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Under the flickering light of gas lamps, the air in the decaying town square crackled with a suffocating tension. The founder, a wiry man with steely resolve etched into his sharp features, staggered backward against the rough stone wall of a crumbling building. His breath came in ragged bursts, blood already soaking the edges of his long coat from a deep slash across his side.

Four shadowy attackers closed in, their blades gleaming, movements precise and lethal. The leader, a man with a patchwork mask obscuring his face, advanced, gripping a rusted machete that gleamed with fresh blood.

“Where’s the key?” the masked man snarled, his voice a low growl.

“I’ll see hell freeze over before I give you that,” the founder spat, his voice hoarse but unwavering.

One of the men lunged without warning, his knife aimed for the founder’s throat. The founder twisted at the last second, the blade skimming his shoulder instead of piercing vital flesh. He retaliated with a jagged piece of metal pulled from his coat, slashing upward and leaving a gaping wound along the attacker’s arm. The man howled in agony, falling back into the shadows.

“Hold him!” barked the leader. The remaining attackers surged forward, pinning the founder against the wall. Fists pummeled into his ribs and stomach, each strike sending shockwaves of pain through his battered body. He fought like a cornered beast, elbows cracking against jaws and knees driving into guts, but the numbers worked against him.

Blood spattered the cobblestones as another blow smashed into his cheek, splitting his skin. The masked man stepped forward, the machete tracing lazy circles in the air.

“You’ll talk, old man. Everyone breaks eventually,” the leader sneered.

The founder coughed, spitting blood onto the ground, his lips curling into a defiant grin. “You think you’re the first to try? You’re nothing but scavengers.”

The leader’s mask tilted slightly, like a predator considering its prey. “We’ll see about that.”

At his signal, the attackers grabbed the founder’s arms, forcing him to his knees. One man pressed a blade dangerously close to his throat, while the leader crouched down to meet the founder’s gaze, his voice dropping to a chilling whisper.

“The key. Where is it?”

The founder glared up at him, silent and unyielding. The flicker of flames in the distance cast eerie shadows across the scene, the town itself seeming to hold its breath.

The founder’s body sagged under the relentless assault, his breaths coming in shallow, labored gasps. His once-pristine coat was now tattered, drenched in blood and dirt, the proud emblem of the town’s founder barely visible through the stains.

The masked leader crouched before him, machete resting against his knee, its blade slick with crimson. "You’ve got one last chance, old man. The key—where is it?"

The founder spat blood onto the cobblestones, the metallic tang filling his mouth. "You think you’re ready for what’s locked in that place?" He let out a hoarse, bitter laugh. "You’ll burn with the rest of us."

The leader’s hand shot out, grabbing the founder by the jaw, forcing him to meet the hollow, soulless gaze behind the mask. "I’m not here for philosophy. I’m here for answers."

The other men surrounded them, one cracking his knuckles, another holding a blade so close to the founder’s neck that he could feel its icy kiss. One thug delivered a brutal kick to his ribs, the sound of bone cracking like thunder in the narrow alley. The founder buckled but didn’t fall.

"Where. Is. The. Key?" the leader hissed, his voice sharp as the blade he wielded.

The founder’s bloodied lips twitched into a defiant smirk, even as his face twisted in pain. "Closer than you’ll ever get," he croaked.

The leader’s patience snapped. He delivered a savage backhand, the sound of the impact echoing against the crumbling buildings. "You’ve got seconds to be useful. Or you’ll die knowing we’ll tear this town apart for your precious secret."

The founder coughed again, more blood dripping down his chin, his vision swimming, but his voice didn’t waver. "The key... it’s with the last heir of my lineage."

The men froze. For a moment, even the leader hesitated, his hand tightening around the machete.

"Your heir?" The leader leaned in close, his voice dropping to a venomous whisper. "Who? Tell me, or I’ll carve it out of you piece by piece."

