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The pit bull's ears flattened against his blocky head, and Jessie Vaughn kept her voice soft and steady even though her hands wanted to shake. "You're okay, Brutus. Just getting pretty, that's all."

The nervous seventy-pound dog trembled under her touch as she worked the clippers through his short coat, removing the mats some asshole owner had let develop before his Marine deployed to Okinawa. Three years running Tail Waggers had taught her that deployment dogs came in two varieties—pampered pets whose families obsessed over their care, or neglected animals whose owners treated them like furniture until it was time to find emergency boarding.

Brutus fell into the second category, but that wasn't his fault.

"Almost done, handsome." She scratched behind his ears the way that always calmed him, feeling the tension in his muscular frame start to ease. Outside the grooming area, fifteen other dogs barked and played in the daycare section of her converted house—a chaotic symphony she'd learned to tune out like background music.

The front door exploded inward with a crash that sent every dog into frantic barking.

Jessie's head snapped up as four men kicked through her entrance, moving with the kind of coordinated aggression that said this wasn't random. Brutus lunged against his grooming restraint, barking furiously, and she grabbed his collar with both hands to keep him from strangling himself.

"Shut those fucking dogs up!" The man in front was built thick like a linebacker, gang tattoos covering his neck and arms, dead eyes scanning her business like he was cataloging targets. Three others fanned out behind him—all wearing the same cold calculation that made her stomach drop.

"Get out!" Her voice came out steadier than she felt, Arkansas backbone overriding the fear trying to lock her knees. "I'm calling the police—"

"No, you're not." The linebacker moved closer, and Jessie saw the Coastal Kings ink on his forearm—the same gang whose shooting she'd caught on her security cameras two weeks ago when they'd tried to kill someone in her parking lot. "You got something that belongs to us, and we're here to collect."

Her security footage. The detective had promised her witness protection, promised they'd keep her identity confidential, promised the gang would never know she'd given them evidence. Those promises were worth shit now.

"I don't know what you're talking about." She kept one hand on Brutus's collar while the other edged toward her phone on the counter. The pit bull's barking had triggered every other dog in the building—German shepherds, labs, mutts, all of them losing their minds in a cacophony that would have been funny if her heart wasn't trying to punch through her ribs.

Linebacker's smile was colder than January creek water. "Security cameras that caught my boys handling business. Your statement to that detective. All of it disappears right now, or we come back and finish this conversation different."

One of the others—skinny guy with facial tattoos—grabbed her grooming scissors off the counter and started spray-painting threats across her walls in jagged letters. Another kicked over her supply cabinet, sending shampoo bottles and clippers crashing across the tile. The third headed toward the kennels where her daycare dogs were housed, and pure fury overrode her fear.

"Don't you touch those dogs!" She released Brutus and stepped between the gangbanger and her kennels, knowing it was stupid but unable to stop herself. These animals were under her protection, trusted to her care by Marines who were thousands of miles away depending on her to keep their pets safe.

Linebacker's hand shot out and grabbed her throat—not choking, just holding her in place with enough pressure to make his point crystal clear. "You got forty-eight hours to destroy that footage and tell that detective you were mistaken about what you saw. Otherwise we come back and hurt everything you love until you learn to keep your mouth shut."

He released her and Jessie stumbled back against the counter, hand going to her throat while Brutus went absolutely insane trying to get to the men threatening her. The gang members moved through her business like a tornado—destroying equipment, spray-painting walls, sending every animal into panicked chaos with their violent presence.

"Forty-eight hours." Linebacker stopped at the door, making sure she understood. "Next time won't be a warning."

They disappeared as quickly as they'd arrived, leaving destruction in their wake.

Jessie stood frozen for three heartbeats, the adrenaline that had kept her upright suddenly draining away until her legs went shaky. Around her, fifteen dogs barked and howled in distressed confusion—but it was the silence from the senior kennels that made her move.

"No no no..." She ran toward the back section where she kept the older, calmer dogs who couldn't handle the chaos of main daycare. "Rocky? Max?"

