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1

Catskills 
Mountain, New York

T


he nocturnal ambiance of upstate New York’s woodlands held a haunting beauty. It was a quiet that demanded reverence. A quiet so profound it felt as though the world held its breath, leaving your soul suspended, weightless. It was the kind of quiet that promised escape. A hiding place for secrets no one would ever uncover. Whether for burying truths or bodies, the rugged terrain embraced them without question.

Snow-covered houses hugged the forest’s edge like vigilant sentinels. Lifeless Christmas lights sagged from gutters, their dim glow a sorrowful echo of a long-faded holiday cheer. The house closest to the woods was old but stalwart, its brick chimney clawing at the twilight sky. The weathered purlins on its roof stood as silent witnesses to decades of storms.

Inside, echoes of children’s laughter reverberated against the wooden walls, blending with the scent of aged timber and fading wallpaper. A dimly lit bedroom housed three twin beds, their mismatched frames shoved together, and a single nightstand covered in dust. A bulb swung gently from the ceiling, its pale light casting faint shadows.

A group of Chinese children sprawled across the mattresses, their gazes riveted to Jun Li, who animatedly read from “The Story of Hok Lee and the Dwarf.” Though they knew every twist and turn of the story, Jun Li’s antics—his wide-eyed expressions, playful pauses, and exaggerated gestures—kept them enraptured.

Jun Li’s jet-black hair fell to his shoulders, and his leather jacket gleamed in the dim light. To the children, he was larger than life, a living fairy tale. In their eyes, he wasn’t just a storyteller; he was a hero.

Suddenly, a dull thud followed by muffled voices broke the spell. The laughter faded. Jun Li glanced over his shoulder, his jaw tightening. He turned back to the children with a fixed smile, but his eyes wary, and carefully marked the page before snapping the book shut.

“I think that’s enough for tonight,” Jun Li said, his voice steady.

The children groaned in protest, their pleas forming a harmonious chorus of disappointment.

“Just one more chapter, Jun Li,” the youngest begged, his wide eyes pleading.

Jun Li shook his head. “It’s late, and you need your rest. I shouldn’t have kept you up this long.”

“But what was that noise downstairs?” another child asked, sitting upright.

For a moment, Jun Li’s expression faltered, a flicker of unease crossing his features before he forced a grin. “That? Probably just the dwarf checking to see if you’re asleep. So, off to bed you go.”

The children reluctantly obeyed, burrowing beneath their patchy comforters. The eldest, a boy of thirteen, swung his legs over the side of the bed and moved purposefully toward the door.

Jun Li blocked his path, his presence commanding. “Where are you going?”

“Bathroom,” the boy replied, his voice steady but his gaze cautious.

Jun Li studied the boy’s face. “Your name is Koa, right?”

The boy nodded, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.

“I heard one of your brothers say it earlier,” Jun Li continued.

Koa sighed with a tinge of annoyance. “Mr. Pei says I should go by my American name, John.”

Jun Li gently cupped the back of Koa’s neck as he locked eyes with him. “Koa is a powerful name for a warrior. It is in your blood. Do you understand me?”

Koa’s shoulders straightened. “Yes, sir.”

“All right, Koa,” Jun Li said, stepping aside. “But listen to me carefully. No matter what, stay upstairs. Deal?”

Koa nodded, his chin held high.

Jun Li turned to the others. “As for the rest of you, go to sleep. We’ll finish the story tomorrow.”

The children murmured their good nights, their voices soft. Jun Li pulled the string dangling from the bulb, plunging the room into darkness. He lingered at the door until he heard Koa enter the bathroom. Then he descended the creaky stairs.

The living room was sparse, its furniture worn but functional. A small wooden table held two untouched cups of tea beside an electric kettle. Gold-framed black-and-white photos adorned the walls, hinting at stories long past.

Jun Li ran a finger along the rim of one cup. “It’s a shame you didn’t get to finish your tea,” he said, his tone casual but his eyes sharp.

In chairs facing each other, an elderly Chinese couple sat bound and gagged, their torn clothing and disheveled appearance a silent testimony to the fierce struggle they had endured. Around them, five henchmen loomed like vultures over carrion.

Jun Li’s slow, deliberate footsteps filled the air, triggering the old woman’s breaths to quicken into panicked hyperventilation. Her bloodshot eyes darted to her husband, who remained stoic despite the swelling that sealed one of his eyes shut.