The founder chuckled weakly, his laughter a mix of pain and triumph. "You’ll never know. You’ll waste your lives chasing shadows."

The leader’s fury erupted. "Then you’re worthless!" He stood, raising the machete high, its edge gleaming with the promise of death.

For a fleeting moment, the founder closed his eyes, his thoughts slipping to the heir he’d fought so hard to protect. The Last Heir. His last, desperate hope. "Forgive me," he whispered, too faint for the men to hear.

The machete came down in a brutal arc, and with a sickening crunch, the founder’s body slumped lifeless to the ground, his blood pooling beneath him.

The masked leader stared at the corpse, breathing hard. "Search the body. Search his house. Search every goddamn inch of this town. The heir could be here, and we’ll find them."

The thugs scattered into the shadows, their boots echoing on the cobblestones. Above them, the town seemed to mourn its founder’s passing as a chill wind swept through the alley, carrying with it the weight of secrets left unsaid.
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Tessa wiped her hands on the rag, the scent of oil and metal lingering in the air. The garage was her kingdom—worn tools hung neatly on the walls, the hum of the overhead lights buzzing softly, and the ever-present scent of grease clung to the concrete floor. She was elbow-deep in a car's engine when the bell above the door jingled, signaling the arrival of a customer.

"Hey, Tessa!" The voice came from behind, and Tessa barely looked up, recognizing the voice immediately. It was Greg, the guy who always needed a quick fix but had no patience for waiting.

"What's up, Greg?" She grunted, her hands maneuvering deftly around the engine parts.

"I’ve got a problem," he said, his voice strained. "My car’s been making this weird noise, like a squeak when I hit the brakes. Thought you could take a look?"

Tessa cocked an eyebrow. "You sure it’s just a squeak? Could be the pads, could be something deeper. What’re you feeling when it happens?"

Greg stepped closer, scratching his head. "It happens when I’m coming to a stop. It’s like a shriek, almost like... like something's being dragged."

Tessa nodded, eyes narrowing. She leaned back, wiping grease from her brow. "Alright, pull it around back. I’ll have a look at it."

Greg scrambled outside, and Tessa followed, her movements fluid and precise. She got in the car, listened to the engine idle, and then, as expected, the squeak screeched as Greg hit the brake pedal.

"Definitely not the pads," Tessa muttered to herself, her mind already working out the possibilities. She got out and popped the hood. As she examined the brake system, a small problem stood out—a loose caliper bolt. Not much, but enough to cause the screech.

“Simple fix, but tricky to catch if you’re not looking closely,” she said, a grin tugging at the corner of her lips.

Greg stepped over, peering at the open engine. "So, what’s the damage?"

"Loose bolt. Not a big deal, but it could've worn out the entire caliper. Lucky for you, I caught it in time."

Tessa tightened the bolt, the squeak finally silencing as the brakes clicked into place. She wiped her hands on the rag again and handed Greg the keys.

"You're good to go," she said, her voice low but confident.

Greg blinked in surprise. "Just like that? I thought it was a bigger issue."

"Well, Greg," Tessa said, a smirk on her face, "sometimes the simplest problems make the loudest noise."

She watched as he climbed into his car, giving her a thumbs up before driving off. Tessa stood there, the hum of the garage surrounding her again. Another day, another problem solved. Fast-paced, clean, and precise—that was how she worked.

Tessa stood in the fading light of the garage, watching Greg’s car pull out of the lot. She flexed her fingers, the oil stains now a permanent mark of her trade. With a deep breath, she turned back to the workbench, eyes scanning the scattered tools and parts waiting to be handled.

The next car was already on the lift—a vintage Chevy with a rattling exhaust and a list of issues that would take most mechanics a week to sort through. But not Tessa. She thrived in chaos, saw the challenge as a puzzle waiting to be solved. The car's owner, a grizzled man who looked like he'd spent his life under hoods, had given her a long list of demands, but Tessa didn't mind. She had a way of cutting through the fluff and getting to the root of things.

