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The dealer on the corner of Federal and Sandusky saw them coming and didn't move.

Three bikes rolling slow through the North Side on a Thursday afternoon, exhaust bouncing off brick storefronts and corner bars that had been pouring Iron City since before the mills closed. Heinz rode last because prospects rode last. Two patched brothers in front — Southside and a brother called Wrench who'd been holding this stretch of territory since before Heinz got his discharge papers.

The dealer leaned against a bus stop shelter with his hands in his pockets, watching them park like he had somewhere better to be.

Wrench swung off his bike and rolled his neck. Southside killed his engine and stayed mounted, scanning the block with the automatic sweep of a man who'd been doing this long enough to make it look casual.

"Jacob," Wrench said. Not a greeting. A statement of fact.

The dealer — early twenties, North Side born from the look of him, wearing too much money for a Wednesday — pulled his hands out slow. "I already talked to your boy last week. Told him I'm independent."

"There's no independent on this block."

"Then maybe I'll take my business to Homewood."

Wrench looked at Southside. Southside looked at the sky like he was checking for rain.

Heinz stood three feet behind them with his hands loose at his sides. Twenty-six years old, fresh out of the Marines with discipline still running hot through every fiber of his body, and every cell in him was reading the situation the way four years of infantry had taught him to. The dealer's weight was on his back foot. His right hand kept drifting toward his waistband. And his eyes were doing that thing — tracking the three of them, calculating odds he was too stupid to calculate correctly.

"Here's how it works," Wrench said, taking a step forward. "You move product on Reaper blocks, you pay Reaper tax. That's not a negotiation."

"Man, fuck your tax." The dealer's chin came up. "And fuck your little motorcycle club. I got people too."

Wrench's jaw tightened. Southside shifted on his bike.

Heinz moved.

He crossed the three feet of sidewalk before anyone told him to, grabbed a fistful of the dealer's jacket, and drove him backward into the bus stop shelter hard enough to rattle the plexiglass. The dealer's hand went for his waistband and Heinz caught his wrist, bent it at an angle that made the kid gasp, and stripped a cheap nine-millimeter out of his pants.

He dropped the magazine, racked the slide to eject the chambered round, and set the empty gun on the bench next to them. The whole thing took four seconds.

Then he put the dealer on the ground.

Not with a punch — with leverage. A controlled takedown that put the kid face-first on concrete with his arm pinned behind his back and Heinz's knee between his shoulder blades. Marine infantry didn't teach you to hit people. It taught you to put them where they couldn't move.

"Stay down," Heinz said.

The dealer stayed down.

Silence on the corner except for the tick of cooling engines and a bus groaning its way up Federal Street two blocks out.

Wrench looked at Southside. Southside looked at Heinz. Something passed between the two patched brothers — a raised eyebrow, the ghost of a nod.

"Let him up," Wrench said.

Heinz released the arm and stepped back. The dealer scrambled to his feet with concrete dust on his cheek and rage in his eyes, but that rage died fast when he saw three bikers looking at him like he was a problem that hadn't been solved yet.

Wrench picked up the empty nine-millimeter and held it out butt-first. "Take your toy. Move your business west of Brighton Heights. Come back to this block and the prospect won't be as gentle."

The dealer snatched the gun, shoved it in his waistband without the magazine, and walked. Didn't run. Tried to hold onto something. But he walked fast, and he didn't look back.

Wrench watched him go, then turned to Heinz. "Good instincts, kid."

That was it. No speech, no breakdown. Good instincts, kid. Three words from a patched brother who'd been riding with the Reapers for six years.

Heinz nodded and swallowed the thing that wanted to crawl up his chest and become pride. The job wasn't done. The job was never done when you were wearing a prospect cut.



They rode back through the Strip District as the afternoon light cut between warehouses and turned the Allegheny River the color of old bronze. Heinz kept his position at the back and watched the two cuts in front of him — the Reaper patch spread across leather, the bottom rocker reading Pittsburgh like a brand burned into the city itself.

Six weeks since he'd walked into the compound and asked for a shot. Six weeks of cleaning, hauling, standing post, running errands, and keeping his mouth shut while patched brothers tested him with bullshit tasks designed to find out if he'd break. He hadn't broken. Four years in the Marines and a childhood on the North Side had given him that much — the ability to take whatever was thrown at him and ask for more.

