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Elena Ruiz wiped dog hair from her forearms and smiled at Mrs. Patterson's overexcited golden retriever. The dog practically vibrated with joy after his grooming session, his coat gleaming in the West Philadelphia morning sun.

"He looks wonderful, dear." Mrs. Patterson handed over three twenties, her arthritic fingers fumbling with the bills. "Same time next month?"

"I'll text you to confirm." Elena tucked the cash into her phone case and gave the retriever one last scratch behind the ears. "Take care, Benny."

She watched Mrs. Patterson coax Benny toward their rowhouse, then turned back to her van. Pampered Paws Mobile Grooming was painted across the sides in cheerful blue letters—two years of savings, planning, and absolute determination made metal and wheels. Her ticket out of corporate grooming slavery and proof she could build something that belonged to her alone.

The van waited at the curb where she'd left it forty-five minutes ago.

Except the tires were flat. All four of them.

Elena's stomach dropped. She walked around the vehicle slowly, her grooming scissors suddenly heavy in her back pocket. Not punctured. Slashed. Deep cuts through the rubber that screamed deliberate destruction.

A white envelope was tucked under the driver's side wiper blade.

Her fingers trembled as she pulled it free and tore it open. The note inside was printed on plain paper, the message short and devastating:

Your brother borrowed $40,000. He disappeared. You're family. You pay. Two weeks or we start breaking things. Beginning with your fingers.

No signature. No contact information. Just a debt she didn't owe for money she never saw and a deadline that made her throat close up.

Forty thousand dollars.

She didn't have four thousand dollars. Everything she owned was in this van—her equipment, her supplies, her entire business. Her apartment in North Philly barely counted as housing, just a place to sleep between grooming appointments while she poured every dollar back into Pampered Paws.

Her brother Marco. That useless, selfish bastard.

Elena pressed her forehead against the van's side panel, metal warm from the sun, and tried to remember how to breathe. Marco had disappeared three months ago after their mother's funeral, hadn't returned any of her calls or texts. She'd assumed he was dealing with grief in his own destructive way, not taking money from loan sharks and leaving her to clean up the mess.

Story of her fucking life. Youngest of four kids, parents who worked themselves to exhaustion, siblings who took and took and expected her to fix their problems because that's what Elena did—she solved things, she endured, she never quit even when quitting would've been smarter.

Movement in her peripheral vision made her head snap up.

Three men walked toward her van from a black sedan parked half a block down. The lead one was maybe thirty-five, average height but carrying himself like violence was a comfortable old coat. His companions flanked him with the coordinated movement of people who'd done this before.

"Elena Ruiz." Not a question. The lead man stopped five feet away, hands in his jacket pockets. "You got our message?"

Her mouth was dry. "I don't have forty thousand dollars."

"Not our problem." His smile didn't reach his eyes. "Your brother took money from the Volpe brothers. Family debts are family debts. You're family."

"I never agreed to anything. I didn't even know—"

"Doesn't matter what you knew." He took a step closer. Elena's back was already against the van. "You got fourteen days. Forty grand, full payment, or we start collecting in other ways. Beginning with those pretty hands you use for grooming dogs."

One of his companions—built like an ex-boxer with scar tissue around both eyes—cracked his knuckles deliberately. The sound made Elena's stomach twist.

"We see you moving money around, selling equipment, trying to run—we'll find you." The lead man's voice stayed conversational, almost friendly. That made it worse. "You're a mobile groomer. We know your routes, your clients, every address you visit. You can't hide in this city, and you can't hide from what your family owes."

Elena forced herself to meet his eyes. Fear wouldn't help. Fear never helped. She'd grown up in North Philly learning that showing weakness just made the predators circle closer.

"Who do I pay?" Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"We'll find you when it's time to collect." He gestured at her slashed tires. "Consider this a reminder that we're serious. Fourteen days, Elena. Don't make us come back for fingers."

They walked away as casually as they'd arrived, the black sedan pulling into traffic and disappearing toward Girard Avenue. Elena stood frozen against her van, heart hammering so hard her ribs ached.

Forty thousand dollars in fourteen days or they'd destroy her hands.

She looked down at her palms—calloused from years of grooming work, strong from handling anxious dogs and lifting equipment. These hands had built Pampered Paws from nothing. These hands represented every hour of overtime at the corporate grooming chain, every dollar saved, every dream she'd fought to make real.

