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  Chapter 1


The foothills of Coloma, California, birthplace of the Gold Rush, lay quiet in the early morning haze. The wind stirred the grass lining the trail. A worn path cut across the slope toward a rocky hill, where the entrance to an old mine sat like a gaping mouth. It was half hidden by brush, its timbers rotting, forgotten by time. 
Chief Jones, an African American man in his late fifties, stepped out of his dusty sedan. No jacket. Just a shirt and tie and the weight of the department on his shoulders. He crossed the overlook and found Officer Garcia, sturdy and sharp-eyed, standing beside yellow tape fluttering between two oak branches.
Jones followed Garcia’s gaze to a nervous teenage boy sitting on a rock nearby, arms wrapped around his knees.
“The kid found him this morning?” Jones asked.
“Scott Lee. Son of Old Man Lee, the guy with the dry cleaner back in Folsom,” Garcia said. “Claims he came up here hiking. Alone. Trail’s been closed since last week’s once‑in‑a‑century storm, but he blew past the signs anyway. Found a body half-buried outside the shaft.”   
Jones squinted down at the mine entrance. “And the body?”
“Badly decayed. My guess? Been here decades.”
Dr. Shepherd, a pathologist from UC Davis Medical Center, approached from the dig site with a glint of curiosity in his eyes. Rumpled sport coat. Intensity behind the wire-rimmed glasses.
“The body’s at least 150 years old,” he said, extending a weathered hand. “Chief Jones, I presume?”
Jones shook it firmly. “That’s right. Appreciate you coming out, Dr. Shepherd. But how’d you beat us here?”
“We’ve been on-site for hours,” Dr. Shepherd said, smiling. “Your young witness didn’t call the station. He called my protégé, Yu-Chen Huang. I believe you’ve met.”
A few yards from the collapsed shaft, Yu-Chen, a methodical researcher in his early thirties, crouched beside a weathered knapsack. Wearing latex gloves, he sorted through the contents, eyes sharp with curiosity.
“We got a little caught up in the excitement,” Shepherd admitted. “You know how it is—an untouched site like this? Hard to resist.”
Jones folded his arms. “Doctor, this is a police matter. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but next time, the call should come from us—not the other way—”
Yu-Chen called out, “Dr. Shepherd—I found something!”
Garcia and Jones followed the voice to the tarp-covered body. Yu-Chen stood, energized. “Oh! Chief Jones. Didn’t hear your car.”
Jones gave a nod. “Garcia says the hiker contacted you directly. Why?”
“Scott Lee. I know his dad. Said the kid was having a rough time at home, needed someone to talk to. I took him hiking out here a while back. Before the rains. Guess he wanted to come back and explore on his own.”
Jones gestured to the tarp. “And who do we have?”
Yu-Chen held up an old identity card, edges curled with age. “He had an identity card on him. His name’s Li Zhong.”
“Yu-Chen this is wonderful! We have a name, and with DNA analysis we can pinpoint where he came from. Excellent news!” said Dr. Shepherd.
“Lucky break,” Garcia muttered.
Yu-Chen added, “After the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, Chinese immigrants had to carry these papers or risk deportation.”
Garcia raised a brow. “That was already a law back then?”
Yu-Chen nodded. “Yeah. California was flooded with Chinese laborers chasing gold. The lucky ones didn’t mine, They sold tools, supplies, food. Some made enough to go back home wealthy.”
Jones looked down at the body. “But this guy didn’t make it back.”
“Maybe he wasn’t planning to,” Garcia said. “Could’ve left more than just poverty behind. Men don’t vanish across the ocean unless they’ve got something to run from.”
Jones gave a slow nod, eyes still on the corpse. “Maybe so.” He turned to the pathologist. “Dr. Shepherd, what’s the status?”
Dr. Shepherd peeled back the tarp. “Young adult male, maybe late thirties at death. We won’t know more until the lab but based on the date of the identity card, you’re looking at a body that’s been here since the late 1800s.”
Dr. Shepherd replaced the sheet and stood. “This could be a major find,” Shepherd added, his voice electric. “State funding. Museum interest. We might be looking at a preserved chapter of gold rush history.”
“Find any gold?” Garcia joked.
