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Trigger Warning: This book contains themes of domestic violence, emotional and psychological abuse, drug addiction, and survival in an abusive relationship. While the story does not include gratuitous descriptions of violence, it does explore the mental, emotional, and physical toll of long-term abuse in a realistic and sensitive manner.

If you are sensitive to these topics, please read with caution. If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, resources are available to help.
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Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. While the events and characters in this book are inspired by real-life experiences that many survivors endure, this story is not based on any specific individual or case. The intent of this novel is to shed light on the reality of domestic abuse, trafficking, drug abuse, and to honor the strength of survivors, and highlight the importance of finding support and freedom.

If you need help, please consider reaching out to hotlines, counseling services, or support groups in your area. You are not alone.
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Dedication to the Warriors Called by the Creator
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To the warriors who do not wear armor, but aprons, badges, worn shoes, and brave hearts.

To those who rise in the dark and walk boldly toward the fire, not for glory, but because the light inside them burns brighter than the evil they face.

To the ones who fall to their knees before they rise to their feet. Who pray louder than they curse, and love louder than they fight... But still fight, when called.

You are the chosen, not for your perfection, but for your obedience. Not for your power, but for your unwavering faith.

The world may never know your names, but Heaven does.

May the Creator’s hand rest upon your shoulders, may His voice be louder than the chaos, and may you always remember, You were not made to break. You were made to stand.
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Dedication to the Lost and Downtrodden Souls
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To the ones who were stolen before they could speak, who were bruised before they could bloom. To the forgotten, the cast aside, the silenced, you were never invisible to the Creator.

Every tear you cried was counted. Every whispered prayer was heard. And though the world failed to shield you, He held you in His arms when no one else would.

You were not weak, you were wounded. Not worthless, but unseen.  

But no more. The light has found you. Justice walks now, wrapped in fire and grace, and your names are carried in every step.

This story was never just about victory, it was always about remembrance.

You are not lost.

You are loved.

You are known.

And you are finally free.

“When darkness claims the streets and silence breeds fear, even the smallest voice raised in faith becomes a roar.”

Katlyn Rose

“When the city falls into darkness, it isn’t always the strongest who stand, sometimes, it’s the loudest prayer and the smallest flame.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 
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Flor

The scent of strong cafecito and burnt toast drifted through my barista as I pulled the first espresso shot of the morning. Outside, the sky bled that deep indigo just before sunrise, the kind that makes the streetlights look like they’re floating in nothing. The city hadn’t woken up yet. Ash Street was in its quiet hour, just before the dealers started working, as the girls started coming in heels too high and skirts too short, before the cops rolled through pretending they didn’t see a damn thing.

I liked this time of day. It was the only moment Los Santos wasn’t clawing at itself.

A gust of wind rattled the rusting metal grate I’d pulled halfway up, carrying the stench of stale beer and piss from the alley. My fingers wrapped around my cafecito cup, warm and steady. I always took my first sip in silence, whispering a prayer in the back of my mind. Not for myself, for the lost ones out there and the ones who didn’t know they needed it yet.

The barista door jingled. "Morning, Flor."

Tito was the only cop on this side of Los Santos who didn’t look at the people like they were roaches under his boot. He looked tired, as usual, his badge clipped onto his belt like an afterthought.

"Morning, Tito. Lo mismo?" I asked, already reaching for a fresh cup.

"Yeah, but make it strong. Got a long shift ahead. They found another kid in the alley behind Juanita’s. OD they’re saying. You hear anything?"

I set the cup down harder than I meant to. Another young life swallowed up by this place.

"Nothing yet." I pushed his cafecito toward him, "but I’ll keep my ears open."

Tito nodded, rubbing a hand over his face. "You ever think about leaving this place?"

I snorted. "What, and let these cabrones have it? No. I was meant to be here."

He looked up from his cup, studying me. "That’s what scares me."

Tito was gone for less than ten minutes before the bell above the door jingled again. This time, he wasn’t alone.

The man he brought in looked like he’d been walking for miles on legs too old to carry him that far. His back was curved like he’d spent his whole life hunched over, curling into himself as he aged, and his coat, if you could call the thin thing a coat, was stained with street grime. His fingers trembled, but whether it was from age or hunger, I couldn’t tell yet.

I rushed around the counter. “Dios mío, Tito, you gonna give me a heart attack dragging people in like this without warning?”

Tito grunted, easing the man into one of my booths. “Found him collapsed outside that old payphone on the corner. Looked like he wasn’t gonna make it another block. Figured you’d rather he be here than in a gutter.”

The old man groaned, a whisper of breath that barely made it past cracked lips. His eyelids fluttered, his hands gripping the edge of the table like he wasn’t sure if the world was still real.

I didn’t waste time. Hot water, honey, a splash of Cafecito, it was all I had for now. I slid it in front of him, my voice soft. “Tómalo despacio, abuelo. You’re safe.”

His cloudy eyes flicked to me. "Safe." The word came out like a sigh.

Tito sighed, rolling his shoulders as if the pressure of this city was squeezing him. “He said his name’s Miguel. I don’t know where he came from, but you know he ain’t the first, Flor, and unfortunately, he won’t be the last.”

I knew that already. Los Santos was swallowing people faster than we could pull them out. I pulled my phone from my apron pocket and scrolled down to Father Ignacio’s number. The priest had a way of making people believe in second chances, even when they thought they didn’t deserve them. He took care of as many as he could.

The phone rang twice before he picked up. "Daughter, you don’t usually call this early. What’s wrong?"

“Got an old man here who needs some care. Looks like he’s been out on the street a while. You think you can come?”

Ignacio’s voice softened. "Of course. I’ll be there as soon as I can."

I hung up, sliding my phone back into my pocket. Tito was watching me, his fingers drumming on the table.

“This ain’t slowing down, Flor. More people showing up, more kids getting lost out here. Feels like it’s getting worse every damn day.”

I exhaled through my nose, wiping my hands on my apron. “It is. And it’s going to keep getting worse if no one fights back.”

Tito let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. “And that’s supposed to be you, a one-woman army with a coffee machine and a Bible?”

I folded my arms, staring at the city outside my window. The streets were waking up now. The girls were straggling in, the dealers were moving, the ghosts of the night lingering just a little longer before the sun burned them away.

"I don’t know, Tito," I murmured. "But someone’s got to be."

——
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I heard the hum of an old engine outside just before the barista door creaked open again. Father Ignacio stepped inside, wiping a light sheen of sweat from his brow. He was still wearing that old black coat of his, not because it was cold, but because he never went anywhere without it. In one hand, he carried a white foam takeout container, the kind from those 24-hour Cuban diners. In the other, a worn, lightweight jacket, not thick, but enough to shield the frail old man slumped in my booth from the sun and wind.

"You read my mind, Padre," I said, glancing at the bag.

"I read your habits," he corrected, setting the food down and flipping open the lid. Scrambled eggs, thick slices of buttered Cuban toast, and ham soaked in its own juices, even my stomach growled.

"You should eat, too," he said knowingly.

I ignored that. "Jacket’s for him?"

"Of course." Ignacio knelt beside the booth and draped the lightweight coat over Miguel’s bony shoulders, his touch careful. "I have a cot ready for him at the shelter."

Miguel stirred a little at the weight of the coat, his cracked lips parting as if trying to speak, but all that came out was a breath, thin, tired, and close to slipping away.

Tito exhaled through his nose, standing. "Looks like you got this from here, Padre." He gave me a look, a quiet warning tucked into the lines around his eyes. Be careful, it said, this place needs you.

I nodded, watching as he adjusted his belt and made for the door.

"Gracias, Tito," Ignacio said.

Tito waved a hand over his shoulder. "Just another morning in paradise." The door jingled behind him, and he was gone.

I sighed, rubbing my hands together, not for warmth, just to shake off the unease creeping in. "We need to get him moving, Ignacio. I don’t think he’s had a real meal in days."

Ignacio nodded, placing a piece of soft toast into Miguel’s palm, gently folding the old man’s fingers over it. "Señor Miguel," he murmured, his voice low, patient. "Eat, hermano. Your body needs it."

The man blinked slowly, his gaze unfocused. He brought the bread to his lips and nibbled the edge. It was a tiny bite, barely anything, but it meant he was still in there somewhere.

I swallowed, the ache in my chest pressing hard. How many more were out there just like him? How many had already been lost?