The compound rose up ahead, a converted fabrication shop in the Strip District that looked like what it was: a brick fortress built for men who didn't need the world to be pretty. Two-story industrial building with a fenced lot, secure parking, and a loading dock that had moved club cargo instead of steel for the last decade. Heinz followed the two brothers through the gate and parked in the prospect row — far end of the lot, worst spots, closest to the fence.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like leather and beer and the coffee somebody always had going on the bar they'd built from reclaimed mill equipment. Exposed steel beams held up the ceiling. Brothers moved through the space with the ease of men who owned it.

Furnace was at the bar.

The President of the Steel City Reapers sat on a stool with a coffee mug that looked like a toy in his scarred hands, listening to Carson lay out something about the South Side blocks. He didn't look up when they walked in. Didn't need to. Dominic Kowalski had the kind of awareness that registered everything without showing it — Marine infantry, same as Heinz, except Furnace had come home twenty years ago and built something from the wreckage.

"Handled?" Furnace asked without turning.

"Handled," Wrench confirmed. "Your prospect put the kid on the ground before I finished talking."

Now Furnace looked up. Those cold eyes found Heinz across the room and held for a beat. Not warm. Not welcoming. Assessing.

"He pull a weapon?"

"Cheap nine. Prospect stripped it, dropped the mag, had him eating sidewalk in about four seconds."

Carson whistled low. "North Side kid with Marine hands. Dangerous combination."

Heinz stood still and didn't speak. Prospects didn't speak in situations like this. They stood and they waited and they let patched brothers decide what they were worth.

Furnace took a drink of coffee. Set the mug down. "Bikes need cleaning. Road salt from last week's run is still on the chrome."

"On it," Heinz said.

He turned for the garage without hesitation, without complaint, without the smallest flicker of resentment crossing his face. Because that was the game and he knew the rules. You proved yourself on a North Side corner, and then you cleaned bikes. You put a dealer on the ground with four seconds of controlled violence, and then you polished chrome until your shoulders burned.

Prospects cleaned bikes. That was the job.

The garage had six bays, all of them occupied. Heinz found the cleaning supplies on the rack where they always were, pulled on a rag, and started with Furnace's Heritage Softail. The President's bike first, always. Then the VP's. Then down the chain of rank until his arms felt like they'd been filled with sand.

The German Shepherd found him twenty minutes in.

The club dog — a big male named Diesel with a scarred ear and a permanent attitude problem — padded into the garage and dropped at Heinz's feet like he'd been doing every day since the prospect showed up. Heinz scratched behind the good ear without breaking rhythm on the chrome.

"You need shots," Heinz told the dog. "I'll take you this week."

Diesel groaned and put his head on his paws.

Heinz kept polishing. The road salt came off in white streaks that he buffed until the chrome caught the overhead fluorescents and threw them back clean. Methodical. Patient. The same way he'd done everything since he got here — the same way he'd done everything since boot camp. One task at a time, done right, no shortcuts.

Through the open bay door, he could hear the compound coming alive for the evening. Brothers arriving. Bikes pulling in. Music from the bar. Laughter that carried the particular weight of men who'd earned the right to relax in a place that belonged to them.

Heinz wanted that. Wanted it so bad his teeth ached. Not the party — the belonging. The patch on his back that said he was one of them, not the prospect cut that said he was auditioning. The right to sit at that bar and know he'd earned the stool.

Diesel's ear twitched at a sound from the lot. Heinz kept his hands on the chrome and his eyes on the work.

Six weeks down. However many to go. He'd clean every bike in the garage, stand every post, take every shit job they threw at him, and when the time came, they'd know what Wrench and Southside already knew.

He had good instincts.

And he wasn't going anywhere.
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The pit bull on the table was dying, and Amber Kowalski was the only thing standing between him and the end.

She'd been elbow-deep in the surgery for forty minutes. The wounds told the story the owner never would — deep lacerations across the chest and shoulders, one ear half-torn, puncture marks that only came from another dog's teeth clamping down and shaking. The kind of damage that didn't happen in backyards or dog parks.

"Come on," she whispered, her hands steady even when the rest of her wasn't. "Stay with me."

The clinic was empty. Dr. Petrov had gone home at six, left her to close up, and the emergency had walked through the door at six-fifteen. A man she didn't recognize carrying a brindle pit bull wrapped in a bloody towel, saying the dog got loose and tangled with a stray.

Amber hadn't argued. She'd stopped arguing four months ago.

She sutured the deepest laceration with small, precise stitches while the dog breathed shallow under sedation. Her hands were good. Three years of vet tech work had given her that — the ability to stay calm when blood was everywhere and the animal on the table needed her to be better than afraid.

