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The warehouse sat forty feet below Clemente's boots, and he felt nothing.

No fear. No rush. Just the hollow calm that came with height—the same detachment he'd carried since the bridge collapsed in Kandahar and took six men with it. He moved across the scaffolding like he belonged there, fingers finding holds in the rusted steel without conscious thought, his body remembering summers spent on Pittsburgh bridge maintenance crews before the Army turned him into something else entirely.

"You good up there?" Southside's voice crackled through the radio clipped to his cut.

Clemente didn't bother answering. He was always good up here. That was the problem.

The Strip District warehouse stretched beneath him, its roof a patchwork of corrugated metal and skylights gone milky with age. Somewhere inside, three men were guarding cargo that belonged to the Reapers—medical supplies lifted from a transport truck two weeks back, sitting in storage while the thieves negotiated a buyer. The front door was reinforced steel. The loading dock had been welded shut from inside.

But the roof hatch? That was just old iron and older locks.

He reached the access point and crouched, pulling his picks from the pocket of his cut. The Steel City Reapers patch caught moonlight—the grinning skull wreathed in flames, Pittsburgh's three rivers flowing beneath it. Seven years he'd worn that patch, and it still felt more like home than anything else in his life.

The lock gave in under thirty seconds. Clemente lifted the hatch slowly, checking for alarms, trip wires, anything that suggested these thieves had half a brain. Nothing. Just darkness and the smell of dust and cardboard.

He thumbed his radio. "Access is open. Coming down the northeast corner, service ladder. Give me two minutes."

"Copy." Furnace's voice this time, the President's low rumble carrying the weight of a man who'd built this club from the ashes of a dying city. "We move on your signal."

Clemente dropped through the hatch.

The fall was twelve feet to a catwalk, and he absorbed it with bent knees and one hand on the railing, silent as a shadow. Below, the warehouse floor spread out in neat rows of shelving—and there, near the loading dock, the medical supplies stacked on pallets. Three guards, just like intel said. Two playing cards at a folding table, one walking a lazy patrol between the shelves.

Clemente mapped the layout without thinking. Load-bearing columns every thirty feet. Fire suppression system overhead—old, probably dry. The catwalk ran the perimeter, connecting to a ladder near the front entrance. If he dropped the patrol first, the card players would have maybe eight seconds to react before the brothers came through.

Eight seconds was generous.

He moved along the catwalk, boots silent on the metal grating, until he was directly above the patrol route. The guard below was young, bored, scrolling through his phone while he walked. Amateur hour. These weren't professionals—just opportunists who'd gotten lucky with a truck hijacking and didn't understand what happened when you stole from the wrong people.

Clemente waited until the guard passed beneath him, then dropped.

He hit the man from behind, one arm around his throat, the other controlling his weapon hand. The guard's phone clattered to the concrete, and Clemente squeezed until the struggling stopped. Unconscious, not dead. The thieves weren't the target tonight—just the cargo.

He keyed his radio twice. The signal.

The front door exploded inward.

Furnace came through first, because that's what Presidents did—led from the front, took the first bullet if bullets were coming. Carson flanked him, the VP's scarred knuckles already wrapped around a crowbar. Strip and Southside followed, spreading wide, cutting off retreat.

The card players scrambled for weapons they'd left too far away. Stupid. You never left your piece more than arm's reach, not in this business. They learned that lesson the hard way when Carson put one through a shelf six inches from the first man's head.

"Hands up or the next one goes through your skull."

They put their hands up.

Clemente stepped out of the shadows, dragging the unconscious patrol guard by his collar. He dropped the body at Furnace's feet without ceremony. "Building's clear. No other access points, no alarms. They didn't even post a lookout."

Furnace's cold eyes swept the warehouse, taking in the cargo, the terrified thieves, the structural layout Clemente had already memorized. "Sloppy work. What'd they think was gonna happen?"

"They thought they'd sell it before anyone noticed." Clemente jerked his chin toward the medical supplies. "Antibiotics, surgical equipment, pain management. Stuff that walks out of hospitals and into black markets. Worth maybe eighty grand to the right buyer."

"Worth their lives if they'd touched what's ours." Furnace stepped forward, his presence filling the space the way fire filled a room—everywhere at once, impossible to ignore. He stopped in front of the nearest thief, a heavy-set man sweating through his shirt. "You know whose territory this is?"

