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The kid had picked the wrong parking garage.

Third level of the Forbes Avenue structure, tucked between UPMC Presbyterian and the VA hospital, close enough to the ambulance bay that Stack could hear the sirens cycling through their wail-and-die routine every few minutes. The concrete pillars stank of exhaust and old piss. Fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead, half of them blown, casting everything in that yellow-gray wash that made everybody look guilty.

The dealer was leaning against a black Nissan Sentra with tinted windows, scrolling his phone like he was waiting for an Uber. Twenty-three, maybe twenty-four. Clean sneakers, fitted cap, a North Face jacket zipped to his throat despite July in Pittsburgh. He had a runner parked one level down and a second posted at the stairwell, both of whom had already been collected by Southside and a prospect named Gavin who was hungry enough to be useful.

Stack pulled his bike into the space directly across from the Sentra and killed the engine.

The kid looked up.

Stack swung off and unclipped his helmet. He didn't rush. The parking garage was quiet except for the distant hum of hospital generators and the ticking of his cooling engine. He set the helmet on the seat and rolled his shoulders, feeling the pull of the cut across his back. The leather was still breaking in again after eight years of hanging in a closet, and some days it felt like wearing someone else's skin. Today it fit.

"Jerod," Stack said.

The kid's eyes tracked from Stack's face to the patch on his chest and then to the two figures emerging from behind the concrete pillar twenty feet to his left. Strip filled the space like he'd been poured into it, six-four and unhurried, his hands loose at his sides. Carson came from the other direction, already cracking his knuckles with that South Side grin that meant somebody was about to have a very specific conversation.

Jerod pocketed his phone. "I ain't on your block."

"You're four hundred yards from a children's hospital." Stack stopped six feet away. Close enough to talk. Close enough to reach him. "You've been here three weeks. We let it ride because you were small-time and we had other problems. Problems are handled now."

"This ain't Reaper territory."

"Oakland is mine." Stack said it flat. No heat. The way you'd tell someone the sun comes up in the east. "Has been since before you were selling dime bags out of your mama's Altima."

Jerod's jaw worked. His eyes cut toward the stairwell, looking for his runner. The stairwell was empty.

"They're fine," Stack said. "Having a conversation of their own. Same one we're having. Everybody walks out of here tonight."

"Man, I got—"

"You got nothing here." Stack took one step closer. Not aggressive. Deliberate. The way he'd learned to move in hospital corridors when a situation was going sideways—controlled, certain, giving the other person exactly one chance to make the right decision. "Oakland's got three hospitals, a university, and about forty thousand people who don't need what you're selling on their doorstep. Find another corner. There are plenty."

Carson shifted his weight behind Jerod. The kid heard the boot scrape on concrete and flinched.

"I'm not asking you twice," Stack said. "And I'm being more generous than my VP would be if I brought this to the table."

Carson's grin widened. "He ain't lying."

Strip said nothing. Strip rarely did. He just stood there like a wall that had learned to breathe, and that was usually enough.

Jerod looked at the three of them. He was doing math—Stack could see it. Running the numbers on what his corner was worth versus what these men would cost him. Smart kid, underneath the hustle. Smart enough to know that three patched Reapers in a parking garage wasn't a negotiation. It was a notification.

"How far I gotta go?"

"Far enough that I don't hear about it." Stack held his gaze. "South Hills. West End. Somewhere that isn't my neighborhood. And if I see you within a mile of any hospital loading dock, we're not having a conversation next time."

Jerod pushed off the Sentra. He moved slowly, keeping his hands visible, which told Stack the kid had dealt with men like this before. "A'ight. I'm gone."

"Keys," Stack said.

Jerod stopped.

"You drove here to sell. Give me the keys. Walk to the bus stop on Fifth. Your boy can pick up the car tomorrow when it's clean."

The kid's face went through three expressions in two seconds—anger, calculation, acceptance. He pulled the keys from his jacket and tossed them underhand. Stack caught them one-handed and dropped them in his cut pocket.