Yu-Chen chuckled. “No, but I haven’t checked his—”
The hum of tires cut through the hillside stillness.
A black sedan and a matching van sped up the dirt path, both flying small Chinese flags on their hoods. The engines were still ticking when four men stepped out. They wore sharp suits, dark glasses, and expressions that didn’t invite questions.
One wore a tailored coat and a calm, controlled expression—Agent Bao Ming.
Garcia stiffened. “Who the hell are they?”
Jones’s gaze locked on the miniature Chinese flags fluttering on the hoods. “Mainland officials, by the look of it.”
Garcia glanced back at the vehicles, unsettled. “Over a body? How the hell did they find out so fast?”
“Anything on the wire can get flagged. International monitors sweep for key terms.”
Garcia snorted. “With all due respect, Chief, Folsom PD isn’t exactly global news.”
Jones didn’t flinch. “Maybe we are today.”
Ming approached, handing Jones a card. “I am Agent Bao Ming. Chinese Ministry of State Security. We were notified of a body—possibly a Chinese national—discovered here.”
Jones said, “News travels fast.”
As Jones studied the card, Ming loosened his collar, pulling out a midnight-blue pack of HaoMao cigarettes. He slid one out but paused, meeting the chief’s stern glare. Ming tucked the pack away, expression unchanged, but Yu-Chen clocked the brand. HaoMao was rare outside Shaanxi province.
“We’ll be taking custody of the remains and associated artifacts,” Ming said without waiting.
Dr. Shepherd stepped forward. “Not so fast. I’m Dr. Shepherd with UC Davis. I’ve got jurisdiction to evaluate this body. A business card isn’t sufficient authority to seize historical remains.”
Ming’s voice was smooth, controlled. “Some individuals fled China to avoid prosecution. Their crimes don’t expire with time. That’s all I’m authorized to say. If you have concerns, I suggest contacting your State Department.”
Garcia scoffed. “You’re chasing fugitives from two centuries ago? Remind me never to jaywalk in Beijing.”
“Officer Garcia,” Jones said.
He turned back to Ming, attempting to reassert some control. “Agent Ming, there’s no need to escalate this. But if you’re requesting custody of human remains, I’ll need formal documentation. Something I can file.”
Ming said, “Of course.”  He glanced at his watch, cuff lifting just enough for Yu-Chen to glimpse the edge of a dragon tattoo swirling above the wrist—striking, unnatural on an official.
Jones’s phone rang.
“You should take that,” Ming said, already turning toward his men.
Jones hesitated, then answered. “Chief Jones… Governor Gaffney—yes, I’m here with Agent Ming now.” His eyes flicked toward Ming, narrowing. He took a few steps away, voice quiet but tense. The call lasted less than thirty seconds.
When Jones returned, his expression had hardened into something unreadable.
Ming was already waiting.
“You work fast.”
Ming gave a nod.
“My men will take over now,” Ming said. “Dr. Shepherd. Please leave everything.”
Reluctantly, Yu-Chen placed the identity card near the tarp.
Shepherd leaned in. “You still have the knapsack?”
Yu-Chen hesitated. “Yes, but—”
“Slip it into your bag.”
Yu-Chen glanced toward Ming and his men, then tucked the weathered knapsack closer to his leg.
The four Chinese agents clustered nearby, whispering in Mandarin. One held up the identity card. They recognized the name. Their voices rose, urgent and excited.
Yu-Chen’s pulse kicked. He shoved the knapsack toward his backpack, but his gloved fingers struck something solid. Nestled among the cloth was a small clay vial, cool and smooth.
He hesitated. Yu-Chen risked a glance inside. The clay vial held several ounces of gold dust—dense in weight, but dancing like vapor. The particles hovered in slow spirals, moved by no force he could name. Not wind. Not gravity. Something else.
He looked up. Ming and the other agents were only feet away.
Yu-Chen slipped the vial back into the knapsack and shoved everything deep into his backpack, sealing it shut as his heart thundered.
Yu-Chen and Dr. Shepherd backed away from the commotion. The hillside wind picked up again, rustling the trees above the mine. The gold was no longer buried. But its danger was just beginning.
Yu-Chen’s backpack felt heavier than it should.
He didn’t look back.






