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The dealer's kneecap shattered under Riff's boot heel with a sound like dry branches snapping.

Same sound it always made. Same angle, same pressure, same result. Riff had done this exact thing eleven times now, and the precision never failed to quiet something restless in his skull.

"I told you." Riff crouched beside the screaming man, voice flat as Jersey asphalt. "Told you last month. Told you two weeks ago. You don't push product on the edge of our territory."

The dealer—some kid named Garza who thought he was smarter than the men who'd warned him—clutched his ruined knee and sobbed. Blood seeped through his fingers, dark against the loading dock's oil-stained concrete.

"I didn't—I wasn't—"

"You were." Riff stood, rolled his shoulders. The chemical burn of the nearby refinery stacks filled his lungs, familiar as breathing. Newark's industrial corridor at midnight smelled like sulfur and diesel and the particular rot of ambition meeting consequence. "Three blocks from Ironbound. Same corner. Same product. Same bullshit excuses every time I show up."

Behind him, Shred leaned against his bike, arms crossed. "Want me to finish it?"

Riff considered. The pattern here was clear: warning, demonstration, escalation. Garza had already had his warning. The demonstration was bleeding all over the concrete. Escalation meant a body in the Passaic River by morning.

But Plague had been specific. Send a message, not a corpse. We don't need heat right now.

"No." Riff pulled a rag from his back pocket, wiped Garza's blood off his knuckles with methodical strokes. Left hand, right hand, between the fingers. Same pattern he always used. "He's done pushing here. Aren't you, Garza?"

The dealer nodded frantically, tears and snot mixing on his face. "Done. I swear. I'm done."

"Good." Riff tucked the rag away and swung his leg over his Harley. The engine rumbled to life, that deep V-twin thunder that vibrated through his chest like a second heartbeat. "Because next time, I won't stop at your knee. Next time, I'll work my way up until there's nothing left to break."

He pulled out of the loading dock without looking back, Shred falling into formation behind him. The Turnpike overpass loomed ahead, concrete and steel cutting across the refinery-lit sky. Riff took the industrial access road toward the North Ward, letting the rhythm of the ride settle into his bones.

This was what he was good at. The repetition of violence, the pattern of enforcement. Learn a motion, perfect it, execute it until it became muscle memory. In the Marines, they'd called it discipline. In construction, they'd called it skill. Here, with his brothers, they just called it Riff—because once he got going, he didn't stop until the job was done.

The North Ward rose around him as he crossed into the residential streets. Row houses and corner bodegas, quinceañera banners and funeral home signs. His grandmother's neighborhood, where she'd lived for forty years despite everyone telling her to move somewhere safer.

Safer. Riff almost smiled. As if anywhere in Newark was safe. As if safety was something you found instead of something you made.

He pulled up outside the narrow brick house on Lafayette Street, killed the engine. The porch light was on—Abuela always left it burning when she expected him, even though he'd told her a hundred times that he could find his way in the dark.

"Mijo!" She was at the door before he made it up the steps, five feet of silver hair and fierce brown eyes wrapped in a housecoat that had probably been old when he was born. "You smell like that factory again. Terrible."

"Refinery, Abuela." He bent to kiss her cheek, accepting the swat she aimed at his shoulder. "I had business near Elizabeth."

"Business." She said it the way she always did, with equal parts disapproval and resignation. "Come inside. I made coquito."

He shouldn't. It was past midnight and he needed to be back at the compound for church in the morning. But the pattern of visiting his grandmother was older than any other pattern in his life, etched deep when he was still a skinny kid trailing after her through the farmers market, learning which vendors cheated on weight and which ones gave you extra because they knew your family.

So he followed her inside, folding himself onto the plastic-covered sofa while she bustled in the kitchen. The house smelled like Pine-Sol and sofrito and the particular mustiness of a place where nothing ever changed. Same pictures on the walls. Same crocheted doilies on every surface. Same ceramic saints watching him with painted eyes from the shelf above the television.

"You need to eat more," she announced, pressing a glass of coquito into his hands along with a plate of cookies he hadn't asked for. "You look skinny."

Riff was six feet of muscle built through years of repeated physical violence, but he didn't argue. Some patterns weren't worth breaking.

"Abuela, I wanted to ask you something." He sipped the coquito—too sweet, exactly how she always made it. "That flower shop you mentioned last time. Bloom. You said the girl who runs it was having trouble."