Ignacio looked up at me, reading my thoughts like an open book. "Would you like to pray with me?"

I nodded. We bowed our heads over Miguel’s frail frame, our voices a quiet murmur against the hum of the barista’s coffee machines.

"Dios misericordioso, protege a los que han sido olvidados..."

Merciful God, protect those who have been forgotten.

"Dales fuerza a los que no pueden levantarse por sí mismos..."

Give strength to those who can no longer stand on their own.

"Y guíanos para hacer lo que es justo, aunque nos cueste todo."

And guide us to do what is right, even if it costs us everything.

When I opened my eyes, the barista felt different, as if a guardian angel had settled into the walls, listening, watching, waiting.

I met Ignacio’s gaze, my voice barely above a whisper. "We’re losing more every day."

He exhaled. "Then we keep fighting, hija, until the fight is done."

I nodded, squaring my shoulders. We had a hell of a lot of work to do.

——
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Father Ignacio pulled out his phone, stepping outside to call someone from the shelter while I cleaned up Miguel’s untouched breakfast. He hadn’t eaten much, just a few bites before exhaustion dragged him under again. The food would keep for a little while, at least until Ignacio could get him to a proper bed.

I wiped the counter, eyes drifting toward the street outside. Los Santos was awake now. The sidewalks weren’t just cracked concrete and gum stains anymore, they were shifting shadows. Figures emerging from alleys, from boarded-up buildings, from cheap motels and brothels that stank of sweat and urine. The night crowd didn’t leave, they just became part of the morning.

A woman in a cheap, wrinkled miniskirt leaned against a dead payphone outside, lighting a cigarette with hands that shook. Across the street, a group of young dealers perched on the steps of a condemned apartment, their eyes scanning for buyers, their hands deep in their pockets.

And beyond them, parked at the curb like a sentinel, was the black Mercedes-Benz. Jakob’s car, his goon Lon behind the wheel. I knew it was his the second I saw it. The shine of the paint, the deep tint on the windows. It had been there yesterday, and the day before that. Never for long, never making a move, just sitting, watching.

I kept wiping the counter, slow and deliberate. If they wanted me to be scared, they’d be waiting a long time.

The driver’s window rolled down an inch. Not enough to see inside, but enough to tell me the message was sent. We see you. We don’t forget.

A man walked up to the car, one of Jakob’s low-level enforcers, a slick-looking guy with a shaved head and sunglasses too big for his face. Rico’s people, probably. A quick transaction, money passed through the window, and then he was gone. Just another normal morning in Los Santos.

I exhaled through my nose, pouring myself another cafecito. Let them watch, let them wait, this was still my street.

Father Ignacio came back inside, his face unreadable. "They’re watching again, aren’t they?"

I didn’t answer right away, just took a slow sip of my coffee, letting the bitterness settle on my tongue. "Always. Trying to scare me into payment protection."

I was mid-sip when something moved outside the window, close and fast. My fingers tightened around the cup. The bald guy, the one who’d handed off money to Jakob’s car, was standing right outside the glass, staring in.

Father Ignacio flinched just enough for me to catch it, a small intake of breath as he stepped closer. The man had appeared out of nowhere, like a damn ghost materializing from the sidewalk.

I didn’t move, didn’t blink, just lifted my chin and returned the stare.

His sunglasses were gone now, revealing dark, sunken eyes that carried a sight I’d seen many times, the kind that came from spending too much time on the wrong side of life, drugs, and drinking. He didn’t say anything, the smirk curling at the edges of his mouth spoke for him.

Slowly, he lifted his right hand, shaping it into the form of a gun, thumb up, two fingers out, then he aimed it right at me.

Father Ignacio muttered something under his breath, maybe a prayer, maybe a curse.

The man’s thumb flicked down, appearing to be the hammer of a gun clicking into place. A silent shot, just for me.

I exhaled, calm and slow, then I smiled and lifted my small gold cross from beneath my shirt, letting it dangle between my fingers as I held his gaze.

His smirk widened, not in amusement, but in something dark, laced with mockery, then he let out a low, quiet laugh and turned away, sauntering down the street as if he had all the time in the world.

Ignacio let out a sharp breath, shaking his head. "Foolish," he muttered. "Very foolish, hija."

I turned to him, arching a brow. "Who? Him or me?"

His look was dry, unimpressed. "You know who."

I shrugged, setting my cup down. "I’ve seen worse and crazier."

Ignacio didn’t smile. His gaze was heavy with something close to fear. "You know you’re protected," he said, voice quieter now, "but protection doesn’t mean immunity. Even angels can bleed."

I looked back out the window, watching the bald man disappear into the folds of the city.

"Then I guess we’ll find out someday," I murmured.

——
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After the padre left, I lingered in that moment of quietness, just me, my barista, and the silence between my breaths. The past never really left me. It lived in my bones, in the scars the world couldn’t see, inside and out, in the nights I woke up gasping for air that wasn’t filled with fear.

I had been a young lively girl once. A girl stolen from Spain, dragged across borders, and swallowed into a life that wasn’t mine. A girl who learned too soon in life that monsters weren’t just stories, they were men with money and power, men who thought they could own you, break you, sell you off piece by piece.

But I had run. I was fifteen years old, half-starved, nothing but will and rage and some forgotten part of me that still believed in escape. I had landed in Mexico first, then crossed into the U.S., barely knowing English, carrying nothing but the clothes on my back and a name that no longer felt like mine.

And somehow, I had made it here to Ash Street, to my aunt’s old barista, this little corner of hell, where I had found a way to live again. It wasn’t easy, but somewhere between the rising sun and the first pour of cafecito, somewhere in the power of a prayer whispered at dawn, I had found my Creator again.

Not the one the traffickers had told me about, the one that let terrible things happen and turned His back, no, the real One. The One that had never abandoned me, even when I had abandoned Him. And so I stayed. I built this life, not just for myself, but for the ones still running, the ones still lost, that needed hope.

This street had taken so much from so many, but it had given me something to replace the fear. Purpose. A reason to wake up. A reason to fight. I took one last breath, shook the dark thoughts from my head, and looked around Ash Street.

The sky outside had shifted from navy to purple, from purple to gold. The streetlights were flickering off one by one, the city was stretching, yawning, waking up. Time to work. I turned toward the kitchen, tying my apron behind my back. The first batch of pastelitos still needed baking. The coffee beans needed grinding. The barista needed to be ready. It was a new day and I was still breathing the air my Creator had made for me.

——
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The morning rush had come and gone, leaving only the hum of the espresso machine and the distant sounds of the street filtering in through the open door. I had just finished setting out a fresh tray of pastelitos when the door jingled again. Tito coming in for a break.

He stepped inside, loosening his belt a little, his patrol shirt damp with sweat. Even this early, the Miami heat was creeping in, making the air wet and heavy. He smelled like sunbaked pavement and old leather, a mix of street work and exhaustion.

I smirked, grabbing a plate before he could even order. "Tostada, croquetas, and a cafecito?"

He grunted, dropping into a seat at the counter. "You know me too well, Flor."

I slid the plate in front of him and poured a fresh shot of cafecito, watching as he took his first sip. His shoulders relaxed... just a little.

"Long shift so far?" I asked.

Tito exhaled through his nose. "Always." He picked up a croqueta, took a bite, then pointed it at me. "You know, people are talking about your barista."

I arched a brow, wiping my hands on a towel. "They always do."

"Yeah, but this time it’s more about the person who owns it. You."

I leaned on the counter, waiting. "Go on."

Tito’s jaw tightened. "Jakob’s been asking about you more than usual. That little stare-down you had this morning. Word already got back to him and you got his people real curious."

I shrugged. "They’ve always been watching."

"Yeah, but now they’re watching different." He set his cup down, rubbing the bridge of his nose. "I don’t like it, Flor. Jakob doesn’t send warnings just to be cute. He sends them before he makes a move. He wants to own the whole street and you’re his one holdout."

I let the words settle, let them sink in. Jakob was always a threat, but if he was taking more interest in me now... that meant something had changed.

Tito leaned in, lowering his voice. "Word is, some of his lieutenants are pissed you’re pulling people out from under them. The girls, the runaways, the ones you help, that’s money walking away."

I exhaled slowly, crossing my arms. "So what do you suggest? That I stop?"

Tito gave me a dry look. "No. Just... be smart. You’ve been lucky, Flor. But luck runs out."

I smirked, tapping my fingers against the counter. "Who said it was luck?"