"Smart choice." Stack stepped back. "Don't make me come find you."

Jerod walked to the stairwell without looking back. His footsteps echoed down the concrete steps, fading into the garage's dead air. Stack waited until the sound disappeared before he exhaled.

"That was nice of you," Carson said, coming around the Sentra. "Letting him keep his teeth."

"He's a kid."

"He's a kid selling fentanyl next to a cancer ward."

"Which is why he's leaving." Stack pulled the Sentra keys out and tossed them to Strip. "Have Gavin drop the car at the McDonald's on Semple. Keys under the mat. No product when it gets there."

Strip caught the keys and nodded. He'd handle it. Strip always handled it.

Carson lit a cigarette and leaned against a pillar, the cherry flaring orange in the dim garage. "You know Furnace is gonna ask why you didn't bring this to church first."

"Because it didn't need church. It needed handled."

"Oakland's been your personal project since you came back." Carson blew smoke toward the low ceiling. "Some of the brothers notice."

Stack looked at him. Carson wasn't needling—he was flagging. The VP's job was to read temperature, and right now he was telling Stack the thermostat was ticking up.

"Oakland was mine before I left," Stack said. "It's mine now. Furnace knows that."

"Furnace knows everything. Doesn't mean the newer patches understand why one brother gets a whole neighborhood." Carson pushed off the pillar and crushed the cigarette under his boot. "Not a problem. Just something to keep in your pocket."

Stack filed it. Carson didn't waste words on things that didn't matter, and the man had been reading club politics since before Stack had come back eighteen months ago. If he said the newer patches were watching, they were watching.

They walked to their bikes. The garage bounced the sound of three Harleys firing to life off every concrete surface until the whole level hummed with it. Stack pulled out first, winding down the ramp past the empty spot where Jerod's runner had been sitting, past the ticket booth with its bored attendant who'd learned not to look at Reapers, and out into the warm Pittsburgh evening.

Forbes Avenue stretched ahead of him like a timeline.

He rode west through Oakland, past the cathedral that rose over the university like a stone fist, past the Carnegie museums and the cheap student housing that lined the side streets. The hospitals fell away behind him—Presbyterian, Magee, the VA, the whole row of buildings where he'd spent eight years wearing a badge and a polo shirt and pretending that was enough. Eight years of walking corridors and checking IDs and telling himself he hadn't abandoned anything that mattered.

He'd known every loading dock, every service entrance, every camera blind spot in those buildings. Known the nurses who smoked by the dumpsters at two a.m. and the orderlies who ran football pools and the security guards who covered each other's shifts without asking questions. He'd built a life there. A quiet one. A legitimate one.

And then Furnace had called.

The furnace is burning again, brother. You coming home or not?

Eighteen months ago. Stack had hung up the phone, sat in his apartment above a laundromat on Meyran Avenue, and stared at the wall for three hours. Then he'd pulled the cut out of the closet where it had hung for eight years, put it on, and ridden to the compound.

Nobody had asked where he'd been. That was worse than if they had.

He crossed the Birmingham Bridge with the Monongahela running black and slow beneath him, the South Side lights climbing the hillside ahead. Carson pulled alongside at the red light on Carson Street, gave him a nod, and peeled off toward the flats. Strip had already split off toward the Strip District.

Stack rode alone through the South Side, past the bars pumping music onto the sidewalk and the crowds spilling between them. This wasn't his territory. The South Side belonged to Carson and Southside, every block of it claimed and held. Stack's ground was Oakland—the hospitals, the university edge, the corridor where Forbes Avenue cut through neighborhoods that hadn't decided yet whether they were coming up or going down.

He turned onto the Strip District and followed the familiar route to the compound. The old fabrication shop rose against the riverfront sky, brick and steel and the orange glow of the fire pit in the yard. Bikes lined the fence. Music leaked through the clubhouse walls. Home.

Stack parked, killed the engine, and sat for a moment in the sudden quiet.