And Marco's gambling habit—because it had to be gambling, he'd always had a problem with cards and sports betting—was going to destroy everything unless she found money she didn't have.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her calendar app: Reminder - Liberty City MC appointment, 1 PM. Tiny's grooming.

Elena closed her eyes. She had three more appointments today, including the motorcycle club's pit bull. Working wasn't optional—she needed every dollar she could earn, even if it wouldn't come close to forty thousand. And standing here paralyzed wouldn't change the fact that her brother had painted a target on her back.

She pulled out her phone and called the towing company that had helped her when the van broke down last year. They could get her back on the road. Then she'd finish her appointments, go home, and figure out how the hell to survive the next fourteen days.

Because Elena Ruiz didn't quit. She'd learned that growing up with nothing, built her business on it, and she wouldn't let loan sharks take away everything she'd worked for.

Even if she had no idea how to stop them.

The tow truck arrived twenty minutes later, the driver whistling at the damage to her tires. "Somebody really wanted you to know they were mad."

"Yeah." Elena managed a weak smile. "Can you get me to a garage?"

"Sure thing. Hop in."

She climbed into the passenger seat, watching West Philadelphia roll past through the window. Rowhouses packed tight together, corner stores with security bars, churches and bail bondsmen side by side. This was her city—she'd grown up here, built her business across these neighborhoods, knew which blocks were safe and which ones you hurried through.

Now it felt like enemy territory. Every black sedan made her pulse spike. Every stranger on the sidewalk could be one of the Volpe brothers' enforcers watching her routes, learning her patterns, waiting for the deadline.

The garage quoted her six hundred dollars for four new tires. Elena handed over most of Mrs. Patterson's cash payment and watched her emergency fund evaporate. The mechanics promised they'd have her back on the road by noon.

She sat in the waiting area and pulled up her banking app. Checking account: $847. Savings: $1,230. Total assets: one used grooming van that needed new tires, professional-grade equipment she'd slowly collected, and a reputation for being good with nervous dogs.

Forty thousand dollars might as well be four million.

Her phone buzzed again. Another text, this time from a number she didn't recognize:

Your brother played games he couldn't afford. Now you pay the price. Clock's ticking.

Elena deleted the message with numb fingers and shoved the phone in her pocket. Fourteen days. She had fourteen days to find money that didn't exist or figure out how to disappear from a city where the Volpe brothers knew every address she visited.

The mechanics finished faster than promised. By twelve-thirty Elena was back on the road, her van handling smoothly on the new tires that had cost most of her safety net. She had three appointments left today. Work was the only thing that made sense right now—groom the dogs, collect payment, keep moving forward because stopping meant dwelling on fingers breaking and everything she'd built turning to ash.

The Liberty City MC compound was in Port Richmond, a converted textile factory that looked more like a fortress than a clubhouse. Elena had been grooming their pit bull Tiny for six months now, ever since the club's president Bell had called asking if she made house calls for a dog with severe anxiety around other animals.

She pulled up to the compound's gate at exactly one PM and texted the number Bell had given her. The gate rolled open, revealing a courtyard filled with motorcycles and brothers in leather cuts.

Elena grabbed her grooming kit and headed inside, trying to ignore the way her hands still trembled from the morning's confrontation. Just another appointment. Just another client.

She had no idea this was about to become the safest place in Philadelphia.

Or that the quiet enforcer with the scarred knuckles waiting inside was about to make the Volpe brothers regret they'd ever touched what was his.
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Hazard checked his phone for the third time in ten minutes. Elena was late.

She was never late. Six months of appointments every other Thursday, one PM sharp, the woman ran her business like clockwork. He'd noticed that the first time she'd shown up to groom Tiny—professional without being cold, handled the scared pit bull with patience that impressed even Bell.

Hazard stood in the compound courtyard, Tiny sitting at his feet and whining softly. The dog could sense something was off. Smart animal, better judge of character than most humans Hazard had bounced out of clubs over the years.

His phone buzzed. Finally.

Running 20 minutes late. So sorry. Still coming.

Short message. No explanation. Elena usually texted paragraphs apologizing if she was five minutes behind schedule.