She slid under the car, the heavy scent of rust and fuel enveloping her. As she worked, her hands moved with surgical precision, knowing exactly where to place each tool. She twisted a wrench, adjusted the alignment of the exhaust pipe, and tightened the bolts. She didn’t need to think about it—her body knew the rhythm, her mind knew the mechanics. Each task, no matter how simple or complex, was a dance.

The faint hum of a radio played in the background, soft rock classics filling the space. Tessa lost herself in the work, the hours slipping by unnoticed. A few more cars came in, a few more issues to solve—brake pads, tire rotations, a busted alternator—but none of it slowed her down.

A knock on the door pulled her out of her focus. She wiped her hands on her rag and turned, expecting another customer with an emergency. But it wasn’t Greg this time. Instead, it was a woman in a suit, carrying a clipboard.

“You the mechanic?” she asked, eyeing Tessa with a mix of curiosity and skepticism.

“That’s me,” Tessa said, wiping her hands and walking over. “What can I do for you?”

The woman stepped forward, glancing at the assortment of tools and grease stains that decorated the garage. “I’ve got a problem with my car. It’s acting up—engine misfires, and I can’t figure it out.”

Tessa gave a quick nod. “Let’s have a look.”

As the woman led her to the sleek, high-end sedan parked outside, Tessa felt a flicker of challenge in her chest. She wasn’t just going to fix this car—she was going to make it run like it had never run before.

Within minutes, Tessa was deep into the engine again, her fingers moving over wires, spark plugs, and coils. She listened for the faintest clicks and hums, searching for the hidden fault. The woman stood back, watching Tessa with an intensity that made her pause for just a moment.

“Don’t worry,” Tessa said without looking up. “I’ll get it sorted.”

It was another puzzle, another challenge to sink her teeth into. She felt the satisfaction of solving it already. Tessa knew the car’s issue before the woman did—a faulty ignition coil, a simple problem that most mechanics would’ve missed if they weren’t as thorough. With a swift adjustment, the engine purred back to life.

Tessa slid out from beneath the car, wiping her hands once more. The woman blinked in surprise.

“Fixed,” Tessa said, handing her the keys. “No charge for the quick fix. But if you need anything else, I’m here.”

The woman stood there, incredulous. “You’re something else. You made that look easy.”

Tessa smiled faintly. “It’s all in the details. Nothing’s ever as hard as it seems, if you know what you’re doing.”

The woman gave her a nod of respect, clearly impressed. Tessa watched her walk out, ready to tackle whatever came next.

The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, but Tessa’s workday had just begun. She grabbed another oil filter, popped open another hood, and dove back in—focused, relentless, and always moving forward. In this world of gears and grease, Tessa was in her element, and no challenge was too big or small. Every car that came her way was just another chance to prove herself.
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Tessa’s hands froze mid-task, the weight of the wrench in her grip suddenly forgotten. Her eyes snapped to the distance, where the gravel road met the horizon. She saw him. Her father, Veryyn Black, sprinting toward her—his form small against the sprawling open field, but with the speed of someone who had a purpose.

Her heart skipped a beat. Veryyn.

She'd never seen him run like that before. His tall frame was cut sharply against the fading light, his face set with determination. It was as if the world around him didn’t matter—only the urgency in his strides.

Tessa squinted, trying to gauge just how far away he was. Too far. Too far for anyone to be moving with that kind of panic, unless—

No.

Her mind raced. The air around her seemed to tense as her pulse quickened, but she couldn’t place the dread building in her chest. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

Her hands were still trembling, but her focus hardened like steel.

“Dad!” she shouted, her voice almost drowned out by the clattering of tools and the low hum of the garage. But he couldn’t hear her. He was too far.

She dropped the wrench and stepped toward the open door, watching as his figure grew clearer with each strained step. What was he running from?

