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The door came off its hinges on the second kick.

Southside went through the frame while the wood was still bouncing, shoulders low, boots grinding broken glass into concrete that smelled like bleach and ammonia. The warehouse on East Carson had been a machine shop twenty years ago, a dollar store five years ago, and now it was a cook operation run by four idiots from McKeesport who thought the South Side Flats were unclaimed territory.

They thought wrong.

"Reapers!" somebody yelled from the back, and Southside grinned because that was the whole point—you hear the name, you know what's coming.

The first one swung a pipe. Southside caught it mid-arc with his left hand, pain cracking through his palm, and drove his right fist into the man's jaw so hard he felt teeth shift. The pipe clattered. The man dropped. Southside stepped over him like he was furniture.

Behind him, two prospects—Keenan and Danny—came through the doorway and peeled left toward the back room where the cooking setup stank hot enough to burn his sinuses. A third McKeesport boy scrambled for the fire exit, tripped over a bucket of chemical runoff, and went down hard on his face. Danny was on him before he could get up.

That left the one in the corner.

He was bigger than the others—six-two, maybe six-three, with hands that said he'd thrown punches before and a face that said he'd taken plenty. He had a knife, some serrated hunting thing he held like he knew how to use it, and he was looking at Southside with the wide eyes of a man calculating whether to fight or run.

"You're cooking on Reaper ground," Southside said. "In my neighborhood."

The man licked his lips. Shifted the knife. "We didn't know—"

"Everybody knows."

The knife came up. Southside moved inside the arc, caught the wrist, and twisted until something popped and the blade hit the floor with a sound like a dinner bell. He put two shots into the man's ribs—short, savage hooks that folded him—then grabbed a fistful of shirt and drove him face-first into the concrete wall hard enough to crack the drywall.

The man slid down and didn't get up.

Southside stood over him, breathing hard, fists throbbing, blood singing in his ears the way it always did after. Not satisfaction exactly. More like the pressure valve releasing on something that had been building since the last time he'd watched a moving truck pull out of a South Side street.

"Building's clear," Keenan called from the back.

"Dump the product. Break the equipment. Leave the door open so the whole block can see." Southside flexed his hand. His knuckles were split across the middle two fingers, blood running into the creases of his palm. "And call the prospect on Carson Street. I want a Reaper tag on this wall by morning."

They'd be back. Crews like this always came back—different faces, same ambition, same ignorance about whose streets these were. But the tag would slow them down. A Reaper tag on the South Side meant fists and blood and men who took every block personally, and even McKeesport cooks could do that math.

Southside walked out through the broken door and into a September night that smelled like river water and exhaust. East Carson Street stretched in both directions—bars pouring noise and neon onto sidewalks, college kids stumbling between venues they'd discovered on Instagram, the party strip that tourists thought was South Side.

They didn't know the real South Side. The real South Side was up.

He crossed Carson and hit the Slopes.

The hills started immediately—not gentle grades but Pittsburgh steep, the kind of incline that turned walking into climbing and climbing into a personal argument with gravity. His calves ached within two blocks, the familiar ache of muscles built on these streets since he was a kid running from nothing, running toward nothing, just running because the Slopes demanded it.

He passed the house where Teddy Barczak used to sit on his porch and drink IC Light until his wife dragged him in. Condo conversion now. He passed the corner store where Mrs. Filipovic sold kielbasa and lottery tickets and knew every kid on the block by name. Closed two years. He passed the lot where the Braxton brothers used to play stickball against the retaining wall. Luxury townhouse, half-built, the developer's sign promising "Modern Living with Historic Charm" in letters that made his stomach turn.

Every block, something was missing. Every street, another hole where the block used to be. Developers circled the Slopes like vultures on a thermal—buying buildings from families who couldn't afford the taxes, waiting out old-timers who wouldn't sell, and when patience failed, making offers that sounded generous until you realized what they were really buying was someone's entire history.

Southside climbed.

His phone buzzed. Furnace.

"Clean?"

"Clean. Four crew, one had a blade. Product dumped, equipment wrecked."

"Casualties?"