Eighteen months back. The brothers had let him in without ceremony. Furnace had handed him a beer and said, Glad you're home. That was it. No interrogation, no probation, no penance. Just a beer and a seat at the bar and the assumption that the years away hadn't happened.

But they had. Stack carried them in the space between his shoulder blades, in the way he still reached for a badge that wasn't there, in the moments when the violence came and his first instinct was still to call for backup through a radio he hadn't worn in a year and a half.

He swung off the bike and walked toward the clubhouse door.

Inside, the bar was half-full. Brothers drinking, playing pool, arguing about the Pirates' bullpen with the intensity of men who had real problems and needed fake ones to yell about. The prospect behind the bar set a beer on the counter before Stack reached it.

Furnace was in the corner booth, reading something on his phone with the focused stillness that made people forget the man could clear a room in thirty seconds. He looked up when Stack slid into the seat across from him.

"Oakland?"

"Handled," Stack said.

"Clean?"

"Kid walked away with his legs and a lesson. His product didn't walk away with him."

Furnace nodded once. The president's eyes were flat and measuring, the way they always were—reading not just what Stack said but what he wasn't saying. "Good. Eat something. You look like you've been living on coffee."

Stack took a pull of his beer. The compound noise settled around him like a familiar weight—pool balls cracking, laughter, someone's phone blasting country music from the back table. Familiar. Not quite comfortable. Not yet.

He wondered if it ever would be.

The front door banged open and two brothers came in arguing about a Steelers draft pick with enough heat to make the prospect duck. Southside was grinning behind them, holding up his phone with some stat that was apparently going to end the argument forever.

Stack drank his beer and watched his brothers and didn't think about Forbes Avenue.
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The glass was still in her hair when she found the first note.

Maggie stood in the doorway of Brennan's Catering at five-fifteen in the morning, the Oakland sky barely gray behind her, and stared at the wreckage of her kitchen. Every window along the street side was shattered. Her prep stations had been swept clean—cutting boards, knife blocks, the commercial mixer she'd spent three months saving for—all of it scattered across the tile floor in a glittering mess of broken glass and bent steel.

The note was taped to her walk-in cooler door. Block letters on a torn piece of cardboard.

WRONG PLACE WRONG TIME

She pulled it off and crumpled it in her fist.

This was the second time in six weeks.

The first time, they'd slashed her delivery van tires and broken the driver's side window. She'd filed a police report that went nowhere and replaced the tires with money she didn't have. Told herself it was random. Oakland had its problems like anywhere else, and a commercial kitchen on a side street off Forbes wasn't exactly Fort Knox.

But this wasn't random. This was a message.

Maggie stepped inside, her work boots crunching on broken glass. The morning air came through the empty window frames carrying the smell of exhaust and damp concrete from the parking structure next door. She moved through the kitchen the way she'd moved through it ten thousand times—muscle memory mapped to every station, every shelf, every corner of the space she'd built from nothing after Kevin died.

The industrial range was untouched. The walk-in cooler was still running, which meant whatever she had prepped for Thursday's hospital luncheon was salvageable. Small mercy. She opened the cooler door and checked—the trays of marinated chicken were fine, the roasted vegetables sealed and stacked. She could work with this.

If she still had the contract.

She was cataloguing damage when movement caught her eye through the shattered front window. A silver sedan sat across the street, engine idling. The driver's window was down despite the early morning chill, and the man behind the wheel was watching her.

He waved.

Casual. Friendly, almost. Like they were neighbors spotting each other at the mailbox.

Phil Kosar. She knew the name because she'd asked around after the first incident. An orderly at Presbyterian who always seemed to be at the loading docks when she made her early deliveries. Thin face, hospital scrubs visible under a canvas work jacket, and eyes that tracked her movements with a focus that had nothing to do with breakfast orders.

Maggie didn't wave back. She held his gaze through the broken glass for three seconds, then turned away and started picking up knife blocks.