Tessa’s instincts kicked in. Something gnawed at her gut—something more than just the speed with which he moved. She could see it in his face now: the fear, the desperation, the fight in his eyes that told her he wasn’t just running toward her. He was running from something, or someone.

But before she could move, he shouted something—his voice barely reaching her through the distance, carried on the wind.

“Tessa, get inside! NOW!”

The words hit her like a slap. His warning wasn’t a request, and as his figure blurred in her peripheral vision, she felt the weight of something dark approaching.

Tessa’s feet stayed rooted to the ground, defiant, even as her heart hammered in her chest. Her father’s voice rang out, frantic, but she didn’t move. Why should she? She wasn’t afraid—not yet.

Then, the sharp crack of a gunshot split the air. Her body jerked, a hot gust of air whistling past her ear as the bullet grazed so close she could almost feel the burn of it. Too close. She gasped, instincts kicking in, her body twisting, ducking just in time to avoid the deadly trajectory.

Her father’s voice cut through her disorientation. “Tessa, get inside! NOW!” He was closer now, his face twisted in terror, eyes wild, urging her to safety. But she was frozen, her mind still trying to process the danger that had come so suddenly. The adrenaline surged, but something deeper—something visceral—kept her feet planted.

I’m not running.

Then, a second set of gunshots rang out, and Tessa’s breath caught in her throat. The sharp crack of the bullets was deafening, the echo ringing in the air before she could even register what was happening.

Her father’s body jerked violently, as if caught in a vice. One bullet tore through his shoulder; another slammed into his side, the force of it driving him to the ground with a sickening thud. The sound was too real, too raw.

Tessa’s heart stopped. She took a single, staggered step forward, her eyes locked on the figure of her father sprawled on the dirt, his once-imposing form crumpling with a brutal finality.

“No!” she screamed, her voice breaking through the chaos.

Her legs moved on their own, adrenaline coursing through her body. But she was too late. She reached him, kneeling beside him, her hands shaking as she pressed them to his bleeding wounds. The blood was dark, pooling beneath him, the life draining from him with every second.

“Dad... No, no, no,” she whispered, her voice trembling, raw with panic. His eyes fluttered open, just barely. His lips parted, but the words that came out were barely a whisper.

“Stay inside... Tessa... You’re... safe...”

She shook her head, the weight of his voice like a punch to her gut. The world seemed to blur around her. Her hands, her whole body, trembled as she pressed harder against his wounds, but it was no use.

The moment the gunshots rang out, she realized the truth. They weren’t for her. Not a single shot had been aimed at her. It was him.

He’d been running toward her, not just to protect her, but to take whatever was coming. To shield her from the storm that was finally crashing down on them both. The weight of it hit her all at once.

“Why?” Her voice cracked as the tears started to fall. “Why did you do this? Why didn’t you—?”

Veryyn’s fingers twitched, and despite the blood soaking through his shirt, he managed a weak smile. “I’d... do it again... for you.”

Tessa’s world shattered around her, the fragments falling through her fingers like sand. The scream that tore from her throat was pure, raw, and full of the kind of loss that couldn’t be undone. She was too late.

And now... it was all slipping away.

Tessa’s heart was pounding in her ears, the world spinning as her father’s blood stained her hands. His breaths were shallow, each one a struggle, and the weight of it all threatened to crush her. But through the blur of tears and panic, Veryyn’s eyes locked onto hers—dark and steady, though his body was crumpled, broken.

“Listen to me,” he rasped, his voice barely above a whisper. “Tessa, this is... this is important.”

She shook her head violently, gripping his shirt, as if she could will him to stay with her. “No, no, don’t talk like that. You’re going to be okay. I’ll—”

“Listen,” he interrupted, his hand, weak but firm, gripping hers. There was a fire in his gaze, a clarity that cut through the chaos. “You have to promise me something.”

