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The Mustang's midnight blue paint gleamed like liquid silk under the shop lights.

Tiffany Rose stepped back from the vintage '67 fastback, wiping her hands on a rag that had stopped being clean three hours ago. Forty-two hours of prep work, six coats of base, four coats of clear—and finally, finally, the finish looked the way her father had taught her it should. Like you could dive into it and drown.

"Not bad, old man," she murmured, tossing the rag onto her workbench. "Not bad at all."

The August heat turned Rose Automotive into a sweatbox despite the industrial fans running full blast, but Tiffany barely noticed anymore. Three years of running this shop solo had burned the discomfort out of her. Port Richmond summers were brutal, Philadelphia winters were worse, and complaining about either didn't get customer cars finished.

She checked her phone—4:47 PM. Mrs. Kowalski's Mustang was due for pickup tomorrow morning. The transmission rebuild on the Chevelle in bay two needed another four hours. And somewhere in the chaos of her office, invoices waited that wouldn't file themselves.

The rumble of engines outside made her look up.

Not motorcycles—she knew that sound intimately from the Liberty City guys who brought their bikes in for custom work. This was heavier. SUVs. Multiple vehicles pulling into her lot with the kind of deliberate slowness that meant nothing good.

Tiffany's hand found the wrench on her workbench before she consciously thought about it.

The bay door was already open to catch whatever breeze existed in this godforsaken neighborhood, so she had a clear view when three men stepped out of a black Escalade. Two of them were muscle—broad shoulders, dead eyes, the kind of bulk that came from prison yards and violence. The third walked between them like a man who'd never had to throw his own punch.

Tall. Forties. Silver threading through dark hair that was slicked back from a face carved from Eastern European granite. He wore a charcoal suit that cost more than her monthly rent, and he surveyed her garage like he was calculating square footage for a real estate listing.

"Miss Rose." His accent curled around her name—Romanian, maybe. "You are more difficult to meet than expected. I am Mihai Dumitrescu."

Tiffany didn't lower the wrench. "Shop's closed for walk-ins. You want an appointment, call the number on the sign."

One of the muscle guys smirked. Mihai's expression didn't change.

"I am not here for automotive service." He stepped into her shop without invitation, expensive shoes clicking on concrete still stained with her father's thirty years of oil and transmission fluid. "I am here to discuss a business partnership."

"Not interested."

"You have not heard my offer."

"Don't need to." Tiffany held her ground as he approached, refusing to back up even when the two enforcers flanked him like attack dogs waiting for a command. "Rose Automotive doesn't do partnerships. I do quality restoration work for people who appreciate craftsmanship. That's it."

Mihai's thin lips curved into something that might have been a smile on a man with actual human warmth. "Your reputation is precisely why we are interested. Andrei Popescu—my employer—has significant automotive interests throughout Philadelphia. Classic car restoration, parts distribution, specialty vehicles." He gestured at the Mustang gleaming under her lights. "Work like this requires... legitimacy. A shop with your reputation could process considerable volume."

The pieces clicked together in Tiffany's head with the ugly precision of a diagnosis she didn't want to make.

"VIN swaps." Her voice came out flat. Hard. "You want me to clean stolen vehicles. Make them look legitimate."

"I want you to perform restoration work." Mihai's tone stayed pleasant, reasonable—the voice of a man explaining simple mathematics to a slow child. "What paperwork accompanies that work is not your concern. You would be compensated generously. Far more than—" he glanced around her shop with poorly concealed disdain, "—this generates."

Rage crackled through Tiffany's chest like a live wire.

This shop. Her father's shop. Thirty years of Manuel Rose building something honest in a neighborhood that tried to tear down everything good. Thirty years of fourteen-hour days and quality work and customers who came back generation after generation because a Rose never cut corners.

And this silver-haired bastard wanted her to turn it into a chop shop.

"Get out."

"Miss Rose—"

"Get out of my shop." She raised the wrench, not caring that the two enforcers shifted forward like dogs straining at leashes. "My father built this business with his hands. He taught me that your name means something, that the work matters, that you don't take shortcuts because shortcuts are lies you tell with metal and paint. I'm not turning his legacy into a front for car thieves."

Mihai studied her for a long moment. Something flickered in those cold eyes—not anger, not quite. Calculation.

