath his brash exterior.

"Hey!" she replied, pulling onto the shoulder, the car's tires crunching on gravel. "Heard you're an old married man now?"

His hearty laugh confirmed it. "This is true."

Then his tone shifted, growing somber. "I'm calling about something less happy. Detective Griffin was injured today. He's in the hospital. I know you two are close, so I wanted to let you know."

"Oh my God." Ana clutched the phone tighter, her knuckles whitening. "Is he okay?"

"Not sure. He's in surgery."

Heat ran through her scalp, a physical manifestation of the shock. Her free hand gripped the steering wheel so hard her fingers ached. Screw being a pawn in Bureau politics. Her friend was hurt.

"I'm heading there right now."

"I'm sure it will be okay," Mazzoli said, but his voice betrayed his uncertainty.

Tears sprang to Ana's eyes, blurring the lake's glistening surface through the windshield. "Who did this? What happened?"

"All I know is it's connected to the Emerald Legion. I'll update you when I learn more."

After he disconnected, Ana gripped the steering wheel, executing a sharp U-turn as she stomped the accelerator. As the car surged back toward the highway, she reached for her phone. It was time to meet with McKinnon again and discover exactly what the Legion was planning.

If they were targeting police officers, everything had changed. The stakes had escalated beyond personal vendettas.

Hurting Stella's family had been personal—but harming Griffin crossed into different territory altogether. In Ana's code, friends were sacred. Mess with a friend's family? Live to regret it. Actually harm a friend?

Game over.
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Griffin was rushed into surgery the moment the ambulance reached the Emergency Room, leaving Stella running after the gurney only to be blocked by hospital staff at the trauma doors. Their outstretched arms formed a human barrier, faces set in professional determination beneath the harsh fluorescent lighting.

"Family only past this point," a nurse said firmly, her voice gentle but leaving no room for argument.

Directed to the surgical waiting room, Stella paced back and forth like a caged animal, her boots squeaking against the polished linoleum with each turn. The antiseptic smell of the hospital burned her nostrils, making her eyes water—or perhaps that was from something else entirely. No amount of washing seemed capable of removing the taint of Griffin's blood. The metallic scent of blood lingered beneath her fingernails, a constant reminder of how close Griffin had come to death.

The waiting room was a sterile purgatory—beige walls adorned with generic watercolor paintings, uncomfortable chairs arranged in neat rows, a television mounted in the corner playing a muted cooking show that no one watched. The overhead lights buzzed faintly, an electric hum that seemed to intensify with each passing hour. A clock on the wall ticked loudly, each second stretching into eternity. A cluster of cops lingered nearby. They came and went as the hours ticked by. Stella steered clear, keeping to herself.

Six hours later, the surgeon finally emerged, pushing through double doors that whooshed open and then hissed closed behind him. Stella had been surviving on bitter coffee from a burnt pot in the corner, the acidic taste lingering on her tongue. She'd been surrounded by other anxious families, all of them locked in their own private hells—a teenage girl sobbing quietly into her hands, an elderly man clutching a rosary, a young couple holding each other so tightly they seemed to share one body. Stella had avoided eye contact with them all, her mind replaying the moment the knife had sliced Griffin's neck, the way the blood had pulsed between her fingers as she'd tried to stop the bleeding.

The surgeon's surgical cap was damp with sweat around the edges, his mask pulled down to hang loosely around his neck. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, but his voice was steady as he approached Stella.

"Detective Griffin was extremely fortunate," the doctor explained, gesturing with hands that looked raw from repeated scrubbing. "The blade somehow missed his trachea, jugular, carotid artery, and spine. Because the puncture occurred lower on the neck where it meets the shoulder, it avoided critical structures."

He paused, his expression serious beneath the operating room cap that flattened his gray hair. "However, he would have bled out if you hadn't applied direct pressure to the wound. Your quick action saved his life."

Stella received the news with hollow eyes, her body swaying slightly from exhaustion. The words washed over her, their meaning taking a moment to penetrate the fog of fatigue and worry that had enveloped her for hours. When the surgeon finished speaking, her body finally released its tension, and she sank back into the vinyl chair behind her, the material sticky against her thighs.

"When can I see him?" she managed to ask, her voice rough from disuse and the coffee she'd been drinking since arrival.

"He'll be moved to ICU within the hour. I'll have a nurse find you once he's settled."

As soon as the doctor left, the automated doors swinging shut behind him with a soft mechanical sigh, Stella pulled out her phone and called Mazzoli. The device felt slick in her trembling hands, its familiar weight somehow comforting.

"He's going to be okay."

Mazzoli exhaled loudly before breaking into rapid Italian. "Grazie mille, vergine maria, angeli, santi, ti ringrazio per tutto quello che hai fatto per me."

Then in English, "Guys! Griffin is out of surgery. Doc says he'll make it!" His voice echoed as if he were in a large room.

Cheers and shouts erupted in the background, the sounds distorted through the phone's small speaker. Mazzoli was serving as night watch commander at the precinct. She'd called him from the ambulance, and he'd wanted to rush over, but the sergeant—never a Griffin fan—had ordered him to stay and work a gang murder that had just broken.

"I'm heading over now," Mazzoli said, his voice fighting to be heard over the precinct's noise. "We've got a suspect in custody for the gang thing. Just paperwork left."

"See you soon."

A brief silence followed, broken only by the distant sound of an announcement over the hospital's PA system.

"I'm bringing Detective Carlyle with me," he added, his voice dropping to nearly a whisper. "I put her off as long as I could."

"Right." Stella's stomach tightened. She'd left the crime scene in the ambulance, blood-spattered and frantic. Of course, she'd need to be questioned about the shooting.

"I'm assuming the guy with the knife didn't make it?" Mazzoli asked, the forced lightness in his tone betraying his concern.

"You joking?"

"Maybe."

"We've got the other two in custody," Mazzoli continued, the sound of a door closing in the background suggesting he'd moved to a more private location. "Known members of the Emerald Legion."

"Hope they had a hospital visit on their way to jail," Stella said, her voice cold.

"Maybe they needed one," Mazzoli replied, "but when you go after a cop, medical care might get delayed."

His tone shifted to concern, his voice lowering further. "There are a lot of reasons I'm relieved Griffin will recover, but you'll need him as a witness. The chief said too many people have died at your hands. The mayor was on the red phone as soon as your name came up. It's not great."

Stella felt her shoulders tense, a chill running through her despite the overheated waiting room. "Griffin will tell them what happened."

"That's what I'm saying," Mazzoli whispered, the urgency in his voice palpable even through the phone. "But you're gonna need his testimony on this one. I'm fighting to keep them from cuffing and stuffing you."

"Ew." Stella glanced around the waiting room, noting a family who'd moved closer and might overhear. "Isn't that a sex term now?"

"Maybe if you're twelve." Mazzoli sounded slightly defensive. "For cops, it means something different."

"They want to arrest me?"

"Want you behind bars ASAP."

"Jesus." Looking up, Stella's pulse quickened when two uniformed SFPD officers stepped from the elevator and approached the information desk, their leather duty belts creaking as they walked. "Are they here for me now?"

"Maybe."

"Text me when you arrive."

Stella disconnected, pulled her hoodie up to shadow her face, and walked to the women's bathroom on the opposite side of the room, hidden from the information desk. The bathroom was small and stark, smelling of industrial cleaner and hand soap. The mirror above the sink revealed her haggard appearance—dark circles under her eyes, skin pale, hair matted with what might have been Griffin's blood. She splashed cold water on her face, the shock of it momentarily clearing her head.

After waiting ten minutes in a stall, listening to the bathroom door swing open and closed as other women came and went, she emerged with caution. The tiled floor was cold beneath her feet as she crept to the door, peaking at the desk around the corner before going back into the waiting room.

The cops were gone, their absence leaving a hollow relief in her chest.

She approached the information desk and inquired about Griffin. The nurse—a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and salt-and-pepper hair pulled into a neat bun—looked up from her computer.

"He'll be in room 230, but he's not quite there yet," the nurse explained with a sympathetic smile. "However, the police department has sent security to watch his room. Unless you're family.”

"I'm as close as he has to family." The words tumbled out before Stella could consider them, their truth surprising her.

The nurse nodded, something knowing in her eyes. "I'll see what I can do."

Just then, the elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, and Mazzoli entered, huffing as he tried to keep pace with a woman in a blue skirt suit and impossibly high heels. The sergeant's face was flushed from exertion, sweat beading at his temples.

"Stella LaRosa?" The woman flashed her badge, the metal catching the overhead light. "I'm Detective Carlyle."

Stella assessed the woman. Light brown hair cut short and styled in spikes, sharp cheekbones, thin frame perched on stilettos that click-clacked against the linoleum floor. Attractive in an ice-queen way. Stella's first thought was how difficult it would be to process a crime scene in those shoes.

Instead of responding, she nodded and looked past Carlyle. "Hey, Mazzoli."

"Is there somewhere we can talk privately?" he asked the desk nurse, his breathing still slightly labored.

The nurse gestured down a hallway. "The doctor's consultation room is available for about thirty minutes."

"We won't need longer." Detective Carlyle pivoted on her heel and headed toward the indicated room, the sharp tap of her shoes echoing in the quiet corridor.

Once seated inside the small consultation room, with its faux leather chairs and outdated anatomy posters, Stella recounted the evening's events, beginning with her surveillance from the restaurant across the street. The detective recorded the interview on her phone while taking notes in a red leather notebook with precise handwriting. The scratch of her pen against paper filled the silences between Stella's statements.

"Why didn't you call 911 when you saw Detective Griffin enter the apartment building?" Carlyle asked, her perfectly manicured fingernail tapping against her notebook.

Stella shrugged, the stiff hospital chair uncomfortable against her back. "I assumed he was a cop and had already called for backup."

"But he hadn't."

"No, he had not."

"Why is that?"

"You'd have to ask him." Stella couldn't keep the edge from her voice.

A slight frown crossed the detective's face, her red lipstick accentuating the downward curve of her mouth. Beside her, Mazzoli gave an almost imperceptible head shake—a warning for Stella not to antagonize the detective.

"What did you see when you entered the room?"

Stella explained how she initially didn't see Griffin, as she was defending herself against the two gunmen. The memory of gunfire and splintering wood came back vividly, along with the acrid scent of gunpowder that had filled the small apartment.

"And from what officers at the scene reported, they were disabled. You did this yourself?" Carlyle's tone was skeptical, her eyebrow arching perfectly.

Stella smiled, the expression not reaching her eyes. "Yup."

"Nobody was with you?"

"Nope."

The detective studied her with narrowed eyes. "Huh."

"I guess I still got it." Stella couldn't resist the glib response, though she knew it wasn't helping her case.

From her peripheral vision, she caught Mazzoli rolling his eyes in another silent warning, his large frame shifting uncomfortably in the small chair.

Carlyle continued, undeterred. "Then you saw Griffin?"

"Yes."

"What happened next?"

Stella detailed the confrontation with Walsh and her decision to take the shot, followed by her efforts to stop Griffin's bleeding. The memory of his blood, warm and slick between her fingers, made her stomach clench.

"Were you concerned that not following the man's orders could cost a police detective his life?" Carlyle's tone was pointed, her pen poised above the notebook.

"If I had followed his orders, we wouldn't be having this conversation, and the detective wouldn't be recovering from surgery." Stella met the woman's gaze steadily.

"You're certain of this?"

"Since when do cops listen to people who take hostages?"

"Maybe when they're holding a knife to a police officer's throat." Carlyle's voice was ice cold, matching the blue of her eyes.

"Hm." Stella tilted her head, studying the detective. "Since I'm not a cop, I guess I don't know hostage negotiation protocol. All I was trying to do was save Detective Griffin's life."

"Are you sure you weren't more interested in killing that man? After all, he was a member of the Emerald Legion, the organization that murdered your father."

"If you think I'm on a vigilante mission, you're right."

Detective Carlyle's eyebrows shot up in surprise, her pen freezing mid-stroke.

"But I'm not trying to kill them," Stella said flatly, leaning back in her chair. "I just want them behind bars."

The white lie hung between them as Stella stared at the policewoman, daring her to challenge it. The clock on the wall ticked loudly in the silence that followed, the fluorescent light above them buzzing faintly.

After a few more questions, Mazzoli stood, his chair scraping against the floor. "We good here?"

The detective frowned, closing her notebook with a snap. "Until I speak with Detective Griffin, I think we should have Miss LaRosa return to the station."

"Not happening," Mazzoli countered, crossing his arms over his chest. "I talked to the lieutenant. He says if I vouch for her not skipping town, we're good."

"I'm not convinced she won't run." Carlyle stood as well, her slim frame still dwarfed by Mazzoli despite her heels.

Stella decided to change tactics. "I'm Griffin's friend. If I promise not to leave the hospital—and the security officers can verify that—can I stay with him until you question him?"

"So you can tell him your story to ensure corroboration?" Carlyle's voice dripped with suspicion.

"Wow." Stella stood, scoffing as indignation flashed in her chest. "No. I want to stay because he doesn't have family, and I don't want him waking up alone."

Carlyle looked momentarily ashamed, her cheeks flushing beneath her makeup. She cleared her throat in an attempt to recover. "You're saying you'll basically live here—not leave the hospital—until then?"

"Yes. I need to be here when he wakes. He doesn't have anyone else besides me and Mazzy."

Carlyle glanced between them, weighing her options, the overhead light casting shadows across her sharp features. "Only if I speak with the officers guarding his room."

"Thank you," Stella said, sincerity replacing her earlier defiance.

"I'm trusting you. Don't make me regret it."

"You won't. After he wakes, if you still think I belong in jail, I'll go without a fight."

Stella meant it. All that mattered now was ensuring Griffin recovered. She could feel the weight of her exhaustion pressing down, her body aching for rest, but she wouldn't leave—not until she knew he was safe.

"I'm going to hold you to that statement," Carlyle warned, standing and gathering her things. The leather of her designer bag creaked as she tucked her notebook inside.

"Go ahead," Stella replied, meeting the detective's gaze steadily. "But we both know my actions were justified."

As Detective Carlyle left to speak with the officers, her heels clicking down the corridor, Stella caught Mazzoli's expression—a mixture of concern and reluctant admiration. She was walking a dangerous line, but Griffin was worth the risk.

For now, all she could do was wait.
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Stella dozed in the chair beside Griffin's bed, her fingers laced in his. The private ICU room hummed with the soft blue lights of monitors and the rhythmic whirring of machines, warm air creating a cocoon of quiet for both patient and visitor. The antiseptic hospital smell mingled with the faint metallic scent of blood that still clung to her clothes despite her attempts to wash it away in the bathroom sink.

Earlier, while watching him sleep, she'd leaned forward and brushed her lips against his brow. His skin had been warm beneath her touch, surprisingly soft. She whispered words in his ear—words she'd never said to any man before. Brief, honest words that terrified and relieved her at once.

"I love you," she had breathed, so quietly that even if he'd been conscious, he might have missed it. "Don't you dare leave me now."

Pulling back, she examined his face for any sign he'd heard. But his eyes remained closed, his breathing steady beneath the white hospital gown that made his usually vibrant complexion look ashen. The bandage on his neck was stark white against his skin, a silent reminder of how close she'd come to losing him.

Stella settled back in the chair, still holding his hand, and rested her head against the cushion. The warmth and quiet soon lulled her into a light sleep filled with hazy dreams of her father warning her about something—his voice urgent but words indistinct, fading each time she tried to focus on them.

The gentle pressure on her fingers wasn't part of her dream. Stella jerked awake and tried to pull away, only to find Griffin holding tight. Her eyes flew to his face, where he smiled at her, the expression making his dark eyes crinkle at the corners despite the pallor of his skin.

"Sleeping on the job?" His black eyes sparked with mischief, his voice raspy from the breathing tube that had been removed hours earlier.

"Look who's talking."

The fact they were holding hands made Stella uncomfortable, a sudden self-consciousness washing over her. She'd been so worried that her usual boundaries had temporarily dissolved, but now with him awake, those walls began to reassert themselves. But pulling away now would only make things more awkward. When Griffin squeezed her fingers before letting go, a flicker of disappointment surprised her.

Smiling, she cleared her throat. "Good thing you pulled through. They aren't clearing me until they hear your account of me saving your life."

"What?" Griffin's brow furrowed, confusion clouding his eyes. "You saved my life? The last thing I remember is walking into that apartment and being ambushed."

Stella's face paled, her heart dropping. "What?"

"I walked in, then there were three dudes on me. That's it."

"You don't remember anything?"

"No."

"Whatever. The chief is after me anyway. Probably even if you did remember, he'd find a way to lock me up anyway. He's going to keep coming for me."

"You don't seem very worried about going to prison for murder." Griffin's voice held genuine concern beneath the accusation.

Stella shook her head, fatigue evident in the slump of her shoulders. "I'm just exhausted, Griffin."

Tears filled her eyes, the first she'd allowed herself since her father's death. The stress of the past weeks—the funeral, the investigation, the attacks, and now Griffin's injury—crashed over her with crushing force.

Griffin reached for her hand again.

"Hey … I'm a jerk. I was just messing with you. I remember everything. Of course. I was stabbed in the neck, not the brain."

Stella snatched her hand back, a flash of anger cutting through her exhaustion. "You are a jerk! That's not funny."

Griffin laughed, the sound turning into a wince as it pulled at his wound. "You're awfully cute when you pout."

"Whatever." Stella tried to stay mad but let out a small laugh instead, the tension between them breaking. "That was actually a pretty good one."

"I know," he said and smirked, looking pleased with himself despite his condition.

Stella wiped away a tear that had escaped, immediately embarrassed by the display of vulnerability. The casual kindness in his voice had nearly undone her. She hadn't cried at all since her father's death, yet here she was tearing up over this.

"I shouldn't have teased you," he said, his expression growing serious. "You've been through a lot."

Nodding, she sniffled, trying to compose herself.

"I'm so sorry. Losing your dad and everything else going on. It must be tough."

"Stop." More tears welled up, and she blinked rapidly to hold them back. "I don't want to cry."

"It's okay to cry, Stella."

"I just feel so betrayed," Stella said, her voice catching. The words seemed to come from somewhere deep inside her, a confession she hadn't planned. "I was kept in the dark about my father's past my entire life. I feel like I didn't know him at all. Even my idiot brothers knew about him. But Italians are sometimes ridiculously patriarchal and it boils down to some total BS about protecting the innocent daughter from the ugly truth."

The words tumbled out before she realized she'd bottled these emotions since her father's murder. Saying them aloud felt healing, like lancing a wound to release the poison.

Griffin's eyes met hers, dark and understanding. "So, they protect your innocence even though you've seen more than the rest of them."

It was the first time he'd acknowledged that Stella had lived a dark life overseas. She searched his expression, wondering just how much he knew. Did he know how many people she had killed? How close she had come to losing her humanity completely?

The reason they weren't together, Stella believed, was because he was good and she was bad. He upheld the law while she operated just beyond its boundaries. He saved lives while she had taken them.

"Come here." Griffin patted the bed beside him. She hesitated, eyeing the IV tubes and monitoring wires. "It's okay," he reassured her. "Just sit."

Moving closer, she perched carefully on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped beneath her weight, bringing her closer to him than she'd intended.

He pointed to his chest. "Put your head right here."

"I don't want to hurt you."

"You need a hug."

Stella relented, leaning in and resting against him. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath her ear was the most comforting sound she'd heard in weeks. She felt his fingers in her hair and began to weep, the tears she'd been holding back for so long finally breaking free.

Griffin stroked her hair and murmured, "Go ahead and cry. It's okay. Just let it out."

With her cheek pressed to his chest, staring at the machines on the other side of the bed, Stella allowed herself to cry. It didn't last long before she pulled her head back, sniffling, embarrassed by the display.

Griffin offered several tissues from the table next to his bed. She took them and wiped her face, feeling raw and exposed.

"Oh my god. Your hospital gown is soaked!" She was horrified, noticing the wet spot her tears had left. "What will the nurses think?"

He pulled his blanket up over the wet spot. "Fixed."

Stella laughed, the sound watery but genuine.

After sitting in comfortable silence for a few seconds, Stella exhaled loudly.

"Have you ever killed someone, Griffin?"

He shook his head, his eyes darkening with something like regret.

Stella closed her mouth, simply nodding. No words were necessary.

That was the invisible barrier between them. She had killed. He had not.

He was a good cop. She was a killer. Two worlds separated by an unbridgeable gulf.

"I'm burned out," Griffin told her, his voice low in the quiet room. "When you said exhausted, I really felt that."

Stella tilted her head. "You are?"

"Oh God, yes." He shook his head against the pillow. "I am fed up with working for a corrupt police department. When you said the chief is after you, I couldn't help but think that, of course he is. He's after anyone trying to do the right thing. Even though you were forced to kill someone to rescue me."

"What?" Stella's eyes widened.

"I briefed the chief on that lead you found. He blew me off, saying we have 'bigger fish to fry.' I didn't argue. I learned long ago that doesn't work. Instead, when I got off the clock, I headed over to check it out myself. You and your family deserve that."

Gratitude warmed Stella, making her feel almost buoyant. "Thank you."

Silence filled the space again, amid the hum and whir of machines monitoring Griffin's vital signs.

Stella hated that her only thought was how she could lose herself in those dark eyes forever. They were warm and loving as they returned her gaze, holding none of the judgment she'd feared.

But he was off limits.

Life was so unfair sometimes.

"You know I really care about you, Stella," he said, his voice gentle.

"I care about you, too, Rob."

It felt unusual when they used each other's first names. She had always known they shared a special bond, and he cared about her. It wasn't a surprise.

"When I get out of here, maybe we can talk more about that." His cheeks reddened slightly and his voice wavered, betraying a vulnerability she rarely saw in him.

Stella shook her head, the old instinct to retreat stronger than her momentary openness.

Griffin turned his gaze to the floor, disappointment evident in the slump of his shoulders.

"I'm sorry." She pulled her hand from his. Her sleeve caught on something and she felt a tube disconnect. Panicking, she looked around but couldn't see what had snagged.

He held up his arm. "It's all good."

Without thinking, she leaned over and kissed him on the forehead.

"You know I'll always be there for you," Stella whispered as she pulled back, the scent of hospital soap and something uniquely him filling her senses.

"To save my life?" he said with a mischievous smile, though the tenderness in his eyes belied the joke.

"Sure," she replied. "Why not?"

"Like my own personal angel."

"More the devil on your shoulder. If it wasn't for me and my family, you wouldn't be here. In fact, I think this is the second time you've landed in the hospital because of something to do with me."

"Worth it." His gaze held hers, unflinching.

"I doubt that."

"Maybe one day you can tell me why you keep me at arm's length."

Stella closed her eyes. Why did he have to make everything so hard? It wasn't worth explaining something that could never change.

"Maybe we would've worked in another life." She shook her head sadly. "But we're living this one."

They stared at each other for a few seconds, the beeping of the heart monitor marking time between them.

A nurse burst into the room, followed by three other people, the door swinging wide and breaking the moment.

"Oh!" she said, coming to a stop as she noticed Griffin sitting up. "Your alarm went off. A tube was disconnected."

"I'm fine," he said, smiling reassuringly at the flustered nurse.

The two uniformed officers stationed outside his room appeared in the doorway, hands resting casually on their holsters.

"Miss?" one said. "We were told to escort you out of the room when he woke up."

Stella didn't argue. She stood, wincing as her stiff muscles protested.

"I'll check on you later," she said softly and walked out of the room, not trusting herself to look back at him.
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Stella had just stepped out of Griffin's hospital room when Detective Carlyle approached her in the corridor. The overhead fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows on the detective's angular face, making her look even more severe than she had in the consultation room. The antiseptic hospital smell seemed stronger in the hallway, mingling with the faint scent of coffee from a nurse's abandoned cup at the nearby station.

"Please stay here until I'm done speaking to Detective Griffin," the woman said, her voice unexpectedly gentle despite her rigid posture.

Stella paused, suddenly aware of how exhausted she was. Her limbs felt leaden, and the back of her neck ached from hours spent in the uncomfortable chair beside Griffin's bed. "I'll be in the ICU waiting area."

Mazzy appeared behind the detective, his broad frame nearly filling the corridor. His usually impeccable suit was rumpled, tie loosened at his throat. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, but his expression brightened when he saw Stella standing upright rather than in handcuffs. "Going in to kick his butt for going out on a call alone like that."

"As if you've never done the same thing," Stella replied, a hint of affection warming her voice despite her exhaustion.

Their eyes met in silent understanding—they'd both bent the rules more times than either could count, especially when it mattered most. Mazzy's grin faded to a more serious expression as he glanced at Carlyle's back. He mouthed "hang tight" before following the detective into Griffin's room.

Forty-five minutes later, Stella sat in the waiting area fighting to keep her eyes open. The vinyl chair stuck to the backs of her thighs whenever she shifted positions, and the vending machine in the corner hummed with an irregular rhythm that somehow made it impossible to drift off despite her exhaustion. A television mounted on the wall played a muted infomercial, the host's exaggerated expressions oddly hypnotic. An elderly man dozed in the far corner, his soft snores providing a counterpoint to the machine's hum.

She was contemplating whether the burned-tasting coffee from the pot on the side table was worth another cup when Mazzy found her. His footsteps echoed on the linoleum as he approached, and she could tell from his relaxed posture that the news was good.

"Come on, kiddo," he said, extending a hand to pull her up from the chair. "I'm taking you home."

Stella stretched, wincing as her muscles protested. "What? I get to skip jail today?"

"Yeah. Case closed. Well, essentially." The relief in his voice was palpable as he helped her gather her things. "Carlyle is meeting with the D.A. and telling him how it went down. That you shot to save Rob's life. She may be gruff, but she's fair. She's a good detective."