The man's voice came out as a croak. "Reapers. We didn't know—"

"You didn't ask. That's the problem." Furnace's hand shot out, gripping the man's jaw, forcing eye contact. "This cargo came off a truck that was under our protection. The driver who got his head cracked? He's one of our people. His medical bills are coming out of your cut."

"We don't have—"

"Then you'll work it off." Furnace released him with a shove. "Carson, get names, addresses, everything. These three just became Reaper property until their debt's paid. Anyone feels like running, remind them what happens to men who steal from us twice."

Carson's smile was all teeth and bad intentions. "My pleasure."

Clemente was already moving toward the loading dock, checking the welds on the doors, assessing how they'd get the cargo out. His mind worked in blueprints—entry points, weak spots, load-bearing elements. The Army had trained him to breach buildings and blow bridges. The Reapers used those skills differently, but the thinking was the same.

Find the weakness. Exploit it. Bring it down if you have to.

"Clemente." Furnace's voice pulled him back.

"Yeah?"

The President crossed to him, moving away from the others. When he spoke, it was low, just between them. "Good work up there. The high access, the quiet entry—most brothers wouldn't touch that climb."

"Most brothers have something to lose."

Furnace studied him for a long moment. The man saw too much, always had. He'd built this club by reading people, knowing which ones would hold and which ones would break. "You ever gonna tell me what happened over there? The thing that makes you climb forty feet like it's nothing?"

"Just don't mind the height."

"That's what worries me." Furnace clapped him on the shoulder, hard enough to feel through the leather. "A man who doesn't fear falling is a man who's stopped caring whether he lands. You're useful to me, Clemente. Don't make me wonder if you're also a liability."

He walked away before Clemente could answer.

Not that there was an answer. Furnace wasn't wrong. The fearlessness that made Clemente valuable was the same emptiness that made him wonder, sometimes, if the only difference between courage and a death wish was whether you came back down.



They loaded the cargo into a box truck Strip had waiting in the alley, and Clemente helped secure the pallets with the efficiency of a man who'd spent too many summers hauling equipment across scaffolding. The medical supplies would go to a clinic in Braddock—one of the neighborhood places the Reapers protected, the kind that treated mill workers and their families without asking too many questions about insurance.

The club took its cut, of course. They weren't running a charity. But the supplies would reach people who needed them, not some black-market buyer looking to triple his money selling antibiotics to desperate parents.

That was the thing outsiders never understood about the Reapers. They were criminals, sure. Outlaws who'd built an empire on violence and intimidation while the legitimate economy collapsed around them. But they were Pittsburgh criminals. Their people. Their territory.

You protected what was yours, or you didn't deserve to keep it.

By the time the truck pulled away, the eastern sky was starting to lighten. Clemente straddled his bike—a Harley Fat Boy he'd rebuilt himself, every bolt and bearing checked twice because that's how engineers thought—and kicked the engine to life. The rumble settled into his chest like a second heartbeat.

Furnace pulled up beside him. "Heading back to the compound?"

"Taking the long way." Clemente nodded toward the river. "Need to clear my head."

"Don't clear it too far. Church tomorrow, noon. Got some territory business to discuss."

"I'll be there."

Furnace pulled out, Carson and the others following, their V-twin thunder echoing off the warehouse walls until the Strip District swallowed the sound. Clemente sat for a moment longer, letting the engine idle, watching the sky turn gray over the Allegheny.

Then he rode.

The route took him north first, along the river, past the produce warehouses starting to stir with early morning deliveries. The air smelled like diesel and fish and something green—probably the vegetables coming off trucks from Jersey, the same trucks that had been feeding Pittsburgh since before his grandfather's time.

He crossed into Lawrenceville at Penn Avenue, weaving through streets that had changed more in the last decade than they had in the previous century. Breweries where warehouses used to be. Yoga studios in former machine shops. Young professionals paying three grand a month for apartments their grandparents couldn't have afforded on mill wages.

Gentrification was a slow-motion invasion, and Clemente watched it the way he watched all shifting landscapes—noting the cracks, the pressure points, the places where the old framework showed through the renovation.

He turned onto Butler Street, letting the bike growl beneath him, and something caught his eye.

A hair salon, sandwiched between a coffee shop and a vintage clothing store. Teresa's, the sign read, simple black letters on white. The lights were off, closed at this hour, but he could see the chairs through the window, the mirrors, the careful arrangement of a business that someone had built with their own hands.

And behind it, barely visible from the street, a garage door that didn't match the building. Industrial. Recent. The kind of reinforced steel you put on a structure when you wanted to keep people out—or keep what was inside from being seen.

