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The last tamale sold at seven-forty-two, and Tessa Ruiz had been scrubbing the same spot on her griddle for twenty minutes now, replaying the math in her head.

Rent on the commissary kitchen. Propane. Insurance. The new transmission her truck needed before winter. Three years of sixteen-hour days, and she was still one bad month from losing everything.

But she hadn't lost it yet.

Tessa wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist and surveyed her kingdom—all hundred and sixty square feet of it. Mama's Kitchen wasn't much to look at from the outside. Dented panels from that fender-bender last spring. A flickering menu board she kept meaning to replace. But inside, everything gleamed. Her mother's cast iron. The commercial griddle she'd bought secondhand and restored herself. Containers of house-made salsa verde lined up like soldiers, ready for tomorrow's lunch rush.

Her mother would have loved this truck.

The thought hit like it always did—sharp and sweet at once. Five years since cancer took her, and Tessa still caught herself reaching for her phone to share good news. Mamá, I sold out of carnitas again. Mamá, that Marine came back for the third time this week. Mamá, I'm doing it. I'm really doing it.

She finished the griddle and moved to the prep station, checking her inventory list. She needed to be at the commissary by five AM to start the slow-cooked meats for tomorrow. Another fourteen-hour day. Another step toward the brick-and-mortar restaurant that existed only in the business plan on her laptop and the dreams she was too tired to have most nights.

The knock on her service window made her jump.

Tessa's hand went to her chest, heart hammering. The lot behind the strip mall was supposed to be empty by now—she'd watched the last car pull out an hour ago. She grabbed her phone, thumb hovering over the emergency dial, and edged toward the window.

Four men stood in the yellow glow of the parking lot's single working light.

The one in front was built like a refrigerator, thick through the chest and shoulders, with hands that looked like they'd been used as weapons more than tools. Mid-forties, maybe, with the kind of face that had stopped being handsome three decades and several broken noses ago. He wore a silk shirt that probably cost more than her weekly take, unbuttoned enough to show a gold chain nestled in graying chest hair.

The three behind him were younger, leaner, dressed in dark clothes that didn't quite hide the bulges at their waists.

"Mama's Kitchen." The big one read her sign like it was a joke. His accent was East Coast, all hard consonants and dropped vowels. "You Tessa Ruiz?"

Every instinct screamed at her to lock the door and call the cops. But she'd grown up in a neighborhood where you learned to read situations fast, and something about the way these men stood—patient, unhurried, like they had all the time in the world—told her running would only make things worse.

She slid open the service window. "Kitchen's closed."

"We're not here for tacos, sweetheart."

The big one smiled, and Tessa felt her stomach drop. She'd seen that smile before—on landlords who knew they had you trapped, on men who'd learned that power was its own kind of currency.

"My name's Bruno." He said it like she should know it. Like it should mean something. "Bruno Gatti. I work for the Calabrese family."

The name hit her like ice water.

Everyone in Jacksonville knew the Calabreses. Not from the news—they were too smart for that—but from whispers. The restaurant owner on Western Boulevard who'd closed up shop overnight. The convenience store that burned down last summer. The body they'd found in the river that the cops ruled an "accident" despite the obvious signs of violence.

"I don't want any trouble," Tessa said carefully.

"Nobody wants trouble." Bruno spread his hands, all innocence. "That's why we're here. To make sure there isn't any."

One of the younger men drifted toward the back of her truck. Tessa tracked him in her peripheral vision, watching him examine her propane tanks with casual interest. He pulled a lighter from his pocket and flicked it open. Closed. Open. Closed.

The message was clear.

"See, the Calabrese family has been keeping the peace in this territory for forty years," Bruno continued, his tone as pleasant as a man discussing the weather. "We make sure businesses like yours can operate without... complications. Bad elements. Vandalism. Fires." He paused meaningfully. "All we ask in return is a small contribution. A partnership fee, you might call it."

"Protection money." Tessa didn't bother softening it.

Bruno's smile widened. "Smart girl. I like that." He pulled a toothpick from his shirt pocket and worked it between his teeth. "Five hundred a week. Cash. Someone will come by every Thursday to collect."

Five hundred a week.

Twenty-six thousand a year.