"Griffin remembered everything?" Stella couldn't keep the surprise from her voice.

"Every detail. Said you saved his life, no question." Mazzy's expression softened. "You look dead on your feet. Let's get you home."

"Okay then," Stella said, standing. Her body swayed slightly, and she grabbed the armrest to steady herself. "I'd love a ride home. My bike is still parked in Chinatown."

"You can get it tomorrow. You need to get to your own bed and get a good night's sleep." Mazzy's voice held no room for argument as he guided her toward the elevator, one hand protectively at her elbow.

"Yes, sir," Stella said laughing, though the sound was hollow with fatigue.

The night air hit her like a physical force when they stepped outside, cool and damp against her face after hours in the hospital's stale warmth. San Francisco's fog had rolled in while she'd been inside, wrapping the streetlights in hazy halos and muffling the sounds of late-night traffic. Mazzy's car sat in the emergency lane, hazard lights blinking rhythmically.

"You're going to get towed," Stella murmured as he opened the passenger door for her.

He shrugged. "Perks of the badge."

The drive to her apartment passed in comfortable silence. Stella rested her head against the window, watching the fog-shrouded city drift by. The glass was cool against her forehead, and the gentle vibration of the car lulled her into a half-doze. She didn't fully wake until Mazzy pulled up in front of her building.

"Need me to walk you up?" he asked, concern evident in his furrowed brow.

Stella shook her head. "I'm good. Thanks, Mazzy. For everything."

"Get some sleep, kiddo." His gruff tone didn't hide the affection behind it. "I'll check on you tomorrow."
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To her surprise, Stella slept for ten hours straight. She woke in a panic, confused as she began to process the setting sun in a daze, her eyes still groggy from sleep. Golden light streamed through her partially open blinds, casting long shadows across her bedroom floor.

The momentary disorientation gave way to clarity as memories of the previous night flooded back—Griffin in the hospital, Carlyle's interrogation, Mazzy's rescue. She'd barely managed to shower before collapsing into bed, her body finally surrendering to the exhaustion she'd been fighting for days.

Stella sat up, the sheets rumpling beneath her, and reached for her phone to call Griffin. Her apartment felt strangely quiet after the constant noise of the hospital—no beeping machines, no squeaking shoes on linoleum, no murmured conversations in the hallway.

Griffin answered on the first ring. "Miss me?"

Her cheeks warmed at the playful tone. She wished he wouldn't flirt like that. Especially after she'd made it clear, they were a lost cause.

"Of course," she said, keeping her tone light despite the flutter in her stomach. "Just wanted to check in and thank you for whatever you said to that detective."

"Just told her the facts." His voice sounded stronger than it had the night before, though still rough around the edges.

"How are you?" Stella leaned back against her headboard, suddenly aware of how much she genuinely wanted to know. The thought of him in pain twisted something deep in her chest.

"I might get sprung today. The doctor was just in, and he says I'm healing faster than expected." There was an undercurrent of excitement in his voice that made her smile despite herself.

"Wonderful." Stella toyed with a loose thread on her comforter, a wave of relief washing over her.

"Ana should be here soon. She’s on her way back from Tahoe now. Heard what happened and wanted to be here. She’s good people."

"The best." Stella wasn't surprised that Ana had dropped everything to come; it was exactly the kind of fierce loyalty she'd come to expect from the agent.

There were a few moments of silence, comfortable rather than awkward, as if they were simply enjoying being connected despite the distance.

"You need some help getting home and getting settled?" she offered, immediately regretting the impulse. Getting closer to Griffin was exactly what she'd been trying to avoid.

"I'm pissed," he said, frustration evident in his voice. "I have to be on leave. They aren't letting me back on the street until I have clearance from the doctors, which could take weeks. I feel fine, but they're treating me like I'm made of glass."

"Good." Stella couldn't keep the relief from her voice. The thought of him back on duty so soon after nearly dying made her stomach churn.

"Not good."

"Wouldn't hurt for you to rest and get healed." Stella hesitated, torn between her desire to help and her need for distance. "I can help. Keep you company. I order great takeout."

Griffin laughed, the sound warming her even through the phone. "I realize that's an offer hard to refuse, but my little sister is flying in to take care of me. I think she's using it as an excuse to get away from her three teenage boys for a few days, but she's coming. And she's a great cook."

"Ouch." Stella tried to hide her disappointment, but the word came out sharper than intended.

Griffin laughed again, clearly enjoying her reaction. "Jealous of my sister's cooking skills?"

"You have a sister?" Stella deflected, surprised by this revelation about his personal life.

"Yeah. She's the only family I have left. Our parents died when we were in college, and we've been looking after each other ever since."

Stella went quiet. It hit her that somewhere in her mind, she had imagined caring for Griffin herself while he recovered. She'd pictured bringing him soup, helping him change his bandages, maybe falling asleep on his couch after watching old movies. She felt ridiculous for having created this domestic fantasy without even realizing it.

"That's great," she told him, forcing brightness into her voice. "Well, let me know if you need anything. Or better yet, call Mazzoli. That bum is turning into a homebody now that he's an old married man. Took you getting gutted with a knife to get him off the sofa."

"Wasn't he on duty that night?" Griffin laughed, though the sound turned into a slight wince that Stella could hear even over the phone.

"Whatever." She smiled despite herself. "Take care of yourself, Griffin."

"Thanks for calling."

"See ya," Stella said and hung up, her thumb lingering over the screen for a moment.

She needed to create distance between herself and Griffin. It hurt too much to be around him and talk to him knowing they could never be together. The more time they spent in each other's orbit, the harder it became to maintain the boundaries she'd established for good reason.

After a shower that washed away the last traces of hospital smell from her skin, Stella padded into her kitchen wearing her softest charcoal gray joggers and matching sweatshirt. The wood floor was cool beneath her bare feet as she crossed to the window, watching the final rays of sunlight fade from the sky. She intended to live in those comfy clothes for at least the next twenty-four hours, a brief respite from the leather and boots that had become her armor.

While waiting for her espresso to brew, the machine hissing and gurgling on the counter, she texted Garcia about taking a few days for a family emergency. He replied immediately, telling her to take her time. The boss's understanding surprised her; perhaps the news of her involvement in yesterday's shooting had reached the newsroom.

The rich aroma of espresso filled her small kitchen as Stella reached for a cup, the familiar ritual grounding her after the chaos of recent days. She took her time with breakfast—real food rather than hospital vending machine snacks—savoring each bite of buttered toast and sipping her coffee slowly.

After finishing her meal, she reached into her hall closet and took down her Headway laptop from its hiding place under thick blankets. The device felt cool and solid in her hands, a tool from another life that she'd hoped to leave behind.

The Headway laptop was encrypted so nobody could trace her IP address. It also had all the logins for the Dark Web. She used it to reach sources, such as expert hackers, who could help her find information the average person couldn't access.

Her most reliable hacker source was BL4D3. He had gone underground a few weeks before and Stella had worried that one of her enemies had gotten to him, but she'd received a message three days ago explaining he'd been dealing with a family emergency. When he had surfaced a few days ago, his most recent message let her know he was fine and available if she needed assistance.

She quickly sent him a message, asking for anything he could find on Luke White. "Mostly, I want his home address," she wrote.

A visit to the home of the Emerald Legion leader might be her best bet. If he didn't immediately agree to call his men off her family, then she'd talk him into it—using whatever methods proved necessary.

He was powerful and ruthless. But so was she.

Stella tried calling her Aunt Jo again. Her earlier attempts had gone straight to voicemail, increasing her concern about Ruby's whereabouts.

This time her aunt picked up, her voice tight with barely controlled panic. "Stella, I was just going to call you. We still can't reach Ruby."

"She left a message for me saying she was going off the grid," Stella said carefully, trying to hide her own concern as she paced her small living room, the wooden floor creaking beneath her feet.

"I know, but even so, she was texting me from a number I didn't know saying she was okay but still in hiding." Jo's voice cracked, maternal worry bleeding through every word. "She hasn't responded in days now."

"When did you last hear from her?" Stella perched on the edge of her sofa, tension crawling up her spine.

"Several days, closer to a week, I’d guess."

Ruby was a good daughter. Stella knew she wouldn't make her mom worry needlessly. Something was definitely wrong.

"Let me see what I can find out. I asked a police friend of mine to put out an APB."

"Oh my God." Jo's breath hitched.

"It's fine," Stella said, attempting a soothing tone to relieve her aunt's fears. "It will just mean they will keep an eye out if they spot her and let me know."

The other end of the line crackled with what had to be a fraught breath from Aunt Jo. "I just know something bad happened to her."

"Let's not jump to conclusions." Stella kept her voice calm despite the fear building in her own chest.

"Stella, what young adult doesn't have their phone on them at all times?"

"What do you mean?"

"I tried to track her iPhone because I was worried, you know that find your phone stuff since she's still on my bill?" Aunt Jo paused, her voice dropping to nearly a whisper. "Her last location was on the side of the road at Mt. Diablo Park. And it hasn't moved."

Alarm shot through Stella. The implications were chilling—Ruby's phone abandoned or discarded at Mt. Diablo could mean any number of terrible scenarios. But she didn't want her aunt to know how worried she was. That wouldn't help anything.

"Maybe she was worried about being tracked and threw the phone away?” It was a weak excuse. Most people knew they could ditch the SIM card and keep the phone if they were worried about being tracked.

"Maybe," Jo said, but the word dripped with doubt. "I'm worried sick, Stella."

"Are you keeping yourself safe, Aunt Jo?" Stella asked, not letting her own panic betray her neutral tone as she got up to check that her door was locked. "Until we know exactly what's happening, I think we need to be on guard."

"Believe me I am," she said. "I've got four armed men around me at all times. Your mother arranged it the day after your daddy died."

"Good." Stella exhaled, relieved that at least her aunt wasn't a sitting target.

"But Ruby, she's got nobody to protect her. She just needs to come home."

"I'll find her," Stella said, determination hardening her voice. "But in addition to the APB, it might be worth calling and making a police report. That way, more people will be out looking for her."

"You think? It's not too dramatic to do that?"

Stella shook her head, even though Jo couldn't see her. "No, I think it's just smart. That way, even if she wants to be in hiding, if someone sees her, at least you'll know she's okay."

"Thanks honey," her aunt said, her voice softening with gratitude. "I feel better just talking to you."

Guilt flooded Stella, making her chest tight. Her reassurances were empty words to merely appease her aunt. Deep down, Stella was worried—deeply, genuinely worried. No young woman would be without her phone by choice. Ruby's silence, coupled with the abandoned phone, painted a grim picture.

"The last time I saw her was at your daddy's funeral. What did she say to you? That day at the funeral?"

Stella exhaled, leaning against the counter. There was no good to come from telling her aunt what Ruby had really said, but she'd give her a gentler version of the truth.

"That we have to be careful. Which we knew already."

Jo was quiet for a second and then said, "I keep wondering why. I mean, I thought they caught the guy that shot your daddy? I guess I just don't understand who else is after us? What's going on?"

"They did get him," Stella said, "but they think he was working for a family."

"A family?" her aunt said, confusion evident in her voice. "Like a family, like the LaRosas are a family?"

Stella exhaled again, running a hand through her hair. "Yes. That kind of family. The White Family. They run the Emerald Legion."

"Did you say White?" Jo's voice squeaked, rising in pitch.

"Yes." Stella's skin prickled with sudden apprehension.

"Oh my god!" her aunt said, the words dissolving into something close to a sob.

Jo grew deathly quiet, only her uneven breathing audible through the phone.

"What?" Stella asked, clutching the phone tighter, her heart hammering against her ribs.

"Ruby's boyfriend. His name was Caleb White."
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The damp, musty air in Ruby's underground cell seeped into her pores, thick with the stench of mildew and something metallic—blood maybe, or rust from the chains bolted to the stone walls. The single lightbulb overhead flickered, casting jittery shadows across the cramped, windowless space. The concrete beneath her felt like an ice slab despite the thin mattress between it and her. Each time the light dimmed, her heart would stutter with fear that darkness would finally claim her completely.

The door opened with a groan of rusted hinges, and she retreated to the corner, huddling herself into a ball. All her muscles ached from the constant cold and tension, and her stomach had long since stopped growling with hunger. She'd reached the stage of starvation where food seemed like a distant memory rather than a necessity.

Instead of her masked captors with their silent, impersonal deliveries of stale bread and tepid water, Caleb stepped inside. The contrast between his clean clothes and her filthy prison made her acutely aware of her own state—unwashed hair matted against her skull, the same clothes she'd worn for days, now stiff with sweat and grime.

Staring at this stranger wearing her boyfriend's face, she was unable to reconcile the man before her with the one who had held her tenderly, whispered sweet promises against her skin, brought her coffee in bed on Sunday mornings. His fitted black shirt stretched over his shoulders, sleeves rolled to reveal the forearms she'd once admired, tracing the lines of his tattoos with gentle fingers. Now those same arms had helped imprison her in this hell.

His eyes fixed on Ruby with frustration and something darker—amusement, perhaps, at her suffering. The realization that he might be enjoying her degradation sent a wave of nausea through her empty stomach.

She scowled, the movement splitting her parched lips. The taste of blood touched her tongue, metallic and warm against the cold dryness of her mouth.

He was no different from every other man who had betrayed her. She hated him with an intensity that burned through her exhaustion, a hatred that gave her a momentary surge of strength.

"The only reason they haven't killed you yet is because of me," he boasted, his voice smooth but edged with warning. Stepping closer, towering over her huddled form, his boots left dirty prints on the mattress edge.

Her body erupted in shivers, betraying any ounce of confidence in her voice. "I-I told you. I don't know what list you mean."

"It was something you sent to your uncle." Caleb began pacing the small space, his movements restless like a caged predator.

Ruby blinked, genuine confusion creasing her brow. "I never sent him anything."

Caleb exhaled through his nose, his crossed forearms bulging against his chest as he stopped to glare down at her. "The day your uncle Marco died, he reached out and said he had something that would destroy the Emerald Legion if they didn't maintain the agreement they had with Dominic."

"I know nothing about that. I swear. I don't know what you're talking about." Ruby's voice cracked, desperation evident in every syllable. Pulling herself into a tighter ball, as if making herself smaller might somehow protect her from his anger, her eyes never left his face, watching for the smallest sign of the man she thought she'd known.

"It's a bit of a coincidence that the same day your uncle reached out is the same day you received an email you shouldn't have seen." Caleb's upper lip curled with disdain, his handsome features twisting into something ugly and unfamiliar.

"Wait," Ruby said, her mind reeling as she tried to grasp at fragments of memory. "An email? I thought you said a list?"

"Hey dummy, it was a list in an email. Are you stupid or something?" His voice dripped with contempt, each word like a physical blow.

Ruby recoiled at the name calling, shame washing over her. This man who had once whispered words of love against her skin now spoke to her with such venom. How had she misjudged him so completely? The thought of having called this cruel stranger her boyfriend made her stomach turn.

"My uncle had something on your uncle? I don't understand." Trying to make her voice sound stronger, it emerged as little more than a whisper.

Caleb sighed, a sound full of irritation as he ran a hand through his once-carefully styled hair. The gesture was so familiar, so much like the Caleb she thought she knew, that it sent a pang of grief through her chest.

"Your uncle said that if Emerald Legion went after his family, something would come to light that would destroy my family. You had to have sent him the email. Or told him about it." His voice dropped to a dangerous growl. "We already found out who sent the email by mistake, but we need to know who else has seen it."

"I swear I didn't." Anger flared in Ruby's chest, cutting through the fog of fear and exhaustion. All of this—her abduction, her imprisonment, the terror and degradation—was because of something she didn't even do? The injustice of it burned in her throat.

Before she could move away, Caleb leaned forward and slapped her. The blow sent her head snapping back, stars exploding behind her eyes. The impact knocked her onto her side, the thin mattress offering little protection as her temple struck the concrete floor. She lay there, dazed with pain radiating through her face, the coppery taste of blood filling her mouth where her teeth had cut the inside of her cheek.

When her vision cleared, she huddled in a small ball in the corner, weeping, hugging her knees and looking up at the man she had once loved. The man whose bed she had shared, whose family she had wanted to meet, whose future she had imagined intertwined with her own.

"I don't like to have to do that, Ruby." Caleb lowered his voice and knelt in front of her, his once beautiful eyes now cold as they sliced into her. "Be a good girl and tell me."

"I swear I don't know what you're talking about." Ruby shook her head, immediately regretting the movement as pain lanced through her skull. Her teeth chattered as she spoke, and the faint taste of blood filled her mouth. "I didn't send any email to my uncle."

"Are you sure? I told those guys to keep you alive until I found out what you had done. We need to know exactly what your uncle Marco was given and who has it now." His voice was almost gentle now, as if trying to coax a confession from a frightened child.

"Maybe you shouldn't have killed him then." The words escaped before she could stop them, bitter and sharp.

Caleb's face darkened with fury. He stood abruptly, looming over her again. "You should have just minded your own business."

Ruby looked at Caleb incredulously. He stood and began walking away from her, placing his hand on the door. The thought of being left alone in the dark cell again sent panic coursing through her veins.

Even though she was filled with shame, she crawled over to him and grabbed his leg. "Please. Please help me. Please don't leave."

Weeping now, her pride completely abandoned in the face of her terror, her fingers clutched at the fabric of his pants, desperate for any connection that might save her.

He tried to shake her off, disgust evident in his expression. "Come on! Don't make a spectacle of yourself. Have some dignity."

Ruby's mind clicked right then. This man hated her. The caring, gentle lover had been a carefully crafted illusion, a means to an end. He would never have mercy on her or take pity on her. She had to shift tactics.

Her eyes locked onto his, desperation giving way to calculation. "I'll tell you what I saw."

Caleb paused and looked down at her. "You telling the truth?"

She nodded, her matted hair falling across her face. "I swear."

He tilted his head and then spit. A big glob of phlegm that landed on the ground near her. She had ducked just in time to avoid it hitting her face.

"You're a liar." His voice was flat, devoid of emotion.

The door slammed shut, the sound reverberating through the small space. The lock clicked with dreadful finality, leaving Ruby alone once more in the flickering half-light.

She crawled back across the floor, every movement an effort, and curled into a fetal position on the bed. A keening sound rose from her throat—raw, primal, unrecognizable. She rocked back and forth, overwhelmed by hopelessness.

The brief defiance that had flared within her vanished like smoke, leaving only the hollow certainty that no one was coming to save her.

Her captors had taken everything—her freedom, her dignity, her will to fight. The cold crept deeper into her bones as she stared at the wall, trying to remember what warmth felt like. Days ago, she might have raged against her prison, might have plotted escape. Now she could barely summon the energy to shift positions on the damp mattress.

The worst part wasn't the physical discomfort or even the fear of death. It was the crushing realization that she had so completely misjudged Caleb. Every tender word, every gentle touch—all of it had been a calculated lie. She had given him her trust, her heart, only to discover he'd been using her all along. He had targeted her specifically, worming his way into her life to gain access to her family's information.

Had he ever cared for her at all? Or had she simply been a means to an end from the very beginning? The possibility that every moment they'd shared had been a performance on his part made her feel hollow, as if she'd been gutted from the inside.

Ruby thought of her mother, who must have been frantic with worry by now. Would Jo ever know what happened to her daughter? Or would Ruby simply vanish, another unsolved mystery, another cold case file gathering dust in some detective's drawer?

The lightbulb flickered again, threatening to plunge her into total darkness. Ruby closed her eyes, too exhausted to even fear what might come next. The tears had dried on her cheeks, leaving salty trails that itched against her skin.

In the suffocating silence of her prison, Ruby LaRosa surrendered to despair.
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As soon as her aunt had uttered the name "Caleb White," everything clicked into place for Stella. Her hand tightened around the phone, knuckles whitening with tension. The connection was so obvious that she couldn't believe she'd missed it. Without another word, she hung up mid-sentence and immediately dialed Griffin. The White family connection couldn't be coincidence. Ruby's boyfriend was related to the man who'd ordered her father's execution.

The phone rang once, twice, the sound echoing in her silent apartment. Her heart hammered in her chest as she paced across the hardwood floor, her bare feet making no sound. The setting sun cast long shadows through her blinds, striping the walls with bars of golden light and darkness.

"I knew it!" Griffin answered, his voice stronger than it had been in the hospital.

Suspicion edged Stella's voice when she asked, "Knew what?" She stopped pacing, body tensing.

"You do miss me. You can't go an hour without talking to me."

She couldn't help the way her cheeks warmed at that, even though her reason for calling was anything but romantic. The playful tone in his voice made something flutter in her stomach, a sensation she quickly suppressed. "You still in hospital jail?"

"Yeah. You know how it goes. They say you can go home and then it's another three hours of paperwork and waiting for discharge orders." He sighed, the sound tinged with impatience. "It's cool. My sister's plane just landed anyway."

"Cool." She winced at repeating the same word he'd just used, sounding like an awkward teenager.

"I know you didn't call to give me grief, what's going on, Collins?"

Collins? No longer Stella or even LaRosa? Back to the name he'd called her when they first met. It was as if he put a palm up, keeping her at a distance. The sudden formality stung more than it should have.

"Long story," she said, shoving aside the unexpected pang of hurt in her chest. She resumed pacing, her free hand clenching and unclenching with nervous energy. "But my cousin is missing. Mazzoli put out an APB on her. At first, I wasn't too concerned. Thought she was just being smart, going off the grid. But now I think she's in serious danger."

The sound of sheets ruffling came through the speaker as Griffin shifted in his hospital bed. "What changed your mind?"

"I found out who her ex-boyfriend is.” Stella's voice hardened, the words clipped with tension.

"And who is he?"

"Caleb White." Stella spoke through gritted teeth, her jaw tight enough to ache. "And I have no doubt there's a connection to Luke White, the man who ordered my father's execution."

"Jesus." The word came out as a breath, followed by a moment of silence. "How long has she been missing?"

"My aunt hasn't heard from her in nearly a week. Her phone was found abandoned at Mt. Diablo Park." Stella pressed her fingers against her temple, trying to ease the headache that had begun to form. "Her last text to my aunt said she was hiding, but she would've never gone this long without checking in."

"I told her to file a missing person's report." The words sounded hollow even to her own ears.

"Okay," Griffin said, releasing a breath. "That's good."

"But that's not good enough." Stella moved to her window, looking out at the city spread below her apartment, lights beginning to flicker on as dusk deepened into night. Somewhere out there, Ruby was being held—or worse—and time was running out.

"Stella …" His voice held a warning, but its edges were softened by his low tone. Her face warmed again at the use of her name. Maybe "Collins" had just been a deflection, a way to maintain professional distance.

"You've got to help me find her." Stella pressed her forehead against the cool glass of her window, leaving a small cloud of condensation with each breath. "What if she's in danger, Griffin? What if they're hurting her?"

He paused for a moment, and she could almost see him weighing his options, torn between procedure and his desire to help. The silence stretched between them, filled only by the soft sound of his breathing.

"I'll get one of my colleagues to do some digging. Maybe put a tail on Caleb White." His voice was resolute now, the decision made. "I've got some contacts who owe me favors. People who can work quietly, off the books."

"Thank you." Relief flooded through her, making her knees weak. She sank onto her sofa, suddenly exhausted.

"No problem. I'll keep you posted. Be careful, Stella. If they've got Ruby, you could be next. Don’t need you taking any chances. Lay low for a while."

"I will." She hesitated, then added, "You take care of yourself. Don't rush getting back out there."

"Are you actually telling me to follow doctor's orders?" The teasing note was back in his voice.

"Stranger things have happened," she replied with a small smile he couldn't see.

After they hung up, Stella checked the clock—the digital display on her microwave showed 8:37 PM. The sky outside had darkened to deep indigo, and the city lights created a sparkling tapestry below. She had a meeting to get to, one that couldn't wait, not with Ruby's life potentially hanging in the balance.
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Despite having grown up in the Bay Area, Stella had never visited the mirror maze on Pier 39. Ana had suggested meeting there, choosing the location for its tactical advantages.

"It's at the top of the piano staircase," Ana had said when Stella called her. "Nobody is going to be able to follow you there without you knowing. If you do get a tail, abort and then text me before you leave the neighborhood. We'll reconvene."

"Got it," Stella had replied, appreciating Ana's thoroughness. The FBI agent's training made her naturally cautious, a trait Stella had come to value.

Stella's motorcycle was still in Chinatown somewhere, so she called a ride share and told them to pick her up at a nearby café. She walked down the alley of her building and then cut across a few blocks to go into the back entrance of the café. The cool night air carried the scent of salt from the bay, mingling with steam from a nearby laundromat vent. Nobody had followed her. She made certain of that, checking reflections in shop windows and doubling back twice.

Once she had arrived at Pier 39, she looked around before exiting the vehicle. The tourist destination was still busy despite the late hour, people milling about with shopping bags and cell phones, faces lit by the colorful storefront lights. She had disguised herself with a baseball cap, a hooded sweatshirt pulled over it, and sunglasses. Hopefully, she wouldn't be easily recognizable, though nobody should know she was here anyway.

Stella blended into the throngs of tourists, letting the crowd's energy carry her along. Laughter and snippets of conversation in various languages created a sonic tapestry around her. The air smelled of caramel corn and fresh seafood, an oddly appealing combination that was uniquely San Francisco.

Walking down the pier, past the Hard Rock Café, the aquarium, the store selling clam chowder in sourdough bowls, the pearl factory, the whale watching tour and the gelato stand filled Stella with bittersweet nostalgia.