Jun Li stopped beside the woman, his touch deceptively gentle as his hand brushed her cheek. His gaze locked onto the elderly man. “You’ve changed,” he said, his voice quiet yet laced with disdain. “The man I knew would have never let me speak English as a child, let alone adopt an American name. Where’s your pride now? Or has it been stripped away by your new master?”

One of the thugs stepped forward and ripped the gag from the old man’s mouth. The elder paused, gathering his breath despite his swollen, bloodied lips. “This is between you and me,” he whispered hoarsely. “Let the woman and children go. They have no part in this. We had a deal.”

Ignoring the plea, Jun Li reached for the teacup on a nearby table and took a slow sip, savoring it. “Hmmm. Just like home,” he murmured. His eyes flicked back to the old man. “Do you remember that place?”

The elder raised his head, his voice stern as he switched to Mandarin. “I remember who you were. And I see you haven’t changed—still lost, still reckless. But there is hope for you yet. The Americans don’t know you’re here. Leave now, and I will forget this ever happened.”

Jun Li’s hand froze in midair before hurling the delicate porcelain cup against the wall, the shattering echo filling the room. “You’re in no position to negotiate terms,” he hissed. “Your time is over. Now, give me what I came for.”

The elder scoffed despite the wince it caused. “What you seek is gone. It died with me the day I was compromised.”

Jun Li’s smirk deepened into something far colder as he retrieved the electric kettle and dangled it menacingly over the woman’s head. “Don’t be stubborn. Give me what we agreed upon, and no more harm will come to anyone. My word is good.”

The sight of his wife’s tears cut deep into the old man, but he held his breath. She didn’t deserve this—no one did. His past sins had caught up with him, yet surrender was not an option. He squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, defiance etched into every line of his face.

Jun Li sighed through his nose, his voice icy. “Have it your way.” He tilted the kettle, letting boiling water cascade onto the woman’s lap. Her muffled screams tore through the room, a visceral sound that made even the henchmen look away.

The old man didn’t flinch. His throat constricted at the sight of his wife trembling, the searing pain leaving her skin raw and blistered, but his expression remained impenetrable.

Jun Li’s voice carried a chilling nonchalance. “I hear Ban Tian Yao works wonders for dry scalps.” He gripped the back of the old woman’s neck, forcing her head downward. A single droplet of scalding water struck her scalp, making her jolt violently.

Still, the old man betrayed no emotion.

Jun Li released the woman and let out a low, cruel laugh. The sound rippled through the room, echoed by his henchmen. He tossed the kettle onto the table and ripped the gag from the old woman’s mouth. “Impressive, old man. It seems you haven’t completely lost your edge.”

His smile vanished as he waved a hand toward the staircase. One of the henchmen started climbing the stairs.

“Wait,” the old man rasped, his voice steady despite his hoarseness.

The henchman froze mid-step, looking to Jun Li for orders.

The old man’s gaze bored into Jun Li. “The children upstairs—they’re descendants of those who fought and died for us. For our people. Don’t dishonor yourself by doing something you can’t undo.”

A sudden creak from the stairs made everyone’s heads turn. Koa stood at the landing, wide-eyed, paralyzed by the scene below him.

Jun Li’s face darkened. Switching to Mandarin, he barked, “Take the boy and the old man to the car.”

Two henchmen grabbed the elder and Koa, dragging them toward the door.

“No!” The old woman broke into Mandarin, desperation cracking her voice. “Take me instead. I don’t care about him or the children. I can bring value to your cause. Use me!”

Jun Li crouched before her, his expression inscrutable. For a moment, he studied her face, worn by time and suffering. “You have value, indeed,” he murmured in Mandarin. Then, in English, he added, “Which is why you’re staying. You’re going to deliver our message.”

He stood abruptly, signaling for another henchman to ascend the stairs. A fourth man moved behind the woman, drawing a nine-inch blade. Jun Li bowed mockingly before turning and walking out into the bitter cold.

Outside, the old man was pinned against an SUV.

“There was a time when honor meant something,” the elder said, his voice trembling with restrained fury. “Even among enemies, respect was sacred. You think this will bring honor back to us?”

Jun Li stopped inches from the elder, his smirk venomous. “You’ve led us to ruin. I’m here to save us.”