  
  Chapter 2


Mike White’s massive frame filled the cramped motel room as he paced. Each step sent vibrations through the paper‑thin walls. The air hung thick with the lingering scent of cheap perfume and sweat—two hours of trying to forget his problems in a stranger’s arms, only to create a nightmare far worse. 
He couldn’t look at the bed. Couldn’t look at her pale skin against those stained sheets, couldn’t meet those vacant eyes that seemed to follow his movement around the room. The neon VACANCY sign outside cast everything in sickly pink intervals—light, dark, light, dark—like a dying heartbeat.
Murder. The word hammered in his skull with each heavy footstep. That’s what any judge would call it. But he’d driven all the way from Folsom to San Francisco precisely to avoid judges, questions, the prying eyes of a town where everyone knew Mike White as the dependable guy who never caused trouble.
Until tonight.
An engine growled in the night, smooth and powerful. The sound crushed the weak clatter of junkers in the lot. Mike’s skin prickled. He pulled the curtain aside, eyes narrowing as a sleek Bentley rolled in, headlights slicing through the gloom.
Relief hit first. Then the familiar knot of dread.
Before the man could knock, Mike yanked open the door. Hyde filled the frame, silver hair immaculate, moving with the unhurried confidence of a man who always owned the room.
A second figure followed him in. He was tall, broad‑shouldered, his head shaved to a clean shine. The dark blazer fit like body armor. He moved without a hint of wasted motion, eyes combing the small, shabby room with a soldier’s discipline and a predator’s patience.
Snake didn’t offer a hand. He shut the door, crossed to the corner, and leaned into the shadows—silent, steady, watching. His kind of silence carried weight. It pressed on Mike’s throat before a word was spoken.
“I must say, Michael,” Hyde said, voice smooth as glass, “next time you crave San Francisco’s nightlife, a little notice would be appreciated. I walked away from a poker table tonight, and Henderson was already three cards into losing ten grand.”
Mike’s gaze kept straying to the man by the door.
Hyde caught the look, a hint of amusement on his face. “That’s Snake. My driver,” he said. “He handles more than the car.”
Snake didn’t look at the body. His eyes moved once over the room, then settled on Mike, steady and unreadable. The kind of look that made a man reconsider breathing too loud.
Mike forced his jaw to unclench. “Can we just get this done? I need to be back in Folsom in a few hours, and—”
“Don’t.” Hyde’s voice dropped to a whisper sharp enough to cut. “Don’t tell me how to practice my craft.”
He set his leather medical bag on the cigarette-scarred dresser. The brass clasps clicked open—sharp, deliberate. “Now then, there’s the matter of my fee.”
Mike’s voice cracked. “How much?”
Hyde’s smile was almost kind, but his eyes weren’t. “Oh, Michael… you couldn’t count that high if you had all night.”
As they spoke, Snake hadn’t moved. But Mike could feel the man’s stillness like pressure on his skin, a silent reminder that Hyde never walked into a problem without backup.
Hyde drew a syringe from the bag, the metal catching the sickly light from the ceiling fixture. “Tell me, was she left‑handed or right‑handed?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything about her except—” Mike swallowed hard. “I just needed… I paid her, that’s all. Two hundred for the night.”
Hyde tugged her wrist into place. The shift turned her arm just enough for the bracelet to flare. Five stones traced the chain, bright against the pale skin, but the center gem dominated the rest. It was an oval sapphire, darker, deeper, pulling the light toward it while the smaller stones only echoed its shine.
Mike’s chest tightened. He’d seen cheap glass sparkle on back‑alley wrists, but this wasn’t fake. Nobody wore something like that without backing. Dealer’s gift, stolen trophy, maybe a boyfriend with muscle. Whatever its story, it didn’t belong here.
“Of course you did.” Hyde set the needle with precision, sliding it home in one clean motion. “Anonymous transactions are very wise. No emotional complications.”
When he closed the bag, his sleeve slipped. From his cuff, a sapphire gleamed—oval, dark, the same cut, the same weight as the one on her bracelet.
For a moment Mike felt pinned, caught between the dead girl’s wrist and Hyde’s hand—two stones staring back at him, reflecting a secret he wasn’t meant to see.