Her father had been such a rock in her life. She remembered how he'd held her around the waist as she balanced on a pink-bowed pony on the carousel. He had always been quiet but exuded a sense of strength that made her feel safe, regardless of the circumstances. His large hands, calloused from years of work, had been gentle with her, even when they were firm with others.

She missed him horribly, the ache in her chest a constant companion now. But she was also furious with him for keeping his past hidden from her, for not trusting her with the truth of who he was and the dangers that surrounded their family.

Marco had probably thought he was protecting her, but she wanted to hold onto her anger. It made his death hurt just a tiny bit less, giving her something to channel her grief into.

Stella made her way to the piano staircase, constantly checking around her. The musical steps were a tourist attraction—each one played a different note when stepped on, creating a melody as people ascended. Again, no one appeared to be following her, though she remained vigilant, scanning the crowd for familiar faces or suspicious behavior.

At the foot of the stairs, she paused, watching a family make music as they climbed, the children jumping between steps to create discordant tunes that made them giggle. She waited until they had moved on before beginning her own ascent.

Walking up the stairs would attract attention. Each step on the piano stairs gave off a musical note, creating an inadvertent announcement of her progress. She had played on them as a kid with her brothers, their father watching indulgently as they composed chaotic symphonies. Now, she took the steps two at a time, a minor scale rising behind her as she ascended above the pier, eyes constantly scanning for anyone paying undue attention to her.

At the top of the stairs, she slipped into the shadows and paused, scanning the crowd below for anyone watching her. Seeing only families and couples, she opened the door to the Magic Mirror Maze. Inside, a teenage girl with lanky blonde hair sat behind the desk, her attention mostly focused on her phone. When she spotted Stella, her face brightened with a smile that transformed her acne-scarred features.

"I'm meeting a friend." Stella kept her voice low, though there was no one else in the small entrance area.

The teenager pushed a pair of white cotton gloves toward Stella. A sign above the desk said, "Gloves Required."

As Stella pulled on the gloves, the girl stood, brushing crumbs from a snack off her t-shirt.

"Ana's a friend of the family," the girl said and came out from behind the desk, walking toward the door. She locked it and flipped the "Open" sign to "Closed."

Once seated back behind the desk, the girl—her name tag identified her as "Frieda"—pointed down a long hallway lined with promotional posters showing amazed visitors in the maze.

"The door is at the end on the right. She said for you to go on inside."

"Thanks."

At the end of the hall, Stella tugged on the heavy door, not knowing what to expect.

A dark labyrinth with glowing arches and pillars lay before her. The space was disorienting, walls made entirely of mirrors reflecting infinitely in every direction. Multi-colored lights pulsed gently along the floor, and synthesized music played from hidden speakers, adding to the surreal atmosphere. At first, all Stella saw was her own reflection everywhere she looked—hundreds of Stellas staring back at her, the baseball cap and sunglasses doing little to disguise her in this house of infinite reflection.

Then she spotted Ana Rodriguez, though it appeared as if the other woman was down a long hallway through the arches. When Stella stepped forward, she encountered only a mirror with her reflection. She reached out, fingers touching cold glass where she expected an opening.

The flashing lights and music disoriented her, making it impossible to tell which paths were real and which were illusions. She turned in circles, trying to escape a ten-foot square area, when Ana appeared beside her and grabbed her hand.

"I'm glad you're okay!" she said, squeezing Stella's hand. "And Griffin was injured too? I leave you two for a few hours and look what happens."

Stella laughed, the sound echoing strangely in the mirrored space. "I was just talking to him. He's getting out today, but he's ticked off he's been put on leave until he recovers."

"Of course he is." Ana rolled her eyes, though affection tinged her exasperation. "Men and their hero complexes."

"Come on," Ana said, tugging Stella deeper into the maze. "I've memorized this place. This is where I meet confidential informants. If anyone follows us, we can lose them immediately."

"Have you been followed before?" Stella asked, trying to keep her bearings as they made a series of turns. The endless reflections made it nearly impossible to maintain any sense of direction.

"No. Frieda always lets me come in through the back door." Ana guided Stella on a right turn, the mirrors giving the illusion that they were walking toward themselves. "But my informants have been followed before. Once I had to grab a guy's hand and run. We lost the tail pretty quick. It was his drug dealer, who'd pulled out a gun when he spotted my guy going into a 'cop building.'"

"What happened to your informant after that?" Stella stepped carefully, the disorienting reflections making her slightly nauseated.

"He was okay. He told the dealer I was his mistress, and we were hiding from his wife." Ana smirked. "The dealer bought it. Apparently, my CI's actual wife was terrifying enough that even criminals understood the need to hide from her."

Ana made another turn and stopped in a small alcove where the mirrors created a kaleidoscope effect, multiplying their images into infinity. The music was quieter here, and the light more subdued, creating a small pocket of relative calm within the chaos.

"Okay. We're almost at the end. Only someone stupid lucky could walk in here right now and find us before I tell you what I found out."

Stella leaned against the wall, cool glass pressing against her shoulder. "Let's hear it."

"Carmen's confidential informant from the Emerald Legion met me here earlier." Ana's voice dropped to nearly a whisper despite their privacy. "He told me White's plans. It's bad, Stella. Really bad."

"Plans?" Stella's pulse quickened, the sound of her heart seeming to echo off the surrounding mirrors.

Ana looked around for a second, even checking over Stella's shoulder before leaning in close. Their reflections stretched into an endless corridor of whispering women.

"White is going to set off a bomb during the Chinese New Year Parade."

Stella's blood went cold. The colored lights suddenly seemed garish rather than festive. "Mass casualties?"

Ana nodded, her expression grim. "White is acting unhinged. He keeps saying he doesn't want anyone to dispute his leadership. Apparently, some Chicano gang members are questioning his authority over the city now. I'm meeting with the FBI's San Francisco director in an hour."

"About this?" Stella tried to imagine the kind of mind that would murder innocent citizens—children, families—to make a point about gang territory.

"We'll see. I'm not sure I can trust him." Ana looked over Stella's shoulder. A woman with two small children had entered the other end of the maze, their laughter carrying through the mirrored corridors.

"So I expect that's what this meeting is about," Ana said, "telling me to back off."

"But you won't?" Stella knew the answer before she asked. Ana's determination matched her own.

"Nope. If the FBI is being corrupted, that's even more reason to keep digging." Ana's jaw was set, her eyes hard with resolve. "I'm not letting White kill innocent people because someone in my bureau is on his payroll."

"There's nobody there you can trust?" Stella asked. "It would help to have the feds involved in stopping this."

Stella didn't usually ask for help from federal agents, but a bomb at the Chinese New Year parade would be devastating. The event drew hundreds of thousands of people, including countless children. The potential death toll was unimaginable.

"I'll feel out the director at our meeting and see where his directive came from. But we don't have any time to waste. The parade is Tuesday."

"That's in five days," Stella said, her pulse quickening as the full timeline became clear. Less than a week to stop a mass murder. Less than a week to find Ruby, who might be held by the same people planning this atrocity.

"Do you have any idea where the bomb will be placed?"

"No specifics yet. My informant is trying to find out more details." Ana's hands fidgeted with her jacket zipper, a rare sign of nervousness from the usually composed agent.

"Is he safe?" Stella asked. "If White suspects he's talking …"

Ana's expression darkened, shadows playing across her face from the colored lights. "That's my other concern. If the leak in our office allowed someone to follow me here, his cover might be blown."

"We need to warn him."

"I've been trying, but he's gone dark. Standard protocol when he senses danger." Ana bit her lower lip, genuine worry creasing her brow. "I'm hoping he's just being cautious."

Stella glanced at the woman and children making their way through the maze, their delighted squeals a stark contrast to the grim conversation. "You'll tell me what you learn from your meeting with the director?"

"Absolutely," Ana confirmed with a nod. "Any luck finding Ruby?"

"Not yet, but I've got a feeling she's being held by the White family. I'm waiting for some intel from a hacker contact." Stella didn't mention her plan to confront White directly once she had his address. Ana wouldn't approve, and Stella had no intention of being talked out of it.

Ana placed a hand on Stella's arm, her touch warm through the fabric of Stella's sweatshirt. "Be careful. These people don't mess around."

"I could say the same to you." Their eyes met, a silent acknowledgment passing between them.

They shared a tight smile, recognizing in each other the same stubborn determination that both respected and worried about.

"Let's go separately," Ana suggested. "I'll stay here a bit longer."

Stella nodded and made her way through the maze, Ana's voice guiding her at each turn until she reached the exit. The disorienting illusions gave way to the normal world, the transition jarring after the illusory environment of the maze.

Outside in the sunshine, the cheerful sounds of the pier seemed surreal against the dark knowledge she now carried. Somewhere in the city, White was planning mass murder, and Stella's young cousin might be caught in the crossfire.

As she descended the musical stairs, each note of her footfall was a countdown to disaster.
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Ana lingered on the pier's second level, slipping into the dim corner near a shuttered restaurant until Stella climbed into a cab below. The chill evening air cut through her light blazer, carrying the mingled scents of salt water, fried food, and the distinctive funk of sea lions barking at the nearby docks. Shadows lengthened across the wooden planks as daylight faded, transforming familiar tourist attractions into more ominous shapes.

Only after Stella's cab disappeared into traffic did Ana ease down the steps, each musical note ringing out as her boots hit the piano stairs. She moved with deliberate casualness, her training evident in the way her eyes constantly scanned her surroundings—checking reflections in store windows, noting anyone who lingered too long in one spot, cataloging exit routes and choke points.

Satisfied no one was tracking her, she summoned a ride share of her own and headed to the FBI office. The driver, a chatty middle-aged man with a thick Eastern European accent, attempted conversation, but Ana's terse responses eventually silenced him. She needed to think, to prepare for her meeting with Director Chalamet. If the Bureau was compromised, she had to be careful what she revealed, even to her boss.

She arrived five minutes early, the security guard waving her through with barely a glance at her credentials. The familiar smell of recycled air, industrial carpet cleaner, and stale coffee greeted her as she stepped off the elevator onto her floor. At this hour, most of the office sat empty, fluorescent lights dimmed to their energy-saving setting. Her footsteps echoed in the hushed space as she made her way to the conference room, claiming a seat that allowed her to face the door.

Two minutes later, Director Lewis Chalamet strode in, a folder tucked under his arm. Tall and lean with broad shoulders, he favored crisp navy suits—the FBI standard. In his early sixties, he carried a gentle command that inspired confidence rather than fear. Gray tinged his neatly combed hair, and his pale blue eyes cut through the room, icy and keen as they assessed Ana. The smudges beneath them suggested he hadn't slept much in recent days.

He set the folder on the table with a faint slap, offering Ana a warm smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. She studied it, wary of its sincerity. After Doug's warning and Craig's directive allegedly from Chalamet himself, Ana wasn't sure who to trust. The director's friendly demeanor could easily be a façade.

Chalamet closed the door and sat across from her, the leather chair creaking beneath his weight. "Agent Rodriguez."

"Director Chalamet." She kept her voice neutral, watching him for any tells.

He slid the folder toward her. She hesitated, then flipped it open. A glossy 8x10 showed her entering Pier 39's maze through the back door, timestamped with today's date. Beneath it, another captured Stella doing the same. The images were crisp, professional quality—not smartphone snapshots. Someone had been waiting for them, watching specifically for their arrival.

Ana leaned back, arms crossed, tension coiling in her stomach. She wouldn't break the silence first. Inside, fury churned at the invasion, at the possibility that her movements were being tracked by someone within her own organization. What if they'd followed her to the C.I.? His life could be in danger because of her.

"Since when do you spy on your own agents?" she asked finally, keeping her voice even despite the anger pulsing beneath her calm exterior.

"That landed in my inbox ten minutes ago," he said, his expression cold as he tapped the photos. "Anonymous. Encrypted. We're tracing it, but I doubt we'll crack the sender. Someone wanted me to know you're meeting a reporter."

"And?" Ana's gaze remained steady, challenging.

"There's a leak in this office." He leaned forward, his forearms on the table, voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "That's why I called you here. Phones, computers—I don't trust them. A team's sweeping the place tonight after hours. I'll play dumb to keep the mole sloppy."

Ana studied him, weighing his sincerity against the possibility of a trap. His concern seemed genuine, but she'd seen enough skilled liars in her career to remain skeptical. "Is that why you told me to back off the Emerald Legion?"

"I told you I didn't give that order." His eyes narrowed slightly, clearly confused.

"That's not what Martha Craig said." Ana maintained eye contact, watching for any sign of deception.

"Really?" His fingers steepled together, knuckles whitening slightly. The reaction seemed authentic—surprise tinged with anger that someone had used his authority without permission.

"Does this tie to my Tahoe trip?" Ana pressed, the pieces starting to connect in her mind.

"Could be. No one in D.C. owns that assignment." Chalamet's jaw tightened as he spoke. "I've been making calls to headquarters all day trying to trace it. Nothing."

"Then who does?" The conference room felt suddenly colder, the implications settling around her like a shroud.

"I'm digging." He met her stare directly, not flinching from the suspicion he must have seen there. "I know it's hard to verify, but your sister trusted me. Carmen was one of the best. She bragged about you—how you shielded your cousin from that dog, took a chunk out of your thigh."

Ana felt her breath catch in her throat. The childhood scar on her leg was not common knowledge—a jagged white line from when she'd pushed her cousin behind her as a neighbor's Rottweiler attacked. Carmen wouldn't have shared that personal detail with a stranger or someone she didn't trust completely.

"Okay," Ana said with a curt nod. "I trust you. No one else."

He smiled, the expression softening his weathered face. "Here's the plan. I'll chew you out, say you're on leave for screwing up. Can your reputation take it?"

"I've never played the troublemaker. Could be fun." Despite the gravity of the situation, Ana felt a flicker of excitement at the prospect of going undercover within her own organization.

"Get a burner phone. Text me at this number." He nodded at the folder.

She pushed the photos aside, pocketing a pink Post-It with scribbled digits. Chalamet stood, straightening his already immaculate jacket.

"You called me just for the mole?" Ana remained seated, suspecting there was more to this meeting.

"Mostly." He adjusted his cuffs, a nervous tic she'd noticed before when he was preparing to discuss something unpleasant.

"Not to warn me off the Legion?" She couldn't keep the skepticism from her voice.

"No. Go full bore. Keep it between us." His tone was firm, leaving no room for doubt.

"I've got news." Ana decided to trust him fully, the risk worth taking given what was at stake.

Chalamet sank back down, tension visible in the set of his shoulders. The fluorescent light cast shadows that deepened the lines on his face, making him look older, more careworn than usual.

"Carmen's old C.I. in the Legion says they're planning a bomb for the Chinese New Year's Parade next week." The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication.

"Hell," he muttered, his eyes narrowing as he processed this information. His fingers drummed once on the table, then stilled. "How credible?"

"Very. He's given us solid intelligence for years. Carmen vetted him thoroughly." Ana leaned forward, lowering her voice further. "They're planning something big. A statement. And given White's recent erratic behavior, I believe it."

"We need help. San Francisco PD?" Chalamet's mind was clearly racing through options, weighing risks.

"White's got some on payroll." Ana thought of the suspicious speed with which her own reassignment had come through, the inexplicable roadblocks in her investigation. If White's influence reached that high, how many local cops might be compromised?

"Not all," Ana added, thinking of her new friends, Detective Rob Griffin and Tommy Mazzoli. "A few are clean—they'll dig quietly."

Chalamet pinched the bridge of his nose, his brow furrowed in thought. "Should we push the mayor to cancel?"

"Won't happen. Too vain." Ana shook her head, recalling the mayor's notorious reluctance to cancel any public event, especially one that brought significant tourism revenue. "But he'll own the fallout if a bomb kills dozens."

Chalamet swore, rising from his seat again. "I've got to move."

"I just warned my C.I. His cover's likely blown." Ana couldn't shake the gnawing worry that had settled in her gut since seeing those photographs.

"Because of the mole?" Chalamet's expression darkened.

"We met at the maze." Ana gestured toward the photos on the table, the implication clear.

They locked eyes over the file, a moment of shared understanding passing between them.

"Crap," he said, his usual polished demeanor cracking to reveal genuine concern.

"I know." Ana stood as well, gathering her things. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on her shoulders. If White succeeded, innocent blood would be on her hands. She wouldn't let that happen—not while she still had breath in her body to stop it.
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From her apartment, city lights flickering below, Stella logged into her newspaper email. The soft blue glow of her laptop screen illuminated her face in the darkened living room, casting strange shadows on the walls. Outside, San Francisco stretched beneath her like a glittering tapestry, fog beginning to roll in over the highest hills, softening the sharp edges of the cityscape she knew so well. Inside, her apartment felt too quiet, the silence broken only by the faint hum of her refrigerator and the occasional car horn from the street below.

Habit drove her despite her leave, but today's search carried a darker edge. She'd called every Bay Area hospital for an unidentified young woman, the repetitive conversations leaving her throat raw and her hope dwindling with each negative response. The hospital staff had been kind but ultimately unhelpful, their voices blending together in her memory as a chorus of regretful denials.

Now she checked morgue reports for Ruby.

The thought sent a chill through her that had nothing to do with the apartment's temperature. Her fingers trembled slightly as she navigated through the database, the keyboard clicking softly beneath her touch. The medical examiner's daily email listed seven dead—a slow day for San Francisco. Dread coiling in her stomach like a venomous snake, she opened an unidentified woman's file, her breath catching in her throat.

Relief washed over her—the victim was seventy, struck by a car on a foggy crosswalk. The driver stayed to help police. Not Ruby. She released the breath she'd been holding, her shoulders slumping as tension momentarily drained from her body.

She skimmed the rest of the reports. Two gunshot victims. A drunken crash on the Bay Bridge. One overdose. Stella narrowed her eyes, taking a sip of the now-cold coffee beside her keyboard. The bitter liquid coated her tongue, grounding her in the moment as she focused on the screen.

Overdoses rarely hit the roster. The case landed at the coroner's labeled as suspicious. Male, thirty-five, head injury, possible overdose pending tox reports. Those often took weeks, even when expedited. She leaned closer to the screen. The details snagged her attention like a splinter beneath the skin.

The details nagged her. Found near the waterfront, blunt trauma from a "potential fall" paired with a "potential overdose." The case reeked of a cover-up. She dialed Mazzoli, the phone's screen casting its own blue glow in the dim room.

"I've got a weird death from the examiner," Stella told him when he answered, the words coming out in a rush. "Pull the police report?"

"Aren't you on leave?" Mazzoli's voice was gruff with concern.

She ignored him, pacing across her living room as she spoke. The hardwood floor was cool beneath her bare feet. "Daniel McKinnon, thirty-five, Oakland. Found yesterday in Bayfront Park."

"Stand by." Keys clacked on the other end of the line, the familiar sound of Mazzoli at his computer. "Yesterday? The body just went to the ME?"

"Yup." Stella stopped at her window, looking out at the city she'd sworn to protect as a journalist. Somewhere out there, Ruby was being held—and someone named Daniel McKinnon was dead under suspicious circumstances.

A beat of silence as Mazzy searched. "Nada. No report."

Stella sank back in her chair and looked out the window, the revelation settling over her like a shroud. The absence of a report was more damning than any suspicious details it might have contained. "That's impossible. I'll screenshot the examiner's file and send it."

"Got it," Mazzoli said after a beat. "Should be our turf. I'll poke around."

Stella's silence hummed with worry. Mazzy caught onto it. "Only people I trust. Promise."

"Keep me posted. Stay safe." She disconnected the call, the sudden silence in her apartment weighing on her.

Her laptop screen still glowed with the examiner's report. She closed it with a sigh and logged onto the Dark Web. BL4D3 had delivered—five Bay Area properties tied to Luke White, masked by a fictional LLC. Shell companies buried his ownership deep, layers beneath layers. She'd worked with the hacker before on investigations, though their relationship had become strained during the Carter Barclay case. Now, he'd come through for her again, proving his skills were worth the occasional attitude.

The list of properties appeared on her screen, each with a detailed description and history of ownership. Stella studied them against a map of the Bay Area, her eyes tracking the scattered locations. Three residences: a five-thousand-square-foot monster in the Oakland Hills, its grounds surrounded by a high security fence according to satellite images; a Russian Hill penthouse with a private elevator and bulletproof windows; a Marin County ranch spanning forty acres of rolling hills. Two businesses: an East Bay warehouse linked to imports, likely a front for weapon shipments; a smaller building near Warm Water Cove Park, purpose unknown.

She drummed her fingers on the desk, considering her options. Which property would most likely hold Ruby? Where would White himself be found? The Oakland Hills mansion seemed the most obvious choice for a family residence, but that also made it the most dangerous to approach. The ranch offered privacy for holding a prisoner, but its distance would make escape difficult if things went wrong.

Stella texted Ana from her burner. Dug up White's hidden properties. Split up and search?

Her phone rang—an unknown number. She stared at it for a moment, debating whether to answer, before deciding to take the risk.

"Collins," she answered, cautious, using her mother's maiden name as she always did with unknown callers.

"Burner," Ana said without preamble, her voice tight with tension. "Text me there. My work and personal lines might be tapped."

"Will do. How'd it go with the director?" Stella moved to her kitchen, needing something to do with her hands. She filled a glass with water, the tap running cold over her fingers.

"He's the only one I trust." Ana's voice dropped to a near-whisper. "There's a leak—someone filmed us at the pier, maybe saw my C.I. too."

"Filming us? Me or you?" The glass nearly slipped from Stella's suddenly damp palm. She set it down on the counter, water sloshing over the rim.

"Me for sure. And my C.I.'s cover is likely blown." The worry in Ana's voice was palpable, even through the phone.

"He's Legion?" Stella asked, connecting the dots with growing dread.

"Yeah. White'd kill him for blinking wrong." Ana's voice hardened. "He's our best source on the bombing plot."

"I'd buy it." Stella leaned against her counter, mind racing. "Any word from him?"

"Tried everything—channels, his place. His mom's losing it." Ana's frustration came through clearly. "She hasn't heard from him in days."

Stella's breath hitched, her throat suddenly dry despite the water she'd just sipped. The city lights outside became blinding as realization struck her. "Name's Daniel McKinnon?"

Ana was silent before whispering, "Oh, no."

"Shit," Stella said, her voice hollow. "Popped up this morning in the ME's report. Blunt trauma from a fall, maybe overdose. No police report."

"Impossible." Ana's voice wavered, shock coloring each syllable. "He's clean—straight edge. Hasn't touched drugs since high school."

"Sorry, girl." Stella closed her eyes, feeling the weight of another death settle on her shoulders.

"No report at all?" Ana's voice had hardened again, grief transforming to anger.

"None. Inside job."

"Trust no one," Ana said, the words clipped and final.

Stella exhaled, running a hand through her hair. "I'm worried sick about Ruby. White's got legit properties, but these five are secret—shell company stuff. We should search them."

"Together," Ana insisted. "We pair up. No one goes alone."

"I'd rather solo." Stella's natural instinct to protect others kicked in. "Cover more ground that way."

"Stella." Ana sighed, the sound sharp with frustration. "I get it—you're protecting me. But I'm FBI, not some fragile housewife. I'm street-smart. I can shoot."

Stella had shielded Ana from guilt over Carmen's death—her fault, she'd thought, for dragging Carmen to that hotel. She'd spent months replaying the memory in her mind: racing to stop an assassin targeting Stella, then the president. The gunfight that followed. Carmen saving her life, before dying in the crossfire. Ana and Griffin had absolved her of the guilt, but now she guarded Ana like a sister. The thought of losing her too was unbearable.

"You there?" Ana asked after the silence had stretched too long.

"You're right," Stella said, her throat tight. "I don't give you enough credit."

"Listen, I'm a grown-ass agent. I've killed, like you. Anything happens, it's on me—free will. Got it?"

"Maybe." Stella tapped her phone against her thigh, considering. "Just sent the addresses."

Ana paused, likely pulling away to see the message. "Got 'em. Where first?"

"Confront White or find Ruby?" Stella asked, knowing they might not be the same mission.

"Alive or dead?" Ana's bluntness was refreshing in its honesty.

Stella exhaled hard, the question hitting her like a physical blow. "No clue."

"Let's pick a holding spot. Not the penthouse."

"Oakland warehouse or San Francisco?"

"Oakland," Stella said, decision made. "Meet you there in an hour."
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A block from the towering warehouse, Stella secured her helmet to her black bike. A cab had dropped her off earlier, and she'd found it untowed—just a ticket, now crumpled with others in the pockets of her leather gear. The protective layers weighed on her shoulders, their heft and her arsenal—Tiffany Blue Glock at her lower back, switchblade in her boot—grounding her like armor against what lay ahead.

She texted Ana a location pin. Her phone buzzed with Ana's response moments later—a pin just a block off. Stella edged toward the meeting point, constantly scanning her surroundings for threats. The abandoned industrial area carried an oppressive silence, broken only by the occasional distant car horn or the metallic creak of old structures shifting in the wind. Her boots crunched on broken glass and gravel as she moved.

Ana's dark blue sedan idled ahead, and she sprang from the driver's seat as Stella approached—dressed in a navy blazer and black pants, sunglasses screaming federal agent even in the fading light. The scent of exhaust hung in the air between them.

"I'll flash my badge and demand a look inside," Ana told her, adjusting her weapon holster beneath her blazer.

Stella nodded, feeling the weight of her own gun pressing against her lower back. "I'll circle around back. If anyone bolts, I'll be waiting."

The warehouse loomed before them, its concrete walls stained with decades of grime and rust. Behind the structure, a narrow channel of water glinted dully in the evening light. Any runners would either have to face Stella or take an unpleasant swim.

