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The Hunts Point compound looked exactly the same at 1 AM as it had five years ago when Casket rode away from it.

Same chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Same loading dock shadows. Same sodium lights bleeding orange across wet asphalt. The only thing different was him—five years older, five years more broken, and finally done pretending he could live any other way.

His Harley rumbled beneath him as he stopped at the gate, the familiar vibration settling something in his chest that had been rattling loose since the day he'd packed his cut in a duffel bag and told himself he was going to be normal. Five years of warehouse night shifts. Five years of sleeping pills that didn't work. Five years of living in a world that expected him to function on a schedule his brain had abandoned somewhere in the desert fifteen years ago.

The prospect at the gate was new—young kid with nervous eyes who didn't recognize him. That was fine. Casket barely recognized himself most days.

"Name?"

"Casket." The word felt right in his mouth for the first time in half a decade. "Tell Reaper his ghost is back."

The kid's eyes went wide. He'd heard the name, then. Good. The prospect fumbled with his phone, spoke low and fast, then the gate was sliding open and Casket was rolling through.

Home.

The word hit him like a fist to the sternum. He'd spent five years telling himself this place wasn't home, that home was supposed to be something quieter, something that didn't involve blood and brotherhood and the comfortable weight of violence always within reach. He'd been wrong. Home was the rumble of bikes in a warehouse district at 3 AM. Home was men who didn't ask why you couldn't sleep because they already knew. Home was the only place he'd ever fit.

He parked his bike in the row of Harleys near the main entrance, noting the new additions and the familiar frames. Some brothers had upgraded. Some bikes were missing—moved on, moved away, moved to graves. That was club life. Nothing stayed the same except the things that mattered.

The clubhouse door swung open before he reached it.

Reaper stood in the doorway, still wearing that hollow-cheeked skull face that had earned him his name and his patch. President of the Gotham Reapers, the man who'd built a brotherhood from broken soldiers who only knew how to do one thing well. He looked older—more gray at his temples, deeper lines around those deep-set eyes—but he moved the same way. Like smoke. Like something that could kill you before you saw it coming.

"Took you long enough." Reaper's voice was gravel and midnight, same as always.

"Took me five years to figure out I was an idiot."

"Four years longer than I expected." The ghost of a smile crossed Reaper's scarred face. "Get inside. Church in an hour."

Casket walked into the clubhouse and felt the last five years slide off his shoulders like a coat that had never fit right.

The bar was half-full even at this hour—brothers who worked the night shift, old ladies who'd learned to keep Reaper hours, prospects earning their keep. The coffin-wood bar top gleamed under dim lights. Scythes and skulls covered the walls, the Reaper logo marking this place as theirs.

Heads turned as he walked through. He saw recognition dawn on familiar faces—Gravedigger at the bar, Scythe in the corner booth, Shadow materializing from somewhere like he always did. The newer faces just saw a worn-down man in road clothes, but the brothers who remembered knew exactly who'd just walked back in.

"Holy shit." Boneyard was on his feet, crossing the room with that salvage-yard stride. "Casket, you ugly bastard."

"Still prettier than you."

Boneyard's handshake turned into a back-slapping embrace that Casket felt in his bones. "Five years, brother. Five goddamn years."

"Tried being normal." Casket shrugged. "Didn't take."

"Normal's overrated." Coffin appeared at his shoulder, pallbearer-steady as always. "Glad you figured that out before you died of boredom."

The next hour was a blur of reunions—brothers he'd ridden with, bled with, men who'd watched his back in situations that civilians couldn't imagine. Nobody asked where he'd been. Nobody asked why he'd left or why he'd come back. That wasn't how the Reapers operated. You were here or you weren't, and if you came back, you came back. The past was just prologue.

At 2 AM, Reaper called church.

The chapel was in the basement—former cold storage, soundproofed for reasons nobody discussed outside these walls. The reaper table was the same scarred wood it had always been, the president's gavel worn smooth from years of hard decisions. Casket took his old seat and felt the weight of it settle into his shoulders.