Tito sighed, shaking his head. "I swear, you drive me crazy."

I grinned, reaching for the coffee pot. "Then have another cafecito. It helps with stress."

He snorted but held out his cup. I poured, and we sat there in silence for a moment, the weight of his warning lingering between us. Outside, the street kept moving. Jakob was watching and soon, I knew, he’d stop watching and start acting. For now, I poured another round of coffee. Let him come.

Tito sat back, cafecito in hand, and turned his eyes toward the street. I followed his gaze, already knowing what I’d see. The day had settled in now. The heat was rising, but so was the business.

One by one, the girls started showing up, barely dressed, eyes hollow, some of them looking no older than sixteen. They moved like ghosts in stilettos, scanning the sidewalks for customers while their pimps watched from the shadows, waiting to swoop in the second they hesitated or got too bold.

Further down the block, the dealers had taken their places, leaning against light poles, crouching near doorways, pretending to be just another part of the city. But I saw them. We all did. They weren’t just selling to the usual junkies anymore, more upscale cars were making a trip here.

A woman, hair wrapped in a loose scarf, carrying a plastic grocery bag full of canned beans and rice, walked past a cluster of them, eyes down, shoulders tight. She flinched when one of them called out to her, something crude, something ugly.

Tito shook his head, jaw tightening. "Damn shame."

A few feet away, a man in an old guayabera and worn-down sandals was trying to enjoy a morning walk, but one of the younger dealers stepped in his path, grinning, waving a small baggie like it was candy.

The old man muttered something under his breath and hurried past, but I saw it, the way his hand curled into a fist. The way he wanted to fight but knew he couldn’t win.

"When did it get this bad?" Tito murmured, voice low.

I let out a slow breath, gripping the counter. "It didn’t happen overnight. It was a slow takeover, little by little, until nobody knew how to stop it."

He exhaled through his nose, fingers tapping against his cup. "We used to have more cops on this beat, back when it was just gangs fighting each other, not the whole damn city bleeding out."

"And now?" I asked.

Tito let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. "Now, we got half a department taking Jakob’s money and the other half too scared to do a damn thing."

I glanced back out at the sidewalk. A girl I didn’t recognize stood near the curb, biting her nails, shifting her weight like she wanted to run. I knew that look. She was new. Fresh meat.

A man in a slick button-up and probably too much cologne stepped up beside her, whispered something in her ear, and wrapped a lazy arm around her shoulders like they’d known each other for years. She flinched, just a little then forced herself to smile.

I gritted my teeth. "They’re getting younger," I murmured.

Tito was quiet for a long moment. "Yeah. Every day."

Outside, the city kept moving. The pimps watched their girls. The dealers counted their cash. The people who had lived here before all of it, the mothers, the grandfathers, the workers just trying to make it through another day, shrunk into the background, walking a little faster, keeping their heads down. Jakob, he didn’t even need to show up. His empire almost ran itself.

Tito drained the last of his coffee and set the cup down. "One day, this place is gonna break."

I swallowed, my grip tightening around the dish towel in my hands. "Or one day, we’ll take it back."

——
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Tito’s words hung between us. "One day, this place is gonna break."

Maybe he was right. Maybe we were past saving. Maybe this city had already made up its mind about who it belonged to, but personally, I wasn’t done fighting.

A sharp whistle cut through the air, dragging my focus back outside. One of the pimps, a wiry man in a cheap track suit, was gesturing to one of the girls. She hurried to his side like she had no choice, because she didn’t.

Tito sighed, rolling his shoulders. "I should get going."

I watched as he pulled a few bills from his wallet and dropped them on the counter. He always overpaid, never letting me argue about it. A donation, he called it. A thank-you, even though he owed me nothing.

"Be careful, Tito," I said as he stood.

He gave me a knowing look, as if I was the one who needed to hear it. "You too, Flor."

Then he was gone, pushing through the door and stepping out onto the sidewalk, becoming just another piece of the street, another thread in the unraveling fabric of Los Santos. I turned back to the counter, stacking dishes, wiping down surfaces, forcing myself to focus on anything but the rot creeping in through the cracks of this place. 

The bell jingled again. I looked up, expecting to see Tito coming back for something he forgot, but it wasn’t him.

A girl stood in the doorway, small, fragile, her arms wrapped tight around her middle, trying to hold herself together. Her eyes were wide, frantic, darting behind her as if she was being followed. My gut clenched. I knew this look. I’d seen it before.

She took a shaky step inside, her voice barely above a whisper. "Please," she said. "I need help."

Tito had seen her as he walked out and returning, was on her before I could even move. His broad frame blocked the doorway for a second before he gently, carefully guided the girl toward the back booth, away from the windows, away from the street.

She winced when he touched her arm, and that’s when I saw them, bruises blooming like dark ink beneath her skin, the kind that told a story no one should have to live through. I set down my dish towel, wiping my hands against my apron before following.

Tito knelt beside her, voice low, steady. His "cop voice," the one meant to soothe instead of command.

"Hey, you’re safe here," he murmured. "Can you tell me your name?"

The girl swallowed hard, glancing at the door, at the window, at everything except us. "I..." Her voice cracked, "I don’t know if I should be here."

Tito shot me a look, but I already knew what he was thinking. She had been running and whatever or whoever she was running from was close behind.

I slid into the booth across from her, keeping my hands on the table, palms up, empty. "You’re right where you need to be," I said softly. "You don’t have to talk, just breathe, okay?"

Her shoulders shook as she exhaled, she was holding herself together with nothing but willpower.

I took a slow breath and looked up, eyes heavenward, lips forming words without sound.

"Señor... si esto es mi carga, guíame. Si esto es mi guerra, protégeme."

Lord... if this is my burden, guide me. If this is my war, protect me.

The air around me shifted, just a little. A familiar touch settled in my chest, not fear, not doubt, but touch of love. I didn’t know it yet but my destiny had just changed because I had just met Destiny Fortunato, someone the Creator had big plans for.
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Chapter 2 
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Vincenzo

The body was still warm, not by much, but enough to tell me she hadn’t been gone long from this world. She lay sprawled behind Juanita’s Cantina on Ash Street, half in the alley, half on the curb, her too-thin arm stretched toward the gutter like she had been reaching for something before the end. Perhaps a second chance, or maybe just a little more time.

The paramedics had already covered her lower half with a cheap blue tarp, but it didn’t do much to hide the truth. A girl, no older than twenty, dead from an overdose before the sun had even fully risen. Same story. Different day.

The rookie standing next to me was barely holding it together. Rivera, fresh out of the academy was still new enough that his badge had some shine to it. "Jesus," he muttered, rubbing a hand over his mouth. "She’s just a kid."

I didn’t correct him. I didn’t tell him that by Los Santos standards, twenty wasn’t a kid, it was a survivor.

I pulled out my notepad. "ID?"

One of the responding officers, Molina, snorted, waving a hand. "Nah, man. Just another junkie. No purse, no wallet, no name. You know how this goes."

Yeah. I knew. He was dirty. He didn’t even try to hide it anymore.

Rivera glanced between us. "We should still check the area. See if anyone knew her."

Molina gave him a slow look, like a wolf watching a house dog yap too much. "Knock yourself out, dude. We could, or we could let the coroner zip her up and call it a day."

I held his stare until he looked away, then squatted next to the body, pulling on gloves before tilting her head just slightly, brushing damp hair away from her neck. And there it was... the mark.

Not a bruise or a scrape, just a faint brand, inked below her jawline. A small, curling symbol that I’d seen before. My stomach turned to lead. Jakob’s special inventory wore that mark. Not all of his inventory, just the ones who were used for his special high-end client, the ones he owned who never saw the streets. Unless they disobeyed.

The symbol inked just below the jawline was small, no larger than a quarter, but it carried a brand that marked them as his. It was a curling, serpent-like design, almost elegant at first glance. A twisting "S" shape, with the tail looping back into itself, forming a noose-like curve.

To the untrained eye, it could be mistaken for a piece of decorative ink, something meaningless, but it wasn’t. Up close, hidden within the curves of the design, were initials, JS. The way they blended into the shape, woven into the ink like shadows, made them almost invisible unless you knew what to look for.

A silent claim. If you had the mark, it meant you’d been in the high life too long to just walk away. And if you ended up dead with it, it meant someone made sure you never did.

Rivera sucked in a sharp breath. "Shit."

