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The sound of her father's voice through the restaurant's thin office walls made Nova Pesci's blood turn to ice water in her veins.

"She knows too much, Carlo. My own daughter, and she knows too fucking much."

Nova pressed her back against the storage room door, heart hammering against her ribs as she clutched the inventory clipboard that had given her an excuse to be near her father's office. Through the crack in the door, she could see Jimmy Pesci's thick fingers drumming against his mahogany desk, the gold pinky ring catching the afternoon light streaming through the blinds.

"The Benedetto alliance would solve a lot of problems, boss." Carlo's smooth voice carried the kind of oily charm that made Nova's skin crawl. "Your daughter marries Vincent, we get their territory, their connections. Everybody wins."

"Except Nova refuses to honor her family." Jimmy's voice carried the edge that had made grown men piss themselves for three decades. "Twenty-eight years old and still thinks she can tell me no. That she can embarrass me in front of Vincent's people and walk away clean."

Nova's grip tightened on the clipboard until her knuckles went white. Three weeks since she'd told Vincent Benedetto exactly what he could do with his marriage proposal, and her father was still seething about the lost business opportunity.

"Maybe she needs convincing," Carlo suggested, his voice dropping to the tone he used when discussing broken kneecaps and shallow graves.

"My daughter's not some street punk you can rough up." Jimmy's chair creaked as he leaned back. "But she's also not going to keep disrespecting this family. Not when she knows where the bodies are buried, who pays us, how we move money. She's a fucking liability, Carlo."

The clipboard slipped from Nova's numb fingers, clattering against the concrete floor.

The conversation in the office stopped dead.

Nova's survival instincts, honed by twenty-eight years of living in Jimmy Pesci's world, kicked into overdrive. She grabbed the clipboard and moved fast, slipping through the storage room's back exit into the restaurant's main dining area just as she heard Carlo's chair scraping against the floor.

"Nova, mija!" Maria Gutierrez looked up from refilling salt shakers, her weathered face breaking into a smile that didn't quite mask the worry in her dark eyes. "You're early today."

"Just checking inventory." Nova forced her voice to stay steady as she moved toward the front of the restaurant, past the empty tables with their red checkered tablecloths and the photos of old-country Sicily that her father used to remind everyone of their "heritage." "Everything look good out here?"

Maria's smile faltered. "Marco was asking about you again. Wanted to know what time you usually leave, which door you use." She lowered her voice, glancing toward the office. "That one, he makes my skin crawl. Be careful, Nova."

Ice formed in Nova's stomach. Marco Torrino was her father's enforcer, a brutal thug who got off on inflicting pain. If Marco was asking about her routines, it meant her father had already made his decision.

"Thanks for the warning." Nova squeezed Maria's shoulder, then moved toward the front exit with measured steps that screamed casual when every instinct told her to run.

The late afternoon San Diego sun hit her face as she stepped onto India Street, but the warmth did nothing to chase away the chill that had settled into her bones. Her father's restaurant sat in the heart of Little Italy, surrounded by legitimate businesses that paid tribute and illegitimate ones that laundered money. Every face on the street could belong to one of Jimmy's people.

Nova pulled out her phone and dialed a number she'd memorized but never called.

"Detective White." The voice was crisp, professional.

"This is Nova Pesci. We met at the mayor's fundraiser last month." Nova kept walking, her heels clicking against the sidewalk as she moved toward her car. "You said if I ever needed help with my father's... business associates... I should call."

A pause. "Are you in immediate danger, Ms. Pesci?"

"I think so. Maybe. I don't know." Nova reached her BMW and fumbled with the keys, her hands shaking slightly. "I overheard something. My father's planning... he thinks I'm a liability."

"Can you get somewhere safe? Somewhere he can't reach you?"

Nova slid behind the wheel and locked the doors, scanning the street for Marco's distinctive bulk or any other familiar faces. "Not anywhere he can't reach. His people are everywhere in this neighborhood."

"I can't offer you official protection without evidence of a specific threat—"

"I understand." Nova started the engine, her mind racing through options. Official law enforcement was out. Her father owned too many cops, had too many judges in his pocket. She needed protection from people who played by the same rules Jimmy did.

People who weren't afraid to get their hands dirty.

"Detective, what do you know about the Shadow Legion MC?"

Another pause, longer this time. "They're... complicated. Why?"

Nova pulled away from the curb, checking her rearview mirror for followers. "Because I need people who can handle my father's world. And from what I've heard, they don't back down from anyone."

"Nova, those men are dangerous—"

"So is my father." Nova ended the call and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat, her mind made up.

She'd grown up in a world where violence was currency and loyalty was bought with blood. Her father had taught her to read dangerous men, to know when someone was predator or prey. If Jimmy Pesci wanted her dead, she needed predators on her side.

The Shadow Legion had a reputation for protecting women and children, for dispensing their own brutal brand of justice when the system failed. They also had a reputation for being absolutely fucking lethal when someone threatened what they considered theirs.

Nova had heard whispers about them in the back rooms of her father's restaurants, hushed conversations about the motorcycle club that had carved out territory in San Diego and held it against all comers. Ex-military men who'd rejected authority and made their own rules.

Men who might understand that sometimes family was the most dangerous enemy of all.

She turned her BMW toward Mira Mesa, toward the industrial district where rumor placed their compound. Her hands were steady on the steering wheel now, her mind clear and focused.

Nova Pesci had spent her entire life being her father's daughter, living in the shadow of his reputation and his violence. But Jimmy had made one crucial mistake.