Koa was hauled into the SUV, his gaze averted. The elder’s eyes darted to the vehicle before narrowing on Jun Li.

“You have no honor,” he spat, his hand slipping to his sleeve.

Before anyone could react, the elder’s blade slashed the throat of the nearest henchman. Blood sprayed across the pristine snow as the man collapsed. A second thug lunged, but the elder moved with deadly precision, driving the knife into his abdomen four times in rapid succession.

The remaining henchmen hesitated, but it was too late. The elder struck with the swiftness of a predator, his blade a blur. Jun Li watched, captivated by the old man’s lethal grace. Memories of past lessons flickered through his mind, but he held his ground.

As the last man fell, the elder turned his blazing gaze to Jun Li and charged, each step pounding like a war drum.

Jun Li’s smirk deepened. The elder’s ferocity only fueled his confidence. Each swing of the blade came close, but never landed. The elder’s strikes slowed, his strength waning.

Finally, the elder lunged, aiming for Jun Li’s heart. Jun Li caught his wrist in midair, the blade trembling inches from his chest. His eyes flicked to the ring on the elder’s finger—a gold cobra with emerald eyes, glinting ominously.

“I remember the story of the Naja atra,” Jun Li murmured, his grip tightening. The sound of bones snapping echoed through the clearing as the elder dropped to his knees.

“That used to mean something to me,” Jun Li continued. “You meant something to me. I will find The Catalogue and I will restore what you lost. The new V.E.N.O.M. is here, and I am its leader.”

The force of Jun Li’s attack was so intense that it left the old man reeling. The elder’s vision blurred, darkness closing in. Jun Li stood over him, victorious, as silence reclaimed the forest.


2

Brooklyn, New York

J


ake lay in the dark, his thumb swiping aimlessly across his phone screen. The pale blue glow lit his face, distracting him from the abyss he fought to avoid. The scrolling was mindless, a mechanical act until a notification broke the monotony: a Facebook memory from two years ago. Jake wouldn’t have kept a social media account, but his late wife had insisted, saying it was a way to preserve their memories. She was right, as always.

The memory was a candid selfie. His wife hugged him from behind as he held their daughter on the couch. Their light brown eyes and radiant smiles mirrored each other, a perfect pair. Jake’s breath hitched, his own eyes glistening in the dim glow. Without hesitation, he flipped the phone face down onto his nightstand. The desire to be online had vanished.

He turned on the lamp and sat on the edge of the bed. His studio apartment, barely bigger than a closet, was a reflection of his state of mind: stark and utilitarian. Only one corner of the room betrayed his detachment—a makeshift shrine for his wife and daughter. Their matching eyes sparkled in a photograph perched on a single wall shelf. Surrounding it were tokens of their life together: old jewelry, colorful drawings, and handwritten letters. At the center sat a gray stuffed rabbit, its fur stiff and clinging to the scent of ashes. He would never wash it. Each night, Jake lingered at this tribute, caught in a vortex of grief, guilt, and love.

His gaze shifted to the clock, a flicker of hope sparking in his chest—2:37 a.m.

One hour of sleep. Better than yesterday, he thought grimly.

He reached for the amber vial on his nightstand and swallowed the last two pills dry. Walking to the mirror, Jake studied his reflection, searching for the man he used to be. His right hand, scarred from a third-degree burn, throbbed faintly. His once-proud demeanor had softened into something unrecognizable, yet a stubborn pride whispered that there was still fight left in him. He noticed his neatly arranged clothes for the day on the dresser.

Keys. Wallet. Badge. All accounted for.

With a deep breath, Jake returned to bed. Sirens wailed faintly outside, mingling with the muffled arguments of his neighbors. He stared at the ceiling, his face blank. Sleep had become an enemy, waking an even greater curse. In the silence, he waited for nothing.

***

Jake’s face bore the same monotonous expression, a mask of exhaustion etched into his features, as he stared at the young woman behind the cash register.

“I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t fill your prescription,” the pharmacy technician said, her tone clipped but polite.

She was young. Her brown hair was pulled into a neat ponytail and her sky-blue eyes flickered with a mix of caution and sympathy. She cleared her throat between sentences.

Jake’s dark brown eyes, shadowed by violet bags, lingered on her. His scruffy beard, tinged with copper, added to his disheveled appearance. He didn’t mean to stare, but her eyes were striking—a momentary reprieve from his bleak reality. He snapped back when he noticed her shifting uncomfortably under his gaze.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” he asked, his voice grizzly.