Molina shifted, clearly seeing the same thing but pretending it didn’t mean anything.

I stood, pulling my gloves off with slow, deliberate movements. "You still want to call this an accident?"

Molina rolled his eyes. "What, you think someone held her down and made her overdose? C’mon, man. You know how this works. These girls get strung out and..."

"She wasn’t just some girl." I folded my arms. "She was part of Jakob’s private stock."

That shut him up.

Rivera blinked, shifting his weight. "Then shouldn’t we...?"

"We should," I muttered, "but we won’t."

Jakob didn’t let his girls go and the ones who ended up dead, stayed dead. No case, no suspects, no justice, just another body, another tarp, another ghost added to the city’s ledger. I was getting real tired of counting.

The body was gone. Bagged, tagged, and shoved into the back of the coroner’s van like she was never here. Just another ghost for Los Santos.

Rivera and I climbed into my unmarked cruiser, the AC kicking in with a weak, struggling hum. The thing barely worked. Similar to everything else in this city, it was held together with duct tape and bad decisions.

Rivera drummed his fingers on the dashboard, watching as the locals started moving again, cautiously stepping out of their doorways, peeling themselves from where they’d been waiting and watching in shadows.

Life went on. That was the worst part.

I pulled the car away from the curb, rolling slow past the cracked pavement, the broken sidewalks, the buildings sagging under the weight of too many years.

"You ever been down this way before?" I asked.

Rivera kept his gaze on the window, his knee bouncing slightly. "Not much. Just a few drive-bys on patrol. I mostly worked uptown until I hit detective and asked for somewhere else. I didn’t know it was going to this rough."

I smirked. "There’s a trick to this city, kid. You don’t drive by Los Santos, you either live in it, or you avoid it."

His knee stopped bouncing. He glanced at me. "You grew up here, right?"

"Yeah." My hands flexed on the wheel, gripping tight before forcing myself to ease up. "Back when it was better."

"Better how?"

I exhaled through my nose. "Cleaner."

He frowned, like he couldn’t picture it. In his mind, this place had always been a pit.

I gestured toward an old bodega on the corner. The paint was peeling, the windows were smeared with grime, but it was still standing. "Used to be where my old man got groceries. The owner knew us by name. Gave me free pan dulce on Sundays."

Rivera’s brows lifted slightly, trying to imagine it.

I kept going, pointing to a row of low-rent apartments with bars on the windows and bullet holes in the walls. "That place," I said. "my best friend used to live there. His mom ran a seamstress shop out of their front room. I spent more nights in that apartment than my own house."

I didn’t mention that my best friend was dead now. I didn’t mention that his mom disappeared three years after he was shot in a gang dispute he wasn’t even part of. That’s what Los Santos did, it swallowed people whole.

Rivera was quiet for a long moment, watching the street as we rolled past. "So, what happened?" he asked. "How did it get like this?"

I let out a humorless chuckle. "Same way anything dies, little by little, then all at once. The old families started moving out, the businesses shut down, and then came the drugs, the pimps, the gangs. Finally Jakob came in and took over.”

I watched as a group of kids, barely in their teens, crowded around a bus stop, laughing too hard, trying too hard to look like they belonged here. They weren’t stupid but this place would chew them up anyway.

Rivera shook his head, voice low. "So why do you still come back?"

I turned onto the next block, gripping the wheel a little tighter. "Because I got no choice."

——
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The ride back to the precinct was quiet, just the low hum of the engine and the distant wail of a siren a few blocks over. Rivera kept glancing my way, he wanted to ask something but wasn’t sure if he should.

I already knew what it was. He was still thinking about the girl and the mark on her neck. About the simple fact that we weren’t doing a damn thing about it. He didn’t get it yet but he would. Give him a few months in Los Santos, and he’d stop asking questions, too.

We pulled into the department lot, the building looming in front of us, a block of concrete pretending to be justice. Inside, the air stank of burnt coffee, sweat, and fear. The bullpen was buzzing, phones ringing, officers filing reports, the occasional curse from a detective at their desk. Business as usual.

I dropped into my chair, stretching my legs out under the desk while Rivera hesitated beside me, shifting as if he didn’t know what to do with himself.

"You gonna sit down or just stand there looking uncomfortable?" I muttered, flipping open my notepad.

He huffed but dropped into the chair across from me. "So... what now?"

I smirked, rubbing a hand over my face. "Now, we file the report, pretend it matters, and then watch as it disappears into the void."

Rivera frowned. "You serious?"

I arched a brow. "You’re new here, you’ll learn pretty quick how things work. If the higher ups don’t want something to investigated, it doesn’t get investigated."

He looked like he wanted to argue, but before he could, a slow clap sounded from across the bullpen. I didn’t even have to look up to know who it was. Molina.

"Nice work out there, Abrigatto," Molina drawled, strolling up with a cocky smirk, his badge hanging from his belt like he’s just come out of the head. "You solved the case yet?"

I sighed, leaning back in my chair. "Yeah, turns out she overdosed. Shocking, right?"

Molina grinned. "Almost like we haven’t seen this a hundred times before."

Rivera tensed, his jaw clenching. He didn’t get it yet. He still thought we were all on the same side.

I drummed my fingers against the desk, tilting my head. "Funny, though. That mark on her neck, looks an awful lot like the one on Jakob’s girls."

Molina’s smirk barely faltered. "So? You think that means something?"

I held his stare, letting the silence stretch. We both knew the answer. It meant everything. It meant she wasn’t just some girl who got in over her head, it meant she was private property and someone decided she wasn’t worth keeping anymore.

Molina let out a mock sigh, shaking his head. "Man, you really gotta let this whole righteous thing go, Vinny. Not everything’s a conspiracy. Some people just make bad choices."

My teeth clenched. That’s what they always said about the junkies, the girls, about every damn body they didn’t want to bother saving, bad choices. It wasn’t that simple to me.

Molina patted my desk pretending to offer some kind of wisdom. "File your little report, go home. You’re not changing shit."

He turned to walk off, but I wasn’t done yet. "Hey, Molina."

He paused, just enough to let me know he was listening.

I leaned forward, resting my arms on the desk. "Tell Jakob I said hi, yeah?"

His smirk twitched, but he didn’t take the bait, just gave me a slow, knowing grin, then he was gone.

Rivera let out a low breath. "So, that’s it? We just... let it go?"

I stared at the empty space where Molina had been, the anger sitting deep in my gut. "For now," I muttered.

That was the game, wasn’t it? You play along, you keep your head down, you don’t make noise until you know exactly where to hit. And when the time comes, you make sure they don’t get back up.

——
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I filed the report, just like Molina wanted, like I’d done dozens of times before, and like every other report tied to Jakob’s girls, it would quickly disappear into the system, swallowed up before anyone outside these walls ever saw it.

Rivera was still fuming, his arms crossed as he leaned against the desk, watching me type. "This isn’t right," he muttered under his breath.

I didn’t look up. "Yeah. Welcome to Los Santos, kid."

He exhaled sharply through his nose, shaking his head. He couldn’t believe it. "So what, you just... let it go?"

I finished the last line of the report and logged out. I didn’t answer right away because I didn’t let things go, I just waited. Instead of answering, I grabbed my keys and stood. "C’mon. Let’s grab some air."

Rivera frowned but followed me out of the bullpen, through the side exit.

The Miami heat hit us like a brick wall the second we stepped outside, humid as hell, the kind that made it feel like the whole damn city was sweating. I didn’t stop walking until we reached the alley beside the station, where I leaned against the brick wall and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

Rivera hesitated. "You smoke?"

"Only when I think about killing someone." I lit the end, took a slow drag, exhaled.

Rivera rubbed his temple. "Damn."

I smirked, but it faded quick because I knew what I had to do next. I pulled out my phone, thumb hovering over a name I didn’t like calling.

Rivera watched. "Who’s that?"

I didn’t answer right away, just stared at the name. Nic.

My jaw tensed, fingers tightening around the phone, then I hit dial. Three rings, then an answer. "Yeah?" The voice on the other end was very familiar, much like my own but younger, sharper, soaked in that lazy arrogance that made me want to punch something.

"Where are you?" I asked.

A pause. Then, a slow, knowing chuckle. "You really wanna know, or you just calling to remind me I disappoint you?"

My grip on the phone tightened. "Don’t make me chase you, Nic."

Rivera straightened beside me, watching closely now.