Her hands were steady. They'd been steady through Kevin's funeral, through the first catering job she'd booked two weeks later because the mortgage didn't care about grief, through fifteen years of four a.m. starts and eighteen-hour days and building something from the wreckage of the life she'd planned. Steady hands were all she had some days.

Her phone rang at six-twenty.

She knew before she answered. The caller ID said UPMC EVENTS OFFICE and the woman on the other end had that careful, rehearsed tone people used when they were about to ruin your week and wanted you to know it wasn't personal.

"Margaret, I'm so sorry, but we've had to make some changes to our vendor arrangements for the upcoming quarter."

Maggie closed her eyes. She was standing in the middle of her destroyed kitchen holding a broom in one hand and her phone in the other, and she could feel the floor shifting under her.

"The luncheon on Thursday," she said. "We're confirmed. I have product prepped."

"I understand, and we'll certainly honor the cancellation fee for Thursday's event. But going forward, we've decided to consolidate our catering services with a single provider. I'm sure you understand."

She understood perfectly. Someone had made a call. Someone with connections inside the hospital had picked up a phone and explained that Brennan's Catering was no longer a reliable vendor, and whatever reason they'd given—health code concerns, scheduling issues, a whisper about "problems" at her kitchen—it had been enough.

"Who?" Maggie asked.

Silence.

"Who's replacing me, Diane? I've catered your events for nine years. I did your retirement party for Dr. Flanagan. I fed four hundred people during the ice storm when nobody else could get their trucks through. You owe me a name."

"I really can't discuss vendor selection—"

"You just did." Maggie kept her voice level. Fifteen years of dealing with clients who changed their minds, guests who had allergies they forgot to mention, and event coordinators who wanted filet mignon on a chicken tender budget. She knew how to hold a conversation without breaking. "I'll pick up the Thursday supplies by end of day."

She hung up and set the phone on the one prep station still standing.

Nine years. UPMC Presbyterian had been her anchor contract—the one that kept the lights on when university bookings went dry over summer and neighborhood events slowed in winter. Three events a month, minimum. Reliable, predictable income that let her take chances on the smaller jobs that kept the work interesting.

Gone with a phone call.

Maggie braced her hands on the stainless steel counter and breathed. The kitchen was cold with every window open to the street, and she could hear the city waking up around her—buses on Forbes, the garbage truck making its rounds, a car alarm somewhere in the student housing blocks. Normal morning sounds that didn't know her world had just cracked down the middle.

She thought about calling the police again. The first report was still sitting in whatever pile Oakland precinct kept for crimes they'd never solve. A second report would sit in the same pile. The cops would nod and take notes and tell her to install cameras, and Phil Kosar would keep waving from his silver sedan.

She thought about calling her sister in Greensburg. Colleen would drive in, help clean up, make her eat something, and spend the whole time asking why Maggie didn't just sell the business and move closer to family. The same conversation they'd been having for seven years, ever since Maggie had decided that stopping meant dying and working meant surviving.

She didn't call anyone.

Instead, she swept the glass.

She started at the front and worked toward the back, methodical and thorough, the way she prepped a station before a big event. Glass into the heavy-duty trash bags. Cutting boards inspected and sorted—three cracked beyond use, four salvageable. The mixer was dented but functional. She plugged it in and ran it empty, listening to the motor for damage. It whined on the high setting but held.

Good enough. Good enough was all she had right now.

By eight o'clock she'd cleared the main floor, taped plastic sheeting over the broken windows, and inventoried what she'd lost. The list was shorter than it could have been—they'd made a mess, but they hadn't touched the cooler or the range, which meant they weren't trying to put her out of business.

They were trying to scare her.

Six weeks ago, she'd been arriving at Presbyterian's loading dock at four-thirty a.m. to set up a breakfast event. The dock had been busy in a way it shouldn't have been—men moving boxes from a hospital truck into an unmarked van, fast and quiet, with the kind of coordination that came from practice. She'd seen faces. She'd seen Phil Kosar directing traffic in his scrubs, clipboard in hand like he was doing legitimate inventory work.

