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The white roses were perfect.

Lucia Mendez stepped back from the arrangement, tilting her head to study the cascade of blooms she'd spent the last hour positioning. Saturday afternoon light streamed through Bloom's front windows, catching the delicate petals and making them glow like they'd been touched by something sacred.

Abuelita would be proud.

The thought warmed her chest as she adjusted a single stem, tucking it deeper into the greenery. Bella Garcia was getting married tomorrow at St. Anne's, and Lucia had promised her grandmother's roses—the same variety Abuelita had grown in the tiny garden behind their family home in Kensington before she passed.

The shop still smelled like her grandmother. Like soil and stems and the particular sweetness of flowers cut fresh that morning. Lucia had kept everything the way Abuelita taught her—the wooden worktable scarred from decades of arrangements, the copper watering cans lined up by size, the hand-lettered signs in Spanish and English that welcomed customers into a space built on beauty and honest work.

One year. She'd kept Bloom alive for one year on her own, and every wedding bouquet, every funeral spray, every quinceañera centerpiece felt like a conversation with the woman who'd raised her.

I'm doing it, Abuelita. Just like you showed me.

The bell above the door chimed.

Lucia looked up with her customer smile ready, expecting Bella's mother coming to check on the arrangements one final time. Instead, two men stepped inside—and everything about them was wrong.

They wore expensive suits that didn't fit Port Richmond's working-class streets. Dark hair slicked back. Gold watches catching the light. One was tall and lean with a scar bisecting his left eyebrow. The other was shorter, thicker through the shoulders, with dead eyes that scanned her shop like he was calculating its worth.

Not customers. Not even close.

"Miss Mendez." The tall one smiled, but it never reached his eyes. "Beautiful work. You have your grandmother's gift."

Ice slid down Lucia's spine. She set down her pruning shears carefully, keeping her hands visible on the worktable. "Can I help you gentlemen?"

"We hope so." The shorter one wandered toward her cooler, examining the arrangements waiting for pickup. "Lovely shop. Shame about the rent increases in this neighborhood. Lot of small businesses closing lately."

"I manage fine."

"For now." The tall one moved closer, his cologne expensive and overwhelming, drowning out the natural sweetness of her flowers. "But we have a business proposition that could make things much easier for you."

Lucia's fingers curled against the wood grain. She'd grown up in neighborhoods where men like this existed on the edges—where whispered warnings passed between mothers at church and shop owners paid invisible taxes to stay open. She knew what a threat looked like when it walked through her door wearing Italian leather shoes.

"I'm not interested in partnerships."

"You haven't heard the offer." The tall one pulled a chair from her small consultation area, sat down uninvited, crossed his legs like he owned the place. "The Santana organization appreciates businesses like yours. Family-owned. Community trusted. Cash transactions."

Her stomach dropped. Santana. Even she'd heard that name—whispered in Spanish at the grocery store, muttered by the older men who gathered outside the barbershop on weekends. Cartel money flowing up from Mexico, looking for clean channels in American cities.

"I run a flower shop."

"Exactly." He smiled again, all teeth. "Weddings. Funerals. Lots of cash payments from customers who prefer not to use cards. Very difficult to track, those transactions."

"I report everything to my accountant."

"That's the beauty of our arrangement." The shorter one had stopped pretending to browse, positioning himself between Lucia and the front door. "We send you customers. Lots of customers. They pay cash—much more than your flowers are worth. You deposit the money, keep a percentage for yourself, and everyone prospers."

Money laundering. They wanted to turn Abuelita's shop—her legacy, her life's work—into a front for drug money.

"No."

The word came out harder than she intended, sharp as the thorns she stripped from stems every morning. Both men went still.

"Miss Mendez—"

"I said no." Lucia straightened to her full five-foot-four, which wasn't much, but she'd learned from her grandmother that backbone wasn't measured in inches. "This shop belongs to my family. My grandmother built it with honest work, and I won't turn it into something dirty."

The tall one's smile finally died. What replaced it was worse—cold calculation, the look of a man who'd stopped seeing her as a person and started seeing her as a problem.

"Cooperation isn't optional in Port Richmond anymore." He stood slowly, buttoning his jacket with deliberate precision. "Mr. Santana is bringing organization to these neighborhoods. Structure. Business owners who participate will thrive. Those who don't..."