Clemente's mind filed it away automatically. Architectural inconsistency. Worth a second look.

He kept riding, climbing the hill toward the 40th Street Bridge. The structure rose above him as he approached—steel and concrete spanning the Allegheny, the same bones Pittsburgh had been building on for over a century. He'd worked maintenance on this bridge three summers running, before the Army, before everything changed.

He pulled to a stop at the center of the span and killed the engine.

The river stretched below, dark and patient, the current pulling toward the Point where all three rivers met. Forty feet down, maybe fifty. He'd fallen farther in Kandahar, when the bridge gave way and gravity took everything except him.

Clemente stood at the railing and felt the pull.

Not suicidal. Never that simple. Just... curious. The way you'd be curious about an old friend you hadn't seen in years, someone who might have something to tell you if you got close enough to listen.

The wind came off the water, cold and sharp, carrying the smell of river mud and rust. Somewhere behind him, the city was waking up—commuters and coffee shops, people living their lives like the ground beneath them was solid.

Clemente knew better. Every structure had a breaking point. Every bridge could fall.

The only question was whether you cared enough to catch yourself.

He stood there until the sun crested the eastern hills, turning the river gold and the bridge's steel bright as flame. Then he walked back to his bike, fired the engine, and rode toward the compound.

Another day. Another job. Another climb he walked away from without feeling anything at all.

The emptiness followed him all the way home.
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The resignation letter was sitting on Teresa's chair when she unlocked the salon at seven-thirty.

She recognized Jade's handwriting before she even picked it up—the loopy cursive, the little heart over the i. Twenty-three years old, talented with color, and the third stylist this month to have "the conversation" about leaving.

I'm sorry, Teresa. I love working here, but I can't do this anymore. Those men watching us in the parking lot... I'm scared to close up at night. I hope you understand.

Teresa understood perfectly.

She crumpled the letter and threw it in the trash, then stood in the middle of her salon—four chairs, three mirrors, six years of her life—and let herself feel the rage for exactly ten seconds.

Then she got to work.

The coffee maker first. Then the stations, wiping down mirrors and organizing product with hands that refused to shake. She'd built this place from nothing. Took over a failing salon with a terrible reputation, rebranded it, spent two years working fourteen-hour days until the client list grew thick enough to hire help. Teresa's wasn't fancy—no spa services, no champagne, no Instagram-worthy interior design. Just good cuts, fair prices, and a stylist who actually listened when you talked.

Lawrenceville women had responded. Teachers and nurses and bartenders, the women who'd lived here before the craft breweries arrived, who remembered when Butler Street was working-class and proud of it. They came to Teresa because she treated them like they mattered.

And now she was losing everything because of what was happening behind her back wall.

The chop shop had moved in four months ago.

At first, Teresa thought the noise was construction. New neighbors renovating the garage space, maybe opening an auto repair business. The sounds made sense—power tools, engines, the clang of metal on metal. Lawrenceville was changing so fast that new businesses popped up every week.

But repair shops didn't operate at two in the morning. They didn't have vehicles arriving whole and leaving as parts. They didn't have men who watched the back alley with cold eyes and hands that never strayed far from their waistbands.

She'd figured it out within the first week. Stolen cars, stripped for parts, the operation running like a factory behind her salon's back wall. Professional. Efficient. Terrifying.

And when she'd made the mistake of asking the landlord about it—just asking—one of them had found her in the parking lot that same night.

You don't make phone calls. You don't ask questions. You forget what you hear through that wall, or we make sure everyone forgets you ever existed.

The man had smiled when he said it. That was the part that stayed with her. The smile, like threatening women was just another item on his to-do list.

Teresa hadn't made any phone calls. She hadn't asked any more questions.

She'd just watched her business slowly die as her stylists got scared and her clients sensed something wrong and the chop shop kept operating like she didn't exist.



By ten o'clock, the salon was humming with its usual Tuesday rhythm. Mrs. Patterson in chair one, getting her weekly wash and set. A walk-in taking chair two, just a trim. Destiny working chair three, the only stylist left who hadn't quit, her music playing low while she worked on a complicated updo.

Teresa focused on the familiar motions. Wash, condition, comb through. The smell of product and the warmth of water. Mrs. Patterson talking about her grandchildren, her garden, the restaurant that just opened down the street.

Normal. Safe. The lie Teresa told herself every day.

"You look tired, honey." Mrs. Patterson caught her eye in the mirror. "Everything okay?"