"Bruises and broken pride. They'll crawl back to McKeesport and tell their buddies the South Side bites."

A pause. Furnace's pauses carried more weight than most men's speeches. "You good?"

"I'm good, Prez."

"Your knuckles say different."

Southside looked at his hand. Blood had dried black in the orange glow of a streetlight. "My knuckles always say different. That's why you point me at things."

"Don't point yourself at anything tonight. Go drink your beer."

The line went dead. Southside shoved the phone in his cut and kept climbing.

Furnace knew him too well. Knew the post-fight energy didn't bleed off clean—it circled, looking for the next target, the next encroachment, the next reason to throw hands. Some brothers cooled down easy. Carson could go from combat to calm in the time it took to crack a beer. Liberty processed everything behind those cop-sharp eyes and filed it away like case notes.

Southside ran hot. Always had. And the only thing that banked the heat was the same thing that stoked it—these streets, these hills, this place he loved with the kind of ferocity that scared people who didn't understand what it meant to watch your home get eaten alive.

He crested the hill at Josephine Street and there it was.

Dolan's.

The sign was older than he was—hand-painted wood, the apostrophe faded to a ghost, the D slightly crooked from the time Donnie Walczak backed his truck into the post in '94. Warm light spilled through windows that hadn't been replaced since the Carter administration. He could hear the TV through the glass—Steelers pregame, because the TV was always tuned to the Steelers, and the set was older than half the men who watched it.

Southside pushed through the door and the whole place hit him at once—Iron City on tap, fryer grease from a kitchen that served exactly four things, the wood-and-leather smell of a bar that had been absorbing men's stories for nearly five decades.

Three regulars on their usual stools. Paulie Czekalski nursing a boilermaker at the end of the bar like he'd been doing since Nixon. Jimmy Hodak arguing with the TV about a defensive coverage scheme. Old Mike Dombrowski asleep in the corner booth with a half-eaten pierogi plate and a Pirates cap pulled over his eyes.

And behind the bar, moving with the efficient grace of a woman who'd been pouring drinks longer than some of these men had been sober, Bridget Dolan.

Dark hair pulled back tight. Arms that said she hauled her own kegs. Eyes that clocked him the second he walked in, assessed the blood on his knuckles, the cut on his jacket, the energy still crackling off him like heat off blacktop, and made exactly one decision about it.

She pulled an Iron City from the tap and set it on the bar in front of stool three before he sat down.

"Rough night?" she asked. Not concern. Not judgment. The flat, professional curiosity of a bartender who'd seen every kind of rough night a man could have.

"Neighborhood watch." Southside settled onto his stool—his stool, the one with the slight wobble that he'd never let her fix because the wobble was part of it—and wrapped his bleeding hand around the glass. The cold bit into the split knuckles and he let it, the pain grounding him the way the first sip grounded him, the way this bar grounded him.

"Uh-huh." Bridget wiped down the stretch of bar in front of him with the efficiency of ten thousand identical motions. "The neighborhood watch leave any of itself on my sidewalk?"

"Happened in the Flats."

"Good. I just hosed those bricks."

He almost smiled. Bridget Dolan didn't ask questions she didn't want answered, didn't flinch from answers she got, and didn't waste sympathy on men who walked in wearing their trouble on their fists. She ran this bar the way her old man had run it—cold beers, hot food, warm only for regulars, and Southside had been a regular since he was old enough to lie about his age.

He drank his Iron City and let the bar do what the bar always did. The TV argued about quarterback ratings. Paulie coughed. Jimmy swore at a replay. Old Mike snored. Bridget moved behind the bar with the quiet authority of a woman standing on ground she'd inherited and intended to keep.

This was it. The last real bar on the Slopes. Not a gastropub, not a cocktail lounge, not a "speakeasy-inspired" developer trap with fifteen-dollar beers and Edison bulbs. Dolan's was a bar where steelworkers' kids drank what their fathers drank and watched what their fathers watched and sat on stools that remembered the shape of every ass that had ever occupied them.