He trailed off, letting the silence fill with implication.

"Funerals require flowers too," the shorter one added. "Just something to consider."

They walked out without another word, the bell chiming cheerfully behind them like it hadn't just witnessed a death threat.

Lucia's hands were shaking. She gripped the edge of her worktable until the trembling stopped, breathing in the familiar scent of roses and greenery, letting her grandmother's presence steady her.

I won't do it, Abuelita. I won't let them corrupt what you built.

She finished Bella's arrangements with trembling fingers, packed them carefully into the delivery van she'd bought used last spring, and drove them to St. Anne's herself. The bride's mother cried when she saw the roses. Bella hugged Lucia so tight she could barely breathe, whispering that Abuelita must be smiling down from heaven.

Lucia drove home with the windows down, letting the evening air cool her flushed cheeks, telling herself it was over. They'd asked, she'd refused, and that was that. Port Richmond had survived worse than drug money trying to muscle in on small businesses.

I'm stronger than they think.

She parked in the narrow alley behind Bloom, climbed the exterior stairs to her tiny apartment above the shop, and collapsed into bed without eating dinner. Her dreams were filled with her grandmother's hands—weathered and gentle, teaching her to arrange lilies for her first funeral when she was twelve years old.

Flowers are how we honor the dead, mija. And how we celebrate the living. Never forget which is which.



The next morning, Lucia woke before dawn.

Something was wrong.

She couldn't explain how she knew—some instinct inherited from generations of women who'd learned to sense danger before it announced itself. The apartment was quiet. The street outside was quiet. Everything was exactly as she'd left it.

But her skin prickled with warning as she pulled on jeans and a worn sweater, braided her dark hair with practiced fingers, and descended the stairs to unlock Bloom's back entrance.

The smell hit her first.

Rot. Decay. The sickly-sweet stench of flowers left to die in stagnant water.

Lucia's hand fumbled for the light switch. Fluorescent bulbs flickered to life overhead, illuminating the destruction waiting in her workspace.

Every cooler had been opened and left that way overnight. Hundreds of dollars' worth of inventory wilted on shelves, petals browning and curling in the warm air. Her worktable had been swept clean—vases shattered on the floor, tools scattered, the careful organization Abuelita had taught her reduced to chaos.

And written on the mirror behind her register, in what looked like red lipstick but might have been blood:

Tu familia en México no está segura. Acepta la oferta del Señor Santana.

Your family in Mexico isn't safe. Accept Mr. Santana's offer.

Lucia's knees buckled.

She caught herself on the worktable, glass crunching under her shoes, and stared at the words while her heart tried to pound its way out of her chest. Her mother. Her aunts. Her cousins still living in the village outside Guadalajara where Abuelita had been born.

The cartel had just told her they could reach across borders to hurt the people she loved.

This is how they break you. This is how they make good people do terrible things.

She should call the police. File a report. Document the damage for insurance.

But even as the thoughts formed, she knew how useless they were. What would Philadelphia PD do about threats made against family members in Mexico? What could insurance replace when the real damage wasn't the flowers—it was her sense of safety, her belief that honest work could protect the things she loved?

Lucia pulled out her phone with shaking hands and scrolled to her mother's number in Mexico. It rang four times before a sleepy voice answered.

"Mija? It's so early—"

"Mama, I need you to listen to me." Lucia fought to keep her voice steady. "I need you to be careful. Don't go anywhere alone. Don't talk to strangers. If anyone asks about me or the shop—"

"Lucia, what's wrong? You're scaring me."

How could she explain? How could she tell her mother that opening a flower shop in Philadelphia had painted a target on their entire family?

"Just promise me you'll be careful. Please, Mama."

"I promise, mija. But you have to tell me what's happening. Are you in trouble?"

Lucia looked at the destruction surrounding her. At the threatening words scrawled across her mirror. At the legacy her grandmother had trusted her to protect, now reeking of rot and failure.

"I don't know yet," she whispered.

She ended the call before her mother could hear her crying.