Stella had taken three steps toward her position when a sense of unease washed over her. The memory of Griffin in the hospital, bandaged and pale because she'd gone alone to face danger, made her hesitate. Her instinct for solo operations warred with the harsh lessons of recent weeks.

"Wait," she said, turning back to Ana.

Ana raised an eyebrow questioningly.

"Maybe we should stick together," Stella suggested, swallowing her pride. "These Legion guys aren't playing around. They're ready to kill." The words felt strange in her mouth—an admission that she couldn't handle everything alone.

Ana nodded, relief flashing briefly across her face. "Probably smart. Let's move."

Together, they approached a windowless metal door beside a roll-up garage gate. A rusty "Seafood Imports" plaque hung crooked on the wall, its letters faded almost to illegibility. Stella gripped the handle, pulling it open with a metallic creak that seemed deafening in the silence. The scents of salt and oil wafted out from the darkness within, along with something else—the unmistakable mustiness of a space long abandoned to neglect.

Footsteps rang inside the dim expanse. Shipping containers choked the space, stacked floor to ceiling in haphazard formations. Near the door, a thin man with wispy gray hair jolted upright, yanking his feet off a paper-strewn desk. A steaming mug teetered precariously at the sudden movement. A coffee maker, plastic roll, barrel, and mini-fridge lined the wall behind him, creating a makeshift break area in the cavernous space.

The man flicked his eyes between the women in front of him, adam's apple bobbing as he swallowed nervously. "Help you, ladies?"

Ana stepped in closer, glancing at Stella to coordinate their approach. "I think we've got the wrong address." Her tone was casual, but her stance remained ready.

"Looking for a warehouse sale," Stella said, feigning confusion while cataloging every detail of the space—exits, potential weapons, places someone could hide. "Calvin Klein—designer stuff."

"Here?" The man rasped out a laugh that sounded more like sandpaper on wood. "No way."

"Shoot." Stella glanced at her phone, playing up the clueless shopper act. "What's this address?"

He recited it, eyes darting between them with growing suspicion.

"Huh. Mixed up the numbers—my bad." Stella gave an embarrassed smile, adjusting her posture to appear less threatening.

"What's this place?" Ana asked, her tone friendly but her eyes hard as they swept the warehouse interior, noting the inconsistencies between the seafood sign and what was clearly not a seafood operation.

"Seafood imports," he mumbled, pausing too long before the words, the lie evident in his shifting gaze and tightening grip on his mug.

Liar, Stella thought, instincts flaring. They were definitely in the right place, but her gut told her Ruby wasn't here. The space was too tight, with no obvious side rooms or areas where someone could be held captive. Still, the warehouse clearly held secrets worth investigating.

"We'd better go," she said, catching Ana's eye with a barely perceptible nod. "Women lose it over cheap designer stuff."

Ana smirked as they turned toward the exit.

Outside, daylight seemed unnaturally bright after the warehouse's gloom. "After we check San Francisco's warehouse, I'm calling this in," Ana said, pulling her sunglasses back on against the glare. "Nothing legal's happening inside there."

Stella squinted up at the building's facade, memorizing details. "Let's hope he doesn't tip the other one." She rolled her shoulders, easing the tension. "My cover sold, though."

"Calvin Klein?" Ana raised an eyebrow.

"He's a guy—he'd buy anything." Stella laughed softly. "That's why I went with designer names. Men never question it."

Stella mapped their next move, the wind carrying the tang of salt from the nearby water. "I'll ditch the bike and park by the stadium, ride with you to the next location."

"I'd kill for backup," Ana said, her voice dropping lower as she glanced around the empty lot. "This Legion leak means I can't trust anyone in my department."

"What about SFPD? Mazzoli?" Stella suggested, thinking of her longtime friend at the department.

"I wish Griffin wasn’t out of play," Ana muttered.

Stella's chest tightened at the name, her ribs suddenly feeling too constricted. "Saving me came at a price." She brushed her fingers across her own neck at the memory of his bandages, trying to sound casual but failing to keep the worry from her voice.

"Well, damn," Ana said, her voice edged with frustration. "Then who?"

"A sergeant I trust. Backup if everything goes south."

"Keep him ready," Ana agreed, keys jingling as she pulled them from her pocket. "Meet you at the stadium in twenty."

Thirty minutes later, Stella buckled into Ana's sedan, her motorcycle stashed safely near a sports bar's crowded lot where it wouldn't attract attention. She pulled out her phone and tapped on Mazzoli's contact to send a message. Ana and I are off-books. Checking White's shell company warehouse. Ruby might be there. APB creates snitch risk—route sightings to you, keep her location quiet.

She hit send, feeling the familiar mix of adrenaline and focus settling into her bones as they headed toward the city.
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A shove hurled Ruby into the van's back, her head cracking against the metal wall with a sickening thud that sent stars dancing across her vision. A gunman climbed in beside her, slumping against the side, knees bent. His pistol dangled between his legs, the metal catching the dim light filtering through the van's tinted windows.

"Stay still, or you're done," he warned, his voice carrying a thick Irish accent that reminded Ruby of movies she'd watched with her mother on St. Patrick's Day—a surreal detail to notice in her current predicament.

"You Irish?" she asked, her throat painfully dry, desperate to understand anything about her situation that might help her survive.

"Shut it." His eyes narrowed to dangerous slits as he adjusted his grip on the weapon.

Ruby pressed herself into the corner, bare feet scraping the ridged metal floor. The cold surface bit into her skin, sending shivers up her legs despite the stifling heat inside the vehicle. "Where are you taking me?"

The man's stare flicked to her feet, taking in her vulnerability. "Even if you popped that door—which you can't—you'd be dead before you hit dirt." His tone left no room for doubt.

Silence stretched between them, punctuated only by the rumble of the engine and occasional static from a radio in the front. A metal barrier split the back from the front seats, framing two capped heads that Ruby could barely make out through a small mesh window. Four battered wooden crates huddled in a corner, strapped tightly to the wall, each stamped with "Explosives—Danger" in bold red letters. Ruby averted her eyes quickly, pulse racing wildly beneath her skin. She couldn't let them catch her looking or realize she'd seen something significant.

The gunman's phone blared suddenly, a generic ringtone that jolted Ruby like an electric shock. "Yo," he answered, eyes still fixed on her. "Yeah, I know. We've got the goods." His glance slid over her as if she were nothing more than cargo. Ruby squinted at him, trying to memorize every detail of his face. He ended the call and typed something on the device, head down, momentarily distracted.

"Where are we going?" she demanded, deliberately injecting irritation into her voice to mask her terror. "I need to pee."

He flicked his eyes up, then back down—she was worthless to him, her human needs an inconvenience. Rage burned in Ruby's chest, surprising her with its intensity. Every man in this operation had treated her like trash. Caleb, whom she'd once believed was genuinely caring, had proved the worst betrayer of all. She glared at her captor, fists clenched against the rough fabric of her pants, as she itched to strike—but the reality of the gun held her in place. A mental tally began forming in her mind: if she survived this, she'd learn self-defense, shooting, everything she needed to protect herself.

She thought back to her eighteenth birthday, when Uncle Dominic had given her his signature turquoise pistol. The gift had come with a single shooting lesson at a private range. He'd berated her for flinching at the recoil, his sharp criticism leaving her feeling so inadequate that she'd never returned to practice. Now, she cursed that decision, wishing she'd pushed through her discomfort and learned to defend herself properly.

"Almost there," the driver called back, twisting his head slightly. His voice echoed metallically through the barrier. "Prep her."

Ruby's carefully constructed bravado shattered instantly. Tears spilled down her cheeks, hot and shameful. "Don't hurt me—I know nothing! Just dump me on the roadside, I'll vanish! I swear!"

The gunman met her eyes, shaking his head slowly, an almost sad expression crossing his weathered face. The genuine pity there was worse than any cruelty, confirming what she already feared: they had no intention of letting her go. Sobs choked her, the sound humiliatingly loud in the confined space.

The van screeched to a halt suddenly, the force of the stop sending Ruby flying forward. She rolled uncontrollably, crashing against the rear gate with bruising impact. The gunman tumbled as well, losing his balance and landing upside down against the side wall, limbs akimbo. His pistol skittered across the metal floor, coming to rest inches from Ruby's hand. Their eyes locked in a moment of mutual realization. They both lunged for the weapon.

Ruby's fingers closed around the gun first, the metal cold and heavy in her grasp. She fumbled into what she hoped was a proper grip, finger trembling as it found the trigger. The safety was off. The man's palms shot up in immediate surrender, eyes wide with alarm.

"Open the door!" she yelled, voice cracking with fear and determination. "Or I shoot!"

He rose slowly, movements cautious, but then suddenly dodged forward, twisting her arm with brutal force. Ruby let out a yelp of pain as the tendons in her wrist screamed in protest. The gun clattered free of her grasp. The man reclaimed it with practiced ease, aiming it at her face in one fluid motion.

"Sit!" he roared, spittle flying from his lips.

Defeated, Ruby sank back against the wall, drawing her knees to her chest and hiding her face. Exhaustion crushed her—days without adequate food or light had left her body depleted, her spirit hanging by a thread. She'd given everything she had in that one desperate attempt. Prayers tumbled from her lips, mingling with her sobs as they wet the rough fabric covering her knees.

Jesus, save my soul. Deep down, she knew her life was lost. Whatever was waiting at their destination would be the end of her story.

The van stopped again, this time without the jarring force. The front doors slammed in quick succession. The back swung open, revealing a gray evening sky that seemed impossibly vast after days in confinement. The gunman gestured for her to get out. She inched to the edge on trembling limbs, pushing herself upright on badly shaking palms. Her legs wobbled beneath her as she stood, muscles protesting after so long without proper use.

Following her captors' silent gestures, she trailed them toward a hulking building that loomed against the darkening sky. A small door sat beside a larger garage gate, marked with a weathered sign reading "Seafood Imports." The smell of salt water and diesel fuel filled her nostrils, making her stomach roll with nausea.

Inside, dread gripped her, cold and sharp as a blade. Shipping containers towered above her, their metal surfaces reflecting the dim overhead lights. Ahead, one container gaped open, its interior lined with thick plastic sheeting covering walls, ceiling, and floor—a shroud being prepared for something. A barrel marked with a skull symbol loomed in the corner, its purpose unmistakable.

This was it. Her end had arrived.
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A van roared around the corner, half in Ana's lane, forcing her to swerve onto the shoulder. Gravel pinged against the undercarriage of her sedan as the tires fought for purchase.

"¡Que te folle un pez!" she spat, eyes darting to the rearview mirror to track the vehicle that had nearly hit them.

Stella twisted in her seat, straining against the seatbelt to get a better look at the retreating vehicle. She managed to snag the plates—GGX 354—on the black, windowless hulk as it sped away. She tapped the information into her phone's notes app, the screen's blue glow illuminating her face in the dim interior.

"That seemed deliberate," Stella said, keeping her gaze fixed on the van as it grew smaller in the distance. "Think they were tipped off about our visits?"

Ana's knuckles whitened on the steering wheel as she guided the car back onto the road. "Maybe. They tore out of there like fugitives with something to hide."

"Should we follow them?" Stella was already checking the map on her phone, trying to predict where the van might be headed.

Ana glanced back over her shoulder, but the van had already vanished around another bend in the road, its taillights swallowed by distance. "I'm not sure. We'd be following blind at this point."

Stella smirked, finally relaxing back into her seat. "I don't know much Spanish, but did you just tell that driver to have sex with a fish? Tough guy curse there, Agent Rodriguez."

"It's a proper insult where I'm from," Ana shot back, a hint of defensiveness in her tone despite the smile tugging at her lips. "More colorful than your average American cursing."

"Fish, though?" Stella shook her head with mock disappointment. "Seems weak compared to what they deserve after nearly running us off the road."

Seconds later, they rolled into the parking lot of their destination—half a dozen cars were scattered around the cracked asphalt, all of them looking like they'd seen better days. This warehouse outdated the East Bay one, its rusted metal skin peeling away in sheets, exposing rotting support beams beneath. It stood three stories tall, perched precariously on a slope that dropped sharply to a bay pier below. A narrow sidewalk snaked to a side entrance labeled with a faded sign reading, "LKW Imports."

"Luke K. White," Stella said, the connection immediately clear as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

"Bingo." Ana cut the engine, plunging them into silence broken only by the distant sound of waves lapping against the pier below.

The unlocked door opened to a small lobby that smelled of mildew and stale coffee. A woman with curly brown hair and tortoiseshell glasses beamed at them from behind a desk cluttered with outdated office equipment. Her smile was too bright, too immediate—the practiced cheerfulness of someone who'd been warned to expect visitors.

"May I help you?" she asked, her voice pitched a note too high as her eyes darted between them.

Stella felt a wave of suspicion wash over her. The woman showed no surprise at Ana's professional attire, which should have triggered at least some wariness in a place like this.

"We need the manager," Ana said, flashing her badge with practiced authority.

The woman's smile dimmed slightly, though she maintained her pleasant facade. "Sorry, I'm alone today. The manager won't be back until tomorrow. Why don't you come back then? I'd be happy to schedule an appointment."

Stella brushed past the receptionist toward a door visible behind the desk. "We'll just take a look ourselves."

"You can't go back there!" The woman half-rose from her chair, panic breaking through her professional veneer.

"She's FBI," Stella tossed back over her shoulder, reaching for the doorknob. "We do what we want."

"Stop—I'll call—" The woman fumbled for her phone, fingers trembling as she watched them helplessly.

Ana followed Stella through the door, her weapon drawn but held low against her thigh. As the door shut behind them, the receptionist's voice carried clearly through the thin walls: "They're coming in. Two women. One's FBI."

A chilly hall stretched ahead of them, the scent of saltwater stinging their nostrils as they moved forward. The linoleum floor curled at the edges, revealing concrete beneath, and occasional water stains spotted the ceiling tiles above. Pale light spilled from an open doorway at the end of the corridor. Guns drawn, the women crept toward it, pulses hammering in unison. A narrow staircase dropped into darkness beyond the doorway.

At the bottom, murky light filtered through grimy windows, bathing a sprawling warehouse floor in sickly yellow illumination. Towering metal shelves sagged with dusty boxes and crates, creating a maze of industrial detritus. A slow drip echoed somewhere in the distance, the only sound breaking the eerie silence. Stella swept her gaze across the shadows, muscles tensed for an ambush. But the silence continued, unbroken except for that persistent dripping.

Across the floor, a paint-flecked industrial door loomed. Stella jutted her chin toward it. Ana nodded in silent agreement. They edged closer, moving in tandem, heads constantly swiveling, ears straining for any sound. The receptionist's call must have tipped someone off—but where were they hiding?

Flanking the door, Stella reached for the handle and shoved it open in one swift motion. Nothing jumped out at them. She stepped through cautiously—another staircase plunged downward, this one steeper than the first. They descended quickly, Stella's heart hammering against her ribs as they ventured deeper into the building.

Low ceilings capped a smaller room at the bottom, with bay windows running along the western wall, showing a driveway that sloped down toward the pier. A scarred wooden table sat in the center of the space, with a mug of coffee still steaming beside a hastily pushed-back chair. The room smelled of cigarette smoke and men's cologne—someone had been here moments ago.

A door slammed on the opposite side of the room. Stella and Ana whirled toward the sound, weapons raised. Through the bay windows, they spotted a figure in red-and-white flannel bolting up a path that led from the back of the building toward the parking lot. Ana charged through the side exit after him, boots pounding on the concrete.

Stella made a split-second decision to search the space instead of following. She backtracked through the room, methodically testing doors, tearing each one open with focused determination. The first revealed an empty office with a computer still humming; the second, a bathroom with the dripping faucet; the third, a storage closet stacked with cleaning supplies. When she wrenched open the last door, a stench hit her like a physical blow—sweat, urine, and something worse, something rotten. A ratty mattress slumped in the corner beside an overflowing chamber pot, an empty water jug, and a plate bearing the congealed remains of what might have been breakfast.

Ruby's prison. Stella knew it instantly, deep in her gut. The dimensions of the space, barely large enough for a person to stretch out fully, made her chest tighten with fury and grief.

The van had Ruby. They'd been warned after the East Bay visit and had rushed to move her. Stella cursed herself for not following that van when they'd had the chance. Had Ruby been inside, just feet away from them on that road?

Ana burst back into the room, chest heaving from exertion, and gasped when she saw the makeshift cell. "Oh god," she whispered, covering her mouth and nose against the stench.

"Did you catch him?" Stella asked, already knowing the answer from Ana's frustrated expression.

"The guy laughed in my face as soon as we reached the lot," Ana said between gulps of air. "He turned back toward some waiting vehicle. I couldn't pursue further without backup."

"Just a decoy to draw us away while they cleared out," Stella concluded, anger burning in her throat.

"And one hell of a clown," Ana agreed, holstering her weapon. "He knew exactly what he was doing."

They trudged back up to the parking lot, the weight of their failed rescue attempt settling heavily on their shoulders. Stella paused at the building entrance, a thought striking her. "That office we passed—I should check it again. Might have left something behind in their hurry."

"I'll warm up the car," Ana replied, already heading toward the vehicle. "Five minutes, then we're out. This place gives me the creeps."

In the office, Stella rifled through desk drawers, finding shipping slips for Chinese electronics, all seemingly legitimate: receiving forms, billing statements, vendor contacts. Another drawer held a stack of plain manila folders; the bottom one, unmarked on the tab, contained a single sheet of paper labeled "Chinese New Year Parade." Stella's breath caught as she opened it to find a detailed map of the parade route, with certain locations marked in red. This had to be connected to the bomb plot Ana's informant had warned them about.

She tucked the map into her jacket pocket and hurried back to the car. The warehouse had yielded two crucial pieces of information: Ruby had been held here, and the Emerald Legion's plans for the parade were moving forward.

In Ana's sedan, Stella sank into the passenger seat, her mind racing with possibilities. Ruby had definitely been held in that cell and moved out fast—no doubt because of their earlier visit to the East Bay location. The Legion knew their secrets were being uncovered, and they were scrambling to adjust.

Stella stared out the window at the darkening sky, fitting the pieces together. "We need to go back to the East Bay warehouse," she said suddenly.

Ana kept her eyes ahead on the road, guiding the car through a series of turns that would take them back to the freeway. "You sure? We already checked it out once."

"No," Stella replied, certainty growing as she considered the evidence. "But it's the best shot I've got. That van was coming from somewhere, and I think it might have just picked Ruby up from here. If they know we're onto them, they might be taking her somewhere they've already secured—like the East Bay location we saw earlier. Remember those shipping containers? Perfect place to hide someone."

"Makes sense," Ana said, flipping on her turn signal as she merged onto the highway. "Let's go."
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Fog rolled over the East Bay warehouse, cloaking them as Ana parked her sedan along the crumbling curb. Despite the visual cover the dense mist provided, a cold dread pierced Stella's chest, setting her nerves on edge. The warehouse loomed like a monolithic shadow through the haze, its corrugated metal walls slick with condensation. The distant sound of a foghorn carried across the water, mournful and warning.

She grabbed an earpiece from Ana's backseat bag, the small device cool against her palm.

"Perfect timing with this fog," Stella said, fitting the earpiece into her right ear. "Natural cover for what we're about to do."

"I'll take left," Ana directed, extracting her own communications device while her eyes remained fixed on the warehouse. "You circle right. Stay in contact the whole time."

They split up, each hugging opposite shadowed walls as they moved down the long driveway. The fog wrapped around Stella like a living thing, dampening sound and limiting visibility to mere feet in any direction. Her boots made barely a whisper against the wet pavement as she progressed, every sense heightened. The tang of salt and rust filled her nostrils with each careful breath.

Ahead, orange security lights cut through the mist, casting an eerie glow above the warehouse's front entrance. The parking lot came into view, now filled with several vehicles that hadn't been there during their earlier visit. A dark SUV with blacked-out windows stood out among the work trucks and sedans, its polished surface reflecting the orange light.

Stella caught Ana's eye across the lot, a silent understanding passing between them—whoever owned that SUV wasn't here for legitimate business. Trouble was brewing inside those walls, and Ruby might be caught in the middle of it.

"Around back," Stella whispered into her mic, the words barely audible even to herself. "Too exposed here."

Ana nodded in acknowledgment, already changing course. The two women flanked the warehouse, staying close to the perimeter where shadows provided additional concealment. The concrete was slick beneath their feet, treacherous with a film of moisture from the relentless fog.

As they rounded the corner, Ana's voice crackled in Stella's ear: "Side door! Unguarded."

Stella quickly darted across the open space to join her partner. Ana eased the metal door open with a faint creak that seemed to echo in the stillness. Both women immediately drew their weapons, the sound of guns leaving holsters oddly muted in the thick air. The familiar weight of the Glock centered Stella, her finger resting alongside the trigger guard as years of training took over.

The pungent odors of oil and fish stung their nostrils as they entered, eyes adjusting to the dimmer interior. Distant voices murmured from the front of the building, the words indistinct but the tone heated. The women slipped inside, each seeking cover behind the nearest solid objects.

Ana melted between stacks of shipping containers, the glow of emergency lighting casting long shadows across her determined face. Stella crept along the opposite wall, using every available shadow for concealment. The warehouse felt different now—charged with tension, the air itself seeming to vibrate with imminent violence.

The voices sharpened, the heated argument now clearly audible. Someone was shouting demands, another voice protesting in response.

"Ana, do you have eyes on them?" Stella breathed into her mic, pressing her back against a rusty barrel.

Ana tapped back a negative response from her position behind a forklift about ten feet across the open space. A moment later, her voice came through the earpiece, barely above a whisper: "Three men. Armed. Northeast corner. Ruby's alive. Gun to her head."

Stella's chest constricted at the confirmation. Her cousin was here—and in immediate danger. She tightened her grip on her Tiffany blue Glock, the textured grip familiar against her palm. Peering around the edge of a container, she caught a glimpse of the scene through a narrow gap: Ruby kneeling on the concrete floor, arms bound with duct tape, face bruised and streaked with tears. A wiry man with snake tattoos twisting up his forearms pressed a pistol against her temple, his finger hovering near the trigger.

"In—now! Last chance," he roared, gesturing with his free hand toward an open shipping container lined with plastic sheeting.

"No!" Ruby thrashed against her restraints, her voice hoarse but defiant. "I won't march to my grave! Kill me here. I won't help you hide it."

He cracked the gun across her face with brutal force. Ruby's head snapped back, a strangled sob escaping her lips as fresh blood trickled from her split cheek.

The sight of her young cousin bleeding and terrified ignited something primal in Stella's chest—a protective rage that burned away all hesitation.

"Moving closer," she whispered, her voice deadly calm despite the adrenaline surging through her veins. "I'm going to take position behind those pallets for a clear shot. Stand by."

"In position," Ana responded, her tone equally controlled. "I've got the guy at the desk covered. The one with the gun on Ruby is yours."

Stella edged forward, shadow-quiet along the containers. Each step was measured, deliberate, her training from overseas operations guiding her movements. She could feel her heart pounding against her ribs, but her hands remained steady, her breathing controlled.

"Now!" she commanded the moment she had a clear line of sight.

Ana burst from cover, weapon extended with professional precision. Her voice boomed through the cavernous space: "FBI! Drop your weapon!"

In the same instant, Stella fired from her position of concealment, her shot striking the gunman's knee with surgical precision. He crumpled to the concrete with a howl of agony, his weapon still clutched in his hand. As his arm jerked up reflexively, she fired again, the bullet tearing through his wrist. The pistol clattered to the floor, skidding away across the blood-slicked concrete.

Ana surged forward, targeting a second man who had risen from a stack of crates, a gun now aimed in Stella's direction. Her shot caught him in the shoulder. He spun with the impact, crashing into a container before sliding to the floor.

The desk man—the same one they'd encountered earlier—lunged for a pistol hidden beneath papers, bellowing, "Get them!"

Anna fired twice. The shots winged the man, his body disappearing beneath the desk. From nowhere, a fourth assailant appeared, his navy cap marking him as someone new. He sprang forward with shocking speed, grabbing Ruby and dragging her upright, jamming his own gun against her temple. A yelp of pain escaped her lips as she struggled against his grip.

"Drop it," he snarled at Ana, his voice tight with controlled rage. "Or she's dead."

Stella locked eyes with Ana across the space, a silent communication passing between them. The tableau froze—Ruby trembling with the gun at her head, Ana's weapon still trained on the wounded men, Stella partially concealed and calculating her next move.

"Don't be stupid," Stella said, stepping into full view with deliberate confidence, her Glock steady in her hands. "This ends badly for you either way."

The gunman's grip tightened around Ruby's arm, his knuckles whitening. "Hit me, she dies. Miss, she's gone."

Stella took a measured breath, the world narrowing to her target. She fired between heartbeats, her bullet grazing the man's neck with calculated precision. He howled in shock and pain, his grip on Ruby momentarily faltering. It was all the opening Ruby needed—she dove forward, rolling away from her captor and scrambling toward Ana's outstretched hand.

The wounded man charged at Stella with blind fury. She pivoted smoothly, her roundhouse kick connecting solidly with his chest. The impact sent him sprawling across the concrete floor. Ana was on him in an instant, driving her knee into his back and snapping handcuffs around his wrists with practiced efficiency.

The other injured men remained where they had fallen, moaning in pain but no longer an immediate threat. Ana quickly secured them as well, using zip ties from her jacket pocket to restrain their hands and ankles.

Stella holstered her weapon and rushed to Ruby, dropping to her knees beside her cousin. With gentle hands, she sliced through the duct tape binding Ruby's wrists and ankles, the knife from her boot making quick work of the restraints.

"I've got you," she murmured, her voice soft with relief as she pulled Ruby into a protective embrace. "You're safe now."