Tessa thought about her spreadsheets, the careful calculations that showed she might—might—break even this year if nothing went wrong. The transmission repair she'd been putting off. The insurance premium that went up again last month.

"I can't afford that."

"Can't?" Bruno cocked his head. "Or won't?"

"I barely clear two thousand a week on a good week. After expenses, I'm lucky to take home five hundred for myself." Tessa heard her voice shaking and hated it. She forced steel into her spine, channeling every tough-as-nails woman who'd ever raised her. "You're asking me to work for free."

"I'm asking you to pay for the privilege of working at all."

The man by the propane tanks flicked his lighter again. The small flame danced in the darkness.

"You've got a nice little operation here," Bruno said, stepping closer to the window. Close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive and cloying that didn't quite cover the cigarette smoke. "Be a shame if something happened to it. These food trucks, they're fire hazards, you know? Grease, propane, all those electrical connections. Accidents happen."

"Is that a threat?"

"It's a fact." Bruno's eyes went cold, and for the first time, Tessa saw the killer underneath the businessman's smile. "The Calabrese family has been running this territory since before you were born. We've got cops on payroll. Fire marshals. City inspectors. You think you can fight that?"

Tessa thought about her father, who'd worked two jobs for thirty years and never complained. Her mother, who'd taught her that dignity was something no one could take unless you gave it away.

"I won't pay."

The words came out stronger than she felt.

Bruno studied her for a long moment. Then he laughed—a low, ugly sound that made the hair rise on the back of her neck.

"I admire your spirit. I do." He leaned in until his face was inches from the window, and Tessa forced herself not to flinch. "But spirit doesn't stop fires. Spirit doesn't regrow fingers when they get broken. Spirit doesn't put you back together when my boys decide you need a lesson in respect."

He reached through the window and touched her cheek.

Tessa jerked back, her shoulder hitting the prep station behind her.

"One week." Bruno's voice was almost gentle now, which was somehow worse than the threats. "You've got one week to find the money. I don't care how you do it. Raise your prices. Take out a loan. Sell your ass on the corner for all I care. But when my guy shows up next Thursday, you're going to hand over five hundred dollars with a smile. And you're going to do it every week after that, until I decide you've paid enough."

He stepped back from the window, adjusting his shirt cuffs like he'd done nothing more strenuous than order lunch.

"If you don't?" He shrugged. "Well. I hear third-degree burns are a terrible way to go. Skin melting off, lungs filling with smoke. They say some people are still alive when the flames reach them."

He turned and walked toward the black SUV idling at the edge of the lot. His men followed, the one with the lighter giving her propane tanks a final, lingering look before he went.

Tessa stood frozen at her service window, watching their taillights disappear into the night.

Then her legs gave out.

She slid down the wall of her truck, knees pulled to her chest, and let herself shake. Her phone was still clutched in her hand, but who would she call? The cops Bruno claimed were on his payroll? Her father, who'd worked himself into an early grave trying to give her a better life? The handful of friends who'd think she was crazy for not just paying?

Mama's Kitchen sat silent around her, and for the first time since she'd signed the loan papers three years ago, Tessa let herself imagine walking away. Selling the truck for whatever she could get. Going back to cooking in someone else's kitchen, making someone else's recipes, building someone else's dream.

She thought about her mother's hands, flour-dusted and sure, shaping masa for tamales on Christmas Eve. The way she'd smile when Tessa got the seasoning just right. Mija, you have the gift. Don't ever let anyone take it from you.

"No." Tessa said it out loud, her voice thin in the empty truck. Then again, stronger: "No."

She pulled herself up using the prep counter, legs still unsteady but something harder taking root in her chest.

She had one week.

One week to figure out how to fight an organization that had been running this territory since before she was born. One week to find allies in a town where everyone was either too scared or too bought to help. One week before they came back to burn her alive inside the only thing she had left of her mother.

Tessa Ruiz had been fighting her whole life—for her education, for her business, for every scrap of success she'd clawed from a world that wanted to give her nothing.

She wasn't going to stop now.

She grabbed her cleaning supplies and went back to scrubbing her griddle, because the prep work wouldn't do itself and she'd be damned if she gave these bastards the satisfaction of seeing her fall behind.