The elderly golden retriever was seizing on the floor of his kennel, his whole body convulsing while foam flecked his muzzle. Stress-induced seizure—she'd seen it once before in a rescue dog who'd been abused. Rocky belonged to a Marine family who'd trusted her to care for him during their nine-month deployment, who'd sent her photos of their kids hugging this sweet old dog before they'd left him in her care.

"It's okay, baby, I've got you." Jessie dropped to her knees beside him, hands shaking as she tried to remember her emergency response training through the panic clouding her thoughts. Time the seizure, keep him safe, get him to the vet if it lasted more than three minutes.

Rocky's body kept convulsing while she watched the seconds tick by on her phone, surrounded by destroyed equipment and spray-painted threats, fifteen frightened dogs still barking frantically, and the absolute certainty that this was only the beginning.

The seizure finally stopped after two minutes that felt like hours. Rocky lay panting and confused on the kennel floor while Jessie sat beside him with tears streaming down her face she hadn't realized she was crying.

Her phone was in her hand. She should call 911, report the break-in, tell them the Coastal Kings had just invaded her business and threatened to come back. But the detective assigned to her case kept delaying action, kept telling her these things took time, kept promising protection that never materialized. The police couldn't stop gang violence that operated with complete impunity.

She looked around at the chaos—spray paint covering every wall, equipment destroyed, dogs still shaking from the assault, and sweet old Rocky recovering from a seizure caused by men who'd come here specifically to break her.

Jessie had built Tail Waggers from nothing. Saved for three years working two jobs to afford equipment and a lease. Spent every waking hour caring for these animals and serving military families who needed someone they could trust. This business was everything she'd fought for—her independence, her dream, her purpose.

And now violent men were threatening to destroy it all because she'd had security cameras pointed at her own parking lot.

"It's okay, Rocky." She stroked the golden's soft fur with hands that wouldn't stop shaking. "I'll figure this out. I promise."

But sitting in the wreckage of her business with a traumatized dog under her hands and threats spray-painted across her walls, Jessie had no idea how to keep that promise. The police couldn't protect her. The legal system moved too slowly. And the Coastal Kings had forty-eight hours to return.

She was completely, utterly alone.

Rocky whined and pressed against her leg, seeking comfort from the human who was supposed to keep him safe. Around them, the other dogs were finally starting to settle—but Jessie could still hear their anxious whimpers, could still see Brutus pacing his grooming station with nervous energy.

She'd witnessed a gang shooting. Done her civic duty by providing evidence to the police. And now she was paying the price while the men who'd attacked her walked free and planned their return.

Forty-eight hours until they came back.

Forty-eight hours to figure out how to protect herself, her business, and fifteen innocent animals who depended on her.

Forty-eight hours until everything she'd built was destroyed.

Jessie pulled Rocky closer and let herself cry for thirty seconds—just thirty seconds of letting the fear and fury and helplessness crash through her. Then she wiped her eyes, stood up on legs that still wanted to shake, and started making calls.

First the vet for Rocky. Then her insurance company. Then she'd clean up this mess and try to calm the dogs enough that they could sleep tonight.

And tomorrow she'd figure out what the hell to do when the police couldn't help and violent men promised to return.

But tonight, surrounded by destruction and shaken animals, Jessie Vaughn felt more alone than she'd ever been in her twenty-eight years.
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Ralph Gunderson pulled his bike into Tail Waggers' parking lot and immediately clocked the damage—broken door frame, fresh plywood covering the entrance, and the kind of chaos that screamed violence had visited recently. His German shepherd Rex needed boarding while the brotherhood handled business in Wilmington, but something was very wrong here.

He killed the engine and scanned the perimeter out of habit. No immediate threats, but the spray paint visible through the windows told him everything he needed to know about what kind of trouble had rolled through.

The temporary door opened before he could knock, and the woman who appeared made his gut clench with unexpected awareness. Five-five with sun-streaked brown hair escaping a braid, hazel eyes that looked exhausted and wary, hands scarred from work. She was wearing jeans and a Tail Waggers t-shirt splattered with what looked like cleaning solution, and there was a bruise forming on her throat that made his vision narrow to red edges.

"We're closed." Her voice was steady but rough, like she'd been crying and was trying to hide it. "I can reschedule Rex's boarding—"

"What happened?" The question came out harder than he intended, Gunny voice demanding answers.