“Your prescription. It can’t be filled,” she repeated, her foot tapping softly as she glanced at the growing line.

Jake fumbled in his pocket. “If the insurance won’t cover it, I’ll pay out of pocket and get reimbursed later.”

She shook her head. “It’s not the insurance. Your next refill isn’t due for another seventeen days.”

Jake scoffed, frustration rising. “That can’t be right. I feel like I got this prescription a week ago.”

“Maybe you should clarify your daily dosage with your doctor,” she said, her tone firm now. “We have strict policies about schedule two drugs.”

Jake’s eyes darted around the store. Two customers were watching, their interest unmistakable. He stepped closer to the counter, forcing a smile he hoped looked normal. It didn’t.

“It’s just that . . . I’m in and out of the office all week,” he said, lowering his voice. “I don’t have time to make an appointment. I’m really in pain. Are you sure there’s nothing you can do?”

He placed his recovering burnt hand on the counter, the raw skin catching the light. The technician flinched, pulling back instinctively. Jake noticed and ran his hand through his hair, his nerves fraying.

The technician’s body stiffened, her voice faltering. “I could . . . I could call someone for you if you’d like,” she offered, more for her own reassurance than his.

“Hey, buddy,” a man called from behind. “Some of us have jobs to get to. You almost done?”

“No. No, that’s fine,” Jake said quickly to the technician, stepping back from the counter. He looked at her, forcing a nod. “It’s better your way. Paper trail and all. Can you point me to the nasal spray?”

“Bottom shelf on the back wall, to the left,” she said.

“Thank you,” he murmured, trudging toward the back. His shoulders sagged under the weight of his embarrassment. Desperation was one thing, but unpreparedness was worse. He knelt by the lowest shelf, replaying the scene in his mind.

You’re just stupid, he thought bitterly.

He took a few moments to gather himself and grabbed the first sinus medicine he saw. But when he stood, his body froze. His mood shifted instantly as his eyes locked on a figure in a black hoodie, the hood pulled low. As the two customers behind Jake crouched low to the side, the hooded figure stood with an unnerving stillness. Jake glanced toward the entrance. A customer tugged at the door, but it wouldn’t budge. It was locked.

The hooded man remained rigid, his stance unwavering. His whispers sliced through the air with menace as the young technician hastily stuffed a bag with various prescriptions. Jake moved like a shadow, each step deliberate and silent. From his vantage point, he noticed the suspicious bulge in the man’s left sleeve. Was it a gun? An arm cast? The uncertainty gnawed at him.

It’s too early for this, Jake thought. But your chance to slip out is gone.

Jake locked eyes with the young technician. Her face was pale and her eyes were wide. It was like she was giving a silent plea with her trembling gesture as if to say: Please, don’t. Stay hidden.

The hooded man hadn’t noticed Jake yet, buying him precious seconds to assess the situation. He wore dark shades concealing his eyes. He stood about five feet eleven inches, wiry, with a pronounced Hispanic accent. His left leg jittered uncontrollably, betraying his nerves. Disarming him could be straightforward—if only the technician wasn’t a potential casualty. But time was slipping through Jake’s fingers and he had to act now.

“Hey, are these the ones that make you drowsy?” Jake asked, walking up to the register. “I can’t take them if they are. I have to be at work in an hour.”

Nobody spoke.

The hooded man sighed through his nose. “Why don’t you wait in line like everyone else, Chancho?”

“I’m sorry. This’ll only take a second. Plus, I was here first, so technically—”

As Jake stepped forward, the hooded man pulled out a Remington 870 short-barreled shotgun. The pharmacy technician’s eyes widened as her breathing quickened.

Jake stepped back with his hands raised. “Hey, calm down, okay? I just wanna show you something.” He slowly unzipped his leather jacket, exposing the police badge on his waistband. The hooded man was now in full view of him. He had tattoos climbing out of his collar and sleeves. “Okay, now that we know who we both are, let’s talk about this."

“Ain’t nothing to talk about, Chancho. You should have never tried to get into my business.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t have gotten into your business. Just two minutes ago I was walking out that door, but pride held me back. Don’t make that same mistake.” Jake shifted his gaze to the technician. “What’s your name?”