Ruby buried her face against Stella's shoulder, her entire body shaking with sobs. "They were going to kill me," she choked out between ragged breaths. "They had that container ready... with acid or something. They were going to dissolve my body."

Stella's gaze shifted to the open container just feet away from where they knelt. The plastic-lined vat of yellowish liquid gleamed under the harsh warehouse lights—a dissolution chamber prepared for Ruby's execution. The realization of how close they'd come to losing her sent a shudder through Stella's body.

Sirens wailed in the distance, growing louder with each passing second.

"Backup?" Stella asked, looking over at Ana while still cradling Ruby protectively.

"Called it in," Ana confirmed, keeping her weapon trained on the secured prisoners. "They've got ambulances coming for Ruby and these losers."

"They're too late," Stella said, a hint of dark satisfaction in her voice. "We handled it ourselves."

"The police won't buy this explanation easily," Ana warned, holstering her weapon as flashing lights began to illuminate the fog outside. "Especially not with your track record lately."

"Give me your gun—I'll take responsibility for all of it," Ana offered suddenly, her expression deadly serious. "You've been through enough."

"I appreciate that," Stella replied, her voice steady as she helped Ruby to her feet. "But I wouldn't let it stick anyway. This was self-defense, pure and simple. I'm not hiding from what I had to do to save my cousin."

Ana nodded, understanding passing between them.
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Sirens wailed closer now. Flashing blue and red lights filled the decrepit, gray space, casting eerie shadows across the warehouse floor now stained with the blood of the men who'd tried to murder Ruby LaRosa in cold blood. The acrid scent of gunpowder still hung in the air, mingling with the metallic tang of blood and the musty smell of decades-old dust disturbed by the struggle. Each flash of emergency lights revealed new details of the scene—shattered glass, overturned crates, crimson spatters across concrete—painting a vivid picture of the violence that had just unfolded.

Seconds later, a dozen armed officers in tactical gear stormed the warehouse, boots pounding against the concrete floor, barking orders as they swept in with weapons drawn. Stella and Ana immediately raised their hands, placing themselves between the officers and Ruby, who was trembling violently at Stella's side.

"FBI!" Ana shouted over the chaos, her badge visible around her neck. "Special Agent Ana Rodriguez!"

But her identification came too late. The officers had already surrounded the three women, weapons trained on them with unwavering precision. One officer moved forward and roughly pushed them to the ground, his knee pressing into Stella's back as he secured her hands behind her.

"She's in shock!" Stella yelled, twisting her head to look at Ruby, whose face had gone alarmingly pale. "We need a medic over here now!"

"I called this in!" Ana roared, indignation flaring as she was similarly restrained. "Check with dispatch! Agent Rodriguez, San Francisco field office!"

The lead officer hesitated, pressing a hand to his earpiece as he listened to confirmation coming through. After a tense moment, he barked, "Up! All of you!" They rose unsteadily, Ruby leaning heavily against Stella for support. "Against the wall! Hands where we can see them!"

Stella slid an arm around Ruby's waist, supporting her cousin's weight as she guided her to the nearest wall. "She needs medical attention," Stella insisted, her voice steady but laced with urgency. Ruby's entire body was shaking uncontrollably, her breathing shallow and rapid—clear signs of shock setting in. "She's been held captive for days, possibly drugged. She needs help immediately."

"EMTs are en route," the officer snapped, though his eyes softened slightly as he took in Ruby's condition. "They'll be here in two minutes."

More sirens approached outside, the sound growing to a deafening crescendo before cutting off abruptly. Moments later, paramedics rushed through the doors, equipment cases in hand, their practiced gazes quickly assessing the scene before them.

"Over here!" Stella called, urgency breaking through her usual composure. "My cousin needs immediate attention!"

Two paramedics hurried to Ruby's side while others attended to the wounded men still secured on the floor. The first medic gently guided Ruby to sit on a nearby crate, speaking to her in soothing tones as he checked her vitals. The second opened a medical kit and began preparing an IV.

"She's severely dehydrated," the first paramedic announced, concern evident in his voice as he wrapped a blood pressure cuff around Ruby's arm. "Pulse is elevated, BP's low. Possible concussion from the head trauma."

"She's transport-ready," the second medic concluded after completing his assessment. "We need to get her to the hospital right away."

"Can I go with her?" Stella asked, unwilling to let Ruby out of her sight after coming so close to losing her.

Ana, who had been speaking with what appeared to be a ranking officer, shook her head. "The FBI director wants to debrief us here," she said quietly. "We can meet her at the hospital afterward."

Ruby, seeming more alert now that she was receiving medical attention, reached for Stella's hand. "I'm okay now," she managed with a faint smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Really. You found me in time."

Stella knelt beside her cousin, brushing a strand of hair from Ruby's forehead with uncharacteristic tenderness. "I'll call your mom right away," she promised, her voice thick with emotion. "She's been worried sick."

"Stella," Ruby rasped, her voice barely audible. She beckoned Stella closer, her cracked lips nearly touching Stella's ear. "They took me because of an email—it wasn't even meant for me. One of their accountants mixed up 'Ruby' with 'Rudy.' I got a spreadsheet I wasn't supposed to see. It had names, payments—all the cops and officials on their payroll."

Stella pulled back, a slow grin spreading across her face as understanding dawned. "Perfect. That's exactly what we need to bring down what's left of the Legion."

The paramedics finished stabilizing Ruby and carefully transferred her to a gurney. As they wheeled her toward the waiting ambulance, Stella pulled out her phone and dialed her aunt Jo's number. The connection went through immediately.

"Can't talk for long," Stella said without preamble, her eyes never leaving Ruby as she was loaded into the ambulance. "But I want you to know Ruby's safe. She's heading to SF General right now. She'll want you there."

"Jesus wept!" Jo sobbed, her relief palpable even through the phone. "Thank you, Stella. I'm leaving right now."

As Aunt Jo ended the call, Stella turned to survey the aftermath of the rescue. The EMTs were efficiently patching up the four injured men, preparing them for transport to the hospital under police guard. The warehouse buzzed with activity now—evidence technicians photographing the scene, officers securing the perimeter, detectives beginning to sort the crime scene.

An FBI agent—short and wiry with a buzz cut and wire-rimmed glasses—strode purposefully through the chaos toward them. His suit was impeccably pressed despite the late hour, his badge gleaming under the harsh warehouse lights.

"Rodriguez," he called out, his voice clipped and professional. "I need a full statement from you. Now."

"I'll only give my statement to Director Chalamet," Ana replied firmly, standing her ground. "He's on his way."

The agent's gaze shifted to Stella, suspicion evident in his narrowed eyes. "And her? The civilian with the impressive body count?"

"She's with me," Ana stated flatly, the tone of her voice leaving no room for argument.

The agent's jaw tightened, but he nodded curtly. "Wait by the desk. Don't leave the premises."

Ana led Stella to the desk where they'd first encountered the guard hours earlier. The surface was now scattered with shell casings being marked by the evidence team. "I trust Director Chalamet completely," Ana said in a low voice, scanning the warehouse for potential eavesdroppers. "But nobody else in the Bureau right now. Not after what we've learned about the Legion's reach."

Stella barely heard her, her attention focused on Ruby being wheeled out the door. She quickly crossed the room to reach her cousin's side before they loaded her into the ambulance. "You absolutely sure you're okay?"

Ruby nodded weakly. "Better than I've been in days," she whispered, a ghost of her usual spirit flickering in her eyes. "Just get the bastards who did this, okay?"

Ana appeared at Stella's shoulder, a question in her eyes as she reached for Stella's phone. "Mind if I borrow this for a second?"

Stella handed it over with a puzzled look. Ana quickly navigated through the settings, her fingers tapping efficiently across the screen for several moments before returning the device.

Stella glanced down at her phone, confusion evident on her face. "What did you just do?"

Ana smirked. "I set up tracking between our phones," she explained. "Find My Phone app. If something happens to either of us, the other will know exactly where to look." Ana said with a laugh, though there was genuine warmth in her voice. The shared tension of the past hours had cemented their friendship into something deeper—a bond forged in danger and mutual trust.

"That's actually smart," Stella conceded, immediately opening the app on her own phone.

"Ruby told me why they grabbed her," Stella said, lowering her voice as a group of officers passed nearby. "It's big, Ana. Really big."

"What did she say?" Ana leaned closer, eyes alert despite her exhaustion.

"She got access to their records—Ruby's iCloud, Google account, maybe an email she deleted, but they recovered. She received an accidental copy of something important. You'll see it in her statement."

"Something more cryptic about that bomb plot?" Ana pressed.

"Better. The Emerald Legion's entire payroll," Stella explained, unable to keep the satisfaction from her voice. "Names, dates, amounts—everyone on their take. Politicians, cops, officials."

Ana gasped, immediately grasping the significance. "Heads will roll with evidence like that. This could dismantle their entire operation."

"Exactly," Stella agreed. "White’s network is dangerous. But this gives us the potential leverage to collapse it completely."

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a sleek black sedan pulling up outside the warehouse entrance. Through the windows, they could see a woman's profile silhouetted against the dashboard lights, her posture rigid and formal.

Ana frowned, recognition dawning in her eyes. "I know that face—and I'm not thrilled to see it here."

"Who is it?" Stella asked, instantly alert. "D.A.?"

"Assistant D.A.," Ana corrected, watching the vehicle with narrowed eyes. "Tara McKenzie. The D.A. must have sent her when they heard you were involved. Again."

"Great," Stella muttered. "Just what I need tonight."

The door swung open, and a striking woman emerged from the driver's seat. She wore a tailored skirt suit that hugged her curves perfectly, impossibly high heels clicking against the pavement as she strode toward the entrance. Her glossy brown hair flowed down her shoulders, framing an undeniably beautiful face set in an expression of cool professionalism.

"Stella LaRosa?" Tara called across the warehouse, her voice carrying easily over the din of police activity. Her tone was clipped with barely concealed disdain as her gaze locked onto Stella. "I'm here to escort you to the District Attorney's office. Immediately."

"Why?" Stella challenged, not moving from her position.

"That mess in there has your name written all over it," Tara replied bluntly, gesturing vaguely toward the warehouse interior. "And the D.A. wants to speak with you personally."

Stella sighed, resignation settling over her features. She slid off the desk, brushing dust from her pants, and trailed after Tara, who had already turned back toward her vehicle without waiting to see if Stella would follow.

"Call if you need me!" Ana shouted after her, concern evident in her voice. "I mean it, Stella!"

Outside, Stella planted her hands on her hips, confronting the Assistant D.A. directly. "I'm not ditching my bike," she stated firmly. "I'll follow you there."

Tara paused, annoyance flashing across her perfect features before she composed herself. "Very well," she conceded coolly, climbing into her sedan without another word.

As Tara's car pulled away, Stella glanced back at the warehouse, where chaos still reigned. She knew she could easily outrun the Assistant D.A. on her motorcycle, disappear into the city's winding streets where no car could follow—but that would only postpone the inevitable. Besides, she had nothing to hide. She had saved Ruby's life and likely prevented a mass-casualty bombing. Whatever the D.A. wanted to say, she could face it.

With that resolve firmly in mind, Stella mounted her bike and followed the black sedan at a respectable distance as they made their way toward downtown San Francisco and whatever reckoning awaited her there.
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Exhaust rose in a thin cloud around her legs as she settled deeper into the seat, feeling the machine's power humming beneath her. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of leather, metal, and motor oil—her own personal armor against the world.

Roaring off from the curb, she sliced through Market Street traffic. The city bustled around her—pedestrians milling about, tourists pausing for photos, business people hustling toward BART stations. Yet as she flicked her eyes to her mirrors for what felt like the hundredth time, she caught the distinctive outline of a black sedan hanging back in traffic, maintaining a consistent distance regardless of how she varied her speed.

Her instincts prickled even before her conscious mind registered the threat. The vehicle's movements were too deliberate, too purposeful. The driver was skilled—always keeping at least one car between them, never following directly—but Stella had spent years developing a sixth sense for being tracked.

The Emerald Legion didn't waste time mourning their losses.

At Sixth Street, she gunned the engine, the sudden burst of power propelling her forward as she wove between slower vehicles. The wind rushed past her helmet as she leaned into each turn, her body moving in perfect harmony with the machine. An opening appeared between two delivery trucks, and she darted through it, throwing a quick glance over her shoulder.

The sedan mirrored her acceleration, the driver's determination evident in their pursuit. Stella's chest tightened with the familiar cocktail of adrenaline and focus that had kept her alive in far more dangerous situations than this.

A sharp right skidded her into an alley. Trash bins and scattered debris created an obstacle course as she navigated the narrow passage, the stench of rotting garbage and urine momentarily overwhelming the filtered air through her helmet. The walls seemed to close in around her, decades of graffiti creating a kaleidoscope of color in her peripheral vision. The alley's mouth opened ahead, promising escape.

She shot out of the passage, banking left and accelerating uphill toward Powell Street. Behind her, the black sedan squealed into the alley entrance, metal shrieking against concrete as its fender scraped a dumpster. Instead of being deterred, the driver pressed on, fishtailing slightly as they emerged on the other side, clearly intent on maintaining the pursuit.

"Shit," she muttered inside her helmet, the word lost beneath the roar of her engine.

Cable cars loomed ahead, their bright red shapes lumbering up the steep incline. Pedestrians scattered as she approached, some shouting obscenities in her wake. She spotted a narrow gap between two cars and shot through it, cutting across the tracks with inches to spare. The sedan tried to follow but clipped the rear of a cable car, the impact sending it spinning. The driver recovered quickly, proving their skill as they corrected course and resumed the chase.

Her pulse hammered as Filbert Street's infamous incline rose before her—one of San Francisco's steepest. She hugged herself close to the bike's frame, her grip tightening on the handlebars as she pushed for more speed. One wrong move on this slope meant certain disaster. The road bucked beneath her tires like a living thing, San Francisco's geography itself becoming another obstacle in her escape.

Gravity fought against her ascent, the bike's engine screaming with effort. Her brakes bit into the wheels, slowing her advance, giving the sedan ground. A quick glance in her mirror showed the vehicle charging toward her, hitting a rise in the road. The sedan went momentarily airborne before slamming back to the pavement, sparks flaring from its muffler as metal struck concrete.

Stella crested the rise, the city spread before her in a breathtaking panorama—the bay glittering in the distance, the Golden Gate's towers just visible above the western fog bank. A delivery truck blocked the narrow street ahead, its hazard lights flashing as workers unloaded pallets. She swerved around it, her tires catching briefly on loose gravel. For a heart-stopping moment, she felt the bike begin to slide before she regained control.

On level ground again, the sedan closed the distance between them, then pulled alongside her, trying to force her toward a row of parked cars. A window rolled down, and Stella caught the metallic glint of a gun barrel. She dropped back sharply as bullets tore through the space she'd occupied seconds before. A van's mirror shattered beside her, glass fragments sparkling in the sunlight before dropping to the pavement.

A semi-truck lumbered into the intersection ahead, its air brakes hissing. Stella floored her throttle, squeezing through the narrowing gap between the truck's cab and a parked delivery van. The sedan tried to follow but misjudged the space. Metal crunched against metal, the sound reverberating through the street as the sedan's front end crumpled against the truck's massive frame.

Free—but only for a breath. As she rounded the next corner, a second black sedan blocked the narrow street ahead. There were no side streets offering escape. Telegraph Hill rose to her right, Coit Tower standing sentinel against the deepening blue sky. The park that surrounded it was her only option. She raced alongside its wrought-iron fence, searching desperately for the entrance she knew lay beyond the car.

The second sedan had parked sideways, completely blocking the road. Two men in black tactical gear leapt out, rifles raised and trained on her approach. The late afternoon sun glinted off polished scopes as they took aim.

Adrenaline surged through her system, time seeming to slow as her training kicked in. Stella twisted the throttle to its limit, the engine's roar reaching a fever pitch as she aimed the bike toward the hill that sloped up beside the fence. She was banking on the natural incline to provide the momentum she needed to clear the barrier.

The world around her blurred into streaks of color as the engine screamed beneath her. Standing on the foot pegs, she gripped the handlebars with white-knuckled determination, eyes fixed on the point where she would need to jump. The hill's angle was steeper than she'd calculated, and her front wheel smashed into the curb with jarring force, bucking the bike violently.

Stella catapulted forward, instinctively letting go of the handles as she was thrown over the front of the motorcycle. For a suspended moment, she was airborne, the ground rushing up to meet her with terrifying speed. She crashed into the hillside, tumbling across the grass in a tangle of limbs. Her leather jacket and helmet absorbed the worst of the impact, but pain still exploded through her body as she rolled to a stop.

The bike lay burning below her in a twisted wreck of metal and rubber, black smoke billowing into the sky. She lay still for a moment, assessing damage—head intact thanks to her helmet, though its visor was now cracked across her field of vision. Pain flared sharper when she tried to move her right arm, and something wet trickled down her left calf.

Shouts echoed from the street below as car doors slammed. Legion thugs were scaling the fence, their weapons clearly visible as they dropped to the ground inside the park. Stella pushed herself upright with a groan, muscles screaming in protest, and began to run. Each footfall sent fresh waves of pain up her legs, but fear and adrenaline propelled her forward.

She darted through a stand of trees, diving into the complex network of paths that wound through the park. The sound of pursuit grew fainter as she zigzagged between landscaped gardens and secluded benches. Breaking through to the far side, she found herself facing the familiar maze of San Francisco's back alleys and side streets.

Without hesitation, she plunged into the urban labyrinth, slipping through a restaurant's back door with a confidence born of intimate knowledge of her city. She darted past startled kitchen staff, ignoring their shouts as she pushed through the swinging doors into the main dining area. Diners looked up in shock as she strode purposefully through the restaurant, blending into the North Beach crowd the moment she stepped outside.

The familiar sounds of the neighborhood enveloped her—animated Italian conversations, clinking glasses from outdoor cafés, distant accordion music drifting from a corner bar. She moved with the pedestrian flow, keeping her head down as she made her way toward St. Peter and Paul's Church, its twin towers rising above Washington Square.

Once inside the church's cool, dim interior, she ducked into the ladies' room and locked the door behind her. The sudden silence was almost disorienting after the chaos of the chase. Only now, in relative safety, did she allow herself to fully assess her injuries.

The bathroom mirror revealed a wild-eyed woman she barely recognized. Her face was smudged with dirt and what might have been blood, her hair tangled from the helmet. She peeled off her jacket with a wince, revealing road rash along her right arm where the leather had torn. Her jeans gaped at the knee, the skin beneath torn and oozing, gravel embedded in the wound. She ran hot water over paper towels and gently cleaned the injury, hissing between her teeth as the water stung the raw flesh.

Finding a basic first aid kit mounted on the wall, she extracted gauze pads and medical tape. The burn on her wrist throbbed—a souvenir from the motorcycle's hot engine pipe as she'd been thrown. She bandaged it as best she could, then turned her attention to her other injuries. Her hips ached with deep bruising, purple contusions already blooming beneath her skin. Her left ankle had begun to swell ominously, protesting when she put weight on it.

Despite the inventory of pain, she recognized that luck had played a significant role in her survival. The injuries were superficial—nothing broken, no concussion, no significant blood loss. She'd walked away before from crashes that should have killed her.

After making herself as presentable as possible, she limped back to the church entrance. At the top of the steps, she paused to survey the scene. Fog had begun to roll in from the bay, transforming the familiar neighborhood into a mysterious landscape of muted sounds and hazy outlines. Washington Square Park across the street had disappeared entirely beneath the thick white blanket. The streetlights created eerie halos in the mist as darkness settled over the city.

Too battered to walk any meaningful distance, Stella pulled her phone from her pocket to summon a ride. The screen was miraculously intact despite her tumble.

A faint breath of air stirred behind her. Before she could turn, cold steel pressed against the base of her skull.

"Time to confess your sins," a voice whispered.
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"Quiet," a voice rasped in Stella's ear, calm yet edged with a lethal purr. "Obey, you live."

Her heart slammed against her ribs as adrenaline surged through her battered body. The gun's cold steel pressed harder against the base of her skull, its circular muzzle unmistakable. How had she missed him? After years of operations overseas, her situational awareness had never failed her like this. Fatigue, pain, and the fog's disorienting effect had dulled her edge.

Stella's fists clenched at her sides, muscles tensing as she calculated her options. The man stood close behind her, his breath warm against her neck, carrying the acrid scent of cigarettes and coffee. She could disarm him in three swift moves—a backward head-butt, followed by an elbow to the solar plexus, then a wrist lock to control the weapon. But before she committed to this potentially fatal gamble, she needed to understand the full situation.

"Gray car," he said, tilting his head slightly toward the street without moving the weapon. "No tricks."

Through the swirling fog, a sedan materialized at the curb, its outline ghostly in the mist. An elderly woman sat rigid in the driver’s seat, her face a mask of terror beneath a floral hat. Beside her, a ski-masked man pressed a silenced pistol to her temple. The woman's pink-painted lips quivered in silent prayer, her frightened eyes locking with Stella's through the windshield.

"You'll swap with the old lady," the man behind her instructed, his voice maintaining that same eerie calm. "Then drive to White."

The threat to the innocent bystander changed Stella's calculations instantly. She couldn't risk the woman's life, no matter how confident she felt in her combat skills. The fog curled around them in ghostly tendrils as Stella weighed her limited options.

"Free her first,” Stella said, keeping her voice measured despite the fury building inside her chest, "and I'll play along."

The gun eased off her skull as they stepped from the church alcove into the misty evening air. He nudged her forward, the weapon now tucked under his jacket but clearly still aimed at her side. His other hand gripped her elbow with bruising force, guiding her down the steps like a macabre parody of a gentleman escorting his date.

They strode through the thickening fog toward the gray car, which sat parked at an awkward angle against the curb, driver's door already ajar. The woman bolted out the moment they approached, her flowered dress swishing against the vinyl seat as she scrambled free. Her eyes met Stella's as she passed—fear mingled with unmistakable gratitude, her hands trembling as she clutched her purse to her chest.

"She stays safe at the church, or I stay," Stella said firmly, nodding her chin toward the building behind them. The stone facade glowed softly in the diffused streetlights, its sanctuary promising a protection she could no longer seek.

"Fine," the gunman growled, now aiming openly at Stella's neck from outside the vehicle. "She's not part of this anyway."

The woman fled up the church steps without looking back, her hunched silhouette disappearing into the mist. Stella slid behind the wheel, the seat still warm from its previous occupant. The car smelled of floral perfume and something medicinal—perhaps the arthritis cream often used by the elderly. A rosary hung from the rearview mirror, swinging gently as the door closed behind her.

"Start it," the backseat man snapped, his tone taking on a harder edge. The dome light illuminated just enough of his face to reveal a scar running from his left eye to his jaw, puckered and white against his tanned skin.

Stella's hands moved to the ignition, the key already in place. She couldn't afford to show fear now—not when her survival depended on remaining clearheaded. Years of combat zones had taught her that panic was a luxury afforded only to those with nothing to lose. She pressed the starter button, the engine rumbling to life. Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel, the leather warm and smooth beneath her grip.

The man leaned forward, jamming the gun's butt against the base of her skull, the pressure sending a jolt of pain down her spine. "Drive."

"Where?" Stella kept her voice neutral, refusing to let him hear her fear.

"South."

As they pulled away from the curb, San Francisco's familiar hills rolled past the windows, ghostly in the fog's embrace. Streetlights created diffused halos in the mist, pedestrians appearing and disappearing like apparitions on the sidewalks. The city she knew so intimately had transformed into something alien and threatening.

Heading toward the freeway, her mind churned through escape scenarios. She could crash the car deliberately, gambling that the impact would incapacitate her captors more than herself. But such a move would cost her any chance of reaching White—and possibly her life as well. She needed to play along until a better opportunity presented itself.

"You're plotting something stupid," he said, reading her expression in the rearview mirror with unsettling accuracy. "Don't. No stops, no signals. Drive steady, see tomorrow."

Stella bit her lip, eyes fixed on the road ahead as they merged onto the highway. Traffic thinned as they moved south, the city's dense urban landscape giving way to warehouses and industrial sprawl. The neon signs of restaurants and shops faded behind them, replaced by the utilitarian glow of security lights around manufacturing complexes and distribution centers.

San Francisco receded in the distance, the familiar skyline disappearing completely as they drove deeper into the peninsula. Daylight had fully surrendered to evening's embrace, the car's headlights cutting twin paths through the darkness. The fog thinned as they traveled south, but a heavy mist still clung to low-lying areas, creating pools of ghostly white against the black asphalt.

"Next exit," he barked suddenly, jabbing his finger at an industrial complex sign looming ahead.

She veered off the highway, following his terse directions through a maze of increasingly desolate streets. The neighborhoods they passed grew progressively more abandoned—defunct factories with broken windows, empty lots choked with weeds, the occasional cluster of homeless encampments tucked against chain-link fences.

"There."

A crumbling warehouse materialized from the gloom, its concrete facade stained with decades of neglect, windows either boarded or shattered. A chain-link fence surrounded the property, topped with rusted barbed wire. A single security light flickered erratically above a side entrance, casting alternating shadows and illumination across the cracked pavement.

She pulled to a stop near the side door as instructed, cutting the engine. The sudden silence felt oppressive, broken only by the ticking of the cooling engine and the distant wail of a freight train.

"Throw the keys out the window."

Stella complied, the metal jingling as it hit the pavement outside. His door creaked open behind her, the interior light revealing the gun still trained steadily on her head.

"Out."

The moment both her feet touched the ground, Stella exploded into action. She flung her door wide with all her strength, creating a momentary barrier between them, and bolted past the car's nose. The pain in her ankle from the earlier crash vanished beneath a fresh flood of adrenaline as she sprinted across the lot in a random zigzag pattern.

