
SHADOW’S PROTECTION

GOTHAM REAPERS MC #3

TEAGAN SINCLAIR

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 Teagan Sinclair
All rights reserved.
Cover picture by Freepik

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

AUTHOR’S NOTE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Twelve hours in a Bronx doorway had turned Shadow into furniture.

He stood in the recessed entrance of a shuttered bodega, shoulders pressed against graffiti-tagged metal, breathing shallow and slow. The sodium lights painted everything the color of old rust. Across the street, a third-floor window glowed with the blue flicker of a television—Marco Reyes watching the Knicks lose while his wife slept in the bedroom and his mistress waited three blocks over in a walkup he thought nobody knew about.

Shadow knew.

He knew Reyes left for the mistress every Thursday at eleven-forty, took the fire escape to avoid waking his wife, walked the same route through the same alley to the same back entrance. He knew the man paused at the corner of 184th to light a cigarette—Marlboro Reds, always two drags before he kept moving. He knew there was a seventeen-second window where Reyes stood completely still, completely exposed, completely alone.

Scythe would appreciate that information tomorrow.

The TV flickered off at eleven-thirty. Shadow didn't move. A rat skittered past his boots and didn't notice him. Two teenagers walked by arguing about a girl, close enough to touch, and their eyes slid right past the shadow in the doorway like he wasn't there.

He wasn't, really. Not anymore.

The fire escape rattled. Reyes descended with the casual confidence of a man who'd gotten away with everything for forty-three years—the gambling debts he'd run up using club money, the information he'd sold to a Dominican crew pushing into Reaper territory, the three brothers who'd taken bullets because Reyes had tipped off the wrong people about a collection run.

Reaper had been patient. Reaper was always patient. But patience had its limits, and Marco Reyes had found them.

Shadow lifted the camera with a telephoto lens and captured Reyes at the base of the fire escape, at the mouth of the alley, at the corner where he paused for his cigarette. Two drags. Seventeen seconds of perfect stillness. The shutter clicked soundlessly, and Shadow had everything Scythe needed.

He waited another forty minutes after Reyes disappeared into the mistress's building. Watched the third-floor light go on, then off. Noted the time: 12:47 AM. Then he peeled himself away from the doorway and walked three blocks to where his bike waited in an abandoned lot, moving through the Bronx like smoke through a cracked window.

Nobody saw him leave. Nobody ever did.



Church convened at two in the morning because Reapers didn't keep daylight hours.

The chapel occupied what used to be cold storage in the Hunts Point compound, walls still lined with the industrial insulation that had once kept meat frozen. Now it kept sound from escaping—useful, given what sometimes happened during church. The long table in the center had been built from reclaimed coffin wood, and the chairs around it held men who'd put bodies in the ground and never lost sleep over it.

Shadow took his seat at Reaper's right hand, the road captain's position he'd held for six years. Across the table, Gravedigger was cleaning dirt from under his fingernails with a pocket knife—fresh job earlier tonight, from the look of him. Scythe sat motionless as a blade waiting to drop, pale eyes fixed on nothing, already calculating angles and approaches for whatever target came next.

Coffin and Boneyard flanked the far end of the table. Coffin had the professional stillness of a man raised around death; Boneyard looked like he'd rather be elbow-deep in an engine block but understood that church came before personal preference.

At the head of the table, Reaper waited.

Dominic Vance had the kind of face that made men cross the street, hollow-cheeked and deep-eyed with a scar across his throat that told its own story. He'd built the Gotham Reapers from a handful of men who knew how to kill and needed a reason to keep doing it. Fifteen years later, the club owned the night across four boroughs, and Reaper's name made enemies disappear before they became problems.

"Shadow," Reaper said. His voice never rose above a murmur. It didn't need to.

Shadow laid the photographs on the coffin-wood table. Eight-by-tens printed at a shop in Jersey where they didn't ask questions. Reyes at the fire escape. Reyes in the alley. Reyes at the corner, cigarette glowing orange, body still as a target on a range.

"Thursday nights," Shadow said. "Leaves at eleven-forty, same route every time. Seventeen-second window at the corner of 184th and Valentine. Clean sight lines from the roof across the street or the alley to the east."

Scythe picked up the corner photograph, studied it with eyes that measured everything in terms of blade angles and arterial access. "How long does he stay at the woman's place?"

"Minimum two hours. Usually closer to three. Nobody's watching for him to come home."

"Wife?"

"Sleeps through. Has for months."

Reaper's fingers brushed across the photographs like he was reading the story they told. A man who'd betrayed the club. A man who'd cost them blood. A man whose borrowed time had finally run out.

"Clean," Reaper said.

It wasn't a question, but Shadow answered anyway. "No witnesses. No cameras. No trail back to us."

"Good." Reaper looked at Scythe. "Thursday."