The morning sun was fully up by the time Lucia finished sweeping the glass, bagging the ruined flowers, and scrubbing the message from her mirror. The chemical smell of cleaner mixed with decay, erasing any trace of the sweetness that usually welcomed customers to her door.

What am I supposed to do now?

She had no one to call. No family in Philadelphia—just the memory of Abuelita and the shop that carried her name. The neighborhood business owners who'd become her friends would be no match for cartel soldiers with international reach.

She was completely alone.

Lucia sank onto the stool behind her register and stared at the ruined remains of her inventory, her grandmother's legacy, her entire life's work. The cartel wanted an answer. Cooperation or destruction—no middle ground, no negotiation.

And she had no idea how to fight back.
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The rumble of his Harley died in the narrow alley behind Bloom, and Raven swung off the bike with the economy of motion that came from years of training his body to move without wasted effort.

First Tuesday of the month. Same as always.

He pulled the bandana from his face and ran a hand through sweat-damp hair, scanning the alley out of habit. Port Richmond in the afternoon sun—brick rowhouses pressing close, laundry strung between fire escapes, the distant rattle of the El train heading toward Center City. His territory now, even if he was still proving he deserved to call it that.

Eight months prospecting for Liberty City. Eight months of running errands, taking orders, eating shit from brothers who'd earned their patches through blood and loyalty. Eight months of fighting to prove a kid from Scranton belonged in Philadelphia.

Almost there. Don't fuck it up.

Raven flexed his right hand—the one that ended everything—feeling the familiar ache beneath the wrap he never took off. Twelve and three. That's what his boxing record read when his hand shattered against Tommy Malone's skull in the final round of the regional championship. Twelve wins, three losses, and a future that died the moment the doctor told him he'd never throw a proper punch again.

His father's voice still echoed in his head sometimes. Worthless. Can't even do the one thing you were good at.

He shoved the memory down where it belonged and headed for Bloom's back door.

The flower shop was the only place in Philadelphia that didn't make him feel like an outsider. Once a month, he came here to buy flowers for his mother's grave back in Scranton—the only family member who'd never looked at him like damaged goods, even after she was gone. And every month, the woman who ran the place treated him like he mattered.

Not because of the cut he wore. Not because of the club. Just because she was kind in a way that didn't ask for anything back.

The back door was unlocked. Wrong.

Raven's hand dropped to the knife on his belt as he eased inside, every sense sharpening the way they did before a fight. The smell hit him first—rot and chemicals, flowers left to die. Then the sound.

Crying. Soft, desperate, the kind of sound someone made when they thought no one could hear.

He moved through the back room on silent feet, rounding the corner into the main shop—and stopped cold.

Lucia Mendez sat on the floor behind her register, knees pulled to her chest, dark hair spilling from a messy braid. She was surrounded by destruction. Shattered vases. Wilted blooms. The careful beauty of her grandmother's shop reduced to wreckage.

And she was crying like her heart had been ripped out.

Something hot and violent surged through Raven's chest. He'd felt it before—in the ring, when an opponent made the mistake of fighting dirty. The urge to hurt someone. To make them pay.

"Who did this?"

His voice came out rougher than he intended. Lucia's head snapped up, brown eyes wide and wet, and for a moment she just stared at him like she couldn't process what she was seeing.

"Raven?" Her voice cracked on his name. "I—what are you—"

"Who. Did. This."

Not a question anymore. A demand.

She wiped her face with trembling hands, trying to pull herself together, and Raven felt something shift in his chest. This woman had always been steady. Calm. The kind of person who smiled through exhaustion and remembered his name even though he only came in once a month.

Seeing her broken on the floor made him want to burn Port Richmond to the ground.

"I can't—" She shook her head. "It's not your problem. You should go."

"Fuck that."

He crossed the shop in three strides and crouched in front of her, close enough to see the tear tracks on her cheeks and the fear she was trying to hide. Close enough to smell flowers and something softer underneath—her shampoo, maybe, or just the way she naturally smelled.

Focus.

"Tell me what happened."

Lucia looked at him for a long moment, something shifting behind her eyes. Then the words came out in a rush, like she'd been holding them back for hours.

"Two men came yesterday. Cartel—Santana Cartel. They wanted me to launder money through the shop. Process their cash as flower sales, keep a cut for
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