A bullet whizzed past her left ear, the sound of the shot echoing off the surrounding buildings. She'd gambled correctly that his aim would suffer at speed in the dark. Behind her, boots pounded on pavement and curses filled the air as he pursued.

She wove between abandoned vehicles rusting in the lot, eyes frantically scanning for anything that might serve as a weapon. A flash of metal caught her attention—a toolbox had spilled its contents beside a jacked-up wreck of a car. Stella lunged for it, fingers closing around a heavy wrench just as her pursuer rounded the vehicle's hood.

He charged at her with unexpected speed. Stella swung the wrench in a wide arc, connecting solidly with his wrist. The impact produced a sickening crack as bones shattered. His gun clattered to the ground as he howled in pain, clutching the broken wrist to his chest. Stella dove forward, executing a perfect combat roll that ended with the pistol in her hand.

She rose to her feet in one fluid motion, the weapon now aimed steadily at her attacker's chest. "I'll end you," she warned, voice deadly calm despite her heaving breaths.

The man's eyes narrowed, calculation replacing pain as he assessed her stance. He lunged forward suddenly—a desperate, primal move. Stella's trigger finger responded instantly. The bullet tore through his kneecap with surgical precision before he'd crossed half the distance between them. He crashed to the ground with an agonized scream, clutching at the shattered joint as blood pooled beneath him. She approached cautiously, weapon still trained on his writhing form. A moment's calculation told her that leaving him alive was risky but necessary—the shots would have alerted White to her presence, and she needed to move quickly before he escaped.

"Stay down!" she growled, satisfaction coursing through her as his palms shot up in surrender, face contorted with pain.

Stella turned and sprinted toward the warehouse, her entire body focused on what lay ahead. The door yielded to her shoulder with surprising ease, swinging open silently on well-oiled hinges. Inside, a cavernous space stretched before her, dim and reeking of oil, rust, and something chemical she couldn't immediately identify. Machinery hummed in the distance, a low, steady drone beneath the silence.

The concrete floor beneath her boots was stained with decades of industrial spills, the dark patches forming a macabre mosaic in the low light. Scattered throughout the space were debris from the building's former life—metal shards, stacked crates, splintered wooden pallets. A rusted forklift hulked in one corner, its battery long dead. Glass crunched beneath her feet as she passed an oil drum, its contents a mystery she had no desire to solve.

A pale face materialized from the shadows, then stepped deliberately into a pool of light. Stella's breath caught in her throat as she recognized him instantly, though he appeared different from the photos she'd studied. Luke White stood before her, older and sharper than his images had suggested, the prominent beer gut apparently shed in recent months. His white polo shirt and khaki slacks were immaculate despite the filthy surroundings, his shoes polished to a high shine—more suited to a board room than this industrial wasteland. His hair, cropped close to his skull, framed thick lips and the signature puffy, red nose that had earned him the nickname "Rudolph" among his enemies.

Behind him, plastic sheeting had been spread across the floor—a kill spot, pristine and ready for her blood. The sight sent ice through Stella's veins. This wasn't an interrogation or a negotiation; it was an assassination staged for her arrival.

"Where's your crew, White?" she taunted, forcing confidence into her voice despite the growing certainty that she was walking into her own execution. "Too good to kill me yourself?"

He laughed, the sound surprisingly rich and genuine. "Boss or not, I've spilled blood before. Been a while, but some skills you don't forget."

"Long time since, I'd wager," she replied. "You seem rusty. Sending thugs after a single woman? Not exactly the mark of a hands-on leader."

He edged closer, his own gun held loosely at his side as if he didn't consider her a serious threat. The weapon gleamed dully in the low light, its barrel pointed casually toward the floor. "I avoid the mess when I can, but you've crippled my cleaner. Seems I'll have to handle this myself."

Stella stalled, continuing to assess her surroundings while keeping him talking. Her Glock remained at her waist, a comforting weight against her lower back. She could draw and fire in under a second—but at this range, he might still get a shot off before falling. The odds weren't in her favor.

The District Attorney's plea echoed in her mind: Let them handle it. She could bolt now, take her chances with the door behind her. White would likely miss at this distance in the poor light. But the thought died as quickly as it formed. Running meant abandoning her quest for vengeance—allowing her father's blood to go unanswered. She'd been drawn here, delivered to White's doorstep. This was her opportunity, perhaps her only one.

"Why come in?" he asked, genuine curiosity coloring his tone. "You could have run. Called the cops."

Stella advanced a few paces, her movements deliberate and controlled. Her gun remained hidden at her back. She stopped about ten feet from him, close enough to see the pores on his nose, the bloodshot veins in his eyes. "You know why."

"Gritty," he said with something like admiration, his weapon tipping up slightly. "Your uncle missed a boss in you."

"Default heir now—thanks to your kills," she replied, bitterness infusing each word.

"That's your death warrant," White said casually, as if discussing the weather. Then his tone shifted, becoming almost conciliatory. "Or you could join me. Our families working together? We'd be unstoppable."

"You murdered my father," she spat, venom rising in her throat along with tears she refused to shed. "Cold-blooded, at my uncle's grave. In front of his family. In front of me."

White shrugged, his expression morphing into a mocking pout. "It was necessary. Business."

"Coward," she hissed, rage boiling over. "You hid behind a flunky and then ordered his suicide if caught."

He raised his palms in a gesture of innocence, his gun still glinting in his right hand. "Killing himself was his call. I guess death seemed a better prospect than spending a lifetime behind bars. Some people prefer a quick exit."

"Coward," she repeated, the word carrying all her contempt.

White's smirk faded, his expression hardening as he raised his gun to aim directly at her chest. Stella's own weapon remained tantalizingly close, inches from her grasp at her lower back. One move in that direction would trigger an immediate shot. She needed to close the distance first.

Memories of Baghdad flashed in her mind—Jordan, her unit's hand-to-hand expert, demonstrating how to disarm a gunman at close range. Slow, surrendering steps followed by an explosive charge once within striking distance. She'd practiced the move a hundred times in training, but here there was no backup, no team waiting to intervene if she failed.

Mirroring those lessons from years ago, Stella raised her palms in apparent surrender, her posture softening. "I don't want death," she said, her voice deliberately quiet as she eased a half-step closer. "If it's join or die, tell me what the deal is."

A flicker of triumph gleamed in White's watery blue eyes as he believed her capitulation.

"I'm not my family," she pressed, taking another small step forward, her movements fluid and unthreatening. "I never wanted their legacy."

He chuckled, a predator confident in his kill. "Having a woman as head of the family might be a start toward modernization."

"Exactly," she agreed, continuing her careful approach. "I could shield what's left of them with a deal, not a war. I'm a lover, not a fighter, White."

Now close enough to smell his cologne—an expensive, musky scent that couldn't quite mask the whiskey on his breath—she made her move. Stella dropped into a fighting crouch with lightning speed, her hand reaching for her Glock.

"What—" His voice faltered, confusion replacing confidence.

Stella sprang upward, the knife from her boot appearing in her hand before her Glock could clear its holster. The blade flashed in the dim light, aiming for his throat. White reacted with unexpected speed, smashing her hand with the butt of his gun. A bone in her wrist snapped with an audible crack, sending white-hot pain shooting up her arm. The knife clattered to the concrete floor between them.

She clenched her teeth against the agony radiating from her broken wrist, refusing to cry out. As she struggled to maintain her focus through the haze of pain, White bent down and snatched up her fallen blade, a triumphant smile spreading across his face.

"Nice try," he said, tossing the knife from hand to hand with practiced ease. "Almost had me."
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Emerging into the night, Stella faced a convoy of police cars, ambulances, and firetrucks thundering into the lot, lights slashing through the darkness like violent strokes of red and blue paint. Sirens wailed at various pitches, their discordant chorus piercing her ears until she winced from the assault. She blinked rapidly, dazed by the sudden flood of activity after the warehouse's dim interior. The copper taste of White's blood lingered on her lips where it had splattered, metallic and accusatory.

Chaos erupted around her—shouts overlapping into unintelligible noise, engines growling, boots crunching on gravel as officers poured from vehicles. The smell of diesel exhaust mingled with the night air, creating a toxic cloud that burned her nostrils. Her broken wrist throbbed with each heartbeat, the pain a constant reminder of what she'd just done.

A navy blue sedan skidded to a halt beside her, tires sending pebbles flying against her legs. The door flew open before the vehicle had fully stopped. Ana sprang from the driver's seat, her face a mask of concern as she raced toward Stella. The dome light illuminated the car's interior for a moment before the door slammed shut, casting them back into the strobing emergency lights.

Ana grabbed Stella's shoulders, her fingers digging in with surprising strength. "You okay? Are you hit?" Her eyes scanned Stella for injuries, lingering on the blood-spattered shirt and broken wrist held awkwardly against her torso.

Stella's throat felt raw, as if she'd been screaming for hours, though she didn't remember making a sound. "White's dead," she managed, the words falling from her lips like stones.

"Hand it over," Ana said urgently, reaching for the gun still dangling from Stella's left hand. The weapon felt impossibly heavy now, her fingers stiff and reluctant to release it. "Don't want a twitchy rookie pegging you as the bad guy. Crouch, set it down easy."

Around them, voices clashed as officers continued pouring from their vehicles, radios crackling with static-filled chatter. Orders were shouted across the lot—"Secure the perimeter!" "Check for additional suspects!" "Get the medics inside!"—creating a symphony of controlled urgency. Ana spun toward the nearest group, her hand raised with authoritative command. "Check inside!" she bellowed, her voice cutting through the din. "Medics—here, now!"

A gray-suited man with silver-streaked hair materialized beside them, his FBI badge gleaming in the flashing lights. Stella recognized him from Ana's office—Director Chalamet, his face etched with lines of concern and authority. "What happened here, Rodriguez?" he asked, his tone carefully measured.

"Still sorting through the details," Ana replied, her voice clipped and professional despite the chaos surrounding them. "This is Stella LaRosa. She's with me for questioning—I'll update you first once I have the full picture."

Shouts erupted from the warehouse door as a group of officers emerged. "DOA inside! White male, late fifties, gunshot wound to the head!"

Stella's eyes locked with Ana's, a silent pulse of understanding passing between them. The enormity of what she'd done settled over her like a physical weight—she had executed Luke White in cold blood. Not self-defense, not protection, but deliberate vengeance. The realization should have horrified her, but she felt only a hollow emptiness where remorse should be.

"The other guys?" Stella asked, suddenly remembering the wounded man in the parking lot.

"What others?" Ana frowned, her gaze sharpening with concern.

Stella swept the lot with her eyes, searching for the injured gunman, but the space where he had fallen was empty. The gray sedan was gone as well, leaving behind only a dark stain on the pavement where his blood had pooled. He had somehow managed to escape, taking the car with him or being collected by another member of White's crew. "Forget it," she said, the implications of a surviving witness sending a chill through her already aching body.

"Into my car," Ana said, one hand on Stella's elbow as she steered her through the chaos. "I need your statement before the cops pull you in for formal questioning."

"How did you find me?" Stella asked, her voice sounding distant and unfamiliar to her own ears.

"Find My Phone, remember?" Ana replied, a hint of a smile touching her lips despite the gravity of the situation. "You weren't answering calls or texts, so I tracked your location. When I saw where you were headed, I called for backup and came right away."

"Seriously?" Stella blinked in surprise, momentarily distracted from the pain radiating from her wrist. "That actually worked?"

"Told you it would," Ana said, guiding her to the passenger door of her sedan. "No one escapes modern surveillance, not even badass reporters with vendettas. Now get in and lock the door."

Stella complied without argument, sinking into the seat with a wince as her battered body protested the movement. Through the windshield, she watched EMS technicians, police officers, and firefighters swarming into the warehouse, their silhouettes moving with practiced efficiency. One by one, they emerged again, their faces grim and postures tense. Each time someone exited the building, their eyes invariably turned toward Ana's car, staring at Stella with expressions ranging from curiosity to open hostility.

A sergeant with three chevrons on his sleeve detached himself from a group of officers and marched purposefully toward the sedan. His face was set in rigid lines of disapproval as he approached Stella's window, rapping sharply on the glass with his knuckles. She could see his mouth moving, demanding she exit the vehicle, but the words were muffled through the closed window.

Stella leaned back in her seat, closing her eyes against the pounding headache that had begun to build behind her right temple. The sergeant's knocking grew more insistent, his voice rising to a shout that she could now hear even through the glass. She shut him out, focusing instead on the throbbing pain in her wrist—a physical anchor in the storm of emotions threatening to overwhelm her.

Ana's voice cut through the chaos outside, authoritative and final. Stella cracked her eyes open to see her friend facing off with the sergeant, his back now to the car as Ana stood her ground, one hand gesturing emphatically. Their exchange was heated, but brief. With a final disgusted look over his shoulder at Stella, the sergeant stomped off toward a cluster of patrol cars.

Stella reached across the center console with her uninjured hand, popping the lock on the driver's side door.

Ana slid in, slightly breathless from the confrontation. "He says you're a person of interest in a homicide investigation and need to be taken to the station immediately."

"And you said?"

"That you're a material witness in an ongoing FBI investigation into organized crime, and you'll give your statement when and where I say you will." Ana's grim smile held a touch of fierce satisfaction. "FBI trumps local PD, at least for the moment."

Stella nodded, a wave of gratitude washing over her for Ana's unwavering support. "They found the execution chamber he had rigged for me in there?"

"Yup," Ana confirmed, her expression darkening. "Plastic sheeting, acid bath, the works. He was planning to dispose of your body completely. No evidence, no questions. That'll back your self-defense claim."

"Good."

"They didn't find any surveillance cameras inside, which is a stroke of luck. The warehouse seems deliberately off-grid."

"Probably best," Stella muttered, the implications clear between them. No footage meant no evidence of the exact circumstances of White's death—whether it had truly been self-defense or something else entirely.

Ana's glance flicked toward her, alarm briefly crossing her features, before she schooled her expression back to neutral. "Let's shape your story now, before anyone else questions you."

"Not much to say," Stella replied, fatigue settling into her bones as the adrenaline began to ebb. "He had me brought there to kill me. I was faster."

"Come on," Ana pressed, voice low and urgent. "We need something more concrete to keep you out of prison. Give me details I can work with—sequence of events, exact threats made, who drew first."

Stella sighed, the weight of White's death settling heavier on her shoulders with each passing moment. Despite her exhaustion, she recognized the necessity of crafting a narrative that would hold up under scrutiny.

"Speak of the devil," Ana interrupted, peering into the rearview mirror at an approaching vehicle. "D.A.'s here already. How is he always so fast?"

"He's not awful," Stella said, remembering her previous encounter with Johnny Gonzalez. "Beats his pitbull assistant, McKenzie."

"You'll rethink that assessment if he nails you for second-degree murder and you're looking at twenty-five to life," Ana warned, her tone deadly serious.

"Fair point," Stella conceded, straightening in her seat despite the protest from her various injuries.

A sharp rap on Ana's window announced the District Attorney's arrival. Gonzalez stood beside the car, his compact frame somehow projecting authority despite his modest height.

"Stella LaRosa," he acknowledged with a curt nod when Ana finally cracked her window.

She dipped her head in response, not trusting herself to speak.

"She needs a medic," Ana interjected before Gonzalez could continue. "Broken wrist, possible concussion, multiple lacerations."

"Why is she in your car instead of an ambulance then?" he asked, his gaze never leaving Stella's face.

"Keeping her clear of trigger-happy rookies," Ana replied without missing a beat. "They rolled in hot on a hostage call and she's covered in blood. Not exactly ideal circumstances for proper protocol."

"Exactly my thoughts," he agreed, surprising both women with his reasonableness. His gaze shifted to Stella's awkwardly held wrist. "How's the hand, Ms. LaRosa?"

"Bad," she admitted, flexing her fingers slightly and immediately regretting it as fresh pain lanced up her arm.

He pivoted, shouting toward the cluster of emergency vehicles. "I need a medic over here now!"

"I'll drive her to the hospital if they clear it," Ana offered, her tone carefully neutral.

"Any other injuries I should know about?" Gonzalez asked, his piercing gaze returning to Stella.

"Nothing major. Just some scrapes and bruises from earlier today." She deliberately omitted mentioning the motorcycle crash, saving that complication for another time.

"I'll see you at the hospital after they've checked you out." His tone made it clear this wasn't a suggestion but a statement of fact.

"Thank you," she said, the words inadequate but sincere.

With a nod, he strode away to confer with a group of detectives, his authoritative presence immediately drawing their attention.

Ana exhaled slowly. "You're right—he's not terrible."

She turned the key in the ignition, the engine rumbling to life beneath them, but a shout from outside stopped her from pulling away. Tires screeched on pavement as another car lurched to a halt nearby. A man leapt from the driver's seat, his badge glinting in the emergency lights as he pushed past a uniformed officer trying to hold him back from the scene.

Rob Griffin charged toward their car, his face flushed with exertion, dark brows knotted with concern. Despite the bandage still visible at his throat, he moved with determined speed, his eyes fixed on Stella through the windshield.
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Griffin dashed over to Stella, emergency lights painting his face in alternating streaks of red and blue. His strong hands seized her shoulders with unexpected gentleness despite his urgency, the warmth of his touch seeping through her jacket and startling her. She stepped out of the car. The familiar scent of his aftershave—subtle notes of sandalwood and cedar—reached her even through the chaos of diesel exhaust and medicinal smells surrounding them.

His chest heaved from the sprint across the lot, breath coming in ragged bursts. "You're alive!" The words erupted from him, raw with relief that seemed to surprise even him.

Stella fought to mask the tremor in her response, oddly moved by his obvious concern. "Damn right I am."

Griffin shut his eyes for a moment, exhaling a long, controlled breath as if centering himself. When he opened them again, the intensity in his dark gaze pierced through her defenses. "Radio crackled with chatter about a shooting—a woman found at the scene, your name. Thought the worst."

Their stares locked, his eyes drilling into hers with an emotion she couldn't—or wouldn't—name. She hated how transparent she felt under his scrutiny, as if he could see past the blood and grime to the darkness she carried inside. Yet something in the raw vulnerability of his expression kept her gaze anchored to his, unable to look away even as her pulse quickened uncomfortably.

"It's fine," she said, finally breaking the connection and glancing toward the warehouse. "White's gone. For good this time."

Ana stepped between them, her voice steady amid the wailing sirens and shouted orders that continued to fill the night air. "D.A. Gonzalez is going to be stopping by the hospital. Her statement needs to be taken officially."

"What happened?" Griffin pressed, reaching for Stella's arm with a gentle touch that belied the urgency in his voice. "How did you end up here alone?"

Stella edged back instinctively, putting space between them. The physical withdrawal was a reflex, a defensive mechanism against the concern radiating from him. The hurt that flashed across his face at her retreat sent an unexpected pang through her chest.

"Just some scratches and a broken wrist," she muttered, brushing off his concern despite the throbbing pain that radiated up her arm with each heartbeat. "Nothing I can't handle."

Guilt pierced her at the wounded shadow that crossed Griffin's features. What exactly lay beneath that look? Hurt at her dismissal? Fear for her safety? Something deeper and more complicated that she wasn't ready to acknowledge?

She nodded at the thick white bandage still wrapped around his neck, standing out starkly against his olive skin. "Thought you were supposed to be bedbound. Doctor's orders."

He brushed the bandage self-consciously, a sheepish grin softening his features despite the gravity of their surroundings. "Yeah, my sister's going to kill me when she finds out I bolted from the house. Probably worse than whoever tried to slit my throat."

"Wait—" Ana's eyebrows shot up as she glanced between them, realization dawning in her expression. "You were supposedly recovering, but still had a police scanner running?"

"Maybe," Griffin admitted, the single word carrying a wealth of implications.

"Rob," Ana snapped, her tone balancing between exasperation and genuine concern, "get back to bed. Now. Stella's fine, I've got this covered, White's permanently out of commission. The world will keep spinning without your supervision for one night."

Stella's gaze shifted to him, worry creeping past her defenses as she took in the pallor beneath his complexion. "You're actually cleared to be running around like this?"

Griffin shrugged, attempting casualness despite the visible strain in his posture. The bandage at his throat shifted slightly with the movement. "Detective work is off-limits. Other activities are fair game."

"Other activities like racing to a potential crime scene in the middle of the night?" Skepticism saturated her tone.

He looked aside, jaw tightening as he avoided her questioning gaze. The muscle along his jawline twitched, betraying the tension he was trying to hide.

An officer bellowed Ana's name from across the lot. She squeezed Stella's uninjured arm before striding off, her boots clicking decisively against the pavement as she crossed to speak with a group of evidence technicians. The departure left Stella and Griffin in an island of relative quiet amid the surrounding chaos.

"Stella," Griffin murmured, his voice dropping to a register that seemed to vibrate in her chest. The distant sirens and radio chatter faded as he leaned closer, his words meant for her alone. "I'd have unraveled completely if something had happened to you."

She winced involuntarily, a reflexive flinch at the raw emotion in his voice. Immediately, she regretted the reaction as Griffin's expression shuttered, a wall visibly slamming down between them. He turned away, shoulders squared, steps heavy, as he began to move toward his vehicle.

Before he could retreat further, Stella shot out her uninjured hand, catching his wrist. His skin was warm beneath her fingers, his pulse jumping at her touch. He froze, glancing back over his shoulder, surprise evident in the widening of his eyes.

She leaned in, close enough that her breath brushed his ear, her voice barely above a whisper. "I'd break if you went down too."

He squeezed her hand, the pressure firm but fleeting, before releasing her. When he turned to face her again, his eyes searched hers with an intensity that made her breath catch.

"You mean that?" The question hung between them, laden with meanings beyond the simple words.

She nodded, her throat suddenly too tight for speech, the admission harder than facing down armed men.

"What's that mean, exactly?" he pressed, voice rough with emotion, his body angled toward hers despite the buffer of space between them.

"I can't," she murmured, the words fraying at the edges as she struggled to articulate feelings she'd kept buried for too long. The night air felt suddenly too thin to breathe. "Not now. Not with everything happening."

"I won't wait forever," he said, stepping closer until she could feel the heat radiating from his body. "Not until I'm half-dead in a hospital bed, wondering if you feel this too." His hand hovered near her arm, hesitating before dropping back to his side without making contact.

"Wait—" Her brow furrowed in confusion, a realization dawning. "You heard me? In the hospital?"

"Thought it was a fever dream at first," he admitted, his voice softening with the memory. "But it wasn't a dream, was it?"

A small smile, genuine despite the circumstances, tugged at her lips. "No."

A car horn blared, the sound sharp and jarring in the night air. They both turned to see the D.A.'s sedan idling nearby, Gonzalez watching them with unmistakable impatience from the driver's seat.

Griffin scowled at the interruption. "Who's that?"

"The D.A.," Stella explained, unable to keep the exasperation from her voice. "Apparently, he's personally escorting me to the hospital before I give my statement."

"Johnny's decent," Griffin offered, lifting a hand in greeting toward the vehicle. Gonzalez returned the gesture with a curt nod, his expression remaining neutral but watchful.

"Get that wrist checked now,” Griffin said, his voice softening as his gaze returned to her. "Then we talk. For real this time. No more dancing around this thing between us."

Stella didn't reply, the words she needed tangling inside her chest like barbed wire. Before she could sort through the knot of emotions, Griffin stepped closer, his movement deliberate and unhesitating. His lips brushed her forehead in a touch so gentle it sent an unexpected shiver down her spine—a fleeting warmth against her skin that was gone before she could fully process it.

Then he was walking away, his tall figure soon swallowed by the crowd of emergency personnel still swarming the scene. Stella stood motionless, watching the space where he had disappeared, her skin still tingling from the contact, her breath caught somewhere between her lungs and her throat.
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Stella and Ana slouched in Gonzalez's leather chairs, the creak of hide underscoring the wait as he sparred with the governor—or so Stella inferred, catching his tight, clipped replies, a frustrated sigh slicing the air, pauses heavy with authority on the other end. The district attorney's office smelled of expensive cologne, leather-bound law books, and the faint trace of scotch that lingered from a crystal decanter on the credenza behind his massive desk. Despite the late hour, the lighting remained harsh and unforgiving, casting shadows that deepened the lines of fatigue on both women's faces.

Through the tinted windows, San Francisco's skyline glittered against the night sky, a display of light and power that seemed to mock the gravity of their situation. Stella's bandaged wrist throbbed in time with her heartbeat, the hospital's painkillers already beginning to fade. The emergency room doctor had set and wrapped it with clinical efficiency, his eyes never quite meeting hers as he worked, clearly recognizing her from the news coverage of White's death that had erupted within minutes of the shooting.

Gonzalez clacked the receiver down with finality, the sound echoing in the otherwise silent office. He shook his head, a dry laugh escaping as he ran both hands over his face in a gesture of pure exhaustion. "This is a damn circus," he muttered, his voice rough with fatigue. "Reporters camped outside my house, hounding my wife and kids—I've been sleeping on that couch since this mess blew up. Lost track of what day it is."

"Lucky for you I'm the only reporter who knows the truth," Stella said, a smirk touching her lips despite her weariness. "I'll filter the story, share what people need to know. Circus tamed."

Gonzalez pinned her with a penetrating stare, his dark eyes narrowing. "Not happening, LaRosa."

"Why not?" she challenged, straightening slightly in her chair despite the protest from her bruised body.

"Because you're not just reporting the story—you are the story." His tone left no room for argument.

She scoffed, defiance flaring despite her exhaustion. "I am not the story. White's organization, the corruption, the Emerald Legion's web of influence—that's the story."