Southside had fought tonight to keep the Flats clear. He'd fight tomorrow to keep some other block, some other street, some other building that the developers wanted and the club wouldn't give. He'd keep fighting because that's what he did, what he was—the Slopes kid who swung first, swung hard, and took every lost building like a personal wound.

But Dolan's was the one he couldn't lose.

He set the empty glass down and Bridget refilled it without being asked, the way she always did, and their fingers didn't touch on the handoff but the proximity hummed like a live wire in the narrow space between the glass and his hand.

"Same time tomorrow?" she said.

"Same time every time."

Bridget moved down the bar to check on Paulie, and Southside watched her go with the territorial awareness of a man who catalogued every person and every angle in every room he entered. Not romantic. Not yet. Just the instinct that had kept him alive on these streets—know what's yours, know what's threatened, know who's standing on your ground.

He turned back to his beer and the Steelers and the beautiful, stubborn permanence of a bar that refused to die on a hillside that was bleeding out one building at a time.

Tomorrow there'd be another fight. Another crew, another developer, another piece of the Slopes on the auction block.

Tonight there was Iron City on tap and a stool that knew his name.
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The sirens woke her at 3:07 AM.

Bridget was out of bed before her brain caught up with her body, feet hitting the cold floor of the apartment above the bar, hands already reaching for her father's coat on the hook by the door. She didn't think about shoes. Didn't think about the time. The sirens were close—not Carson Street close but block close—and on the South Side Slopes, that kind of close meant you could see the flames from your window.

She could see the flames from her window.

Two doors down. The Petrovics' old building—empty since March when the last tenant took the buyout money and moved to Dormont—lit up orange and vicious against the black hillside, fire eating through the second floor with the kind of hungry speed that said it had been fed something besides wood and drywall. Smoke poured uphill on the slope's natural draft, thick and chemical, the kind of smoke that stung your eyes and tasted like something that shouldn't be burning.

Bridget pulled on her father's coat and went outside.

The sidewalk was cold under her bare feet. Three fire trucks angled across the narrow street, hoses snaking uphill, firefighters working with the grim efficiency of men who'd been to this block before. Because they had. Four months ago, the building on the corner—the one the Wasilewskis had owned since 1962—went up on a Tuesday night. Six weeks after that, the duplex across the street, the one where Mrs. Guzik used to grow tomatoes on the fire escape, burned hot enough to warp the streetlight out front.

Three fires. Four months. All on the same block. All in buildings that had been circled—targeted—by a development group whose name changed every time she looked it up but whose money always smelled the same.

"Miss Dolan." The fire captain found her on the sidewalk, a big man with soot on his face and exhaustion in his eyes. Walters, she thought. Same captain as last time. "You should go back inside."

"That's the third one, Danny."

"I know."

"On my block."

"I know, Bridget." He said it the way people said things they couldn't do anything about—soft, apologetic, already moving on. "Fire marshal will investigate. Same as the others."

Same as the others meant the same result as the others. Accidental. Electrical. Faulty wiring in old buildings on a hillside where everything was old and nothing got updated because updating cost money and money had left the Slopes a decade ago. Neat and tidy. Case closed. Another lot cleared for the developers who'd circle in six weeks with plans for luxury townhouses that nobody from this zip code could afford.

Bridget stood on the sidewalk in her bare feet and her dead father's coat and watched her block burn.

She'd been watching it burn for months. Not just the fires—the slow bleed of families selling, tenants leaving, buildings going dark one by one like lights on a string being snipped. The Slopes had been dying since before her father died, but the dying had accelerated this year, the block she'd grown up on hollowing out with a speed that felt deliberate because it was.

Somebody was clearing this block. Building by building, fire by fire, buyout by buyout. And Bridget's bar—her father's bar, the bar that had outlived the mills and the recession and the first wave of gentrification—sat in the middle of it like a stubborn tooth that wouldn't pull.

She'd gotten the first offer fourteen months ago. Polite letter on expensive paper, a development company expressing interest in her property, a number with enough zeros to make her mortgage disappear twice over. She'd thrown it away. The second offer came eight months later—bigger number, less polite language, a suggestion that the "changing landscape" of the block made her current business model "unsustainable." She'd used it to line the grease trap. The third offer arrived two months ago, hand-delivered by a man in a suit who smiled too much and left his card on the bar like a threat wrapped in cardstock.