Reaper stood at the head of the table, Gravedigger at his right hand. Shadow, Scythe, Coffin, Boneyard—the core brotherhood, gathered in the small hours because that's when Reapers did their best work.

"We all know why we're here." Reaper's voice filled the room without rising. "Casket left five years ago. He's back. Question is whether we vote him in or make him prospect."

"Prospect?" Scythe's scarred face twisted. "He's a founder."

"He walked away."

"And he walked back." Shadow's quiet voice cut through the tension. "That takes something. Admitting you were wrong."

Casket kept his mouth shut. This was their call to make, not his argument to win. He'd given up his right to demand anything when he'd packed that duffel bag and ridden away from the only family that had ever made sense.

"Casket." Reaper fixed him with those graveyard eyes. "You got anything to say?"

"I tried to be normal." The words came out rough, scraped from somewhere deep. "Worked nights at a warehouse. Took pills that didn't work. Told myself I could live like regular people who sleep when it's dark and pretend the world makes sense." He met Reaper's gaze without flinching. "I was wrong. I'm not normal. Never was. Only place I ever fit was here, with men who don't expect me to be something I'm not."

Silence stretched through the basement chapel.

"Vote," Reaper said finally. "Full reinstatement, yes or no."

The ayes came fast and unanimous. Casket felt something unknot in his chest—something that had been wound tight for five years of pretending.

Reaper brought the gavel down once. "Welcome back, brother. Your cut's in my office. Try not to leave it behind this time."

The meeting broke up fast—Reapers didn't waste time on ceremony when there was work to do and darkness to fill. Casket retrieved his cut from Reaper's office, the leather worn soft and familiar when he shrugged it on. The weight of it settled across his shoulders like armor. Like identity. Like the only thing that had ever made him feel real.

He rode out an hour later, following the routes Shadow had mapped through Red Hook—territory the Reapers held adjacent, waterfront docks and industrial backstreets. His brain was too wired for sleep, same as always, so he did what he'd always done: rode until the city felt small and the night felt like something he owned.

Red Hook at 4 AM was sodium light and fog off the water, loading docks and fishing boats and the kind of quiet that only existed when honest citizens were sleeping. Casket rolled through streets he half-remembered, past closed bars and shuttered warehouses, until a neon sign caught his eye.

ADRIENNE'S DINER. OPEN 24 HOURS.

The parking lot held a handful of trucks—longshoremen, maybe, or early-morning delivery drivers. The windows glowed warm against the darkness, promising coffee and food and the simple comfort of a place that didn't close when the rest of the world gave up.

Casket parked his bike and walked in.

The diner was old-school—counter with red vinyl stools, booths along the windows, the smell of coffee and grease that meant someone was doing the job right. A few tired men hunched over plates of eggs. A trucker nursed coffee in the corner booth. And behind the counter—

She moved like someone who owned the space, confident and unhurried despite the hour. Dark blonde hair pinned back from a face that was more interesting than pretty, blue eyes that swept the room and catalogued everything in it. Sturdy build, strong arms, the kind of presence that said she'd been handling herself in this place for years.

She looked up when the door chimed, and those blue eyes met his across twenty feet of linoleum.

Something sparked.

Casket felt it like a shock—recognition that had nothing to do with familiarity. She was a night owl. He could see it in the way she moved, alert and awake in hours when most people dragged. She belonged to the darkness the same way he did.

"Sit anywhere," she called, her voice carrying without effort. "Coffee's fresh."

He took a booth near the window, back to the wall out of habit. She appeared a minute later with a pot of coffee and a mug, moving with easy efficiency.

"Menu's on the table. Kitchen's open all night."

"Eggs. Over easy. Toast."

She wrote it down without comment, no small talk, no attempts to fill the silence. Just a woman doing her job at 4 AM like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Casket watched her walk away and felt something shift in his chest. Not attraction—not yet, not exactly. Recognition. The awareness of someone who understood the hours he lived in.

The coffee was perfect. The eggs were better. He sat in that booth until dawn started graying the windows, and she never once tried to make conversation.

When he finally left, dropping bills on the table, she just nodded at him from behind the counter. Same nod she gave the truckers and longshoremen. Nothing special.