“Laura,” she said with a crackling voice.

“Okay, Laura. Everything is going to be fine. Just give him whatever he came for. Can you do that?”

Laura’s trembling hand grabbed the black plastic bag and eased it to the hooded man. He snatched it and backtracked toward the door. “Don’t try anything funny. Everyone wants to go home today, right?” Once his back touched the door, he unlocked it open and bolted down the block.

“Are you okay?” Jake asked. Laura nodded but could barely look up. “Call the police, now.” He hurried to the door and raced along the sidewalk.

The hooded man shoved his way through the crowd, with Jake trailing. He veered into a narrow alley behind a row of restaurants, trying to lose Jake.

Delivery trucks and dumpsters populated the isolated alley. The air was thick with the stench of rotting food and gasoline. The sun barely reached this hidden passage, leaving it cloaked in shadows.

The hooded man glanced over his shoulder but saw nothing. As he slowed to a brisk walk, a smug laugh escaped his lips. Suddenly, a calloused fist connected with his jaw, cutting short his laughter and dropping him where he stood.

Jake towered over him, flexing his aching knuckles. He quickly disarmed the hooded man and examined the Remington. “No shells,” Jake muttered. “You’re even dumber than you look.”

Jake picked up the hooded man, threw him against the wall face-first, and cuffed him. “I don’t clock in until nine o’clock. Right now, it’s approximately 8:48 a.m., which means you got me working overtime. Unfortunately for you, overtime puts me in a bad mood.”

“Fuck you, Chancho! You wouldn’t be so tough if you hadn’t sucker punched me.”

Jake patted him down and pulled the black plastic bag from the hooded man’s crotch. He looked inside and saw only top-shelf opioids clustered together in various-sized bottles. His tongue tingled as he swallowed hard and tucked the bag in his jacket’s right pocket.

“You robbed that place for pills? You couldn’t get your fix anywhere else?”

“I ain’t no junkie, Chancho. The stuff in that bag is worth a hundred times more on the streets than whatever they could hold in those registers.”

“Yeah? And what about your freedom? Is it worth more than that too?”

“Are you my guidance counselor now?”

Jake continued to search the hooded man for any other paraphernalia. “You called me Chancho. What gang are you affiliated with? MS-13? Los Zetas? Marielitos?”

“I ain’t in no gang, man.”

“Oh, really?” Jake turned him around so they were face-to-face.

“Really!”

“You just like to get the tattoos of the gangs you’re not a part of, right?”

“Are you gonna book me or square up? ’Cause I swear I’d make you my little white bitch. I got a couple of them already.”

The hooded man puckered his lips at Jake, making a mocking kissing sound.

Jake smiled, then stepped back. “You might want to save that affection for later. There’ll be plenty of time for that on the island.”

The hooded man’s expression dropped. “No way. I’m seventeen. They’ll send me to juvie.”

“On paper, sure. But what if you chose today, of all days, to piss off a very bitter cop who could pull strings to make sure you go left instead of right when you get out of your holding cell? The first-degree robbery alone is up to twenty-five years.”

The hooded man’s eyes bulged as he took a hard swallow. The longer the hooded man locked eyes with Jake, the smaller he felt. Jake looked him up and down and the robber’s age became more prevalent.

“What’s your name, kid?” Jake asked.

“Carlos,” he mumbled.

“Carlos. I tell you what. This might be your lucky day. Because I am also a bitter, old cop who doesn’t want to do a mountain of paperwork and spend the next few weeks in court, I’m going to throw you a bone. You’re free to go. Don’t make me regret this.”

Carlos exhaled deeply. “Really?”

“Sure. We’ll handle this at the lowest level. Consider this your crash course in Scared Straight.”

“What’s the catch?”

“I take the gun and the stuff you stole. The rest is on you. Is that fair?”

“They’re gonna kill me if I go back to my hood empty-handed.”

“There’s always option number two. Those are my conditions. You said so yourself, everybody wants to go home. Does that include you?”

Carlos sighed, then nodded.

“Good. Face the wall.” Jake uncuffed him. “Now, get out of here before I change my mind.”

Carlos sprinted down the block, his footsteps echoing against the pavement.

Jake waited until he was out of sight, then eagerly rummaged through the treasure bag. He discovered two bottles of oxycodone, their small plastic containers fitting snugly in. The rest he stuffed into the breast pocket of his jacket. As he walked toward the main street, his phone rang.