She hadn't dignified that one with a response.

Now her block was burning, and the coincidence was so thin you could see through it.

"Bridget." Mrs. Petković from across the street stood at her elbow, seventies, housecoat, slippers, watching the fire with the flat expression of a woman who'd seen her neighborhood survive the collapse of American steel and wasn't about to fall apart over this. "That's the Petrovics' place."

"I know."

"Nobody lived there."

"I know that too."

Mrs. Petković pulled her housecoat tighter. "My Vlade says we should sell. Take the money and go to McCandless where his sister lives." She paused. "I told him his sister is a miserable woman and I'd rather burn."

Bridget almost laughed. Almost. "Don't joke about burning, Lena."

"Who's joking? I've been on this hill fifty-one years. They'll carry me down in a box."

They stood together and watched the firefighters work. The building was a loss—the roof caved while they watched, sending a column of sparks into the September sky like orange stars dying on the wind. One of the firefighters swore loudly enough to carry over the hose noise. The chemical smell thickened.

By 4 AM, the fire was contained but the building was gone. Skeleton walls, black bones, another gap in the block like a knocked-out tooth. Bridget counted: four buildings on her side of the street had been occupied a year ago. Now two were burned, one was bought and boarded, and hers was the last one with lights on.

The last holdout on a block someone was methodically erasing.

She sent Mrs. Petković home, refused coffee from one of the firefighters, and stood on the sidewalk watching the smoke drift uphill. The sky was starting to gray at the edges, the Slopes emerging from darkness in shades of soot and concrete, and in the early light she could see the full damage—not just this fire but all of them, the empty lots and boarded windows and FOR SALE signs that had appeared like a rash across the hillside.

Her father would have been furious. Tommy Dolan had built this bar with his hands in 1978, poured the first drink on a Friday night when Jimmy Carter was president and Pittsburgh still made steel, and spent the next thirty-eight years turning it into the kind of place that outlived everything—recessions, mill closings, floods, gentrification. The bar wasn't a business to Tommy Dolan. It was a promise. I'm still here. We're still here. This hill still has people on it who won't leave.

Bridget had inherited the promise along with the mortgage and the regulars and the TV that was older than she was. She'd kept it for five years since his liver quit, kept it the way he left it because the regulars needed it the way he left it, and she'd keep it until her own liver quit or the hill slid into the river, whichever came first.

But someone was trying to take it from her, and the fires were getting closer.

She was turning to go inside when the car rolled past.

Black sedan. Tinted windows. Moving uphill at a crawl, the kind of slow that wasn't navigating the grade but surveying it—taking in the fire trucks, the ruined building, the cleared lot, the progress. Bridget watched it approach with the instinct of a woman who'd spent fifteen years reading rooms and twenty-six years reading this street, and she knew before the window came down that this wasn't a neighbor and wasn't a rubbernecker.

The passenger window slid down and Colton Riggs looked at her.

She knew him. Not well—he'd been in Dolan's twice, both times after fires on the block, both times ordering a beer he didn't drink and watching her with the patient amusement of a man observing an animal that didn't know it was cornered. Big. Broad face. Mean around the eyes in a way that went deeper than attitude. He'd left a twenty-dollar tip both times, and both times it had felt less like generosity and more like a man marking a receipt.

He looked at the smoldering building. He looked at Bridget, standing alone on the sidewalk in her bare feet and her dead father's coat, the last holdout on a block that was disappearing.

He smiled.

Not a threat. Worse than a threat. A smile that said I know how this ends, and you do too, and the only question is how many more buildings have to burn before you figure it out. He held her gaze for three seconds—long enough to make sure she understood, short enough to deny it later—and then the window went up and the sedan rolled on, continuing its slow crawl up the Slopes like a hearse measuring its route.

Bridget stood on the sidewalk until the taillights disappeared around the bend on Josephine Street. Her hands were shaking. She looked down at them—bartender's hands, strong hands, hands that had hauled kegs and thrown punches and held her father's fingers when he died—and watched them tremble like they belonged to someone else.