Scythe nodded once. The photographs disappeared into his cut, and Marco Reyes became a dead man walking—he just didn't know it yet.

The rest of church covered territory business: a dispute with a crew in Far Rockaway that needed settling, a shipment coming through Red Hook that required eyes on the docks, the ongoing expansion of a Bay Ridge operation that had Gravedigger watching the waterfront with professional interest.

Shadow listened without speaking. His job was the watching, the mapping, the getting-brothers-in-and-out. The talking he left to men who liked the sound of their own voices.

When church ended, he was the first one out the chapel door.



The ride to Red Hook took forty minutes at three in the morning, when the city's streets belonged to delivery trucks and the desperate. Shadow's bike carved through the darkness of the BQE, past the container yards and waterfront warehouses, into the gentrifying blocks where old Italian bakeries stood between craft cocktail bars and boutique dog groomers.

Sal's Bakery occupied a corner building that looked like it hadn't changed since Eisenhower was president. Faded green awning, hand-painted sign, windows fogged from the heat of ovens that had been running since before sunrise. The neighborhood had transformed around it—brownstones selling for two million, coffee shops charging eight dollars for a latte—but Sal's remained exactly what it had always been: a bakery that opened at four AM and closed when the bread ran out.

Shadow parked across the street in the shadow of a construction dumpster, killed the engine, and waited.

This was the part he didn't examine. The part that had started three months ago when a job brought him through Red Hook and he'd stopped for bread on a whim. The part that had become a ritual without his permission, pulling him across the borough two or three times a week to sit in darkness and watch the lights come on in a bakery where an old woman made cannoli like his grandmother used to.

His grandmother had died while he was in a Syrian safe house, running surveillance on a target whose name he'd already forgotten. He'd gotten the news six days after the funeral. Hadn't made it home for another three months. By then, there was nothing left to go home to—just a grave in Queens and an empty apartment full of photographs of a woman who'd raised him while his mother worked double shifts.

He didn't think about that. Didn't think about anything except the mission, the club, the darkness that had become his natural habitat. But something about the smell of bread at four in the morning cracked open a door he thought he'd sealed shut years ago.

At 3:58, a light flickered on in the back of the bakery.

Shadow watched the silhouette move behind the frosted glass. Small, quick movements—checking ovens, pulling ingredients, beginning the work that would fill the display cases before the first customers arrived. Two minutes later, the front lights came on, and the silhouette became a woman.

Delia Marchetti.

He'd learned her name the way he learned everything: by watching, listening, cataloging. Third generation at Sal's, took over after her father died mid-shift four years ago. Dark hair pulled back for work, dark eyes that assessed everyone who walked through her door in about three seconds flat. Flour perpetually dusted somewhere on her person no matter how often she brushed it off. Arms strong from kneading dough. Curves she clearly didn't have time to worry about.

She was pretty in a way that had nothing to do with trying. Pretty like bread fresh from the oven was pretty—warm and real and made for someone's hands.

Shadow didn't think about that either.

At 4:15, Rosa Marchetti emerged from the back, eighty-two years old and moving with the determination of a woman who'd been supervising cannoli production since before her granddaughter was born. She settled into a chair near the display case, and even from across the street Shadow could see her mouth moving—criticism or instruction or both, the eternal grandmother's prerogative.

He gave it another twenty minutes. Let the first batch of bread come out of the ovens, filling the air with a scent that drifted all the way to his position in the darkness. Let the display cases start to fill. Let the normalcy of it wash over him like something he'd forgotten he needed.

Then he crossed the street and pushed open the door.

The bell above it chimed, and Rosa looked up from her chair with sharp dark eyes that cataloged him instantly: leather cut, road-worn boots, the kind of face that didn't stick in memory. Her expression flickered through suspicion to assessment to something that looked almost like recognition.

"You're back," she said. Not a question.

"Bread," Shadow replied.

Three words. That was his limit. More than that and people started to remember you, started to form connections, started to expect things. Shadow didn't do expectations.

Rosa's mouth curved into something that might have been approval. She jerked her chin toward the counter where Delia was pulling a tray of fresh loaves from the rack.

"Tell my granddaughter what you want. She doesn't believe in mind reading."

Shadow approached the counter. Delia turned, and there it was again—that three-second assessment, those dark eyes cataloging him the same way her grandmother had but landing somewhere different. She took in the cut, the boots, the face that slid out of memory. Her expression didn't change, but something in her posture shifted, sharpened.

"Same as usual?" she asked. Her voice was rougher than he'd expected the first time he'd heard it—too many four AM starts, maybe, or just the natural rasp of a woman who didn't waste words any more than he did.

Shadow nodded.

She grabbed a loaf of Italian bread, still warm from the oven, and wrapped it in paper with efficient movements. "Three-fifty."