His grandmother's face softened in a way that made his instincts prickle. "Carmen. Such a sweet girl. Her grandmother was my friend—may she rest in peace. She started that shop with nothing, just a cart at the market. Now she has a real store, makes arrangements for all the families around here."

"What kind of trouble?"

"I don't know exactly." Abuela settled into her chair, the one closest to the window where she could watch the street. "But I went in last week to order flowers for Father Miguel's retirement mass, and she looked scared, mijo. Scared in a way that doesn't come from wedding stress or funeral arrangements. And there was broken glass in the back, like someone had—" She made a sharp gesture with her hands. "Smashed things."

Riff filed that away. Broken glass. Scared business owner. The North Ward.

Plague had mentioned something at the last church meeting. Predatory lenders moving through the Latino neighborhoods, bleeding families dry with interest rates that doubled principal in months. The kind of operation that thrived on silence, on people too afraid or too proud to ask for help.

"This Carmen," he said. "She got family looking out for her?"

"Just a cousin somewhere. No good, that one—always asking her for money, never paying back." Abuela shook her head. "She's alone, mijo. Building something beautiful in a neighborhood that doesn't get enough beautiful things, and someone is trying to take it from her. I can see it in her eyes."

Riff finished his coquito and stood. "I'll look into it."

"You'll help her?"

"I'll look into it," he repeated. Because looking was the first step—gathering information, identifying patterns, understanding the shape of the problem before he applied the solution. That was how he worked. That was how he'd always worked.

His grandmother reached up to pat his cheek, her palm papery-soft against his jaw. "You're a good boy, James. Even when you pretend you're not."

Nobody called him James anymore. The name felt like a skin he'd shed years ago, left behind with his discharge papers and his construction union card and every other version of himself that hadn't fit. But his grandmother had never learned to use his road name, and he'd never had the heart to correct her.

"I gotta go. Church in the morning."

"Church." She made the word sound like a curse. "Not the kind of church that saves souls."

"Different kind of salvation, Abuela."

He kissed her cheek again and headed for the door, the night air hitting his face with its usual cocktail of chemical burn and urban decay. His bike waited at the curb, chrome gleaming under the streetlights.

The ride back to the compound took twenty minutes through empty streets, past the refinery stacks belching flame into the darkness, past the container yards where cranes moved like mechanical giants against the sky. Newark at night was a different beast than Newark during the day—quieter, hungrier, full of shadows that knew how to swallow men who wandered into the wrong territory.

The compound rose out of the industrial corridor like a fortress of concrete and steel. Former chemical storage, built to contain hazardous materials, now containing hazardous men. Riff rolled through the gate, nodded at the prospect manning security, and parked his bike in his usual spot.

Inside, the clubhouse hummed with low activity. A few brothers playing cards at the table Thrash had welded together from refinery salvage. Someone had left the jukebox running, old metal bleeding through speakers that had seen better decades.

Plague was at the bar, nursing a beer and going over something on his phone. The President looked up when Riff approached, chemical burn scar pulling tight across his neck as he moved.

"Garza handled?"

"Won't be pushing on our edge anymore." Riff claimed the stool beside him, signaled for a beer. "Broke his knee. Gave him the speech."

"Good." Plague set down his phone. "Turnpike brought something up at the last meeting. Loan shark operation moving through the North Ward, Latino neighborhoods. You hear anything?"

Riff thought about his grandmother's face when she talked about the flower shop girl. The broken glass. The fear.

"Might have a thread to pull," he said. "My grandmother mentioned a business owner having trouble. Flower shop called Bloom. Someone smashed her display case."

Plague's eyes sharpened. "That's how they start. Property damage, intimidation. Then they escalate to collection if the payments don't come."

"I'll check it out tomorrow. See what pattern we're dealing with."

"Do that." Plague finished his beer and stood, clapping Riff on the shoulder. "These operations thrive on silence. Someone starts making noise, the whole thing falls apart."

Riff nodded, already running scenarios in his head. Intimidation meant collectors. Collectors meant a network. A network meant someone at the top calling shots.

Every pattern had a source. Find the source, eliminate the source, and the pattern stopped.

He finished his beer slowly, watching the brothers move through the clubhouse with the easy rhythm of men who knew their place in a hierarchy that made sense. This was what he'd been looking for when he came home from the Marines—not just violence, but purpose. Not just repetition, but repetition that mattered.

Tomorrow, he'd visit Bloom. He'd see for himself what his grandmother had seen, put eyes on the scared woman behind the counter and the broken glass she couldn't afford to replace.