The chest wound closed clean. She moved to the shoulder, irrigating debris from the torn muscle, and the pit bull's breathing steadied. Tough dog. They were always tough, the ones that came in like this. Built for punishment and too loyal to quit even when quitting would save them.

"Good boy," she murmured. "You're gonna be okay."

She finished the last suture, cleaned the surgical site, and checked his vitals until she was satisfied he'd make it through the night. Then she stripped her gloves, washed her hands until the water ran clear, and stood at the sink with her eyes closed.

Four months.

Four months of dogs coming in after hours with injuries that screamed fighting ring. Four months of patching them up and sending them back to whatever hell they'd come from. Four months of telling herself she was helping — keeping them alive, easing their pain — while knowing she was just making them healthy enough to fight again.

She dried her hands and checked the front window without thinking about it. The parking lot was dark except for the streetlight on the corner and the glow from the laundromat next door.

The black SUV was there.

Amber's stomach dropped the way it always did. That sick lurch that had become as familiar as her own heartbeat over the last four months. She stepped back from the window and pressed her palms flat against her thighs to stop the shaking.

Jacob Bell was leaning against the driver's door with his arms crossed, watching the clinic entrance like a man with nowhere better to be. Six-one with scars on his forearms that she knew came from handling dogs that didn't want to be handled. Rodney Simms's primary handler. The man who'd first brought a wounded fighter to the clinic at nine o'clock on a Tuesday night and told her she was going to fix it and keep her mouth shut.

She'd kept her mouth shut.

Amber grabbed her jacket and her bag and walked out the front door because there was no back exit. The night air hit her face — early fall in Pittsburgh, that particular chill that rolled off the rivers and settled into your bones. She locked the clinic door with fingers that only trembled a little.

"Amber."

She turned. Jacob had crossed the parking lot without her hearing him move. He stood six feet away with his hands in his jacket pockets and that patient, empty look he always wore. Like nothing mattered to him. Like she didn't matter to him.

"Rodney wants you tomorrow night," he said. "New location."

"Where?"

"I'll pick you up at nine."

"I need to know where so I can bring the right—"

"I'll pick you up at nine."

Amber closed her mouth. The questions died in her throat the way they always did. She'd learned early that Jacob didn't answer questions. He delivered instructions. The difference between the two was something she understood the way you understand gravity — not because anyone explained it, but because falling taught you.

"Okay," she said.

Jacob studied her for a moment. Something behind his eyes that she couldn't read and didn't want to. "Rodney says you're doing good work. Keeps his dogs in the game."

The words hit her like a slap. His dogs. In the game. Like she was a mechanic keeping race cars on the track instead of a woman stitching living things back together so they could be torn apart again.

"I do what I can," she said. Because that was the answer. That was always the answer.

Jacob nodded once and walked back to the SUV. He didn't say goodbye. He never said goodbye. He just got in, started the engine, and pulled out of the lot with headlights cutting across the front of the clinic like a searchlight sweeping a prison yard.

Amber stood in the parking lot and breathed.



Her apartment was six blocks from the clinic, second floor of a narrow brick building on a street where the neighbors minded their own business. She'd picked it three years ago for the rent and the proximity to work. Now she picked it because it was six blocks of walking where she could check behind her and make sure nobody was following.

Nobody was following. Jacob had delivered his message. Rodney's operation ran on efficiency, not paranoia — he didn't waste resources watching a vet tech who'd already proven she could be controlled.

That was the thing about it. The control. Not physical. Not yet. Just the steady, suffocating pressure of knowing what would happen if she stepped out of line. Rodney hadn't threatened her directly. He didn't need to. Jacob had laid it out that first night, four months ago, standing in this same parking lot with a bleeding dog at his feet.

You're going to help us. You're not going to talk about it. Because if you do, we know where you work. We know where you live. And we know you don't have anyone who'd come looking.

That last part was the one that stuck. The accuracy of it. No family in Pittsburgh. No boyfriend. A handful of work friends who'd notice if she stopped showing up but wouldn't know where to start looking. She was exactly the kind of person who disappeared without making noise.

She climbed the stairs to her apartment, locked the door behind her, and stood in the dark kitchen without turning on the lights.

The pit bull from tonight would live. She'd done good work on the sutures, and his vitals had been strong when she left. Tomorrow someone would come pick him up, and in two weeks he'd be healed enough to fight again, and everything she'd done tonight would be erased by whatever ring Rodney threw him into next.