"Cooperation is not optional in Port Richmond anymore." His voice dropped the pleasant veneer, revealing the steel underneath. "Andrei Popescu controls automotive operations in this territory. Garages that partner with us prosper. Garages that refuse..." He let the silence stretch, heavy with implication. "They tend to encounter difficulties."

"Difficulties." Tiffany laughed, the sound sharp as broken glass. "You're threatening me. In my own shop. On my own property."

"I am explaining business realities." Mihai straightened his cuffs with the casual precision of a man who'd delivered this speech before. "You have forty-eight hours to reconsider. After that, Mr. Popescu will assume your answer is final, and he will respond accordingly."

He turned and walked toward the door, his muscle falling in behind him. At the threshold, he paused.

"Your father retired, yes? Lives in Florida now?" The words hung in the thick summer air like poison. "Old men deserve peaceful retirements. It would be unfortunate if his daughter's stubbornness disrupted that peace."

Then they were gone, engines growling to life, the Escalade pulling out of her lot with the same deliberate menace it had arrived with.

Tiffany's hands were shaking.

She made herself set down the wrench before she threw it through something expensive. Made herself breathe—in through the nose, out through the mouth, the way her father had taught her when neighborhood boys used to give her shit for wanting to work on cars instead of playing with dolls.

They threatened Dad.

The thought burned through her like battery acid. Her father, seventy-three years old, finally enjoying the retirement he'd earned after a lifetime of honest work. Living in a little condo near Tampa, calling her every Sunday to ask about the shop and whether she was eating enough and had she met any nice young men yet.

If anything happened to him because she refused to be a criminal—

No.

Tiffany grabbed her phone, pulled up her father's contact. Her thumb hovered over the call button for ten seconds before she shoved the phone back in her pocket.

She wouldn't scare him. Not yet. Not until she figured out what the hell she was going to do about Romanian gangsters who thought they could waltz into her shop and demand she betray everything her family stood for.

The Mustang gleamed at her, perfect and beautiful and completely oblivious to the fact that its existence was now evidence of the reputation these bastards wanted to exploit.

"Forty-eight hours," Tiffany muttered, turning off the bay lights one by one. "Fine. I'll figure something out in forty-eight hours."



She didn't get forty-eight hours.

Tiffany's alarm went off at 5:30 AM the way it always did—early enough to get the first coat of primer drying before the heat turned her shop into hell. She showered in the cramped bathroom of her apartment above the garage, pulled her dark hair into its usual ponytail, and headed downstairs with a cup of coffee strong enough to strip paint.

The side door from her apartment opened directly into the back of the shop. She'd taken three steps inside before she realized something was wrong.

The Chevelle was gone.

Tiffany stopped dead, coffee sloshing over her fingers, brain refusing to process what her eyes were seeing. Bay two—where the '70 Chevelle SS had been sitting for two weeks while she rebuilt its transmission—was empty. Just oil stains on concrete where a hundred-thousand-dollar classic should have been.

"No." The word came out strangled. "No, no, no—"

She ran into the main bay.

The Mustang.

Mrs. Kowalski's Mustang—forty-two hours of paint work, six weeks of restoration, a car that woman's late husband had bought new in 1967 and driven until the day he died—

Gone.

The bay door hung open, lock cut clean through. Morning light streamed in across a concrete floor scattered with debris—her tools thrown from workbenches, parts bins overturned, a spray gun shattered against the wall she'd painted herself when she took over from her father.

Tiffany's hand found the door frame. Held on while the world tilted sideways.

Two cars. Two customer cars.

Vehicles people had trusted her with. Irreplaceable classics. Gone.

Something white caught her eye—paper, taped to the hood of her own truck still parked in the corner. She walked toward it on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

The note was written in neat block letters, with a single line of text she couldn't read beneath it. Romanian, she guessed. But the English was clear enough.

YOUR FAMILY BUSINESS CAN BURN AS EASILY AS IT WAS BUILT.

48 HOURS WAS GENEROUS. PERHAPS 24 WILL HELP YOU THINK FASTER.

Tiffany read it twice. Three times. Let the words sink in past the shock and the rage and the sick twist of fear in her gut.

They'd stolen customer cars. Not to fence—these were leverage, proof they could take whatever they wanted whenever they wanted. Proof her locks meant nothing, her security meant nothing, her father's thirty years of reputation meant nothing against men with bolt cutters and cruelty.

Twenty-four hours.

One day to decide whether she surrendered everything her father built or watched them burn it down around her.