But he'd be back tomorrow night. And the night after that.

Because Casket had learned one thing in five years of trying to be normal: you didn't find people who fit your broken clock. You recognized them.

And he'd just recognized one.
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The clock behind the counter read 3:17 AM when the door chimed and Adrienne's stomach dropped.

Four of them. Same four who'd been camping in her back booths for two weeks straight, ordering nothing but coffee they barely touched, watching her regulars with flat eyes until every last longshoreman found somewhere else to eat. Tommy Barr's crew used to come in every night after the late shift—eight men who'd been eating her father's eggs since before she could see over the counter. They hadn't been back in ten days.

The big one led the way. Eddie, the others called him. Tall and thick with bouncer muscle, hands like sledgehammers, a face that said hurting people wasn't just his job—it was his hobby. He moved through her diner like he owned it, sliding into the corner booth while his crew spread out to claim the others.

"Coffee," Eddie called without looking at her. "And whatever passes for pie in this dump."

Adrienne grabbed the pot and four mugs, keeping her face neutral. Two weeks of this. Two weeks of watching her father's legacy empty out because these bastards had decided her diner was their new clubhouse. She didn't know what they were into—didn't want to know—but she knew trouble when it walked through her door.

She set the mugs down, poured without spilling despite the tremor she could feel trying to start in her hands. "Apple or cherry?"

"Surprise me."

The other three didn't acknowledge her existence. They sat in their booths like sentries, watching the windows, watching the door, watching the quiet man in booth six who'd become her only regular worth a damn. He'd been coming in every night for about a week now—never said much, always ordered the same thing, left good tips and didn't try to fill the silence. She didn't know his story and didn't ask. In Red Hook, you minded your business.

Adrienne cut four slices of apple pie and delivered them to the booths, moving through her own space with the ownership her father had taught her. This was her diner. Her counter, her kitchen, her name on the sign outside. Whatever these men wanted, they didn't get to make her feel small in the place she'd inherited along with her father's last heartbeat.

"Sit down."

Eddie's voice stopped her halfway back to the counter. Not a request. A command, delivered with the casual authority of someone who expected to be obeyed.

"I've got work to do."

"Sit. Down."

She turned. Eddie was watching her with those flat, calculating eyes, one thick finger pointing to the seat across from him. The other three had gone still, attention fixed on her like predators waiting to see which way the rabbit would run.

Adrienne sat.

Up close, Eddie smelled like cigarettes and cheap cologne, a combination that turned her stomach. He smiled at her, and it was worse than the stare—all teeth, no warmth, the expression of a man who enjoyed watching people squirm.

"You know who I work for?"

"No."

"Frank Russo. Name ring a bell?"

She shook her head. It didn't, but the way Eddie said it—like the name should make her kneel—told her everything she needed to know. Frank Russo was someone who mattered in the world these men moved through. Someone with power. Someone dangerous.

"Mr. Russo's got business on the waterfront," Eddie continued, leaning back in the booth like he was settling in for a long conversation. "Needs a place for meetings. Somewhere his associates can come and go without drawing attention. Somewhere with flexible hours." His smile widened. "Twenty-four-hour diner near the docks fits the bill real nice."

"There are other diners."

"Mr. Russo wants this one."

Adrienne's hands clenched beneath the table. "This diner belonged to my father. He opened it in 1978 and ran it until he died two years ago. It's not for sale, and it's not for rent."

"Nobody said anything about buying." Eddie's voice dropped, all pretense of friendliness evaporating. "Here's how this works. Mr. Russo's people are going to use your back room for meetings. You're going to keep your mouth shut about who comes and goes. In exchange, you get to keep running your little breakfast joint without any... accidents."

"Accidents."

"Red Hook's a dangerous place." Eddie shrugged, those massive shoulders rolling beneath his jacket. "Grease fires. Break-ins. Owners who trip and fall into the East River. Lot of things can go wrong for a woman running a business alone."