But her hands were still shaking when she finally locked up and walked to her car, keys threaded between her fingers like a weapon, eyes scanning every shadow in the parking lot.

The night swallowed her taillights, and somewhere across town, Bruno Gatti was probably laughing over expensive whiskey, confident that another small business owner would fall in line.

He had no idea what he'd just started.
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Rock had been eating Tessa Ruiz's tacos every Friday for six weeks, and he still hadn't figured out how to talk to her without sounding like an idiot.

He pulled his Harley into the strip mall lot, the rumble of the engine settling into silence as he kicked down the stand. Mama's Kitchen sat in its usual spot near the back, the hand-painted sign bright against the truck's weathered panels, and just seeing it made something in his chest ease.

Then he saw the damage.

The smile died on his face.

Rock was off his bike and crossing the lot before he'd made a conscious decision to move, his boots eating up the asphalt. The truck's back window was shattered, glass scattered across the pavement like broken ice. Two tires sat flat on their rims, the rubber slashed clean through with something sharp.

Professional cuts. Not vandalism—a message.

He'd seen this pattern before. Three weeks ago, her generator had been sabotaged. Two weeks ago, someone had poured sugar in her gas tank. Last week, her menu board had been smashed.

He'd told himself it was bad luck. Rough neighborhood. Random acts.

But this wasn't random. This was escalation.

"Kitchen's open, but I'm running slow today."

Rock looked up to find Tessa leaning out of her service window, dark hair pulled back under a red bandana, her smile bright but brittle around the edges. She had a smudge of flour on her cheek and circles under her eyes that hadn't been there last week.

Christ, she was beautiful. Even exhausted, even clearly terrified, she was the most gorgeous woman he'd ever seen.

"What happened?" His voice came out rougher than he intended.

"Bad luck." She shrugged, but her shoulders were too tight for casual. "Kids, probably. You know how it is."

"Kids didn't do this."

Rock moved closer to the truck, studying the damage with eyes that had spent fourteen years reading threat patterns in hostile territory. The tire cuts were identical—same angle, same depth, same blade. The window had been broken from the outside with a single precise strike, not the scattered chaos of drunk vandals.

"These cuts are professional." He crouched by the nearest tire, tracing the slash mark. "Same tool, same hand. Whoever did this has done it before."

"I appreciate the concern, but—"

"And this is the fourth incident in three weeks." Rock straightened, meeting her eyes. "Generator, gas tank, menu board, now this. That's not bad luck. That's a pattern."

Tessa's face went pale.

For a long moment, she just stared at him, and Rock watched the walls she'd built start to crack. She was holding herself together with willpower and duct tape, and whoever was hurting her had her scared enough to lie to a man she'd served tacos to for six weeks.

That thought made something dark and protective uncurl in his chest.

"You know my name?" he asked quietly.

"You order the same thing every week. Three carnitas tacos, extra salsa verde, horchata." A ghost of her real smile flickered. "I remember my regulars."

"Then you know I'm not just some guy." He tapped the patch on his cut—Leatherneck Brotherhood, the skull-and-crossbones with its Marine Corps cover. "My brothers and I, we protect this territory. We protect the people in it."

"I can't—" Her voice broke. She pressed her hand to her mouth, and Rock saw her fingers trembling. "I can't afford your kind of protection either."

"We don't charge."

Her laugh was bitter and sharp. "Everyone charges."

"Not us." Rock stepped closer to the window, close enough to see the rapid pulse in her throat, the fear she was fighting to hide. Close enough that he could smell her—cumin and lime and something sweeter underneath. "Tell me who's doing this. Let me help."

The silence stretched between them, thick with everything she wasn't saying. Rock waited. He was good at waiting. Fourteen years in the Corps had taught him that patience was just another weapon.

Finally, Tessa exhaled.

"The Calabrese family."

The name hit him like a gut punch.

"Bruno Gatti came by last night," she continued, the words tumbling out now that she'd started. "Him and three others. They want five hundred a week for protection money. I told them I couldn't afford it, and he—" She stopped, swallowed hard. "He said they'd burn my truck. With me inside it."

Rock's vision went red at the edges.

He'd heard of the Calabreses. Everyone in Jacksonville had. Old
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