Her chest tightened, and she forced herself to meet his eyes, no matter how blurry the world seemed. “Anything, Dad. I swear, I’ll do anything.”

He took a deep breath, his chest heaving. “From now on, never tell anyone you’re my daughter. Never—never—let anyone know. If anyone asks, you lie. Tell them anything, anything that will convince them. If you don’t...” His voice faltered, but he forced himself to continue. “If you don’t, they’ll come for you too. And they won’t stop. They’ll... they’ll hurt you.”

Tessa’s heart shattered at his words. “No, please... What are you saying? Why would—why would anyone hurt me?”

Veryyn's eyes darkened, a flicker of something haunted passing over his face. “The life I’ve led, the choices I’ve made—they don’t just go away. You’re tied to me. You don’t even know the danger you’re in. But you can escape it... you have to.”

Tessa felt a surge of panic, confusion, and heartbreak twist in her chest. Escape what? She wanted to scream, to ask what her father was really saying, but the words wouldn’t come. Why was he asking this of her?

Before she could ask, before she could beg him to explain more, the sharp crack of another gunshot pierced the air, followed by a brutal, blood-chilling thud as another bullet struck him—right in the chest.

Veryyn’s body jerked violently beneath her, and she screamed, her hands instinctively pulling him closer, but there was no use. His body slumped back, his eyes going unfocused as the life drained from him.

He gasped once more, his lips barely forming the words. “Don’t... forget... promise me...”

And with that, he was gone. His grip went limp. Tessa’s hands trembled, her world shattered into pieces.

She pressed her hands to his chest, but there was no heartbeat. No pulse. Just the stillness of everything lost.

A horrible, overwhelming silence filled the space between them.

And then, as if in some twisted echo, the sound of footsteps approached. Too fast, too close.

Tessa knew. She didn’t look back. She couldn’t. She had to go.

Her mind raced, adrenaline kicking in. Get away. The instructions—his last words—echoed in her mind. Lie. Never tell anyone. The weight of it all bore down on her. How could she?

But she had no choice.

With trembling hands, she wiped away the blood, forced herself to breathe, and then, before she could second-guess herself, she ran.

Tessa’s feet pounded the ground, her breath ragged as she sprinted through the alleyways, her mind a blur of confusion and panic. Her father’s last words still echoed in her ears—"Promise me." But there was no time to think about it, no time to process what she had just lost. She couldn’t afford to stop. Not now. Not ever again.

She darted through the narrow streets, adrenaline keeping her moving even when every muscle screamed for rest. Her body was on autopilot, driven by nothing but survival. She didn’t look back, but she felt the eyes of the world on her, the weight of everything pressing down on her shoulders.

Suddenly, she rounded a corner, and there they were—five men, leaning against a rusted car, their faces red with alcohol, their words slurred, and their eyes glinting with malicious intent.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” one of them slurred, staggering toward her with a crooked grin on his face. His breath reeked of liquor, his eyes unfocused.

Tessa didn’t flinch. She kept her chin high, every muscle in her body coiling, ready to spring. She wasn’t afraid. She couldn’t afford to be.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice steady, even though the tightness in her chest betrayed the cold fear threatening to creep in.

One of the men laughed, his voice a harsh bark. “What’s the rush, sweetheart? You don’t need to be anywhere, do you?”

Another one stepped forward, his eyes roaming over her, clearly not in his right mind. “Pretty girl like you... shouldn’t be out here alone.”

Tessa's pulse quickened. They were drunk. Dangerously drunk. But that didn’t make them any less dangerous.

“I said, what do you want?” she repeated, her voice louder, firmer this time.

The first man grinned wider. “What do you think we want?”

Before they could take another step, Tessa's hand shot out, her fingers curling around the sharp edge of a broken bottle she’d spotted on the ground. Without hesitation, she swung it in the air, the glass catching the dim light.

“Back off,” she warned, her voice like steel.