"Relax, old man," Nic drawled. "I’m just handling business. You know, same as you."

Not the same. Never the same.

"You hear what happened this morning?" I asked, voice low.

Nic was quiet for a second too long. "You mean the girl? Yeah. I heard."

I felt my pulse tick faster. "You knew her?"

Another pause and then a shift in his tone. Just a little. "Not like that," he muttered. "She was one of Rico’s after Jakob put her on the streets. Never talked much."

Rico. Jakob’s right-hand pimp. A man who made sure his girls never got too comfortable.

I dragged a hand down my face, feeling the migraine settle in. "Tell me you’re not working under him."

Nic sighed, long and tired. "You gonna lecture me again, Pops?"

I clenched my teeth. "I told you not to call me that."

"You are my dad, ain’t you?" His voice turned mocking, sharp. A knife stabbing my heart. "Or did you forget about me the way you forgot about everything else?"

I didn’t answer because some wounds never stopped bleeding.

Rivera was watching me closely now. He wasn’t stupid. He’d figured it out.

I exhaled. "Stay away from Rico, Nic."

Another silence. Then, soft, almost too quiet, "You know I can’t."

A click. The call ended. I stared at the screen, jaw tight.

Rivera let out a low breath. "That your son?"

I pocketed the phone. "Yeah."

He hesitated, "Shit."

"Yeah," I muttered, "that about sums it up."

I tucked my phone back into my pocket, jaw tight, pulse still hammering from the conversation with Nic. Rivera hadn’t moved. He was still standing there, arms crossed, watching me, waiting for an explanation. He didn’t quite know what to do with the fact that his new partner had a son working under Jakob’s empire.

I let out a slow breath, dragging a hand down my face before I spoke. "If you ever get married, kid," I muttered, "and you have kids of your own, do yourself a favor."

Rivera raised a brow. "Yeah?"

"Get the hell out of Miami."

He blinked, shifting slightly. "What?"

"You heard me." I took another slow drag from my cigarette, watching the smoke curl into the humid air before I flicked the ash to the pavement. "Find yourself a little cabin in the woods. Somewhere quiet. Raise ‘em far away from places like this."

Rivera huffed out a half-laugh. "You sound like my old man."

"Yeah?" I smirked, but there was no humor in it. "Was he right about anything?"

Rivera scratched at his jaw, looking away. "Probably."

I nodded like that settled it. "Then listen to me. This place, it don’t care about families or blood. You grow up here, you’re either at the top of the food chain or you get eaten alive."

Rivera was quiet for a long moment, kicking at a loose piece of gravel on the pavement. “You religious, Abrigatto?"

I let out a slow, humorless chuckle. "You think I’d still be here if I wasn’t, even non-practicing? I know Who watches over this shithole. You?"

Rivera frowned, shaking his head. "I don’t know. I was raised Catholic, but... I ain’t been since catechism."

I glanced at him, arching a brow. "Then start praying, kid."

He scoffed. "That bad?"

I met his eyes, voice flat. "It’s the only thing keeping people alive in Los Santos."

For once, Rivera had nothing to say. We both knew the truth. In a city like this, faith wasn’t a luxury, it was survival.

Rivera didn’t say anything at first. Just stood there, arms crossed, eyes still trying to work out what the hell he was supposed to say to a man whose son worked for the same criminals he was trying to take down.

He exhaled sharply, shaking his head. "Damn, Abrigatto. How do you live with that?"

I flicked the cigarette to the pavement and crushed it under my boot. I didn’t answer right away. The truth wasn’t something I could explain to a rookie who still thought the world made sense. Instead, I kept my tired voice calm and steady.

"I hope there’s still time to save him," I said, rubbing a hand over my face, "but things aren’t looking so good."

Rivera watched me, waiting.

I sighed. "Nic wasn’t always like this. He was just a kid who lost his way. Grew up without his mother, grew up watching me fight battles I thought I was keeping from him. Guess he got tired of being on the losing side."

Rivera shifted, frowning. "That’s it? He just flipped?"

I glanced at him. "You ever been broke, Rivera? I mean, not just ‘tight on cash,’ but no lights, no food, no way out?"

He hesitated. "Not like that, no."

I nodded. "Then you don’t know what that kind of desperation does to a kid. Nic saw an opportunity, and he took it. That was his choice."

Rivera leaned against the wall, his hands on his hips. "So what, you just let him go?"

I met his eyes. "The Lord gives us wisdom, Rivera. What we do with it is called choice."

He didn’t blink, didn’t speak, just waited for me to finish.

"My son’s free will took him to the dark side," I continued. "I will do what I have to to protect him, but I will not do anything unlawful to save him. That’s between him, those he works for..." I exhaled slowly, "and our Creator."

Rivera let that sit between us for a moment. Finally, he let out a low breath. "I don’t know if I could do that."

I smirked, but it didn’t reach my eyes. "Then I hope you never have to."

——
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We barely made it out of the parking lot before my phone buzzed. Captain Vasquez.

I let it ring once, twice, then answered with a clipped, "Abrigatto."

"Got a minute?" Vasquez’s voice was smooth, casual. Too casual. He wasn’t calling to chat like work buddies, he was calling to threaten me.

I gritted my teeth. "For you, Cap, always."

"Swing by my office before you head back into Los Santos."

I glanced at Rivera, who was already watching me, waiting.

"We busy?" Vasquez asked.

I exhaled through my nose. "On our way."

The captain’s office was too perfect, nothing out of place. He spent more time making sure his desk was polished and orderly than worrying about the mess outside. Vasquez leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled, a faint smirk tugging at his lips. "Heard you had an eventful morning."

I crossed my arms. "You hear a lot of things."

Vasquez shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. "Word is, you’re sniffing around a case that doesn’t exist."

Rivera stiffened beside me, but I didn’t react. "That so?" I asked.

Vasquez’s smirk didn’t falter. "I get it, Vinny. You got history with this city. You want to see it cleaned up. But you’ve been here long enough to know that some things don’t change."

I stayed silent.

He sighed, standing, adjusting his cuffs pretending this conversation was just another chore on his list. "I like you, Abrigatto. You’re not an idiot. You’ve lasted this long because you know when to push and when to step back. So I’m going to do you a favor."

I arched a brow. "Yeah? What’s that?"

He walked around the desk, stopping just short of us. Close enough for me to smell the expensive cologne and the sweat beneath it. "Drop it."

Rivera stiffened beside me. "Excuse me?"

Vasquez didn’t even look at him. His eyes were locked on me. "You know how it works, Vinny. You keep your head down, play along, and you walk out of this department when you’re ready to retire." He let the words settle, then added, "You don’t, and you might not walk out at all."

A slow, crawling heat worked its way up my spine, but I kept my face neutral. "You done?" I asked.

Vasquez smirked again, stepping back. "Yeah, I think so."

I turned on my heel and walked out, Rivera close behind. We didn’t say a word until we were back in the car.

Rivera let out a long breath. "That was subtle."

I scoffed, starting the engine. "You should see him when he’s really pissed."

Rivera stared out the window, shaking his head. "How the hell do you work under that guy?"

I pulled onto the road, rolling my shoulders. "I don’t work for him. I work around him."

Rivera was quiet after that, Vasquez’s warning sitting heavy between us.

We were halfway down Ash Street when I spotted her, Flor Perez-Quinones. She was standing outside her barista, apron tied tight, hair pulled back in that loose braid she always wore. She was looking out at the street, arms crossed, face unreadable. The sun hit the edge of her profile, catching on the small gold cross at her throat.

I knew her. Not personally and not that well. Los Santos had a way of making people like her stand out.

Rivera caught me looking. "Who’s that?"

I kept my eyes on the road. "Just another hopeless believer."

Rivera frowned. "She runs that café, right? The one that never gets hit?"

"Yeah."

He huffed. "She think she’s untouchable or something?"

I glanced in the rearview mirror, watching her fade into the distance behind us. "She thinks she can make a difference."

Rivera scoffed. "That’s a joke if I assume things are as bad as they look."

I didn’t answer because the truth was, I wasn’t sure if I believed that anymore.

Rivera kept watching the woman outside the barista as we rolled past, his brows drawn together like he was trying to put a puzzle together in his head. "You know her well enough to know her story?" he asked.

I kept my hands on the wheel, my gaze flicking once more to the rearview mirror. Flor was still standing there, arms crossed, watching the street like she was guarding something only she could see.