"Just busy." Teresa smiled, and it only felt a little forced. "You know how it is."

"I know how it is when a young woman's not sleeping." Mrs. Patterson's voice dropped. "Those men in the back, the ones with the garage—they bothering you?"

Teresa's hands stilled in the older woman's hair. "What makes you ask that?"

"I've lived in this neighborhood sixty years. I know the difference between mechanics and criminals." Mrs. Patterson's eyes were sharp, knowing. "You be careful, Teresa. Some problems, you can't handle alone."

I know, Teresa wanted to say. But who's going to help me? The cops who take an hour to respond to this neighborhood? The landlord who's probably getting a cut?

Instead, she just said, "I'm always careful, Mrs. Patterson."

The bell over the door chimed.

Teresa looked up, and her stomach dropped to the floor.

He was six feet of muscle and menace, arms like hydraulic presses covered in faded tattoos, and she'd seen him before. In the alley. In the parking lot. Standing outside at closing time with his eyes on her stylists and a cigarette burning between his fingers.

Pete Garza. The enforcer. The one who'd delivered the original threat four months ago, his smile still burned into her memory.

He walked into her salon like he owned it, looking around at the women in the chairs, at the products on the shelves, at Teresa standing frozen with her hands still buried in Mrs. Patterson's hair.

"Nice place," he said. His voice was casual, friendly almost. That was the worst part. "You're Teresa, right? The owner?"

Destiny's music seemed very loud in the sudden silence. The walk-in customer had gone still in her chair, sensing danger without understanding it.

Teresa forced her hands to keep moving. Keep working. Don't show fear.

"That's right." Her voice came out steady. Good. "Can I help you with something?"

"Just need the key to the back gate." Garza leaned against the counter, making himself comfortable in her space. "We've got some deliveries coming through, and it's easier than going around the block. Carl said you'd understand."

Carl. The name she'd heard through the wall, the one the other men answered to. The boss.

"I don't have a key to the back gate," Teresa said. "That's the landlord's property."

Garza's smile widened. It didn't reach his eyes. "Funny thing—landlord said you do. Said you've got the only spare, and you'd be happy to lend it."

The landlord was in on it. Of course he was. Four months of operation, and she'd been naive enough to think she could appeal to him for help.

Mrs. Patterson was watching in the mirror, her face carefully blank. Destiny had stopped working, her hands frozen mid-braid. The walk-in customer was staring at her phone, pretending she wasn't listening.

This was it. The moment Teresa had been dreading since the first threat. The moment they stopped pretending she was invisible and started demanding.

She could say no. Could tell him to get out of her salon, call the cops, make a stand.

And then what? Wake up to find her building on fire? Her stylists hurt? Her aunt's house in Bloomfield getting a late-night visit from men who smiled while they made threats?

Teresa thought about her mother, raising four kids alone in a two-bedroom apartment. Thought about the years of scratching and saving and building. Thought about everything she had to lose.

She pulled the key from her pocket.

It was small. Silver. The weight of surrender in her palm.

"For deliveries," she said, handing it over. Her voice didn't shake. Her hands were steady. Inside, something cracked and didn't heal. "That's all."

Garza took the key, tucking it into his jacket like a trophy. "That's all," he agreed. "Nice doing business with you, Teresa. We'll try to keep the noise down."

He walked out, the bell chiming cheerfully behind him.

The salon was silent. Mrs. Patterson's eyes met hers in the mirror, and Teresa saw something there that might have been pity. Or might have been understanding. The look of a woman who'd lived sixty years in neighborhoods like this, who knew what it meant when the wrong people moved in next door.

"Some problems," Mrs. Patterson said quietly, "you can't handle alone."

Teresa turned on the water. Rinsed. Conditioned. Kept moving because stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant feeling, and she couldn't afford to feel anything right now.

"I'm handling it," she said.

The lie tasted like ash on her tongue.



That night, Teresa sat in her car in the parking lot for fifteen minutes before she could make herself go inside.

The garage behind her building blazed with light, sounds carrying through the concrete: power tools screaming, engines revving, men laughing. Donnie Krug's voice, high and mocking, rising above the rest. She'd learned the names by listening through her wall. Donnie was the one who followed her stylists to their cars. The one who enjoyed it.

Three stylists gone in one month. Jade today. Marissa last week. And Sofia before that, the single mom who'd been with Teresa since the beginning, who'd finally broken down crying and admitted she couldn't do it anymore.

I have a daughter, Sofia had said. I can't take risks.

Teresa couldn't blame
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