They stopped. The drunk laughter faded into wary silence, and for a brief moment, the men exchanged unsure glances. But the biggest of them stepped forward, his fists clenched.

"You think you can scare us off, girl?" he sneered, his voice thick with alcohol. "You're just a little—"

His words were cut off as Tessa thrust the bottle forward, stopping just short of his face. The sharp edge glinted in the light, and he stumbled back with a yelp, raising his hands in surrender.

“Go back to wherever you came from,” Tessa spat, her voice cold, cutting through the tension.

The men hesitated, then one by one, they backed off. The biggest one gave a grunt of frustration, but they all slowly staggered away, muttering curses under their breath.

Tessa didn’t wait for them to change their minds. Without another glance, she turned on her heel and took off again, her legs burning as she pushed herself harder, faster, the adrenaline still surging through her veins. She had to get home. She had to keep moving.

The city blurred around her as she ran, but the pull to reach the only place that still felt like hers—the only place where she could hide—kept her going.

She could feel it now: the emptiness. The loss. The weight of her father’s final warning heavy on her heart.

But she couldn’t stop. Not now. Not ever.
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Tessa finally reached her house, her lungs burning, her legs trembling beneath her. She slammed the door shut behind her, the familiar creak of the old wood a small comfort in the chaos that had consumed her life. Her heart was still racing, her mind scattered in a million directions, but for the first time in hours, she let herself stop.

She stumbled to the kitchen, her hand shaking as she reached for the glass. The cold water burned down her throat, the coolness of it doing little to soothe the heat of fear and grief still coursing through her. She set the glass down, staring at it for a moment before turning away, pushing the feeling of emptiness deep down inside her. There was no time for weakness, not now.

She moved quickly, mechanically. Stripped off the bloodstained clothes and made her way to the bathroom. The silence of the house pressed in on her, but she was too numb to care. Too tired to think.

As the warm water hit her skin, she tried to scrub away the night, to wash off the blood, the fear, the confusion. But no matter how hard she tried, the memories of what had happened would not leave. They clung to her like a second skin, as if the events were etched into her very soul.

She finished quickly, the hot water and steam doing little to quiet the storm raging inside her. Stepping out of the shower, she caught her reflection in the mirror. The face staring back at her was someone she barely recognized—pale, haunted eyes, the weight of something far too heavy for her to bear pressing down on her shoulders.

But she couldn’t afford to fall apart. Not now. Not when she still had a promise to keep. She had to lie. She had to become someone else to survive this.

Tessa took a deep breath and turned away from the mirror, wiping the steam off the glass. The house was silent once again, and she knew, with painful clarity, that nothing would ever be the same.

Tessa froze as the figure stepped forward, the muzzle of a gun pointed squarely at her chest. Her breath hitched, her mind spinning, but she didn’t let her fear show. She couldn’t. The dim light of the ruined room caught the sharp gleam of the barrel, and her heart pounded in her chest like a war drum.

The man holding the weapon was tall, his face shadowed and unreadable, but his voice was ice. “Are you Veryyn Black’s daughter?”

The question hit her like a freight train. For a moment, the room spun, the weight of her father’s dying words pressing against her chest. Lie. Never tell anyone.

Her lips trembled for a fraction of a second, but she quickly steeled herself, forcing her expression into a mask of calm defiance. “No,” she said firmly, her voice steady, though her heart felt like it might explode.

The man’s cold eyes narrowed, the gun still trained on her. “Don’t lie to me, girl. We know he had a daughter. You fit the description.”

Tessa took a slow, deliberate breath, her mind racing for the perfect response. She raised her chin slightly, letting just enough frustration creep into her voice to make it convincing. “I’m not his daughter. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The man stepped closer, his boots crunching against the shattered glass on the floor. “Then how do you know him?”

Tessa’s eyes darted to the side for a split second, searching for something, anything, but she found nothing. No escape. She had to sell the lie. Make them believe it.