"Not really," I admitted. "But I’ve heard a lot about her."

Rivera shifted in his seat, waiting. I didn’t usually talk about people like this, didn’t waste time on names that didn’t matter. But Flor Perez-Quinones mattered. "She’s been here a long time," I said. "Came to Miami in her teens and inherited that barista from her aunt. Never left and doesn’t pay protection money ."

Rivera let out a low scoff. "She’s crazy, then."

I smirked. "Some people think so."

He glanced back at the barista as it shrank in the distance. "That place really never gets hit?"

I exhaled, shaking my head. "Not for lack of trying. People have taken shots at her, tried burning the place down, tried running her out. Nothing works. Every attempt fails."

Rivera arched a brow. "You’re saying she’s lucky?"

I turned the corner, heading deeper into Los Santos, the streets shifting back into a mess of hustlers, lost souls, and the ghosts of what this city used to be.

"Some people call it luck," I told him, "others say she’s protected by angels unaware."

Rivera gave me a look like I was messing with his head. "Angels, huh?"

I smirked, tapping a slow beat against the steering wheel. "That’s what they say."

Rivera huffed, shaking his head. "I think they’re full of shit."

I chuckled. "Yeah? Then tell me why she’s still standing when everything around her is gone."

He didn’t have an answer... neither did I.

——
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Rivera tensed. "Hold up there."

He pointed down a narrow alley, half-hidden between a graffitied liquor store and a crumbling apartment building. I saw it immediately, the movement, the struggle. A man’s arm cocked back, a sharp slap cutting through the air.

I didn’t think, didn’t hesitate, I threw the car in park and was already moving before Rivera could say a word.

The alley stank of piss and old garbage, and the strong smell of blood. A girl was crouched near a dumpster, clutching her face, her too-thin arms shaking. The guy standing over her was exactly what I expected, gold chain, cheap cologne, clothes too clean for someone making an honest living, her pimp. Also one of Rico’s men.

He didn’t even notice me until I was close enough to grab him. His mistake. I hit him hard, right in the ribs. He doubled over with a sharp gasp, stumbling back, eyes wide with shock.

"Who the fu..."

I didn’t let him finish.

I grabbed his collar, shoved him against the brick wall, and pressed my forearm to his throat. The girl scrambled to her feet, still shaking. Rivera hovered near her, keeping an eye on the street.

"You good to walk?" Rivera asked her, his voice low.

She nodded, wiping at her nose, eyes darting between me and the bastard pinned against the wall.

"Go," I muttered. "Before he gets back up."

She didn’t need to be told twice. She was already slipping into the shadows before I turned my attention back to the prick gasping for air.

"You know who I am?" I asked.

His throat bobbed under my arm. "Yeah."

"Then you know I don’t play games."

His hands twitched at his sides and I hoped he wasn’t stupid enough to try anything.

"You see that girl again, you leave her alone," I said, pressing just a little harder. "Understand?"

His lips curled, he wanted to argue, but all that came out was a rough, choked, "Yeah."

I let him go, stepping back just enough for him to stumble, wheezing. He glared at me, rubbing his throat. "You think this changes anything?"

I smiled coldly. "Nope. But it changes something for you, doesn’t it?"

He clenched his jaw but said nothing. He knew what I meant. Next time he got caught roughing up one of his girls, his punishment from me wasn’t gonna be a warning.

Rivera shook his head, muttering under his breath. "You know he’s just gonna take it out on her later."

I exhaled sharply, my fists still tight. "Yeah. I know." That’s the way it worked in Los Santos.

I turned back toward the street, feeling that creeping sense of unease settle in my chest and that’s when I saw her. Flor. She was again or still standing outside her barista, arms folded, eyes scanning the street, not frantic, not anxious, but watching... calculating.

She saw the cars circling, saw Jakob’s men moving in the shadows, saw them hunting, and still, she didn’t move. It was almost like she was daring them to come into her place. Kind of like she knew something. Damn it, the woman did know something. I felt it in my bones.

Rivera followed my gaze. "She’s still out there."

I muttered a curse under my breath, running a hand down my face. "Yeah," I said, "and I don’t like it."
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Chapter 3
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Flor

She was shaking uncontrollably but from cold, Miami didn’t do cold, this was the kind of trembling that lived in the bones, in the spaces between fear and exhaustion, the kind that didn’t stop, even when the danger was far behind you. I had seen it before. I had felt it before. Dios, she was in trouble. 

I pulled a chair out from one of the back booths, guiding her down before her legs gave out. She flinched at the touch, eyes darting toward the windows, expecting someone to crash through them at any second. They might if they figured out she was here.

My two helpers hovered near the counter, whispering in low, nervous voices. I didn’t need to hear the words to know what they were saying. "Who is she?" "What if someone comes looking?" "Flor, we can’t protect her." "This is dangerous."

None of them mattered right now, only her.

I knelt beside her, kept my voice soft, steady. "What’s your name, niña?"

She swallowed, licked cracked lips, hesitated. The kind of hesitation that meant she was about to lie. "...Sally."

It wasn’t but I let it go. "Okay, Sally," I said. "You’re safe now. No one is coming in here."

She shook her head violently, tears welling up in her wide, terrified eyes. "No. No, I’m not. He’s gonna find me. He... he always finds us."

I didn’t need to ask who he was because when she turned her head, that’s when I saw it, the ink, curling just below her jawline. I froze. A sharp, twisting symbol, coiled like a serpent, the tail looping back into a noose-like curve. Subtle yet elegant. I knew exactly what it meant. My stomach turned to stone. Hell. I just took one of Jakob’s private stock away from him.

I let out a slow breath, keeping my expression neutral, keeping my hands from shaking as I reached for a damp towel and pressed it into her palms. "Clean your face, mija," I said gently. "Then eat something."

She stared at me, lips trembling. "I... I shouldn’t be here."

I leaned in, lowering my voice. "But you are."

She sucked in a ragged breath, wiped at her split lip and in that moment, I knew I wasn’t letting her go.

"Marisol," I called, my voice quiet. "Cover the front. If anyone, I mean anyone, walks in asking questions, you buzz me."

Marisol’s eyes flicked to the girl, then back to me. She was scared. Not just for Sally, for all of us, but she nodded. They all knew where the buzzer was that was our warning signal. We’d only had to use it a couple of times, most people just left us alone. I had a feeling we would be using it more often now.

I wrapped an arm around the girl’s frail shoulders, guiding her toward the back, past the warm scent of coffee and sugar, past the worried eyes of my people, past the place where normal life still existed into my little office. The door shut behind us with a soft click, muffling the sounds of the barista. Safe, for now.

Sally sank into the chair by the desk, curling in on herself, arms locked tight around her middle. She looked like she wanted to disappear, wishing she already had.

I knelt beside her, grabbed a clean towel and a bowl of warm water, dipping the fabric in and wringing it out. I didn’t speak, didn’t ask her questions, didn’t force her to say things she wasn’t ready to, I just started cleaning her pale face.

The cloth came away pink, stained from the cut on her lip. She winced but didn’t pull away.

"Dios, dale paz." God, give her peace.

I dipped the towel again, pressing it gently against the bruise blooming under her eye.

"Dale fuerzas." Give her strength.

Sally made a small, broken sound, not a sob, but something close to it. I pressed a hand against her trembling fingers, whispering another prayer into the quiet. She hadn’t come to me, she had been sent. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for what that meant. Dios, how do I handle this with care?

She was cleaner now, face wiped of blood and dirt, but the bruises still told their story. The silence stretched, thick and heavy, until she broke it herself. "I was one of his special stock," she whispered.

I didn’t react. Didn’t gasp. Didn’t flinch. She needed stillness, not pity.

Jakob’s private stock. That’s what they called the young girls and boys that never saw the street. The ones saved for his most loyal customers, the politicians, the businessmen, the ones who wanted more than just a quick fix, the ones who could afford to be monsters.

I knelt beside her, not pushing, not rushing.

She swallowed, staring at the floor. "I... I did what I was told most of the time. But this client..." She squeezed her eyes shut, shuddered, "he wanted something I wouldn’t do. It is still horrible to think about. I told him no."

A muscle in my jaw ticked. "And then?"

Her fingers dug into her arms. "I fought back."

My breath hitched.

Her voice cracked when she continued. "They didn’t like that. I got..." she swallowed hard, her lip trembling, "I got disciplined and then they made me do it anyway."