She went inside. Locked the front door. Locked the deadbolt her father had installed in 1985. Slid the iron bar into the floor bracket that hadn't been used since the '90s, when South Side meant something rougher than craft cocktails and Saturday night crowds.

Then she stood in her father's bar in the dark, surrounded by the ghosts of forty-six years of regulars, and pressed her shaking hands flat against the wood of the bar top until they stopped.

They didn't stop.
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Something was wrong with his bartender.

Southside knew it the second he walked through the door. The bar looked the same—Paulie on his stool, the Steelers on the ancient TV, Old Mike asleep in his booth like God had placed him there at the dawn of creation—but Bridget was off. The way she moved behind the bar had changed. Normally she flowed—bottle to glass to tap to register, a rhythm so smooth it was almost unconscious, the muscle memory of fifteen years in the same ten feet of space. Tonight she was pouring tight. Controlled. Every motion clipped short, her body angled toward the windows like she was waiting for something to come through them.

She set his Iron City on the bar before he sat down. Same as always. But her eyes didn't land on him—they tracked past his shoulder to the front windows, then snapped back.

"Evening," she said. Flat. Professional. None of the dry edge she usually served alongside the beer.

Southside sat on stool three and wrapped his hand around the glass. He didn't drink. He watched.

A car passed outside. Headlights swept across the windows and Bridget's shoulders climbed half an inch toward her ears. She caught herself, forced them down, and turned away to wipe a section of bar that was already clean.

He'd seen that posture before. Business owners on the Flats when the McKeesport crew was leaning on them. Shop owners in Lawrenceville when the protection shakedowns were running. The body language of someone who'd been squeezed—hyperaware, wound tight, jumping at light and sound because light and sound had recently carried threats.

"Bridget."

She looked at him. For one second—half a second—her guard dropped and he saw it: fear, bright and raw, sitting right behind her eyes like a fire burning in a back room. Then the gate came down and she was the bartender again, cool and capable and pouring Paulie a refill he hadn't asked for just to have something to do with her hands.

"Another fire last night," Paulie said from the end of the bar, the kind of casual observation that old men on barstools delivered like weather reports. "Petrovics' building. Third one this year."

"I saw the trucks." Southside kept his eyes on Bridget. She was reorganizing bottles behind the bar with hands that moved a fraction too fast. "How close?"

"Two doors down." Paulie took a long pull of his boilermaker. "Same block. Same story. Electrical, they'll say. Like every building on this hill suddenly forgot how wiring works."

Bridget said nothing. She didn't have to. The tension coming off her filled the space behind the bar like humidity before a storm—thick, heavy, pressing against the walls of the room.

Headlights swept the window again. Bridget's hands stopped on a bottle of Jameson and stayed there, white-knuckled, until the car passed. Then she put the bottle down and moved to check on Old Mike, who didn't need checking on and wouldn't have noticed if the bar caught fire around him.

Southside drank his beer and thought about three fires on one block.

He thought about the buildings he'd watched go dark on the Slopes this year—not just Bridget's block but the whole hillside, properties emptying out with a regularity that had stopped feeling like bad luck around February. He thought about the developer signs that sprouted on cleared lots like weeds, always different company names, always the same kind of project: luxury, modern, starting in the mid-four-hundreds, explicitly designed for people who'd never hauled a keg up a thirty-degree grade or watched the Steelers on a TV with a busted color balance.

He thought about the way Bridget flinched at headlights, and something hot and territorial shifted in his chest like an engine turning over.

"Be right back," he told her, and slid off the stool.

"Bathroom's where it's always been."

"Not going to the bathroom."

He walked past the restrooms and into the narrow back hallway that led to the kitchen and the stockroom. The back door opened onto the alley behind the bar—dumpsters, empty keg stacks, the steep drop of the hillside falling away toward the Flats. He stepped out and lit a cigarette he didn't want just to have a reason to stand there.

The block was quiet. Fire-scene quiet—the kind of hush that settles over a street after something violent, the neighbors still processing, the normal rhythms of the evening thrown














































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