The threat landed like a punch to the chest. Adrienne thought about her father—sixty-three years old, strong as an ox, dropping dead behind this counter during the breakfast rush. She'd been pouring coffee ten feet away when his heart gave out. Finished serving the customers before she let herself process that he was gone, because that's what he would have wanted. The diner stayed open. The diner always stayed open.

And now these bastards wanted to take it from her. Not with money or lawyers, but with threats and violence and the casual assumption that a woman alone couldn't protect what was hers.

"I need to think about it."

Eddie laughed. Actually laughed, like she'd told a joke. "That's cute. Really. But this isn't a negotiation." He leaned forward, close enough that she could see the broken capillaries in his nose, smell the coffee on his breath. "Mr. Russo asked nice once. He doesn't ask twice. You've got until tomorrow night to get comfortable with the new arrangement. After that, we stop being friendly."

He grabbed her wrist before she could pull back, thick fingers grinding the bones together hard enough to make her gasp.

"You feel that?" His voice was soft now, intimate, the voice of a man who enjoyed causing pain. "That's friendly. You don't want to find out what unfriendly looks like."

He released her, and Adrienne jerked her arm back, cradling the wrist that was already starting to bruise. The other men were watching with bored expressions, like they'd seen this show a hundred times before. Like women with bruised wrists were just another part of the job.

"Tomorrow night," Eddie repeated. "Think about it. Think real hard."

They stayed until dawn.

Four hours of hell, watching them spread out across her booths like an occupying army, driving away the few customers brave enough to walk through the door. A trucker took one look at the back booths and turned around. A longshoreman she recognized from her father's funeral met her eyes, read the fear in them, and left without ordering.

The quiet man in booth six stayed. He ordered more coffee, more eggs, ate slowly like he had nowhere else to be. She caught him watching the back booths with an expression she couldn't read—not afraid, not aggressive, just... watchful. Like he was cataloging something. Recording it.

At six-fifteen, Eddie and his crew finally slid out of the booths. Eddie stopped at the counter on his way to the door, dropped a twenty-dollar bill like he was doing her a favor.

"Tomorrow," he said. "Don't make the wrong choice."

The door chimed behind them, and they were gone.

Adrienne stood frozen behind the counter, her bruised wrist throbbing in time with her heartbeat. The diner was empty now—even booth six had cleared out sometime in the last hour, the quiet man leaving cash on the table like always. She was alone with the coffee smell and the ghost of her father and the certain knowledge that her world was about to collapse.

She locked the door. Flipped the sign to CLOSED for the first time since her father's funeral. Then she sat down at the counter, pulled out the battered notebook where she tracked income and expenses, and started doing math.

Two weeks of lost customers. Revenue down sixty percent, maybe more. The regulars were scared off, and word spread fast on the waterfront—Adrienne's wasn't safe anymore, Adrienne's had trouble. Her savings could cover maybe three months of operating costs if she cut everything to the bone. After that, she'd have to close.

Forty-six years. Her father had run this place for forty-six years, and these bastards were going to kill it in a matter of weeks without ever touching her.

The numbers blurred. Adrienne blinked hard, refusing to let the tears fall. She hadn't cried when her father dropped dead in front of her. She hadn't cried during the funeral, or the lawyer meetings, or the first overnight shift she'd worked alone. She wasn't going to cry now.

But God, she was tired. Two weeks of fear, two weeks of watching everything her father built slip away, two weeks of knowing that something terrible was coming and being completely powerless to stop it. She hadn't slept well since this started—hadn't slept well in years, if she was honest—but lately the insomnia had teeth. She lay awake at night and imagined fires. Imagined falling. Imagined her name joining her father's on a headstone while Frank Russo's men ate pie in her booths and laughed.

The sun was fully up now, light streaming through windows that needed washing, illuminating a diner that felt emptier than it had ever been. Adrienne stared at her notebook, at the numbers that spelled out exactly how long she could survive without help, without customers, without anyone willing to stand beside her against men who threatened like breathing.

Six weeks. Maybe eight if she stopped eating.

She closed the notebook and pressed her palms flat against the counter, feeling the worn laminate beneath her fingers. Her father had installed this counter himself in 1982. He'd told her once that the secret to a good diner was simple: be there when people needed you, and don't run when things got hard.