I clenched my teeth so hard I thought they might crack. These bastardos, demonios.

Sally let out a shaky breath, her voice barely above a whisper. "After that, Jakob said he thought I needed a lesson. Said I was getting too comfortable. That maybe I should work the streets for a while... see how good I really had it."

My stomach twisted. The streets weren’t punishment, they were a death sentence.

Sally’s hands clenched into fists. "That’s when I knew I had to run. It wasn’t gonna stop, wasn’t ever gonna get better. If I didn’t go then, I wasn’t ever getting out."

She finally looked at me then, those wide, shattered eyes searching for something, anything, that said she wasn’t wrong to run.

I reached out, gently pressing my hand over hers. "You were right to get out," I murmured.

A single tear slipped down her cheek.

Dios, what am I supposed to do? I knew one thing for certain, she wasn’t going back. Not while I was breathing.

Sally stayed curled up in my office chair, arms still wrapped around herself like she wanted to disappear into her own body. I stepped away for a moment, heading toward the small storage cabinet where I kept extra clothes for emergencies. Nothing fancy, just old shirts, jeans, leftovers from when I helped other runaways, other souls trying to put themselves back together. I pulled out a soft cotton T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants, something comfortable, better than the ripped, stained scraps of fabric clinging to her too-thin frame.

"Here," I said, placing them on the desk. "They’re clean. Should fit well enough."

She hesitated, glancing down at herself, eyes flicking toward the mirror on the wall. I saw the way she looked away just as fast, as if she couldn’t stand the sight of her own reflection.

"It’s okay," I murmured, turning my back to give her privacy. "Change, then eat. You need both."

I stepped out and gathered a plate, some tostada with butter, a croqueta, a small bowl of black beans, and a cafecito with a lot of milk. Something warm and comforting. When I came back, Sally had changed. She looked smaller, like a child, and like everything that had happened was finally starting to sink in.

I placed the plate in front of her, nudging it closer when she hesitated. "Eat, niña."

She picked up the tostada, taking slow, hesitant bites, as if she wasn’t sure if she was allowed. Those animals caused that, trying to keep their merch thin and weak. To keep her distracted, I sat across from her and started talking, not about her, not about Jakob, but about anything else.

"I don’t remember much of Spain," I admitted, stirring my own coffee. "But I do remember the smell of my mother’s kitchen. Paprika and saffron. The way the air smelled like the sea when the wind was just right."

Sally chewed, eyes flicking up.

"My father, he always said I would grow up to be trouble." I smiled a little, shaking my head. "I think I proved him right."

That got the tiniest quirk of her mouth, not quite a smile, but not nothing either.

She swallowed, then spoke, voice raw and quiet. "I’m seventeen."

My chest ached. So damn young.

She licked her lips, staring down at her food. "I... I ran away to be a model." A breath. A small, broken laugh. "Guess that was stupid, huh?"

I didn’t say anything, didn’t tell her she wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t believe me yet.

She exhaled. "I ran out of money, got desperate. These people, these guys and a beautiful woman found me sitting in the park. Told me they had an opportunity. A photo shoot."

I already knew where this was going. "And then?" I asked gently.

She gripped her fork like it was a lifeline. "And then I woke up in a penthouse with other girls. No way out. No phones. Just... people coming and going. Like we were candy. Like we weren’t real."

My fingers curled around my coffee cup, knuckles turning white.

"I feel old," she whispered, voice shaking, "and dirty."

I swallowed hard, forcing air into my lungs. "Dios, dame fuerza." God, give me strength.

Because I wasn’t just keeping this girl safe anymore, I was going to burn that whole damn kingdom to the ground.

——
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The buzzer went off, a sharp, grating sound that sliced through the quiet, causing us both to start. I froze, heart hammering, but only for a second. I knew what this was. "They’re here."

Sally’s breath hitched, her entire body tensing like a rabbit caught in the open.

I grabbed her arm, firm but gentle. "Come with me, niña." She didn’t hesitate or ask questions, just followed.

I led her to the far corner of the office, where an old, overstuffed bookshelf stood against the wall. To most people, it looked like just another piece of furniture, but behind it, hidden beneath years of dust and wood, was a small closet. Not big, not comfortable, but safe.

I grabbed the edge of the shelf and pulled. The rollers glided smoothly, revealing the dark space behind it. "Inside," I murmured.

Sally swallowed hard, eyes wide, but she stepped in without a word.

I knelt beside her, gripping her hands. "No matter what you hear, you don’t make a sound. You don’t move. Comprende?"

She nodded.

Footsteps. Heavy boots on tile. "Too late."

I pushed the bookshelf back into place and quickly walked into the barista, just in time to stand face to face with two of Jakob’s men. They hadn’t announced themselves, their presence was enough.

The first was tall, broad, built like a man who got off on making people afraid of him. Scar along his jaw, a tattoo creeping up his neck, disappearing beneath his collar. The second was shorter, wiry, mean-looking. Jumpy. Like he was always one second away from pulling a gun just to feel important. I knew their type. Jakob’s dogs.

The tall one scanned the room, taking in the customers, the staff, the quiet hum of the espresso machine. Then he looked at me. "Morning, señora," he drawled, stepping closer. "Hope we’re not interrupting."

I wiped my hands on my apron, keeping my face blank. Unbothered. "Everyone’s welcome here," I said smoothly. "Coffee?"

The short one chuckled. "Cute."

The big one didn’t smile. He pulled a photo from his pocket, slid it onto the counter. Sally. The image was grainy, but it was her. Her too-wide eyes. Her face gaunt and fearful. I stared at it, then slowly looked back up.

"Have you seen her?" the tall one asked.

I exhaled softly, shaking my head. "No, señor."

The lie came easy. Like breathing.

The short one leaned in, squinting. "You sure about that?"

I smiled, slow and lazy. "You think I wouldn’t remember a girl like that?"

The tall one watched me, eyes narrowing. He knew I was lying. I could see it in the way his fingers twitched, in the way his jaw tensed. But he hesitated as even Jakob’s men had heard the stories about me. How the barista never burned. How bullets never hit. How people who tried to take from me always seemed to fail.

I tilted my head. "Something else I can get you?"

The tall one let the silence stretch before he finally muttered, "No. We’re good."

He nodded to his partner, and just like that, they turned and walked out.

I didn’t move, didn’t even breathe, not until the door swung shut behind them, then I closed my eyes and whispered, "Gracias." That was too close and I knew this wasn’t over.

The two men didn’t leave. They stood outside just past the sidewalk, leaning against their car, pretending they weren’t watching.

Inside the barista, the air had turned still, fear filling everyone there. Customers sat stiff, hands wrapped too tightly around their cups. Some pretended to scroll through their phones, others kept their eyes on their plates, chewing too slow, too careful. No one wanted to be the first to leave. No one wanted to be seen.

My staff did the same. Marisol wiped the counter, even though it was already spotless. Mateo reorganized the sugar packets, moving them from left to right, then right to left. I let out a slow breath, forcing myself to move like I wasn’t watching, wasn’t listening, then, I grabbed my cafecito and walked toward the door.

The chatter didn’t stop, but it faltered, voices dipping, eyes flicking up as I stepped outside. The Miami sun hung high, the heat clinging to the pavement, making the air shimmer. I leaned against the doorway, sipping my cafecito like I did every day after lunch. Like nothing was different. Like two of Jakob’s men weren’t standing just a few feet away, trying to decide if they should go back inside.

I didn’t look at them, didn’t acknowledge them, I just stood there, sipping slow, watching the world move past. Time stretched. One minute, then two. They didn’t move. A bead of sweat rolled down the short one’s temple. Finally, the taller one muttered something, shaking his head and they climbed into their car and drove off.

I kept sipping my cafecito, waited another five minutes, then, and only then, did I step back inside.

A few moments later, the barista emptied all at once, customers grabbing their things, murmuring hasty goodbyes, pushing out the door in pairs, in groups, wanting distance. And when the last of them was gone, my staff and I let out a breath in unison.

I knew this wasn’t relief, this was just the space before the next storm.

——
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The barista was quieter than usual. Not empty, I wouldn’t close. That would raise too many flags, too much suspicion. I needed things to look normal, even if nothing about this was. The usual warmth, the easy rhythm of customers coming and going was not happening.

The regulars lingered just a little longer than usual, some whispering, some glancing toward the door expecting something else to happen. And I knew this was the moment where people started deciding if they wanted to be seen here anymore, the moment where they started asking themselves if a coffee was worth getting caught in the crossfire.