"The Emerald Legion hunts your family across two counties, you leave bodies in your wake—even if it's self-defense—and you think you're not the headline?" He leaned forward, his forearms resting on the polished mahogany of his desk. "Wake up, LaRosa. Your name is already trending."

Stella flinched at his blunt assessment. "Ouch."

He held her stare, unyielding.

She straightened further, hope flaring briefly. "You said self-defense. Does that mean I'm clear?"

Stella pushed up from her chair, the leather groaning in protest as she rose, but Gonzalez raised a palm, halting her mid-motion. "Hold it."

He turned toward the window, exhaling heavily as he gazed out at the city. The harsh overhead lights reflected in the glass, illuminating the deep fatigue etched into his features. Days of crisis management had hollowed his cheeks and darkened the circles beneath his eyes, lending him the haggard look of a man carrying an impossible burden.

"The task force is fully operational now," he said finally, turning back to face them.

Ana's discovery had ignited a firestorm within law enforcement circles. Three days before White's death, Ruby's accidental revelation—an email never meant for her eyes but sent by a distracted accountant who confused "Ruby" with "Rudy"—had become the key that unlocked the Emerald Legion's darkest secrets. That single typo had exposed not just a list but an entire spreadsheet documenting years of payments and bribes that formed the Legion's power structure.

In the seventy-two hours since Ana had forwarded the document to Gonzalez, a hastily assembled task force had begun methodically working through the spreadsheet. The document revealed rows of payments—hundreds of transactions linking San Francisco and Sacramento officials to the Legion's criminal empire. Politicians, administrators, police officers, bureaucrats, business leaders—all compromised by decades of bribes designed to ensure they either actively assisted the Legion or conveniently looked away when needed. Ana's own supervisor, Martha Craig, appeared in the ledger, alongside two other bureau agents and a high-ranking official in Washington. The Legion's influence reached further and deeper than anyone had dared imagine.

Now the task force had begun its work—twelve high-profile arrests already made, with dozens more pending as evidence was compiled. The city's power structure was being dismantled and rebuilt in real time.

Gonzalez swiveled back to Stella, fatigue momentarily replaced by determination. "Your statement is with my assistant already?"

She nodded, recalling the detailed account she'd provided immediately upon their arrival. The words still fresh in her mind, a carefully constructed narrative that contained just enough truth to be believable while omitting the cold calculation of her final confrontation with White.

He tapped at his trackpad, the screen's blue glow illuminating his furrowed brow as he scanned the document. Stella exchanged a quick glance with Ana, the room thick with tension as they awaited his verdict. The distant sounds of the city filtered through the windows—sirens, car horns, the ever-present urban soundtrack that continued regardless of individual crises.

Gonzalez exhaled slowly, lifting his eyes from the screen. "Self-defense," he announced, the words falling into the silence with the weight of judgment. "Clean-cut case. Not my final determination, but I'll recommend to the county attorney that no charges be filed once we hand over the evidence we've collected."

Ana stood immediately, relief evident in the loosening of her shoulders.

Stella remained seated a moment longer, processing the implications. Then she slowly rose to her feet, her sore muscles protesting the movement.

Gonzalez studied her for a beat, his expression unreadable. "You're free to go, Ms. LaRosa—but stay available. The grand jury may still want to hear your testimony."

"No problem," she replied, shifting her weight to ease the pressure on her aching legs. "I'm not going anywhere."

He leaned back in his chair, the leather protesting beneath his weight. "Try to stay out of trouble. Don't darken my door again too soon."

She smirked, finding a hint of her usual sharpness despite her exhaustion. "I could say the same to you."

Stella strode toward the exit, the carpet soft beneath her boots as she moved with as much dignity as her battered body would allow. The knowledge that she had eliminated the man responsible for her father's death settled into her bones—not with the satisfaction she'd expected, but with a strange, hollow weight.

"Thank you both," Ana said, gathering her belongings as she followed Stella to the door.

"Either of you," Gonzalez called after them as they reached the hallway, "show up in my investigation files again, and all bets are off."

Ana flicked a casual wave over her shoulder as the heavy door swung shut behind them, sealing them off from the district attorney's penetrating gaze. The fluorescent lighting in the hallway cast everything in a harsh, clinical glow after the muted ambiance of Gonzalez's office. Their footsteps echoed against marble floors as they made their way toward the elevator, each lost in their own thoughts about the night's events and their narrowly avoided consequences.
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Stella sat with Aunt Jo at the broad wooden table beneath her parents' grape arbor, a vine's shade dappling the worn grain with shifting patterns of light and shadow. The rich scent of ripening fruit hung in the air, mingling with the savory aromas still lingering from Sunday dinner—garlic, basil, and the distinctive tang of her mother's homemade tomato sauce. The early evening sun cast golden rays through the arbor's leafy canopy, warming the back of Stella's neck as she sipped her sparkling water.

Her brothers and cousins lounged near the garden shed, their cigarette smoke curling skyward in lazy blue-gray ribbons. The younger ones vaped, clouds of sweet-scented vapor swirling in front of them before dissipating in the gentle breeze. The sight of them gathered there pierced Stella with unexpected grief, memories washing over her with painful clarity.

After Sunday supper, she and her father had often slipped behind that same shed, sharing a cigarette while her mother pretended not to notice. He would tell her stories of his childhood, letting his guard down in those private moments, his eyes crinkling at the corners when he laughed. That ritual had died with him, buried alongside his body. Now her brothers and cousins puffed openly—new patriarchs staking their claim on family traditions. Stella welcomed the shift. Let them reign; she wanted no part of it.

Nieces and nephews bustled around the yard, clearing platters streaked with remnants of the feast—spaghetti stains, breadcrumb trails, wilted salad leaves, and smears of tiramisu. Stella noted with approval that this generation didn't restrict cleanup to the girls alone. The subtle change gave her hope, a small indication that some things could evolve for the better despite the family's entrenched traditions.

The air carried an intoxicating blend of spices, garlic, and red wine that still filled the crystal decanters on the table. Stella sipped her sparkling water, the bubbles sharp against her tongue. The wine's ruby depths tempted her, promising temporary numbness to the grief that swelled anew at each Sunday dinner without her father. She knew better, though—one glass would never be enough. It would do its job too well, drowning the sorrow until she couldn't find the surface again.

Her mother swept through the glass patio door, making a beeline for Stella. Celeste's perfume—the same Chanel No. 5 she'd worn for decades—announced her presence before she planted a kiss on her daughter's cheek. Her eyes gleamed with unusual brightness in the fading light.

"You okay, Ma?" Stella asked, studying the subtle changes in her mother's expression.

"I'll manage," Celeste replied, her voice steadier than it had been in weeks. The black clothes she'd worn since the funeral had given way to a soft floral dress, the first hint of color returning to her wardrobe. She turned to Jo with a gentle smile. "How are you holding up? And Ruby?"

Ruby had departed that morning, passport in hand, as she boarded a flight bound for Australia. She'd accepted a nannying position with a family the LaRosas had known for generations, putting literal continents between herself and the trauma she'd endured.

"She's healing," Jo said, her fingers tracing the condensation on her water glass. "She was beaming when I dropped her at the airport. Said the distance would do her good." A wistful smile crossed her face. "She's already begging me to visit once she's settled."

"You've got to!" Stella encouraged, a genuine smile breaking through her usual reserve. "Australia's gorgeous. You deserve a break after everything that's happened."

Her mother's gaze suddenly shifted, catching something—or someone—approaching behind Stella. "Excuse me!" she said, darting away with unexpected enthusiasm. A clatter sounded at the patio door, followed by her mother's delighted exclamation. Stella pivoted in her seat, curiosity piqued.

Griffin stepped through the doorway, carefully balancing a homemade pie, its golden crust still steaming slightly at the edges where juices bubbled through. Her mother beamed at him, taking the dessert from his hands with a conspiratorial smile before tilting her head meaningfully in Stella's direction.

"Jo!" Celeste called across the yard. "Come help me with the pie duty!"

No one seemed to notice or care that they already had three other desserts spread across the kitchen counter inside. Stella's cheeks flushed with warmth that had nothing to do with the evening sun as Griffin wove his way through scattered lawn chairs and playing children toward her. The bandage at his throat was smaller now, just a square of white against his olive skin instead of the bulky wrap from the hospital.

He eased into the chair beside her, the wooden seat creaking slightly under his weight. The absence of the pie left his hands momentarily unoccupied, and he ran one palm nervously over his dark jeans.

"That looks rough," he said, nodding toward her wrist, encased in a lightweight cast decorated with her niece's colorful drawings of hearts and flowers.

"Call me Rocky," she quipped, flexing her fingers where they emerged from the cast. "Boxer's fracture, but it's healing well."

"Thanks for the invite," he said, his dark eyes warm as they met hers. "Mazzoli's practically giddy that you don't seem to hate me anymore."

Her eyes widened at the revelation, heat rising to her cheeks. Her lifelong friend had been playing matchmaker behind her back. The urge to deny any previous animosity toward Griffin rose to her lips, but good manners in front of family held her tongue. "I never hated you," she said instead, the words soft but honest.

Her mother materialized beside them, carrying a plate piled impossibly high with food—a mountain of spaghetti topped with meatballs, garlic bread perched precariously on the edge, and a generous portion of salad all arranged specifically for the newcomer. The message couldn't have been clearer if she'd skywritten it: this man is welcome here.

"Amazing!" Griffin exclaimed with genuine enthusiasm, diving into the food without hesitation.

Celeste caught Stella's eye and winked—actually winked—before retreating toward the house with a satisfied smile. Mortified by her mother's transparency, Stella reached for the wine bottle on the table, pouring two generous glasses. She downed hers in several quick swallows, the rich flavor barely registering before she refilled her glass. The warmth of the alcohol spread through her chest, unable to compete with the heat of embarrassment coloring her cheeks.

Griffin's eyebrow arched questioningly as he watched her over the rim of his untouched wineglass.

"I've been completely dry for months," she explained, defensive despite herself. "I can cut loose a little today."

And it's your fault for making me nervous, she thought, but didn't say.

Griffin held up a hand in surrender, still clutching a partially eaten roll in his fingers. "No judgment here. Just surprised."

Her brothers appeared from around the back of the house in a boisterous group, their animated conversation about the 49ers' latest game filling the yard. "Meet my lugs," Stella said, nodding toward the approaching men.

"I've already had the pleasure," he replied, his expression amused. "Got ambushed at the front door when I arrived."

"Sorry about that," she winced, imagining the interrogation he must have endured.

"They grilled me pretty thoroughly," he confirmed, taking another bite of garlic bread.

He savored another mouthful of pasta, his eyes roaming the yard with genuine interest, taking in the controlled chaos of the family gathering. Children darted between adults, a football spiraled overhead, conversations overlapped in a familiar symphony of family noise. Silence settled between them, surprisingly comfortable under the grape arbor's dappled shade. A gentle breeze teased a strand of hair across Stella's face, and she tucked it behind her ear with her uninjured hand.

Griffin rose to his feet, empty plate in hand. "Amazing," he said again.

Her hand shot out, catching his wrist. The contact sent an unexpected jolt through her fingers. "Stay. Let your food digest."

"Okay," he grinned, sinking back into his chair, the wooden slats creaking beneath him.

They sat in comfortable silence, watching as children darted across the yard, caught in an elaborate game of tag that involved much dramatic falling and theatrical protesting. The family sprawled around them—siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles scattered among the roses, lemon trees, and winding garden paths that had been her mother's pride for decades.

Griffin suddenly squinted, leaning forward with interest. "Is that Ana?"

Stella followed his gaze to where Ana stood near the lemon trees, laughing at something said by a tall man with dark hair and wire-rimmed glasses. She wore a flowing sundress instead of her usual tailored blazer, her hair loose around her shoulders. "Yeah," Stella confirmed with a smile. "That's her."

"Who's the guy?" Griffin's protective instinct was immediately apparent in his posture, shoulders tensing slightly as he assessed the stranger.

"Her new boyfriend," Stella explained, watching as the man's hand settled gently at Ana's waist. "Patrick. Met him earlier when they arrived. Seemed decent—biochemist, works in medical research."

"I'll be the judge of that," Griffin said, his tone mock-stern despite the smile tugging at his lips.

Stella chuckled, appreciating his protective impulse. "Right—if he dents her heart, he's ours to wreck. Nobody hurts our Ana."

"We're on the same page there," he settled back, apparently satisfied with the initial assessment but clearly reserving final judgment for later.

"Got good news today," Griffin said, shifting topics as he relaxed back into his chair.

She grinned over the rim of her wineglass, the second pour hitting harder now as pleasant warmth spread through her limbs. "What's that?"

"Task force completely dismantled what's left of the Emerald Legion. They've filed twelve RICO indictments just this morning, and the plea deals are already stacking up."

White's death had triggered precisely what the D.A. had predicted—a domino effect that was rapidly collapsing the Legion's entire structure. The interagency taskforce combining D.A. investigators, FBI agents, and select SFPD officers had begun by cleaning house internally. Ruby's accidentally received spreadsheet had proven invaluable, allowing them to identify and remove compromised individuals from the investigation before moving against external targets.

"That's a big win," Griffin said, genuine satisfaction evident in his voice. "By the way, Mazzoli keeps saying you should adopt him as your brother. Where is he today?"

"Napa," Stella replied, smiling at the thought of her oldest friend. "Wine tasting weekend with Carol. Their first real getaway since the wedding."

"Old married sap," Griffin laughed softly. "She's definitely polishing up his rough edges."

"It suits him though," Stella pointed out. "I've never seen him so happy."

Griffin held her gaze a beat too long, the intensity in his dark eyes making her stomach flutter uncomfortably. A flush crept up her neck that had nothing to do with the wine. She looked away first, studying the pattern of light on the table's weathered surface.

"I spoke with Ana last night," he said, his voice shifting to a more serious tone. "She thinks I've waited long enough to say what I need to say to you."

Stella's heart doubled its pace, alarm bells ringing in her mind. This conversation was veering into territory she'd carefully avoided for years. The suspense settled in her stomach like a stone as she braced for whatever was coming.

"I love you, Stella," he said simply, the words falling between them with impossible weight. "Ana and I talked it through, and she agrees. Whatever you think, feel, or do with this information is up to you. But I'm done pretending. You're it for me. Have been for years."

Stella's jaw dropped, eyes widening in genuine shock. She'd been so certain he was about to confess feelings for Ana, prepared to support them both despite the sting it would bring. "What?" The single word emerged as a croak.

"You love me too, I think," he continued, unwavering in his certainty.

She scowled, defensive barriers rising instantly. "That doesn't change anything."

"Your reasons why we can't be together? Me, Ana, Mazzoli—we all think that's bullshit."

"You've been ganging up on me?" Indignation flared, but underneath it, something else stirred—a feeling suspiciously like hope.

Then she noticed what she'd been too distracted to see—the family had gradually migrated toward the house, clustered around the dessert table on the patio. Ana stood at the edge of the group, catching Stella's eye with a smile so genuine it almost hurt to see. The realization hit her with unexpected force—Ana, whose sister Carmen had once been with Griffin, whose death had indirectly saved Stella, was giving them her blessing. Tears stung her eyes as the magnitude of that gift sank in. She didn't deserve such generosity, such understanding.

"Is it that bad, the thought of me loving you?" Griffin asked, his voice low and uncertain despite the directness of his question.

Words failed her completely. The emotional armor she'd maintained for years was cracking, fault lines spreading through defenses she'd thought impenetrable. Griffin reached across the table and pulled her gently against him, his arm tight around her shoulders. Stella sank against his chest, the soft cotton of his shirt muffling her quiet distress.

His warm chin settled atop her head as he asked, "Will you at least try this with me?"

She nodded against him, still unable to form words but somehow finding the courage to make that small gesture of surrender. The scent of his aftershave mingled with the garden fragrances around them, creating a moment of perfect sensory clarity she knew she would remember always.


45


Stella sat with Griffin at a corner table in San Francisco's elite dining scene, city lights dancing below through floor-to-ceiling glass. The night sky unfurled endlessly above, a vast black canvas pierced by stars that seemed close enough to touch. The restaurant hummed with quiet conversation and the delicate clink of crystal, a sophisticated soundtrack that contrasted sharply with the chaos that had defined her life these past weeks.

Having abandoned her usual uniform of leather jacket and boots, instead she wore a sleek black dress that hugged her curves—a rare splurge from a boutique on Union Street. The silky fabric felt foreign against her skin after so many years of practical attire, a reminder that she was venturing into unfamiliar territory in more ways than one.

As the waiter poured their wine, a rich cabernet that caught the candlelight like liquid rubies, Stella studied the man across the table with new eyes. She'd first dismissed Griffin as merely a pretty boy, all polish and carefully controlled charm when they'd met years ago. Now his handsome face stirred something deeper—a trust she couldn't fully articulate, let alone shake.

The years had etched fine crinkles at the corners of his eyes, lines that deepened when he smiled—a detail she'd come to anticipate with unexpected pleasure. Tonight, his sharp features seemed even more pronounced, that perpetual five o'clock shadow lending a rugged edge to his otherwise refined appearance. Griffin looked up from his menu, catching her in her assessment. His mouth curved into that half-smile that never failed to quicken her pulse.

"What?" he asked, voice low and teasing as he set the menu aside.

Stella shrugged, the movement causing the dress to shimmer in the low light. "Just trying to figure out if we actually fit together," she admitted, the confession easier than expected in the intimate atmosphere.

"Funny," Griffin replied, swirling the wine in his glass, the deep red liquid catching the candlelight. "That exact thought's been rattling around my head all evening."

Her laugh escaped, soft yet edged with genuine concern. "We're complete opposites, Griffin. You know that."

"That's our strength," he countered without hesitation. "Balance."

"Do you really believe that?" She tilted her head, studying him with genuine curiosity.

He nodded, dark eyes boring into hers with an intensity that seemed to peel away her carefully constructed layers. "You see the world without lines. I see rules, clear as day. The funny thing is …" his voice dropped slightly, "Lately I've bent more than a few of them."

He lifted his glass in a small toast. "Some might say you're having an influence on me."

She knew he wasn't referring to her notoriety as a reporter, but to the darker aspects of her past—the lives she'd taken in self-defense and protection. The weight of those actions still haunted her dreams, invisible blood that no amount of scrubbing could remove.

"Can you really stomach being with me?" Stella asked, absently tracing the rim of her wine glass with one finger. "You're fundamentally decent, Griffin. You might regret tying yourself to someone with my stains."

Silence settled between them, thick with unspoken history. The murmur of surrounding conversations seemed to fade, leaving them in a bubble of charged tension that hovered just shy of breaking.

A beat stretched, laden with years of unacknowledged connection. "I won't pretend this is simple," he said finally, leaning closer across the table, the wine's oaky notes mingling with his cologne. "But I know what I'm choosing."

"I have nightmares," her voice dipped, a barely perceptible tremor threading through the words. "Dark ones, jagged with memories I can't shake. The things I've done—they follow me."

"And I'll be there when you wake up," Griffin replied, his voice steady as stone. "For as long as it takes until they fade."

Tears stung unexpectedly, threatening to spill. She blinked them back, irritated at her own vulnerability. "I'm a mess, Griffin."

He smirked, the expression softening his stern features. "I've wrestled with worse."

A hint of a smile broke through her defenses. "Watch yourself—that's dangerously close to a compliment."

"Close," he echoed, grin widening. "But not quite there yet."

Stella stood abruptly, needing space to breathe. Crossing to the window, she pressed her palm against the cool glass as she gazed out at the city spread below. San Francisco glittered, a living constellation against the darkness—each light representing lives being lived, stories unfolding, a reminder of why she'd dedicated herself to exposing truth no matter the cost.

"It's gorgeous, isn't it?" she murmured, voice catching as Griffin joined her, his warmth radiating at her side without quite touching.

"When it's not trying to chew you up and spit you out," he agreed, his reflection in the glass showing a wry smile.

They stood in companionable silence, the view a shared anchor between them. A server discreetly refreshed their wine, then retreated with practiced invisibility.

"Aren’t we an odd pair?" Griffin said finally, turning slightly toward her. "Rules for me, fewer for you. But we're chasing the same fight."

She faced him, arms folded loosely against her chest. "Which is?"

His gaze held hers, unwavering. "Stopping the rot. Protecting those who can't protect themselves."

She weighed his words, then nodded slowly, recognizing the truth in them. Despite their different methods, their core purpose aligned in ways she'd never fully acknowledged.

"We're stronger together than apart," he pressed, voice quiet but firm.

"Maybe," she conceded, the admission less difficult than it would have been weeks ago.

"Take the leap," he urged, the intensity in his eyes belying his casual tone. "If it flames out, we'll leave one hell of a story behind."

Her laugh burst out, genuine and unguarded. "I do love a good story—though mine tend to bleed darker than most."

"Then let's write a brighter one this time," he suggested, that smile—the one that had always caught her off guard—tugging at his lips again.

"One shot, Griffin," she warned, though her own half-smile softened the admonition. "Don't waste it."

"Trust me, Stella. Wasting chances isn't in my nature."

He clasped her hand, his grip warm and steady as they turned back to face the panoramic view. San Francisco sprawled below them—wild, stunning, brutal, and beautiful—like her life with all its tangled complexities. The city that had witnessed her greatest pain now bore witness to this tentative beginning.

With his hand in hers, gazing out at her beloved city, Stella felt something settle in her bones—a quiet sense of belonging that had eluded her since returning from overseas. It wasn't peace, exactly; she knew herself too well to expect such simplicity. But it was something close to home, a foundation upon which something new might be built after the storm had passed.

She tightened her fingers around his, a silent acknowledgment of possibilities untold!
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Silver Bullet: Prologue


The night was oppressively humid, typical for Savannah in August. Detective Erin Lawson leaned against her squad car, the metal still warm beneath her palm despite the late hour. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand and checked her watch for the third time in as many minutes. Monica was late.

They had agreed to meet at the abandoned warehouse at 11 p.m. sharp. Monica had called earlier, her voice tight with excitement. "I've got something big on the Rafferty case. Meet me at the old paper mill warehouse tonight. Come alone."

That last part had raised flags, but Lawson trusted her partner's judgment. Monica Landry had been with the Savannah PD for eight years, two years longer than Lawson herself. They'd been partnered together for the last three years, and for the past eleven months, their relationship had evolved beyond the professional boundaries of the force—a fact they both kept carefully hidden.

Lawson's phone buzzed. A text from Monica: Two minutes away. Get ready.

Lawson shoved her phone back into her pocket and drew her service weapon, checking it quickly before returning it to her holster. The Rafferty investigation had been consuming their lives for months now—a drug trafficking operation that reached into the highest echelons of Savannah society. They were close to a breakthrough. Monica had been working her connections, and it seemed she'd finally hit pay dirt.

She took a long drag from her cigarette, the ember glowing orange in the darkness. The nicotine did little to calm her frayed nerves. The distant thrum of an engine broke the night's stillness. Headlights flashed once, briefly illuminating the crumbling brick facade of the warehouse. Lawson recognized Monica's silver sedan as it pulled alongside her own unmarked cruiser.

"Thought you'd quit," Monica said, nodding at the cigarette as she opened the door.

Lawson flicked ash onto the pavement. "I quit quitting. What took you so long?" Lawson asked as Monica stepped out.

"Had to shake a tail," Monica replied, glancing nervously over her shoulder. Her usually immaculate dark hair was disheveled, and her olive complexion looked pale even in the moonlight.

“A tail? What’s going on? Why are we meeting here, anyway?” Lawson asked.

"I think someone at the precinct is compromised."

Lawson frowned. "That's a serious accusation."

"I know. That's why I needed to see you alone," Monica said. "I think someone in the department is compromised. Someone high up."

Lawson frowned. "That's a serious accusation."

"I know it is." Monica's eyes darted around the darkness surrounding them. "I've been following the money on the Rafferty case. The deeper I dig, the more convinced I am that someone's protecting their operation from inside."

"You have proof?" Lawson asked, her pulse quickening.

Monica shook her head. "Not yet. But I have a source meeting me tonight. Says they have evidence—bank records, offshore accounts, the whole nine yards."

"Jesus," Lawson whispered. "When's this meeting?"

"Twenty minutes from now."

"Here? This place is—""Neutral ground," Monica interrupted. "My source picked it. Said it would be safe."

A flicker of unease crawled up Lawson's spine. "I don't like this, Mon. It feels off."

Monica reached out, her fingertips brushing against Lawson's wrist—the closest thing to public affection they ever allowed themselves. "Trust me, Erin. This is our chance to break this case wide open."

Lawson checked her watch again. "Fine. Twenty minutes. Then we take what we have to IA, with or without your source."

Monica nodded, then tensed suddenly, her eyes fixed on something behind Lawson. "Did you hear that?"

Lawson turned, hand instinctively moving to her holster. The warehouse loomed like a hulking beast, its windows black and empty. "Hear what?"

"I thought I heard—" Monica stopped, shaking her head. "Never mind. Probably just rats."

Lawson wasn't convinced. "Let's wait in my car."

They started toward the cruiser when a sharp crack split the air. Lawson felt something whiz past her ear, followed by the metallic ping of a bullet striking her car door.

"Get down!" she yelled, drawing her weapon and pushing Monica toward the ground. They scrambled behind the cruiser as two more shots rang out, shattering the driver's side window.

"My source," Monica gasped. "It must be a setup."

Lawson peered around the car's bumper, trying to locate the shooter in the darkness. Another shot, this one closer, striking the pavement inches from her foot. The muzzle flash gave away the position—second-floor window of the warehouse.

"I'm calling for backup," Lawson said, reaching for her radio.