“I met him through a friend,” she said quickly, her voice trembling just enough to sound genuine. “My friend was in trouble a while back, and Veryyn helped them out. He didn’t ask for anything in return. He was a good man.” Her voice cracked slightly, the grief she felt bleeding into her words, making them even more convincing. “Someone killed him. I—I don’t know why. He didn’t deserve that.”

The man’s gaze hardened, scrutinizing her, but he said nothing. Tessa felt the weight of the silence pressing down on her like a crushing tide. She kept her breathing even, her eyes unwavering as she held his gaze, praying that her words would be enough.

“He was just trying to help people,” she continued, pushing her voice to sound more desperate. “If you think I’m his daughter, then you’re wrong. I didn’t even know him that well. He was just... a man trying to do the right thing.”

The man didn’t move, his gun still pointed at her. For a terrifying moment, Tessa thought he didn’t believe her. That any second now, he’d pull the trigger and end everything.

But then, slowly, he lowered the weapon, though his expression remained icy. “If you’re lying, you’ll wish we’d killed you here,” he said flatly. “Get out of here. Now.”

Tessa swallowed hard, forcing herself to nod. “I understand,” she said quietly, her voice steady even as her knees felt like they might give out.

The man motioned to the others, who were watching her with cold suspicion. Without another word, they turned and began to file out of the house, their heavy footsteps echoing in the wreckage they’d left behind.

Tessa didn’t move until she heard the door slam shut behind them, the sound reverberating through the shattered remains of her home. Only then did she let out a shaky breath, her hands trembling as she leaned against the wall for support.

Her father’s warning echoed in her mind once more: “Lie. Never tell anyone.” She’d done it. She’d kept her promise.

But as the silence settled over her, the weight of what had just happened crashed down on her. Veryyn’s blood was on her hands—his death, his sacrifice—and now, she was truly alone.

Her father had shielded her from something far bigger than she’d ever imagined. And now, it was her burden to bear.

The pounding at the door jolted Tessa from her thoughts. She froze mid-step, her breath catching in her throat. The sound wasn’t just loud—it was furious, relentless, shaking the fragile remains of the house.

Her heart sank. They were back.

Before she could react, the door burst open with a violent crash, slamming against the wall. The men stormed in, their shadows looming large against the dim light of the hallway. Their leader’s cold, calculating eyes locked onto hers immediately, his jaw tight with impatience.

“You lied to us,” he hissed, his voice sharp enough to cut through steel. He took a threatening step forward, his gun drawn again, the barrel gleaming under the flickering light.

Tessa’s hands curled into fists at her sides, her mind racing. “I told you the truth,” she said, forcing as much steadiness into her voice as she could muster.

“Don’t play games with us,” another man snarled, slamming his fist onto the table, making the broken wood splinter further. “You mentioned a friend. Who are they? Names. Details. Now.”

Her throat tightened. The friend. The story she had spun to save herself was now unraveling in front of her. She clenched her teeth, her mind spinning in overdrive. What could she say? What lie could she tell that they wouldn’t see through?

“I—I don’t remember their name,” she stammered, trying to sound convincingly frazzled. “It was years ago. I barely knew them. They only mentioned Veryyn in passing—”

A sharp slap of a hand against the wall cut her off, one of the men snarling in frustration. “You think we’re idiots? You don’t forget someone connected to a man like Veryyn Black.”

The leader raised his hand, silencing the others. His cold gaze pierced her, and he stepped closer, the gun now level with her chest. “You’re lying again. One more chance. Who’s the friend?”

Tessa’s pulse thundered in her ears. Her instincts screamed at her to run, but there was nowhere to go. She had no weapon, no backup, no plan. She was cornered, and the room felt like it was closing in around her.

“Think carefully,” the leader said, his voice low and menacing. “Because if you don’t tell us, we’ll make sure you never get the chance to lie again.”