“This is Jake.”

“Jake, where are you?” the voice asked.

“I’m on my way in. Why?”

“Don’t worry about coming in today, at least not until this evening. I got something I want you to check out ASAP. Double homicide and possible mass kidnapping.”

“All right, where is it?”

“Right outside Catskill. CPD is expecting you.”

“Catskill? Lieutenant—Catskill is upstate. Why are we working a case three hours away?”

“A buddy of mine is cashing in on a favor. They never seen anything like this and they’re looking for some consultation. I figured since you spent some time up there for your . . . recuperation leave, you’d be the best man to send.”

“There must be another person who can handle this. I’m literally ten minutes from the precinct.”

“Oh yeah, there’s plenty of guys that can do it. But I want you on the ground for this one. Listen, Jake, I always felt like you came back too soon, especially with the holidays just passing. But you say you’re all right, and the doctors cleared you, so my opinions don’t mean much of nothing. I just thought that maybe if you went back up there—”

“Okay, I’ll go.”

“Good. The task is pretty low-threat. Look around. Give your opinion. Come back home. You think you can handle that?”

Jake breathed through his nose. “Yeah. I’ll take care of it.”

“One more thing. The situation up there is pretty sensitive so try to keep a low profile. They wouldn’t even give me all the details over the phone, so don’t ruffle any feathers.”

Jake hung up the phone and jammed it into his pocket. From a block away, he saw Laura pointing him out to a short bald man.

“Excuse me,” Laura said over the crowd. “Excuse me!” She reached Jake, with the bald man right behind her. “Hey, remember me? I was in the pharmacy that was robbed not too long ago. This is my manager, Rick.”

“How are you?” Rick asked as he reached out for a handshake.

“Fine. Thank you,” Jake said, shaking his hand.

“So, did you catch the son of a bitch?”

Rick’s sudden change in attitude surprised Jake.

“No, he got away. But luckily he dropped your goods and tossed his weapon so no harm, no foul.”

Jake handed him the bag with most of the drugs inside.

“Now what?”

“You should call the police and file a report,” Jake said as he flagged down a cab. “They can officially start an investigation.” He handed Rick the shotgun. “Give them this too.”

“But you’re the police,” Rick said in a confused tone. “Why the hell am I doing your job for you?”

A cab pulled up, and Jake already had one foot inside before it could come to a complete stop. “Actually, I’m a detective. Homicide. This isn’t my scope.”

“So, you’re not going to do anything?” Laura asked, slightly annoyed.

“You’ll have better luck filing a report,” Jake said.

Laura scoffed. “Some detective you are.”

Laura’s attitude stopped Jake from entering the cab. He looked her up and down, then looked at Rick. “If I were you, Rick, I would start from the inside out. That’s usually how these things go.”

“What do you mean?” Rick asked.

“I highly doubt the perp knew the best time to come into the store when high-value meds were out on display begging to be taken. He might have had help. Oh, and by the way, you’re looking for a teenage Hispanic male who has a thing for white women.”

Rick’s neck snapped toward Laura as she looked away.

“Is that enough detecting for you?” Jake asked as he entered the cab.
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he winter’s chill gripped most of the country, but Miami remained an eternal summer. While New York endured icy winds and frozen sidewalks, Miami’s beaches shimmered under a bright, unyielding sun. In Doral, Florida, the Miami Herald building thrummed with activity. Inside, phones rang incessantly, keyboards clattered in an urgent rhythm, and quick exchanges filled the air as reporters scrambled to meet deadlines.

Zasha Avery stood apart from the chaos, a calm eye in the storm. She pushed her office chair back from her desk, her contemplative gaze drifting across the newsroom’s frenzy. To her, it was a high-speed ballet of ambition and determination, and though her weariness with the grind grew daily, her sharp observation skills never dulled.

Her strawberry-blond hair, pinned back into a precise bun, framed her tanned face, accentuating freckles that lent her the appearance of a local—though she wasn’t one. At thirty-one, Zasha had already earned a Pulitzer Prize for her role on an investigative team covering Cuban affairs. The accolade earned her the clout to lead her own I-Team, and her desk bore evidence of her success: a framed Pulitzer prominently displayed amid a clutter of notes and papers.