"No time," Monica replied, her own weapon drawn now. "We need to move. That car won't shield us for long."

Lawson nodded grimly. "On three, we make for the loading dock entrance. One... two..."

Before she could say "three," Monica was on her feet, sprinting toward the warehouse. Lawson cursed under her breath and followed, keeping low as another shot kicked up dirt at her heels. The loading dock was thirty yards away, exposed ground with no cover.

Lawson stood but a brilliant white flood light suddenly blazed to life, mounted on the corner of the warehouse. The harsh beam swept across the lot, momentarily blinding her. She threw up her arm to shield her eyes, spots dancing in her vision.

In that blinding moment of vulnerability, a shot cracked through the night.

Lawson blinked desperately, trying to clear her vision. As the world came back into focus, she saw Monica standing exposed in the flood light's merciless glare, her body jerking backward. A dark stain blossomed across her white blouse, spreading with terrifying speed.

"Monica!" Lawson screamed, lunging forward as her partner crumpled to the ground.

A figure emerged from the shadows at the edge of the light—just a silhouette, featureless and dark. Before Lawson could aim, the shooter melted back into the darkness, footsteps fading as they fled into the night.

Lawson reached Monica's side, dropping to her knees beside her fallen partner. Blood soaked through her clothes, hot and slick against her hands as she pressed down on the wound. Monica's eyes were wide with shock, her breathing already shallow and labored.

"Monica!" Lawson screamed, abandoning all caution as she raced the remaining distance.

"I’ve got a 10-999! Officer down! Send help immediately!" Lawson shouted into her radio, fumbling with her good arm. "Warehouse district, old paper mill. Shots fired, officer down. Need immediate medical assistance!"

Monica's eyes fluttered weakly, her breathing shallow and rapid. Lawson pressed her hand against the wound in Monica's chest, feeling warm blood seep between her fingers.

"Stay with me, Mon," Lawson pleaded, tears blurring her vision. "Help is coming. Just stay with me."

"Monica?" Lawson's voice broke. "Monica!"

No response.

Lawson barely registered the approaching sirens, or the shouts of officers securing the perimeter. She remained kneeling beside Monica's body, her hand still futilely trying to stem the flow of blood from a heart that had already stopped beating.

Later, she would remember fragments of the aftermath. Someone pulling her away. The paramedics working frantically. The pronouncement of death at 11:47 p.m. Her supervisor, Captain Richardson, arriving on scene, his face a mask of professional concern as he put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

"We'll find who did this," he promised.

Lawson said nothing. Because she knew how corruption worked. It devoured everything, even the truth. Especially the truth.

Monica's source would never be found. The investigation would hit dead end after dead end until it was eventually shelved as an unsolved tragedy.

As the ambulance doors closed on Monica's body, Lawson made a silent vow. She would find justice for Monica, even if it took the rest of her life. Even if it meant becoming someone she barely recognized.

Even if it meant becoming someone Monica would have hated.

The first drops of rain began to fall, washing away the blood on the loading dock. But nothing would ever wash away the memory of this night from Lawson's mind.

Or the guilt that would haunt her for years to come.


Silver Bullet: Chapter 1


Half Moon Bay

Stella LaRosa leaned against the wooden railing of the cliffside deck overlooking the Pacific Ocean, a glass of cabernet in her hand. Below, the waves crashed against the rocks. Normally the sound of the ocean was soothing, even mesmerizing, but for some reason she couldn’t let go of the tension coiled in her.

The romantic weekend getaway had been planned for months, an escape from the pressure of deadlines and grim crime scenes. But Stella was having a hard time relaxing. Having nothing to do but eat, sleep and make love, might be a dream for most, but it made her restless. And she felt guilty for feeling that way.

Maybe that was proof that weekends like this needed to happen more often. She had to have a life that was more than her job as an investigative reporter.

Detective Rob Griffin emerged from the house, barefoot, his dark jeans slung low on his hips, revealing a slice of hip that made her raise an eyebrow. He saw it and grinned.

He had a beer in one hand and his other reached for her waist. He pressed a slow kiss against the curve of her neck. “You’re out thinking about work, aren’t you?”

“I was,” she admitted.

“I bet I could help you think about something else,”  Griffin said, bowing his head to kiss her lower lip.

After a few seconds, Stella drew back. “What work?”

They both laughed.

His stomach grumbled.

“How about a raincheck?” she asked. “Our dinner reservation is in 15 minutes.”

“Can’t we be late?” he asked, his black eyes meeting hers.

“We could.”

He wrapped his arms around her, pressing her back against the rail. “We need to do this more often,” he murmured, staring at her mouth.  “A whole forty-eight hours without crime scenes, deadlines, or murderers.”

“You make it sound like that’s all I do.”

“That is all you do.”

“And what about you?” she challenged, arching a brow. “The only thing different is you don’t have a newspaper deadline.”

He shrugged. “I solve murders. People like you sensationalize them.”

She gasped in mock outrage, swatting at his chest.

He caught her wrist, grinning. “You know I’m kidding. Kind of.”

Stella loved the way Griffin teased her, but that comment stung a little. She tried not to let it show. She knew that Griffin respected what she did and was just repeating what the most ignorant segment of society thought because it was so absurd.

Still, deep down inside, Stella knew that it was a persistent concern of hers: she never wanted to cross the line where her reporting did more harm than good.

These thoughts were shattered when Stella’s phone vibrated. Years of instinct had her reaching for it before she could stop herself. One glance at the screen and her brow furrowed.

Her adrenaline spiked as she peaceful weekend was over. It was from her editor, Jack Garcia.

Before she could open the text to read it, Griffin’s phone rang.

He snatched it up, his eyes meeting Stella.

“Detective Griffin.”

Stella quickly raced over the words her editor had sent.

“Terrorist attack at tech summit. Mass casualties. Call when you get this.”

That was it.

Her adrenaline spiked and she knew her peaceful weekend was over.

A deep chill settled in her gut. She turned to see Griffin’s face. It had drained of color. Griffin was nodding his head, listening to whatever the person on the other end of the phone was saying.

Stella dialed Garcia.

“Stella,” he said. “I know you’re out of town, but this is…”

“I’m on my way,” she said before he could finish. He knew it was rare for her to have a weekend away. But he also knew she had blue ink in her veins.

She met eyes with Griffin.

Without a word, they both went inside and began to pack.

They were in the car within ten minutes. By the time they hit the road, the radio was flooded with the breaking story. The attack had taken place at the exclusive San Francisco Tech Summit, an annual event where the industry’s elite gathered to unveil cutting-edge advancements. Reports were conflicting—some claimed it was a shooting, others suggested an explosion inside the event, but the only thing people knew for sure was that the area was cordoned off and dead bodies were being hauled out of the conference center in droves.

Griffin’s phone was ringing constantly with call after call. As soon as he hung up one call, another one came in.

“Yes, chief, I’m en route right now. ETA in 20 minutes.”

Stella glanced at the map on the car’s dashboard. It said they would be at the conference center in 38 minutes. Griffin punched the gas and passed slower cars on the winding road.

With anyone else, Stella would have been clutching the arm rests, but Griffin was an expert in evasive driving. Even as his BMW reached speeds well over the speed limit, roaring up to 85 mph on the winding road, she knew that he would never put her—or anybody else’s—life in danger.

That’s one reason Stella loved him.

Never in her life had she felt so safe with a man. Whether it was racing along the California coast, confronting a killer, or handing over her heart.

Although before his death a few months before, Stella’s father had always been a steady presence in her life, he had never made her feel protected. Because of the power dynamics in her family, her father had always deferred to her uncle, the head of the LaRosa crime family. And Stella hated her uncle Dominic with all her heart, so it had been hard during her childhood to trust her father or feel as safe as she could with him since it was really Dominic in charge.

Nick, her one great love, had protected her—until he revealed his true colors and she had to kill him. Now that she was in a healthy relationship, Stella realized that Nick had never made her feel truly safe and sadly that was one toxic reason she had fallen for him. There was always an element of danger and risk and uncertainty.

With the detective, though, it was different. Unlike anything she’d ever felt before.

Griffin felt safe. Like home. She could lean back and close her eyes in the car and fall asleep without any worry about the drive. Not that she would right then, she had too much to do. She needed to find out everything she could during their drive back.

Glancing over at Griffin, she saw his jaw was tight and his knuckles clenched on the wheel. He spoke through the car speakers to the various callers, while Stella scrolled through her contacts, calling sources  and chasing leads with her headphones in her ears.

As she texted a source in the coroner’s office, Stella’s eyes fell on a text she had received the night before. It had come while she and Griffin were out having a seafood dinner at a beachside restaurant. She had glanced on it after they returned to their rental house, but had been too tired to reply.

Now, rereading it, her eyes widened.

A colleague of hers Stella had met while based in Paris had texted her out of the blue.

Mara Martin had texted to say she was in town for a tech conference. After covering the Ukraine war for several years, Mara had fallen in love with a Serbian soldier the previous year  who was fighting for Ukraine. When she became pregnant, the couple left the war-torn country and moved to Belgrade. She had texted Stella from her hospital bed, holding up the red-faced newborn.

“Just got a new job!” she had written.

Then a few months later, she had told Stella she was working for a tech company. “It’s boring AF, but I have to be responsible now,” she wrote. “I have to stay alive for Luka. Dragan is still a soldier, but they promised not to send him away for the next two years.”

Mara was at the conference center.

Stella immediately dialed her friend’s number. It went straight to voicemail.

“Mara? It’s Stella. Are you okay? I’m hearing there’s mass casualties. I’m on my way to the conference center. Please let me know you’re safe as soon as you get this.”

She hung up.

Worry flooded her. Griffin looked over. “You good?”

Stella shook her head and bit her lip. “I’m not sure. A good friend of mine was at the tech conference. Mara Martin. She’s not picking up her phone.”

Griffin’s eyebrows drew together. “Sometimes the service goes down if too many people are on their cell phones Remember during that stampede at the music festival last summer?”

Stella nodded. “Hmmm, yeah maybe that’s it.”

Maybe a text would go through. She opened her messages and texted Mara.  “Please tell me you’re in reporting mode and that’s why you aren’t picking up your phone. Call me or text me please.”

Then her phone rang and she snatched it up, hoping it was Mara. But it was a reporter intern from her paper. Malik Hadid. He had rushed to the scene. For the past few weeks since he had begun, Stella had been his de facto mentor. He was a senior at Berkeley, graduating in a few months. He was ambitious and hardworking and a quick study. Stella liked him a lot.

“It’s Hadid,” he said. “I’m behind the crime scene tape at the conference center. I’ve talked to a few people who were inside. They said one of the victims is a tech mogul with ties to the Pentagon. They think it’s either industrial espionage or cyberterrorism. Dozens dead.”

Stella closed her eyes for a second. The implications were staggering.

“Stella?” the voice in her ear said. “What else should I do? Garcia said just to try to talk to people to find out what’s going on.”

“Good job, Malik. That’s perfect. You’re killing it.” She winced at her words. “Stay put until I get there, but call the desk, report what you’re finding. Someone there will write the story. Your job is to stay put and keep reporter. Even if our photographers are there, send them photos. Keep doing interviews. Be sure to get names, cities, ages, phone numbers from the people you interview. We want to be able to reach them later if we can. Also, give the desk some color—what do you see, hear, smell, all the senses. Tell them that info. You want the reader to feel like he’s there.”

“Got it.”

“I’ll text you when I get there.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Stella hung up.

“A tech mogul from the Pentagon might be among the dead,” Stella said to Griffin.

“I’m hearing no blood on the bodies,” Griffin replied.

Stella frowned. What did that mean?

The simultaneous conversations she and Griffin were having filled the air as more tidbits of information came in.

By the time they reached San Francisco, both of them had a clearer picture of the attack—and it wasn’t pretty. At least five people were confirmed dead, and dozens more injured. The death toll was expected to rise.

As they pulled up to the yellow crime scene tape, Griffin rolled down his window and flashed his badge at the community service officer keeping people out. He was just a kid and looked nervous, but seeing the badge softened him and he held up the yellow tape so the BMW could slide underneath. As their car crept forward, Stella saw a cluster of reporters waiting on the outside of the tape with the rest of the bystanders. In the crowd, she spotted a few familiar faces. A TV reporter scowled when she saw Stella in the passenger seat of a car that was let past the crime scene. Stella continued to search the crowd until she saw Malik. He was in a stocking cap and holding a reporter’s notebook in his hand. His mouth formed a surprised “O” when he saw her. She jutted her chin at him in the slightest acknowledgement.

She didn’t blame the TV reporter for being salty. Of course it was odd that she was getting a front seat, escorted ride to the crime scene. Usually she was one of the reporters begging for information on the other side, but being in Griffin’s car had given her an access no other reporter had. They could debate the professional ethics of it at another time.

Right now she had a story to report.

Stella felt the familiar rush of adrenaline—the mix of fear and excitement that came with chasing a story. The flashing red and blue of emergency lights reflected off the glass walls of the convention center. Officers in riot gear stood guard at doors.

Griffin parked sideways near the front entrance. He adjusted his gun holster and pulled on an official looking blazer while still in the car. Stella loaded a small crossbody bag with business cards, notebooks and pens. They looked at each other and nodded before opening their doors.

“Be low profile so they don’t kick you out,” Griffin said. “Also, we have no confirmation anyone is in custody yet, this could be an active shooter scene.”

“Will do.”

Stella stepped out of the car, adjusting her leather jacket, scanning the chaos, already searching for an angle.

Before she stepped away, Griffin reached for her arm, his grip firm.

“Be careful.”

She nodded. “I always am.”

But they both knew she was lying.


Silver Bullet: Chapter 2


In the distance, the high-pitched squeal of sirens grew closer, ruining any chance of having a conversation. As Stella and Griffin walked toward the entrance they passed police in riot gear, a few recognizable politicians, and emergency workers.

The mood was tense. Everyone was waiting for a signal to do something. They huddled in small groups forming a semi-circle about 50 yards out from the entrance.

Several ambulances came to a stop nearby the world grew silent again except for a low murmuring from the dozens of people standing outside the building.

A mobile command center, a double-wide trailer with the words San Francisco Emergency Services painted on the siding had just been dropped off by a semi-truck, which was pulling away.

Stella scanned the scene.

A small group of people were off to one side being attended to by EMT’s who had arrived early. Stella narrowed her eyes trying to see past the heads in the way. It looked like most of the people were wearing oxygen masks. It didn’t track. She could understand a few people needing oxygen but all of them?

Griffin saw her gaze. “From what I heard most of the people in the conference center escaped through emergency exits once the incident began,” he said in a low voice, his lips barely moving.

“Rob,” Stella said. “They are getting oxygen. Was there a fire?”

He shook his head. “Not that I heard.”

Stella’s mind raced. What had killed the other people?

Reaching the front of the line, Stella and Rob stopped. Nobody had permeated the semi-circle formed around the entrance except half a dozen cops in riot gear stationed on each side of the doors, out of view of the entrance.

From her vantage point, looking through the dozens of glass doors into the entrance of the conference center, the halls were empty. She squinted. But no. There was something against one wall. On the ground. With horror, Stella realized it was a person. Maybe a dead one. Or injured. Otherwise, why hadn’t they moved?

She was distracted by a large group of SWAT Team members assembling near one side of the building. Then the crowd parted and a three-foot-tall robot followed by a man in a bomb suit headed for the open space..

The man crouched behind the robot and fiddled with a remote control device for a few seconds.

“Detective Griffin!”

The voice was nearby. It came from a police commander that Stella knew didn’t like her.

Putting her head down, she stepped back into the crowd, blending in. She didn’t want to get kicked out.

Too late. The commander was right in front of her, a scowl across his face, his thick jaw tightening.

“Miss LaRosa, you need to go back with the other reporters,” he said.

“I thought there was going to be a press conference?”

“There is. You’re missing it. It’s back behind the crime scene tape.”

“Got it,” she said.

She turned to leave, intending on blending into the crowd, but sticking around when she heard another barked order from the commander. “Officer Dell? Please escort this journalist back to her people.”

Stella bristled. Her people? She turned to see Griffin’s expression but he had been dragged away by a sergeant Stella didn’t know.

Slinking behind the officer, Stella kept trying to look behind her to see what was happening with the robot, but she couldn’t see a darn thing because the crowd closed behind her as soon as she walked through it.

The press conference was already underway when Stella ducked under the crime scene tape. Cameras flashed, reporters jostled for position, and at the center of it all, Police Chief Police Chief Darryl Mattson stood behind a podium with the San Francisco Police Department Seal on it. He was flanked by stony faced men in navy suits. FBI agents. Stella looked for her close friend Agent Ana Rodriguez, but didn’t see her.

She scrambled to get out her phone to record the chief’s words.

His voice was steady and he read from a piece of paper.

“At approximately 4:42 p.m., a coordinated attack took place at the San Francisco Tech Summit. Preliminary reports indicate multiple assailants infiltrated the event, leading to tragic loss of life. We have reason to believe this was the work of a rogue terror cell. While the investigation is ongoing, there is no current threat to the public.”

No current threat? Stella’s grip on her notebook tightened. That was the kind of line authorities fed the press when they wanted to keep people calm—whether it was true or not. If there was no current threat why were they sending a robot into the conference center?

Questions exploded from the crowd.

“Do you have any suspects in custody?”

“Was this politically motivated?”

“How did the victims die?”

“Can you confirm reports that high-profile tech executives were among the victims?”

Chief Mattson lifted a hand, silencing the chaos. “We are not releasing names at this time. Families are still being notified. We are still determining the causes of death and the number of casualties.”

Stella stepped forward knowing that getting in the chief’s face was the only way to be heard over the smooth and aggressive TV reporters. “Chief, if the scene is secure, why are they sending a robot inside right now?”

He met her eyes and the slightest frown crossed his face before he looked away, completely ignoring her question. Stella’s face burned with heat. Anger not embarrassment.

The TV reporters jostled forward and Stella stepped back into the crowd.

That’s when Stella saw Malik, standing near the back, his face pale, his fingers gripping his phone like a lifeline. As soon as the chief wrapped up the press conference and the reporters began to disperse, Stella pushed toward the intern.

“Malik!” she yelled.

He looked up, startled, then relief flashed across his face. “Stella, thank god. This is a mess. I sent what the chief said to the desk but it’s a whole lot of nothing.”

“Welcome to local journalism,” she said dryly. “Anything since we talked on the phone last?

“Maybe. I got here early. I was lucky. I was only a few blocks away and heard it on the police scanner. They were just stringing up the police tape.”

“Wow. That’s great, Malik. Did you see anything unusual?”

“Not really, just that it gave me a chance to interview some of the people who were running out of the conference center. There were dozens Stella. Maybe hundreds. They all raced to their cars and took off. But I talked to about six. None of them knew what happened. It was just like a riot, stampeded scene. They heard people were dead and everyone started to panic and run.”

Stella nodded, waiting.

“One guy said he was saw one of the dead people. He said the man was lying on his back like he was taking a nap. His mouth was wide open and so were his eyes. He just lay there. Dead.”

“Creepy.”

“I know, right? What is going on?”

Stella shook her head. “I wish I knew.”

“Anything else unusual?”

“Maybe. You know when you hear something on the scanner, it’s real time, right? Like 911 is just getting the calls? Well like I said, I was only two blocks away. So when I got here, I parked right up front. My car is still there, stuck behind the crime scene tape. But what was weird was that the feds were already here when I parked.”

“What?” Stella frowned. “What do you mean?”

“There were two, maybe three, of those navy FBI cars parked all helter skelter in front of the entrance. They were empty. Nobody was inside. Just the cars. One driver’s side door was still open, like they had parked and ran in without bothering to slam the door.”

Her pulse began to race. “It sounds like they were there almost before the 911 calls were made.”

Malik nodded. “Like they knew it was going down.”

That wouldn’t make sense…

Unless it wasn’t a random attack.

Just then her phone rang.

She glanced down. It was Griffin.

“Hey, I’m stuck back here.”

“Stella, I have some bad news. Just got some names of the confirmed dead.”

His words were steady and measured. She felt the blood drain from her face, her cheeks suddenly icy cold. The ground tilted beneath her.

“I’m sorry, Stella. Your friend, Mara, is on the list of confirmed casualties.”

The world around her blurred. The press of the crowd, the flashing lights, the chaos of an active crime scene—all of it faded into the background. The only thing she could hear was her own pulse, roaring in her ears.

Just the night before, Mara texted Stella and Stella had ignored the text, thinking she had all the time in the world to respond to her old friend.

Stella had been with Griffin, lost in stolen moments of normalcy, thinking—for once—about herself instead of a story. A rare indulgence. A selfish one.

Now Mara was dead. And Stella would never get to talk to her again. Stella would never forgive herself.

Her fingers curled into fists as she pushed forward through the crowd, leaving Malik calling after her.

She had to expose whoever was behind this. Stella had to confirm what she already feared deep in her gut—that this wasn’t just some random terrorist attack.


Silver Bullet: Chapter 3


Stella bulldozed her way through the crowd of bystanders, keeping her head down as she made her way to the yellow tape blocking off access to the crime scene.

When she reached the tape and looked up, she was looking at a familiar, welcome face.

“Hey kiddo, where you think you’re headed?” The voice was kind and slightly teasing.

Sgt. Tommy Mazzoli stood on the other side of the tape. 

“Mazzy, they killed my friend. I need to see her body.”

His smile fell. “Jeez, Stella I’m sorry but you know I can’t let you in there.”

“I need to see her. I need to know how she died. Why she died? I think she was targeted. She was a former journalist who had a lot of enemies. A lot. There were reasons for people to want her dead.”

He waited for her to finish and then exhaled loudly.

“I get it. But nobody is seeing the victims except the morgue staff and forensic pathologists. At least for now. I’m sure detectives will sit in on the autopsies, but you wouldn’t want to see her anyway, Stella. It’s not pretty.”

“I don’t understand,” Stella said in a forlorn voice. “How did they die? I saw a body near the entrance. It, the person, was just lying there. I heard one of the victims had his mouth and eyes open.”

Mazzy nodded. “Your info is good, but there’s a detail that nobody should know that let me tell you, is disturbing.”

“What it is? Not for print, Mazzy, just for me.”

“They were bleeding out their orifices,” he said in a low voice.

“What do you mean?” Stella asked and frowned.

“I don’t want to spell it out for you.”

“Just do it,” she said impatiently. “I can handle it.”

“They were bleeding out their ears, mouth, nose. And eyes.”

“Oh no.” Stella said.

“I told you.”

“What would do that?”

He shook his head. “That’s what everyone is trying to figure out.”

“Listen, there’s nothing here for you right now.”

“I came with Rob. We were out of town. We came straight here.”

“Rob’s going to be working through the night. I’ll call you a car.”

“It’s fine. I’ll figure it out.”

“Stella go home. I just got word a few seconds ago, there’s not going to be another press conference or press release until morning. They are too busy working the scene. And the update might even come from the FBI is what I’m hearing.”

Stella nodded, still in a daze over news of her friend’s death.

“Will you call me if there is anything you can share?”

“I promise I will,” he said. “But don’t expect much. They are keeping things weirdly close to the chest on this one.”

As reluctant as Stella was to leave, she also knew he was most likely right. That was probably the last press conference of the day. Unless they had an arrest. Otherwise, it made sense they would want to wait until they knew more before they shared it. She didn’t like it, but she accepted it.

It wasn’t until Stella had been bundled into a cab by Mazzoli that she opened her phone and checked her work emails. Despite what she had told him when they parted, she wasn’t going home to bed, she was going straight to the newsroom to do more digging.

She scanned her work emails. They had piled up over her 36 hours away.

Then she gasped.

Buried in other useless emails was one from a familiar name. Mara Martin. She clicked on it, heart pounding.

“Check your Headway email.”

The email had come in this morning.

Stella leaned forward. “Change of plans.”

She was going home to unearth the laptop she had used when she was part of a covert government team overseas. Headway was an off-the-books covert team conceived to handle threats to the U.S. government. The team consisted of elite soldiers who had been declared KIA to remove any traces of their identity. And, for some reason, Stella.

She was the last living member of the team.

As soon as the cab pulled up, she was out the door, racing into her lobby and punching the button for the elevator. Her adrenaline spiked.

Inside her apartment, she took out the encrypted laptop from a secret compartment in her office desk. Logging on, she quickly opened her email.

“I’m in town working undercover for La Veritas. I’m sorry for lying to you. Nobody knows except Dragan. He’s the new editor. You can’t tell a soul. Not just for our sake, but for your own.”

La Veritas, which was Latin for Truth, was a news service in Europe that broke stories other media was afraid to touch. It had come onto the media landscape 18 months earlier. Over the past year it had proven itself as an aggressive truth finding publication that dug into serious and dangerous issues. All of its journalists used fake names after the editor-in-chief was murdered. It ran a covert operation. You never knew where or who the reporters were or where the paper was based.

“Oh my God,” Stella muttered. “Mara didn’t stop reporting.”

She kept reading.

“I was hoping to fill you in in person, but in case I don’t—or can’t—I need you to know. I’m here investigating a company called Helix. We got intel that they were planning a demonstration of a new weapon they have. It’s going to be big. And dangerous. Your editor said you were out of town. If you don’t hear from me, it’s because I’ve been found out. Otherwise, you owe me a drink, girlie. And I intend to collect. Reply to this email when you get it. I should never have texted you last night. I thought my cover story was intact, but something happened that has made me concerned that there are some cracks in my cover. We need to stay on encrypted channels from here on out.”

And that was it.

Stella shook her head in disbelief.

This was bad. Really bad.

Mara hadn’t just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

She’d been targeted.

And that meant Stella could be next.
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