Her mind churned, searching for something, anything. Her father’s face flashed before her eyes, his final words a haunting whisper in her ears. Lie. Never tell anyone.

Tessa took a shallow breath, her voice trembling but loud enough to carry. “It was just someone I met when I was younger. A girl from my neighborhood. She got into trouble, and Veryyn helped her. I don’t even know where she is now. She moved away years ago.”

She prayed it was convincing, prayed the cracks in her voice sounded like fear and not fabrication.

The leader tilted his head, studying her, the silence in the room becoming unbearable. Seconds stretched into eternity as he considered her words.

Then he took another step forward, his gun pressing lightly against her chest. Tessa’s breath hitched, her eyes meeting his, unblinking.

“Where did she move?” he asked quietly, his voice chillingly calm.

“I—I don’t know,” Tessa whispered, tears pricking her eyes. She wasn’t sure if they were from fear, frustration, or the unbearable weight of the moment. “I swear I don’t know. I only saw her a few times after that. She never told me where she was going.”

The man held her gaze for a long, agonizing moment, and then, to her surprise, he smiled faintly—a smile devoid of any warmth. “You’re a terrible liar,” he said softly.

Tessa’s stomach dropped.

Before she could react, he turned to one of his men. “Search the house. Find anything that looks like a clue. Papers, letters, photos—anything.”

Panic surged through her veins as the men scattered, tearing apart the house with violent efficiency. Drawers were yanked open, furniture overturned, and belongings scattered across the floor. Tessa stood frozen, her mind racing for a way to stop them, but her body felt like it was paralyzed.

The leader stepped back, his gun still pointed at her, his smirk unwavering. “Let’s see if your story holds up, little girl. Let’s see if you’re as clever as you think you are.”

Her heart thundered as the chaos engulfed her home once more. She had to think. She had to act. But as the men rifled through her life, tearing apart the last shred of safety she had, she realized the noose was tightening around her.

And she was running out of time.

Tessa’s chest tightened as the men continued ransacking her home, each crash and thud sending a jolt through her body. The leader stood in front of her, gun still trained on her, his cold, calculating eyes never leaving her face. She could feel the weight of his suspicion, the icy tension thick enough to choke on.

Her mind raced. They wouldn’t stop until they got something. If she didn’t give them an answer they believed, they’d kill her. But if she gave too much away, they might kill her anyway.

The air grew heavier with every second of silence. Finally, Tessa let out a shaky breath, lifting her hands slightly in a gesture of surrender. “Fine,” she said, her voice wavering just enough to seem believable. “You’re right. I lied.”

The leader’s eyes narrowed, his smirk fading into something sharper, more dangerous. “Go on,” he said, his tone low, almost a growl.

She swallowed hard, her heart hammering in her chest. “Veryyn Black... he wasn’t just some guy I heard about. He’s been coming to my shop for years. A regular customer. He’d show up every couple of months, needing something fixed—his bike, his truck, whatever. I didn’t know much about him, but he was always decent to me. Paid on time. Never caused trouble.”

The men stopped their search momentarily, their attention snapping back to her. The leader tilted his head, his lips curling into a cold smile. “That’s more like it. Why didn’t you just say that from the start?”

Tessa clenched her fists at her sides, trying to keep her voice steady. “Because I know why you’re here. You’re the ones who killed him, aren’t you?”

The room went deathly still. The leader’s smirk vanished, replaced by a dark, seething glare. “What did you just say?”

Tessa took a shaky step back, her voice rising, the fear and anger bubbling to the surface. “You heard me. You killed him. And now you’re here to tie up loose ends because I’m the only person who saw him alive before it happened. That’s it, isn’t it? You’re afraid I’ll talk.”

The men exchanged uneasy glances, the tension in the room reaching a breaking point. The leader’s grip on his gun tightened, but he didn’t pull the trigger. Not yet. He was sizing her up, deciding whether she was bluffing or if
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