And if someone was running a pattern of exploitation through his people's neighborhood, he'd do what he always did.

He'd learn the pattern. He'd perfect the response. And he'd execute it until there was nothing left to break.
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The roses were being difficult.

Carmen twisted the stem between her fingers, coaxing it into the arrangement with the patience her grandmother had drilled into her since childhood. Flowers have personalities, mija. You don't force them. You convince them.

The quinceañera centerpiece was coming together—blush pink roses, white hydrangeas, touches of dusty miller for texture. Maria Gutierrez's daughter was turning fifteen next Saturday, and Carmen had been working on these arrangements for three weeks. Fifteen centerpieces, each one perfect, each one priced low enough that a single mother working two jobs could afford to make her daughter feel like a princess.

That was the whole point of Bloom. Beautiful things at prices working families could actually pay.

"Looking good, boss."

Carmen glanced up to find Yessenia watching from the back room doorway, broom in hand. Seventeen years old, still in high school, and already showing real talent with arrangement. Carmen had been teaching her the same way her grandparents had taught her—hands-on, patient, one flower at a time.

"The roses are fighting me today." Carmen set down the stem and stretched her neck. "You finish sweeping the back?"

"All done. You want me to start on the cooler inventory?"

"No, go home. You've got homework, and your mom will kill me if you're out past dark again."

Yessenia made a face but didn't argue. Good kid. Reminded Carmen of herself at that age—hungry to learn, desperate to build something that mattered.

The bell over the door chimed.

Carmen looked up with her customer smile already in place—and felt it freeze on her face.

Two men walked in. The first was tall, maybe six feet, with the kind of familiar cruelty that came from growing up in these neighborhoods and choosing the wrong path out. He moved like he owned the space, eyes scanning the coolers with a predator's lazy interest.

The second was shorter, softer, dressed in slacks and a button-down like he was about to sell her insurance.

Neither of them looked like they were here to buy flowers.

"Beautiful work." The tall one stopped in front of her display case, studying the arrangements behind the glass. "You do all this yourself?"

"Can I help you with something?"

"Just admiring." He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "My mother always said flowers make a place feel like home. You've got a real talent, Miss...?"

"Reyes." Carmen kept her voice steady, but her pulse was starting to climb. Behind her, she heard Yessenia go quiet. "Carmen Reyes. And if you're not here to place an order, I'm going to have to ask you to leave. We're closing soon."

"Carmen Reyes." The shorter man pulled out his phone, scrolled through something on the screen. "Owner of Bloom Flower Shop, LLC. Registered to this address. Social security number ending in 4471."

Ice slid down Carmen's spine.

"How do you know that?"

"Because you signed for a loan three months ago." The man turned his phone toward her, showing a document she'd never seen before. Her name. Her signature—or something close enough to pass. Her social security number. "Forty thousand dollars, secured against this property. First payment was due six weeks ago. You're behind, Miss Reyes. Way behind."

"I never signed that." Carmen's voice came out sharper than she intended. "I've never taken out a loan in my life. I built this place from scratch without borrowing a dime from anyone."

"The paperwork says otherwise."

"Then the paperwork is wrong."

The tall man had stopped pretending to admire the flowers. He turned to face her fully, and the look in his eyes made her stomach drop.

"Here's the thing, Carmen." He said her name like he was tasting it. "Mr. Castillo doesn't care about explanations. He cares about payments. You owe forty thousand, plus interest. That interest compounds. You're already up to forty-seven."

"I don't owe anyone anything—"

"The paper says you do." He took a step closer to the display case. "The paper has your signature. Your social. Your business listed as collateral. Now, you can argue about how that paper got signed, or you can figure out how to start making payments. First installment is five thousand. You've got one week."

Carmen's hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against the counter to hide it. "I don't have five thousand dollars. I barely break even most months."

"Then I suggest you find it." The tall man's smile widened. "Because if you don't, Mr. Castillo will start taking payment in other ways. Starting with this shop. And if the shop isn't enough..."

He let the sentence hang there, his eyes dropping to travel down her body in a way that made her skin crawl.

"Get out."

The words came from somewhere deep in her chest, somewhere her grandmother had built out of stubbornness and survival. Carmen straightened her spine and pointed at the door.

"Get out of my shop. Now."

The tall man laughed.

Then he swept his arm across her display case.

Glass shattered. Water exploded across the floor. Arrangements she'd spent hours perfecting crashed down in a cascade of broken stems and ruined petals. The quinceañera roses scattered like pink confetti across the destruction.