She'd said nothing. Minded her own business, unloaded her steam trays, and gone inside to set up. But Phil had seen her see him.

That was enough.

Maggie pulled the plastic sheeting tighter over the last window frame and secured it with duct tape. The kitchen looked like a field hospital—functional, ugly, holding together through stubbornness and silver tape. She'd cooked in worse. The first year after Kevin died, she'd run three events out of a borrowed church kitchen with equipment she'd bought at a restaurant liquidation sale. That kitchen had a gas leak she'd fixed with plumber's tape and a prayer.

This was better than that. This was still hers.

She pulled the chicken trays from the cooler. Thursday's luncheon was cancelled, but the food was prepped and she wasn't going to waste it. She'd portion it out, drop plates at the women's shelter on Centre Avenue, maybe bring some to the hospital nurses who'd been ordering her boxed lunches for years.

Keep moving. That was the only strategy she'd ever had. Stand still and the grief catches you, the fear catches you, the voice in your head that says what's the point catches you. Keep your hands busy and your kitchen clean and your orders filled, and the world makes sense even when it doesn't.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

Nice plastic. Real professional look.

Maggie looked up. Through the plastic sheeting, she could see the silver sedan still parked across the street. Phil Kosar lifted his phone and she could see the glow of his screen through his windshield.

She blocked the number and went back to portioning chicken.

Her hands were steady. Her jaw was tight. And somewhere under the steadiness and the duct tape and the fifteen years of surviving, something was starting to crack.

But Margaret Brennan had buried a husband, built a business, and fed half of Oakland through every crisis the city could throw. She'd figure this out.

She just didn't know how yet.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Stack left his cut in the saddlebag.

He sat on his bike outside Maggie Brennan's kitchen for a full minute before he made that decision. The building looked rough—plastic sheeting taped over the front windows, a crack running up the brick façade that hadn't been there the last time he'd passed this block. The hand-painted sign above the door still read BRENNAN'S CATERING in dark green letters, but the second N was peeling.

He'd heard about the trouble through the hospital grapevine. Nurses talked, and nurses who'd been ordering Maggie's boxed lunches for a decade talked more than most. Two break-ins in six weeks. Lost her Presbyterian contract. Something about a guy in a silver sedan who sat outside her shop like he owned the street.

Stack hadn't planned to come. It wasn't club business—not yet, maybe not ever. A caterer having a bad month wasn't a Reaper problem.

But he knew her.

Not well. Not the way you know someone you've shared a meal or a conversation with. He knew her the way you know a person who exists in the background of your life for years, steady and constant, until they're so familiar you stop noticing them. Maggie Brennan had catered every hospital event he'd worked security for over eight years. Christmas parties, retirement dinners, fundraiser galas. She'd been the woman in the kitchen who showed up before everyone else and left after everyone was gone, and she'd always had a plate set aside for the security staff without being asked.

He'd been at her husband's funeral. Stood in the back of the church because he'd heard about the accident from one of the ER nurses and it felt wrong not to go. He hadn't spoken to her. Hadn't needed to. The church had been standing room only with half of Oakland packed into the pews, and Maggie had stood at the front with her shoulders squared and her jaw set and her hands steady on the hymnal, and Stack had thought, That woman's not going to fall apart.

She hadn't. She'd gone back to work two weeks later, and the lunches kept coming, and the events kept running, and the woman in the kitchen kept showing up.

He left the cut because she didn't need a biker walking through her door when her windows were already broken. She needed the man she'd recognize—the quiet security guard who'd eaten her food and nodded hello in hospital corridors for the better part of a decade.

The bell above the door was gone. He knocked on the frame.

"We're closed." Her voice came from somewhere in the back, tight and distracted. "If you're here about the windows, the landlord's number is on the—"

She came around the corner drying her hands on a towel and stopped.

He'd forgotten what she looked like up close. Auburn hair pulled back in a bun that was losing the fight against the kitchen's humidity. Strong arms bare to the elbow
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