Amber opened the refrigerator. Looked at the leftovers from two days ago. Closed it.

She wasn't hungry. Hadn't been hungry in weeks, really. The food sat in her stomach like concrete these days, heavy and wrong, and the effort of chewing felt pointless when everything she did was pointless.

She sat on the couch in the dark and pulled her knees up.

Four months. In the beginning she'd told herself she'd find a way out. Go to the police. Report what she'd seen. But Rodney had connections — she'd heard enough names dropped during late-night pickups to know his reach extended into places she couldn't fight. And even if the police believed a vet tech with no evidence, what then? Protective custody? Relocation? She'd seen enough crime shows to know that only worked when someone important was paying attention.

Nobody important was paying attention to a dog fighting ring on the North Side.

So she kept nodding. Kept showing up when Jacob called. Kept stitching dogs back together in the quiet hours after the clinic closed, working with the precision of someone who cared deeply about creatures that nobody else seemed to care about at all.

She thought about the new location tomorrow night. New meant expansion. Rodney was growing his operation, not pulling back. More dogs. More fights. More money flowing through whatever network turned animal suffering into profit.

And more time spent in rooms with men who looked at her the way you look at a tool — useful until it breaks, and then you throw it away.

Amber pressed her face into her knees and breathed through the panic that tightened her chest. Not crying. She'd stopped crying about six weeks in. The tears had just dried up, replaced by something flatter and harder that sat in her chest like a stone.

She wondered how much longer she had. How long before she stopped being useful. How long before she saw something she wasn't supposed to see, or heard a name she wasn't supposed to hear, and Rodney decided the vet tech was a liability instead of an asset.

She wondered if she'd see it coming.

The apartment was quiet. The streetlight outside painted a stripe across the ceiling. Somewhere in the distance, the low moan of a barge horn rolled up the river and faded.

Amber didn't eat. She didn't sleep. She sat on the couch with her knees drawn up and her hands still faintly smelling of surgical antiseptic and dog blood, and she waited for tomorrow night the way you wait for a verdict you already know.
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Diesel hated the truck.

The German Shepherd sat in the passenger seat of the club's pickup with his ears flat and his lip curled, growling at every stoplight like it had personally wronged him. Heinz drove with one hand on the wheel and the other scratching behind the dog's scarred ear because it was the only thing that kept him from losing his mind.

"Relax," Heinz told him. "It's shots. Fifteen minutes."

Diesel growled at a pedestrian.

The clinic sat on a quiet block off Federal Street — small brick building with a hand-painted sign that read North Side Animal Care and a parking lot big enough for six cars. Heinz pulled in and killed the engine. Diesel pressed himself against the far door.

"Don't make this harder than it has to be."

The dog gave him a look that said he absolutely planned to make this harder than it had to be.

Heinz clipped the leash and hauled sixty-five pounds of reluctant shepherd across the parking lot. Inside, the waiting room smelled like antiseptic and dog treats, with plastic chairs along the walls and a counter where a heavyset woman in scrubs waved him in.

"Heinz, right? For the shepherd?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Room two. Amber will be right with you."

He took Diesel into the exam room and held the leash short while the dog investigated every corner with the intensity of a bomb-sniffing K-9. The room was clean, bright, standard vet office stuff. Nothing worth noticing.

Then the vet tech walked in, and Heinz noticed everything.

She was small — five-four, maybe less, with light brown hair pulled back in a practical braid and hands that looked like they'd been made for careful work. Pretty in a quiet way that didn't announce itself. But that wasn't what caught him. What caught him was the flinch.

She pulled the door shut behind her and flinched at the sound it made. Quick, involuntary, gone almost before it registered — but Heinz had spent four years around men who flinched at sounds they shouldn't flinch at, and he knew what it looked like.

"Hey there," she said, and her voice was warm when she looked at Diesel. Genuinely warm, the kind of warmth that people reserved for things they actually cared about. "You must be the big guy who needs his shots."

Diesel, the traitor, wagged his tail.

She knelt in front of the dog and let him sniff her hands. Gentle. Patient. Her fingers found the spot behind his ears that Heinz had discovered took the fight out of him, and Diesel melted against her knee like he'd known her his whole life.

"He's beautiful," she said. "German Shepherd, maybe some Belgian Malinois in there. How old?"

"Four, we think. He showed up at the compound about two years ago."

She glanced up at him. Quick assessment, the kind women did when they were calculating whether the man in the room was a threat. Her eyes moved across the prospect cut, the boots
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