Carmen screamed—couldn't help it, the sound ripping out of her before she could stop it. Three weeks of work. Three weeks of careful, patient artistry, destroyed in two seconds by a man who smiled while he did it.

"One week, Carmen." The tall man stepped over the wreckage like it was nothing, heading for the door. "Five thousand dollars, or we come back for the rest."

The shorter man followed, pausing at the threshold to look back at her with something that might have been pity.

"I'd start making calls if I were you. Family, friends, anyone who might help. Mr. Castillo doesn't give extensions."

The bell chimed as they left. Cheerful. Innocent. The same sound that had welcomed a thousand customers here for weddings and funerals and quinceañeras and everyday moments that deserved beauty.

Carmen stood frozen behind the counter, glass crunching under her feet as she shifted. Water soaked into her shoes. The smell of crushed roses filled the air, sweet and ruined.

"Carmen?"

Yessenia's voice. Small. Scared.

Carmen turned to find her helper pressed against the back wall, eyes wide, face pale. Just a kid. Seventeen years old and she'd just watched two men threaten her boss and destroy her workplace.

"Go home, Yessenia." Carmen forced the words out through a throat tight with unshed tears. "Go home and don't come back until I call you. Do you understand?"

"But—"

"Go. Now. Please."

Something in Carmen's voice must have gotten through. Yessenia grabbed her bag and slipped out the back door without another word, leaving Carmen alone in the wreckage of everything she'd built.

She sank to her knees in the water and broken glass.

The tears didn't come. Not yet. She was too stunned, too numb, the shock still wrapping around her like a cold blanket. Instead, she started picking up roses. One by one, checking each stem for damage, salvaging what she could.

Three of the centerpieces might be savable. The rest were destroyed.

Maria Gutierrez was going to be devastated. Her daughter's quinceañera, ruined because Carmen's cousin—

Marco.

Carmen's hands stilled on a broken stem.

Marco. Her mother's sister's son, the one who'd always had schemes, always had angles, always had his hand out for money he never paid back. The one who'd shown up six months ago asking to "borrow" the shop's address for some business mail. The one who'd needed her social security number for a "family insurance policy" that Carmen had been too busy and too trusting to question.

She scrambled for her phone, pulling up his contact with shaking fingers. The line rang once, twice, three times.

The number you have dialed has been disconnected.

Carmen tried again. Same message.

She tried his apartment. Disconnected.

His girlfriend's phone. Disconnected.

Every number she had for him, every thread of connection to the cousin who'd apparently stolen her identity and taken out a forty-thousand-dollar loan in her name—gone. Vanished. Like he'd never existed.

Carmen sat in the wreckage of her shop and finally let the tears come.

She cried for her grandmother, who'd taught her that growing things was its own kind of prayer. For her grandfather, who'd kept a garden in a tiny backyard and showed her that patience could build beauty out of nothing. For the shop she'd grown from a farmers market cart and four years of eighteen-hour days, now threatened by a debt she'd never agreed to and couldn't hope to pay.

When the tears finally stopped, she stood up.

The shop was a disaster. Glass everywhere, water pooling, ruined flowers scattered across the floor like a crime scene. But the coolers were intact. The back room was untouched. The structure of what she'd built still stood, even if the surface was destroyed.

Carmen started cleaning.

She worked through the night, sweeping glass, mopping water, salvaging what arrangements she could. At 2 AM, she called Maria Gutierrez and explained there'd been an accident—didn't go into details, just promised the centerpieces would be ready on time, even if she had to remake them from scratch.

At 4 AM, she sat down at her grandmother's old desk in the back room and started going through her options.

The police? No. These men had her social security number, a document with her signature, a paper trail that would take months to untangle. And even if she could prove the loan was fraud, that wouldn't stop them from coming back in a week.

A lawyer? With what money? She barely had enough in the account to cover next month's flower orders.

Family? Marco had been her only close relative since her grandparents passed. And Marco was the one who'd done this to her.

Friends? The kind of friends who had forty-seven thousand dollars to spare?

Carmen stared at the wall, at the photo of her grandmother holding the first arrangement Bloom had ever sold, and felt something crack open in her chest.

She was alone.

She'd built this shop alone, made it beautiful alone, served her community alone. And now someone was going to take it all away, and there was no one—not one single person in her life—who could help her stop it.

The tears didn't come this time. She was too tired, too wrung
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