At the counter, Marisol kept wiping the same spot over and over. Mateo stirred a pot of black beans with too much focus. Everyone was pretending they weren’t scared, pretending they hadn’t seen Jakob’s men standing outside for too damn long.

I exhaled slowly, watching the espresso drip, waiting. By the time I made it back to my office, Sally was nodding off, curled up behind the bookshelf, knees to her chest.

I slid it aside, crouching in front of her. "It’s okay, mija. They’re gone for now."

She shook her head violently. "No, they’re not. They never leave, just hover in the shadows, waiting."

I held out my hand. She hesitated, then took it, letting me pull her out. She barely made it two steps before her legs buckled. I caught her holding her as she buried her face in my shoulder, whispering something over and over. "I should’ve just kept running. I should’ve just kept running."

I pulled back, gripping her shoulders gently, forcing her to look at me. "No. Now you listen to me," I murmured, "you didn’t do anything wrong."

Tears welled in her eyes. "I..."

A sharp bang on the window made us both freeze. My heart hammered. I turned my head slowly. A note had been slapped against the glass. White paper. Jagged, slanted handwriting. The window was just a small one at the top of the wall. A head couldn’t see in, but a hand could reach it.

"YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT YOU’VE DONE."

Sally made a broken sound, curling in on herself once again. I let out a slow breath, my hands steady as I reached for my cross. Jakob’s men had left their message, now they were waiting for a response. They weren’t going to like the one I had.

Sally panicked. Her breath hitched, sharp and fast, her whole body trembling like she was still running, even though she wasn’t moving. I wasn’t doing much better. My chest was tight, my hands flexing at my sides. I forced myself to stay calm but not for me, for her.

"Shh, mija," I murmured, crouching beside her, rubbing her back in slow, steady circles. "You’re safe. You’re safe."

She let out a choked sob, curling into herself even more, hands pressed over her ears like she could shut the world out if she tried hard enough.

So I sat with her. Right there, on the cool tile of my office floor, letting the moment settle, letting the fear bleed out slowly. Neither of us spoke. Minutes passed, the only sounds between us were her uneven breaths and the faint hum of the espresso machine beyond the door.

Finally, she swallowed, unclenched her fingers, and whispered, "I don’t feel safe."

I exhaled, pressing my palm to her shoulder. "Then let’s fix that, hm?"

She nodded weakly.

I helped her stand, slow and steady, making sure her legs wouldn’t give out beneath her, then, together, we walked up the narrow stairs inside the barista, the ones leading to my small apartment above.

My space was simple, warm, lived-in. The kitchen smelled like roasted coffee beans and cinnamon. The wooden floors creaked in all the right places, the walls lined with books I had read too many times to count. Tonight, though, it felt different.

I guided Sally down the hall to the second bedroom, a small, but cozy space with a simple bed, a dresser, and a small nightstand with a faded wooden cross hanging above it. I pulled back the covers and helped her sink onto the mattress. She was already halfway asleep by the time her head hit the pillow. I smoothed a hand over her hair, checked the doors, the windows, the locks.

"You sleep now," I whispered. "I’m right downstairs if you need anything."

She murmured something too soft for me to catch.

I stepped out quietly, heading for the kitchen. I poured a glass of water, took a slow sip, let the tension in my shoulders drop just a little. By the time I returned to check on Sally, she was already deep asleep. For the first time since she walked into my barista, she looked her age... seventeen, just a child.

I stood in the doorway for a long moment, my chest tight thinking about the horrors she had faced already in her life. Finally, I turned, making my way back down the stairs. Before I reached the bottom, I murmured a quiet prayer, pressing my fingers against the small cross at my throat.

"Señor, protégela. Protégeme. Protege a mi gente, mi hogar, mi barista."

Lord, protect her. Protect me. Protect my people, my home, my barista.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a strange sort of quiet. A few regulars trickled in, old man Ruiz for his afternoon cafecito, the Díaz brothers for their usual tostadas. They noticed the shift in the air, the way everyone moved just a little more carefully, but they didn’t ask. People here knew better than to pry... until they had to.

The usual music of the barista felt off. Laughter didn’t linger the same way. Conversations dipped too often into low, uneasy whispers, the kind that carried words like Jakob, enforcers, bad business without ever saying them outright.

By five o’clock, I sent my workers home. Not unusual, something I did often when the day had been slow, but today they knew why. I locked up at my usual time. No sudden changes, no sign that things weren’t as they should be. Everything had to look normal even if nothing felt that way.

Upstairs, the apartment was dimly lit, soft, warm, untouched by the weight of the streets below. Sally sat at the small dinette table, staring at nothing. Her arms were again wrapped around herself, her fingers absently tracing patterns on the tabletop, lost somewhere far away. I let her be.

I went to the kitchen, setting out two small plates, warming up a bit of arroz con pollo. When I placed a plate in front of her, she blinked, as if just now realizing where she was.

"Come, niña," I said gently, "you eat with me, or I make you eat twice as much tomorrow."

That got the faintest ghost of a smile. She picked up her fork, and we ate in comfortable silence, chatting about nothing. I told her about the old men who played dominos outside the market. She told me about the best cheeseburger she ever had in New York.

We talked about music, the smell of rain, the way Miami’s heat clung to your skin like honey. Small, quiet things, nothing that mattered and yet everything that mattered. When we finished, she helped me clean up. 

She passed me a dry plate, and I was about to put it away when she hugged me. Not quick, not casual, a full, desperate embrace, arms tight around my waist, her forehead pressing into my shoulder like she wanted to disappear into the moment.

My hands stilled, hovering for a beat, then settled over her back. She took a shaky breath and then, so softly, I almost didn’t hear it, "My name is Destiny."

I closed my eyes, exhaling slowly. "Destiny." I pulled back just enough to look her in the eyes. "It’s a beautiful name, mija."

She swallowed, nodded, and for the first time all day, she didn’t look like she was running. I sent a small, gracias, to the heavens. This child wasn’t broken yet.
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Chapter 4 
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Vincenzo

Ash Street was different at night. Not quieter, Los Santos never really quieted down now, but the energy had shifted. The shadows stretched longer, the faces in the crowd sharper, more alert.

I rolled past the usual corners, past the girls draped against light poles, past the dealers who weren’t even trying to hide their business anymore. Rivera sat in the passenger seat, his knee bouncing. He didn’t like it here. Smart kid.

I pulled up near the curb, killing the engine. "What do you see?"

He scanned the street, frowning. "Same as always on streets like this. Pimps. Junkies. People just trying to get by."

I let out a slow breath, my fingers tapping the steering wheel. "Look again."

He did and after a beat, I saw the exact moment he noticed. "...They’re looking for someone."

I nodded. Jakob’s men were out in force. Not moving in packs, too obvious, but they were here, circling, watching, waiting.

Rivera exhaled. "The girl?"

"Yeah," I muttered. "She got away, but not for long."

I glanced down the street, toward the glow of a familiar shop window, toward Flor’s barista. She was inside, moving like she always did, slow, deliberate, unrushed, as if she didn’t have a damn army looking for a girl she might have tucked away somewhere in her business.

My gut twisted. Flor knew something, I was sure of it, and if I was sure, Jakob’s men wouldn’t be far behind.

I ran a hand down my face. "Damn it, Flor."

Rivera caught the way I was looking at her. "You think she knows something?"

I exhaled sharply. "Yeah. And if she’s involved in this, she’s about to be in a world of trouble."

Rivera kept watching the barista, his brows pulling together in thought. "You really think she’s mixed up in this?"

I let out a slow breath, rubbing a hand over my jaw. "Not sure yet, but my gut says yeah."

He glanced at me, waiting for more.

I leaned back against the headrest, eyes still on Flor as she moved behind the counter, as if she didn’t have a damn thing to worry about.

"Flor’s been on Ash Street for years," I muttered. "Came here young, inherited that shop from her aunt. Most places here change hands fast, but not hers."

Rivera raised a brow. "Why?"

I gave a small shrug. "Depends on who you ask."

Some people said it was dumb luck, others whispered that she had angels guarding her, unseen hands keeping the walls standing every time someone tried to knock them down.

But the thing I knew for sure... "She helps people," I said. "The ones who can’t help themselves. The runaways, the ones trying to claw their way out of this life. You ever notice how she always has new staff?"
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