She blinked, clearly trying to place him. "Mister . . . Gunderson, right?"

"Mortar. Call me Mortar." Nobody used his given name except his mother and the VA. "You've got a bruise on your throat and your door's busted. What. Happened."

The woman—Jessie, he remembered from their previous brief interactions—lifted her chin in a way that said she had backbone even when she was clearly running on fumes. "Break-in this afternoon. It's handled."

"Bullshit." He stepped closer, watching her eyes track his movement without backing up. Good. She didn't scare easy. "That spray paint says gang tags. Coastal Kings, unless I'm reading it wrong."

Her jaw tightened. "I already talked to the police—"

"And they did fuck-all to help you." He saw the truth of it in how her shoulders dropped slightly. "Let me see the damage."

"Mr. Gunderson—"

"Mortar." He gentled his tone slightly, recognizing she was about two seconds from shattering and trying to hide it. "I'm not here to make your day worse. But I know what gang intimidation looks like, and you need better than police reports that go nowhere."

She studied him for a long moment, and he let her look. Let her see the six-two frame that had carried wounded Marines through streets of Fallujah, the weathered face that said he'd seen violence and delivered it back, the cut on his back that marked him as Leatherneck Brotherhood. Whatever she found must have satisfied something, because she stepped back and let him in.

The interior was worse than the exterior. Spray-painted threats covered every wall—graphic promises of violence that made his hands curl into fists. Destroyed equipment scattered across the floor. And everywhere, the lingering terror of fifteen dogs who'd been scared shitless by men who got off on intimidation.

"Jesus Christ." He moved through the space with the same awareness he'd used clearing compounds, cataloging damage and threats. "They came in hard."

"Four of them." Jessie was cleaning spray paint off a wall with movements that were too controlled, like she had to keep moving or she'd fall apart. "Told me I had forty-eight hours to destroy security footage I gave to police and recant my statement, or they'd come back and hurt everything I love."

The casual delivery of that threat made him want to hunt down whoever had put hands on her and remind them what happened when you terrorized civilians under Marine protection. "Footage of what?"

"Shooting in my parking lot two weeks ago. Gang members tried to kill someone, my cameras caught it." She scrubbed harder at the paint. "Detective promised me witness protection, promised they'd keep me safe. That worked out great."

Mortar recognized the bitter edge in her voice—the sound of someone who'd trusted the system and learned it couldn't protect her. "You get checked out? That bruise on your throat—"

"One of them grabbed me when I tried to stop them from going after the dogs." She touched her neck unconsciously. "Didn't choke me, just made his point."

His point. Like terrorizing a woman running a business and threatening animals was reasonable fucking behavior. "Where's your security footage now?"

"Cloud backup the detective has access to." She finally stopped scrubbing and turned to face him, and he saw the exhaustion and fear she was trying to hide. "Why does it matter? Police can't stop them. They operate with complete impunity—witnesses recant, evidence disappears, and they've been controlling neighborhoods for years without consequences."

"Because you're not dealing with this alone anymore." The words came out before he could think them through, but they felt right settling in his chest. This woman served military families, cared for deployed Marines' dogs, and deserved protection the cops clearly couldn't provide. "Leatherneck Brotherhood handles problems the system won't touch."

Her eyes narrowed. "I know what you are. Marines who couldn't let go of the violence, playing outlaw on motorcycles."

"We protect our own." He moved closer, watching her hold her ground even though he could see the pulse jumping in her throat. "You serve Devil Dogs who trusted you with their animals while they're overseas. That makes you ours to protect."

"I'm not anyone's." But her voice wavered slightly, betraying the fear she was trying to hide.

"You are now." He reached out slowly, giving her time to move away, and brushed his thumb across the bruise on her throat. The touch was gentle but possessive, marking the damage someone had dared to put on her. "These bastards put hands on you, terrorized innocent animals, and threatened to come back. That ends tonight."

She shivered under his touch but didn't pull away. "You can't just—"

"Yeah, I can." He let his hand drop but held her gaze. "Brotherhood meeting tonight. I'm bringing this to the brothers, and we'll handle it
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