“Mi amor,” a cheerful voice called, snapping Zasha out of her reverie. Hector, a team member with a quick wit and an ever-present smile, approached with a stack of documents in one hand. “We’ve got a meeting in cinco minutos. Are you ready?”

Zasha’s gaze lifted, her expression sharpening from reflective to focused. “Gracias, Hector. I’ll be there in a moment. Just tying up a few loose ends,” she replied, her voice hinting at her foreign roots despite the Miami setting.

Hector’s grin widened, mischief lighting up his eyes. “You always say that. Don’t make us wait too long, or I might just have to steal the spotlight. No quiero que te pierdas nada importante,” he teased, strolling away.

Zasha rolled her eyes with a smirk and began gathering her notes. The office’s steady hum of activity faded as she moved toward the conference room. This meeting wasn’t just routine; it was an opportunity to push boundaries and stay ahead in the ever-competitive world of journalism.

***

The conference room’s sleek glass table gleamed under fluorescent lights, its walls adorned with framed news clippings and photos from landmark stories. Five focused minds buzzed with energy as they exchanged ideas, each bringing their distinct perspective to the table.

Sliding into her seat at the head of the table, Zasha flipped open her notepad. Her voice carried authority and enthusiasm. “All right, equipo, let’s dive in. What potential stories do we have on deck this week?”

Hector, always quick with ideas, leaned forward with his expression animated. “I’ve been digging into the recent political unrest in Havana. It’s starting to heat up again. Maybe we could do an in-depth piece on how the situation is affecting the local businesses?”

“I like it,” Elena said, adjusting her glasses. “But we should also dig into the new immigration policies. They’re causing tension, and it could make for a compelling human-interest angle.”

Zasha nodded, scribbling notes. “Both are solid. Let’s prioritize the human-impact side. And what about the corruption-scandal lead?”

Javier, the veteran investigator, raised a hand. “I’ve been working on that. A source is willing to talk, but they’re skittish. We’ll need to be cautious.”

“Good,” Zasha replied. “Let’s keep that at the top of our list but move carefully.”

As the team debated angles, the door creaked open. The intern, balancing a tray of coffee cups, hesitated in the doorway. “Sorry to interrupt. I brought coffee. Anything else you need?”

“Gracias, el café siempre es necesario,” Hector said, grabbing a cup.

The intern’s eyes darted to the messy table. “What are you all working on?”

“Not your concern,” Hector said lightly, sipping his drink.

The intern frowned. “I’m tired of coffee runs. I want to be in the action.”

“How’s your Spanish, mija?” Hector asked.

She faltered. “I’m . . . working on it.”

Elena jumped in, smiling. “¿Qué nivel tienes? Necesitamos a alguien bilingüe?”

The intern looked lost. “Can you repeat that?”

“Pump the brakes,” Hector teased. “You’ll get your shot, niña.”

Before leaving, the intern glanced at Zasha. “Before I forget, Brian’s on hold for you.”

Zasha’s eyes narrowed. She sighed. “Tell him I’ll call back.”

“He said it’s—”

“Urgent. Yes, it’s always urgent,” Hector interrupted.

Zasha silenced him with a glare. “Tell him I’m in a meeting. Thank you for the coffee.”

When the door shut, Zasha returned to her team. “All right. Back to work. Let’s finalize these plans.”

Hector raised his hand. “The people want to know, why does Brian, your ex, keep calling you with such urgency?”

“Let it go. We have a lot to get through.”

“I mean, you are one hot mama, but if desperation is a side effect, I don’t know if it’s worth—”

“I said let it go,” Zasha shot back. “¿Hemos terminado o necesitamos perder más tiempo?”

“Okay, okay, jeez,” Hector said, waving her off. “It was just a joke.”

Focus restored, the team dove back into the task at hand.

***

Zasha leaned back in her cubicle, which, despite its size, was decorated with a collection of awards and framed certificates. She studied each accolade, arranged meticulously by date, some as recent as last year. The memories, however, did little to lift her spirits.

“Zash?” the intern said, standing at the entrance of her cubicle. “You have a call from Brian on line one.”

Zasha rolled her eyes, letting out a heavy sigh. “Tell him I’ll call him back.”

“I did, but this is like his fifth time calling. It seems important.”

“It always is with him. Forward him to my phone.” The intern left and Zasha waited a few
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