Hazard's instincts—the same ones that had kept him alive through ten years of breaking up bar fights and handling drunk crowds—whispered that something was wrong. He'd learned to read people the way other men read books. Body language, tone, the small tells that separated someone having a bad day from someone in real trouble.

Twenty minutes late with a two-sentence text wasn't Elena's style.

"She coming?" Piston emerged from the garage bay, wiping grease off his hands. "Tiny's been whining for an hour."

"Said she's late. Twenty minutes."

Piston glanced at the dog, then at Hazard. "That ain't like her."

"No. It's not."

Hazard scratched behind Tiny's ears, feeling the dog lean into his hand. The pit bull had shown up at the compound gates two years ago, half-starved and terrified of everything. Bell had wanted to keep him, but the dog was too traumatized to handle the grooming necessary to stay healthy. Then Elena had started coming, and Tiny had slowly learned to trust again.

Woman had a gift for seeing past fear to what mattered underneath.

The gate rolled open at one-twenty. Elena's van pulled through, and Hazard's jaw tightened. The tires were different—newer, not matching the wear pattern he'd noticed on her last visit. Fresh replacements.

She parked and climbed out, and Hazard read the story written in every line of her body. Shoulders too tight. Movements careful, controlled. Smile that didn't reach her eyes when she spotted him and Tiny.

"Hey, sorry I'm late." Elena grabbed her grooming kit from the back, her hands moving too fast. "Had some van trouble this morning."

Van trouble. Right.

Hazard moved closer, Tiny trotting beside him. "What kind of trouble?"

"Just needed new tires. No big deal." She knelt down to greet Tiny, and the pit bull practically melted against her, whining and licking her face. "Hey, buddy. I missed you too."

She was lying. Not about the tires—those were obviously new—but about it being no big deal. Hazard had spent a decade watching people lie about why they couldn't pay their bar tabs, why they'd started the fight, why the bouncer should let them back inside. He knew deception the way mechanics knew engines.

"Elena." He kept his voice calm, the same tone that made drunk crowds settle down before fists started flying. "What happened?"

Her smile cracked at the edges. "Really, it's fine. Let me just groom Tiny and—"

"You're shaking."

She froze, hands buried in Tiny's fur. For a long moment she didn't move, didn't speak. Then her shoulders sagged.

"Can we talk inside?" Her voice came out small. "I don't want to do this in the parking lot."

Hazard gestured toward the clubhouse. "Come on. Bring your kit."

He led her through the main room—empty this time of day, most brothers out on patrols or handling business. The chapel was quiet, private, the kind of space where serious conversations happened. Hazard held the door open and waited while Elena set down her grooming equipment and sank into one of the chairs.

Tiny immediately climbed into her lap, all sixty pounds of pit bull trying to be a lap dog. She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his neck.

Hazard pulled up a chair across from her and waited. Pushing wouldn't help. She'd talk when she was ready, and he had patience that had been forged in dealing with violent drunks and bad situations. You didn't rush people who were barely holding it together.

Finally, Elena lifted her head. Her eyes were wet.

"My brother took money from loan sharks. Forty thousand dollars. He disappeared three months ago, and they came after me this morning." The words tumbled out in a rush. "They slashed my van tires, left a note. Said family pays family debts. I have fourteen days to come up with forty thousand dollars or they start breaking my fingers."

Hazard went very still. The kind of stillness that made smart people nervous, that preceded violence in the same way thunder followed lightning.

"What's the name?" His voice came out flat, dangerous.

"The note said Volpe brothers. That's all I know."

Sal and Gino Volpe. Hazard knew them. Had thrown their gamblers and bookies out of three different clubs over the years, watched them bleed working families dry with predatory loans and impossible interest rates. Old-school loan sharks who thought violence and intimidation made them businessmen instead of parasites.

"They send muscle to deliver the message?"

Elena nodded. "Three guys. The one in charge said they know my routes, my clients, everywhere I go. They'll find me if I try to run." Her voice cracked. "I don't have forty thousand dollars, Hazard. I barely have two thousand. Everything I own is in that van and my equipment. If they destroy my hands, I lose everything. My business, my independence, any chance of—"

"Stop." Hazard leaned forward, elbows on his knees, holding her gaze. "Listen to me very carefully. You're under Liberty City protection now. The Volpes just made a mistake threatening someone on our territory. You understand what that means?"

She stared at him, Tiny still pressed against her chest like a furry shield. "I can't
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