Hyde smoothed the sapphire cufflink at his wrist until it caught the light. “Strange, isn’t it? Men ruin themselves faster on cheap appetites than expensive ones.”
Mike’s eyes darted to the bruises circling her throat. “What about—”
“The bruising?” Hyde’s smile turned to a thin line. “Occupational hazard in her line of work. These things happen.”
“It was an accident!” The words burst out of Mike. “She asked for it rough!”
“Of course.” Hyde snapped the case of the syringe shut. “By the time she’s found, the story will speak for itself. And no one at the coroner’s office is going to waste time on an overdose from this part of town.”
Hyde fastened his bag. “As for my fee… let’s call this one on the house. An investment in our future. But do get yourself tested, Michael. One can never be too careful.”
Snake opened the door with quiet efficiency. Early dawn light bled into the sleezy room. Hyde walked out first; Snake waited three heartbeats, his eyes never leaving Mike’s, before following.
From the window, Mike watched Snake drive Hyde away. Mike realized the Bentley was just out of view of the lobby’s security camera. The camera caught every detail of Mike’s rental car—enough to trace straight back to Folsom.
His phone vibrated. The favor you owe me will be collected soon. Delete this message. —DH
Mike’s palms were damp as he read it. Outside, the taillights vanished into the waking city. Snake’s wordless stare still lingered in Mike’s head.
Hyde hadn’t helped him out of kindness. And now there was more than one set of hands pulling his strings.






  
  Chapter 3


One year later 
Saturday morning. The American Gold Rush Museum was closed, a temporary closure sign taped to the glass entrance. The museum’s director, an African American man, Marcus Washington, looked perplexed as Officer Paige Gold interviewed him. Paige — a sharp-eyed, no-nonsense cop in her early 30s with a warrior’s bearing, shoulder-length brown hair, and hazel eyes that don’t miss much — checked her notepad. 
She stepped onto the creaky wood floor, the scent of dust and aged pine lingering in the air. Rows of exhibit cases glowed under soft yellow spotlights, throwing shadows across old tools, gold pans, and faded canvas gear. A life-sized mannequin in a red plaid shirt stood frozen mid-scoop beside a tin pan filled with gravel, like a miner caught in time.
“Nothing but a few pairs of miners’ jeans? Nothing else was stolen?” Paige asked as she eyed the high-arched sign near the entrance that read HO! CALIFORNIA—the unofficial anthem of 1849 fortune hunters.
The museum director huffed. “I’ve been over these displays ten times. Thankfully, nothing else was taken. They didn’t even touch the garnets on loan from the El Dorado County Museum. The thief couldn’t have been that smart.”
Paige glanced toward the far wall, where a small dome-shaped security camera hung lifeless above the glass case. “Well, they cut the CCTV feed before they broke in. That takes planning.” She flipped a page in her notebook. “Was there anything of value inside the miner's clothing display? Anything worth more than nostalgia?”
Marcus snorted, gesturing toward the now empty display case behind the mannequin. “No gold nuggets, if that’s what you’re thinking. Just a few original Levi’s—worn, patched, dusty. Valuable to collectors, maybe. But not worth breaking into a museum over.”
A faint hum came from the overhead lights, broken only by the occasional creak from the floorboards. Paige stepped closer to the case, noting the clean pry marks at the base. They looked precise, practiced. Whoever took the jeans hadn’t been in a rush.
“We’ll be in touch. Thank you, Mr. Washington”.
Paige walked over to her partner, Officer Mike White, a uniformed cop with a habit of charging ahead before asking questions. Lately, she’d started to wonder what he might be keeping to himself. He was inspecting the CCTV camera mounted on the wall.
“Any luck on the camera, Mike?” Paige asked.
Officer White didn’t look up right away. “The feed was cut over two days ago. Marcus probably forgot to pay his security bill.”
Something in his tone was too casual, too dismissive. Paige studied him as he rubbed the back of his neck—his tell when he was avoiding something.
“I’ll start canvassing the neighborhood,” she said. “See if anyone spotted something last night.”
“No.” He straightened. “Don’t waste police resources. You need to review the rest of the CCTV footage back at the station. File the report—”
“So you want to bury
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