She wasn't going to run.

She just had no idea how to stay.
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Church at 1 AM meant something was wrong.

Casket took his seat at the reaper table and watched his brothers file in—Gravedigger looking like he'd been pulled from a job, still wearing work boots caked with something Casket didn't want to identify. Scythe moving with that lethal economy that meant he was ready to hurt someone. Shadow materializing from the hallway like he'd been part of the wall. Boneyard and Coffin bringing up the rear, exchanging looks that said they didn't know why they were here either.

Reaper stood at the head of the table, arms crossed, watching them settle. He didn't sit. Bad sign.

"Casket called this meeting." Reaper's graveled voice filled the basement chapel. "So Casket's going to explain why I'm not sleeping."

Every eye in the room turned to him. Casket had expected that—he'd asked for this, after all—but the weight of brotherhood attention still settled heavy on his shoulders. Three weeks back and he was already bringing problems to the table.

"There's a cargo theft operation running out of Red Hook," he said. "Been watching it for about two weeks now. Guy named Frank Russo—runs a small shipping company as cover, uses it to move stolen goods off the waterfront."

"Cargo theft." Scythe's scarred face twisted with something like disappointment. "That's port authority business. Why do we care?"

"Because Russo's crew is squeezing a diner for cover. Camping in the booths every night, driving away customers, threatening the owner." Casket kept his voice level, but something hot flickered in his chest when he thought about the bruises he'd seen forming on her wrist. "They want the place for meetings. Somewhere to explain why they're always near the water at odd hours."

"A diner." Boneyard leaned back in his chair, eyebrows raised. "We're calling church at 1 AM over a diner?"

"We're calling church because Russo's operating on Reaper-adjacent territory without acknowledgment." Casket met Boneyard's eyes without flinching. "Red Hook waterfront. Our backyard. And nobody asked permission."

That landed. He watched the shift ripple around the table—the slight straightening of spines, the hardening of expressions. Territory was sacred. You didn't operate in another crew's backyard without paying respect, and you damn sure didn't claim space that wasn't yours to claim.

"What do you know about Russo?" Reaper asked.

"Mid-level operator. Maybe fourteen, fifteen guys total—dock workers on the take, drivers, muscle. Been running cargo theft for years without stepping on anyone important enough to stop him." Casket paused. "Two business owners in the area had accidents in the last few years. One fell off a pier. One had a grease fire."

"And now he wants the diner."

"Wants it bad enough to camp his crew there every night for two weeks. Owner's lost most of her customers. Won't be able to stay open much longer if this keeps up."

Silence stretched around the table. Casket could feel his brothers processing, weighing the information against their own priorities. Cargo theft wasn't their business. A struggling diner wasn't their problem. But territory—territory was everything.

"Tell me about the owner." Shadow's quiet voice cut through the stillness. "The woman running this place."

Casket's jaw tightened. He'd been hoping to avoid this part. "Name's Adrienne. Took over when her father died a couple years back. Runs the overnight shift herself because someone has to feed the dock workers at 3 AM."

"And you know this how?" Gravedigger asked, something knowing creeping into his tone.

"Been going there. Every night since I got back." Casket shrugged, aiming for casual. "Good coffee. She doesn't ask questions."

"Every night." Coffin's lips twitched. "For three weeks."

"The coffee's good."

"Must be some damn fine coffee," Boneyard muttered, "for you to bring her problems to church."

Heat crawled up Casket's neck. He ignored it. "This isn't about her. It's about Russo claiming territory he has no right to claim. If we let that slide, every two-bit operator in Brooklyn's going to think they can set up shop in our backyard."

"But it's a little about her." Scythe was grinning now, that blade-sharp expression that meant he was enjoying watching Casket squirm. "The woman with the good coffee who doesn't ask questions."

"She's got nothing to do with—"

"Brother." Reaper's voice cut through the rising tension like a blade. "I've known you for fifteen years. You don't call church over territory disputes. You handle that yourself and tell me about it after." His hollow eyes fixed on Casket with unsettling intensity. "So tell
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