He'd taught her too well how to survive in a world where weakness meant death.

And she was done being weak.
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The Shadow Legion compound's church felt like a war room as eight brothers settled around the scarred oak table that had seen more blood-soaked planning sessions than most military briefings. Jagger Hunt took his usual seat with his back to the wall, slate gray eyes scanning faces that had become his only family after the Army abandoned them all.

"Pesci's crew hit three more businesses this week," Phantom announced without preamble, his combat engineer's mind already dissecting the tactical implications. "Marco Torrino personally collected from Santos Auto and the bakery on Fifth Avenue. Both owners are under our protection."

Venom's jaw tightened, the barely controlled violence that lived beneath his Ranger training flickering in dark eyes. "Motherfucker's got balls, I'll give him that. Moving on our territory like we're some weekend riding club."

"Intel says Jimmy Pesci thinks motorcycle clubs are beneath organized crime families," Matrix reported, consulting the tablet that never left his side. The former military intelligence analyst had files on every criminal organization within two hundred miles. "He sees us as amateur hour. Street thugs playing dress-up."

Jagger's lips curved in a smile that held zero warmth. "That kind of arrogance gets people buried."

The comment drew approving grunts from around the table. These men understood that underestimating the enemy was the fastest way to end up in a body bag. They'd learned that lesson in dust-choked villages where politicians' miscalculations cost good soldiers their lives.

"What's our response?" Crash asked, his demolitions expert's fingers already twitching with the urge to solve problems through controlled destruction.

"We handle it the way we handle all territorial disputes," Phantom said, his president's authority absolute in the sacred space of church. "We remind Jimmy Pesci why smart criminals respect our boundaries."

Wraith leaned forward, his sniper's patience evident in the way he chose his words. "Intel suggests Pesci's got political connections. City councilmen, couple judges, half the building department. We move against him, it won't stay quiet."

"Good thing we're not interested in quiet," Scout observed from his corner position, the surveillance specialist's eyes constantly monitoring exits even in their most secure room. "Question is whether we hit his operations or go straight for the head."

Jagger's combat instincts sharpened as Phantom's gaze settled on him. The president's tactical mind had already identified this as the kind of problem that required Jagger's particular skill set. Problems that needed to disappear permanently, quietly, and without complications.

"Jagger." Phantom's voice carried the weight of command that had held this brotherhood together through three years of building their territory. "You're taking point on the Pesci situation."

The assignment felt like settling into familiar armor. Jagger had eliminated high-value targets in Afghanistan, Iraq, and half a dozen countries that didn't officially exist on deployment records. One aging mob boss shouldn't present significant tactical challenges.

"Copy that. Timeline?"

"However long it takes to do it right," Phantom replied. "But I want Jimmy Pesci to understand that threatening our people comes with consequences. Permanent consequences."

Matrix's fingers danced across his tablet screen, pulling up surveillance photos and financial records. "Pesci's got legitimate fronts scattered throughout Little Italy. Three restaurants, a construction company, dry cleaner that handles more than laundry. His operation's larger than we initially assessed."

"Family?" Jagger asked, his military training demanding complete intelligence on potential targets and collateral concerns.

"Wife died two years ago. One daughter, Nova, twenty-eight years old." Matrix swiped to a photo that made several brothers pause their strategic planning. "Educated, unmarried, works occasionally at the family restaurants but no official position in the organization."

The photo showed an attractive woman with intelligent dark eyes and the kind of bone structure that suggested both beauty and strength. But it was something in her expression that caught Jagger's attention—a wariness that spoke of someone who'd learned to read dangerous situations.

"She involved in daddy's business?" Venom asked.

"Unknown. But she's been seen at family meetings, knows the key players. Could be valuable as intelligence asset or leverage."

Jagger studied the photo while his tactical mind automatically catalogued potential approaches. The daughter represented either an opportunity or a complication, depending on her role in Jimmy's operation and her personal loyalties.

"Any indication she's involved in the territorial push?"

Matrix shook his head. "Nothing concrete. But in families like the Pescis, blood loyalty typically runs deep. She'd have grown up understanding the business even if she's not directly operational."

"Or she could be the weak link," Crash suggested. "Daddy's little princess who doesn't know how ugly things can get when her family threatens the wrong people."

Something in that assessment bothered Jagger, though he couldn't identify why. The woman in the photo didn't look like anyone's sheltered princess. Her eyes held knowledge that came from witnessing violence, not innocence that came from being protected from it.

"We approach this systematically," Phantom decided. "Jagger, start with surveillance and intelligence gathering. Map out their operations, identify key vulnerabilities, determine how much the daughter knows. Once we have complete tactical picture, we eliminate the threat."

The brotherhood murmured agreement, the kind of synchronized response that came from men who'd learned to trust each other's judgment when bullets were flying. They'd been abandoned by the military hierarchy that should have protected them, betrayed by the system they'd sworn to defend. But they'd never abandon each other.

"Rules of engagement?" Jagger asked, though he already knew the answer.

"No women, no children, no civilians," Phantom stated the club's sacred code. "But anyone carrying weapons for Jimmy Pesci has made their choice. And Jimmy himself..." The president's smile carried the cold promise of a man who'd lost too many brothers to bureaucratic cowardice. "Jimmy Pesci threatened our people. That makes him a legitimate target."

Needle, the club's secretary, looked up from his notes. "What about law enforcement response? Pesci dies, cops are going to look hard at anyone with territorial disputes."

"Let them look," Venom said. "We've been careful. No direct connections between club business and our legal identities
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