Tiffany crumpled the note in her fist.

Her phone was in her hand before she knew what she was doing, scrolling through contacts—but who the hell would she call? Cops? In Port Richmond? Half of them were on someone's payroll, and the other half would take one look at her Latina ass and decide she probably deserved whatever was happening.

No one was coming to save her. No one ever had.

The morning sun climbed higher, spilling gold across the wreckage of her shop. Somewhere outside, the city woke up—trucks rumbling down the street, the distant clatter of the El train, Philadelphia starting another day completely oblivious to the fact that Tiffany Rose's world was falling apart.

She had twenty-four hours.

And she had absolutely no idea what to do with them.
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The August sun turned the compound's courtyard into a griddle, but Worm kept working.

Three hours of detailing bikes in ninety-degree heat. Sweat soaking through his shirt, dripping off his jaw, pooling in places he didn't want to think about. His hands ached from buffing chrome, his shoulders burned from the repetitive motion, and he hadn't taken a break since Bell assigned him the task at noon.

Prospects didn't complain. Prospects proved themselves.

Worm finished the last stroke on Hazard's Harley and stepped back to inspect his work. The chrome gleamed like liquid mercury, every spoke perfect, not a single smudge marring the black paint. Good enough for inspection. Good enough to show he took every task seriously, no matter how small.

Six months of this. Six months of grunt work and proving himself and wondering if he'd ever be more than the new guy fetching beer and cleaning toilets. The fresh prospect patch on his cut felt heavier than it should—a reminder of everything he hadn't earned yet.

You wanted this, he reminded himself, gathering his supplies. You needed this.

The compound's main building rose behind him, converted textile factory turned clubhouse. Three stories of brick and history and brotherhood he was still on the outside of. Through the open bay doors, he could hear brothers talking shit, the crack of pool balls, someone's phone blasting classic rock.

Home. Or it would be, once he proved he deserved it.

"Worm!"

Bell's voice cut across the courtyard like a command. Worm straightened automatically—four years in the Navy had hardwired certain responses—and turned to face the President.

Johnny Caruso looked like what happened when you forged a man from Philly steel and twenty years of union fights. Six-two, built like he'd spent decades hauling metal, with eyes that could read a situation faster than most people could blink. He stood in the bay door with a beer in one hand and an expression that said he had a task that needed doing.

"Yeah, Prez?"

"Your bike's ready at Rose Automotive. Tiffany finished that custom exhaust work." Bell took a pull of his beer. "Go pick it up. Pay her in cash—she gives us good rates, don't want that going through any books."

Worm nodded, already moving toward his loaner bike—a beat-up Sportster the club kept around for prospects and errands. "On it."

"And Worm?" Bell's voice stopped him. "That girl does quality work. Treats prospects same as patched brothers. Don't fuck up our relationship with her shop."

"Understood."

The ride from compound to Port Richmond took twenty minutes through Philadelphia's brutal afternoon traffic. Worm wove between cars on I-95 with the precision that came from six months of learning these streets, the engine rumble beneath him settling something in his chest that civilian life never could.

This. The road. The cut on his back. Brothers waiting at the end of every ride.

He'd spent four years on a Navy destroyer, another two working the shipyard after discharge, and none of it had filled the hole that opened up when he left the service. Civilian life was chaos without purpose—no mission, no unit, no one who'd take a bullet for you without question.

Liberty City was different. Liberty City was family.

If he could just prove he was worthy of it.

Rose Automotive sat on a corner lot in Port Richmond, a brick building with bay doors and a hand-painted sign that had clearly been there for decades. Worm had been here twice before—once to drop off his bike, once to check on progress—and both times he'd been impressed by the quality of work and the woman who ran the place.

Tiffany Rose. Five-six, dark hair, hands that knew their way around an engine better than most mechanics he'd met. She'd looked at his prospect patch the first time without the dismissive sneer he got from half the people in Philadelphia, just nodded and asked what he needed done.

That earned respect in Worm's book.

He pulled into the lot expecting to see her truck, maybe a customer car or two, the usual quiet bustle of a working garage.

What he saw made his blood turn to ice.

The bay door hung open at a wrong angle, one hinge clearly damaged. Tools scattered across the visible concrete floor. A spray gun smashed against the wall. And Tiffany—

She stood in the middle of her destroyed shop with her back to him, shoulders rigid, one
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