He handed her a five, same as always. She made change without looking, dropped it into his palm, and turned back to the racks before he could say anything else.

Not that he would have. Three words was the limit. She'd gotten one.

But as he turned toward the door, he caught Rosa watching him with eyes that saw more than they should. The old woman's mouth curved again, knowing and amused and just a little bit challenging.

"Same time Thursday?" she asked.

Shadow didn't answer. He pushed through the door, the bell chiming behind him, and walked back to his bike with bread warm against his chest and something unnamed warm in his gut.

He didn't examine that either.

But as he kicked the engine to life and pulled away from the curb, he caught himself checking the mirror. Watching the bakery's windows until they disappeared behind a corner. Noting the black SUV parked three spots down that hadn't been there when he'd arrived.

New York plates. Tinted windows. The kind of vehicle that didn't belong in front of a Red Hook bakery at four-thirty in the morning.

Shadow filed the information away and rode north toward Hunts Point, the bread cooling against his chest and the image of dark eyes burning somewhere behind his ribs.

He'd check on that SUV tomorrow. Run the plates, map the pattern, figure out who else was watching Sal's Bakery and why.

Tonight, he had bread. Tonight, that was enough.

But something told him it wouldn't be for long.
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The ovens had been Delia's alarm clock since she was six years old.

She didn't need the timer anymore—her body knew when the bread was ready the same way it knew when to breathe. Twenty-two minutes for the Italian loaves, eighteen for the semolina, thirty-one for the olive rosemary that the weekend brunch crowd devoured before noon. Her hands moved through the rhythm of pulling trays and checking crusts while the first gray light of December crept through the bakery's frosted windows.

Six AM. First batch done, second batch rising, display cases waiting to be filled. Rosa would emerge from the back apartment in an hour to supervise the cannoli—because Delia still didn't pack them tight enough, sixty years of baking apparently insufficient to master the art of ricotta distribution.

This was the part of the day Delia loved most. The silence before the rush, the smell of bread that had seeped into these walls since 1958, the knowledge that she was exactly where three generations of Marchettis had stood before her. Her grandfather had built these ovens. Her father had died beside them. And she would keep them burning until her own heart gave out, because that's what Marchetti women did.

They handled their own problems.

The bell above the door chimed, and Delia's hands paused on the tray she was lifting.

Too early for customers. The regulars knew better than to show up before six-thirty, when the display cases were full and the coffee was hot. This was her time, her space, and whoever had just walked through that door had already made their first mistake.

She turned, tray still in her hands, and felt her stomach drop straight through the floor.

Tommy Carruso stood just inside the entrance, flanked by two men whose shoulders barely fit through the doorway. He wore a suit that cost more than her monthly flour order, charcoal gray with a silk tie the color of dried blood. His smile was the kind that made children cry and dogs growl—all teeth, no warmth, the expression of a man who'd learned to mimic human emotion without ever actually feeling it.

"Miss Marchetti." He spread his hands like they were old friends. "Beautiful morning, isn't it?"

Delia set the tray down slowly. Kept her voice steady. "We're not open yet."

"I'm not here for bread." Tommy strolled toward the counter, his soldiers fanning out to block the door and the hallway to the back. Casual. Practiced. The moves of men who'd done this a hundred times before. "Mr. DeLuca asked me to stop by. See if you've had a chance to reconsider his generous offer."

"I reconsidered." Delia crossed her arms over her flour-dusted apron. "The answer's still no."

Tommy's smile didn't waver, but something shifted behind his eyes. Something cold and patient and utterly without mercy. "That's disappointing. Mr. DeLuca has tremendous respect for your family's legacy. Three generations of Marchettis, serving this community, building something real. He wants to preserve that. Help it grow."

"By running his dirty money through my register."

"By investing in a local institution." Tommy picked up a sesame roll from the cooling rack, examined it like he was considering a purchase. "The waterfront's changing, Miss Marchetti. New developments, new opportunities. Mr. DeLuca's been buying up properties for two years now. Restaurants, bodegas, that little hardware store on Van Brunt. Smart business owners see the value in partnership."

"And the ones who don't?"

Tommy took a bite of the roll. Chewed slowly. Swallowed. "Accidents happen in old buildings. Faulty wiring. Gas leaks. Terrible tragedies." He set the roll back on the rack, half-eaten. "Mr. DeLuca would hate to see something happen to a place with so much history."

Delia's nails bit into her palms, but she didn't flinch. Didn't step back. Three generations of Marchetti women had stared down worse than this—loan sharks during the Depression, mobsters during the seventies, gentrifiers who wanted to turn the bakery into a goddamn yoga studio. She wasn't going to be the one who blinked.

"My grandfather didn't build Sal's so some Bay Ridge gangster could wash his blood money through my cannoli." She kept her voice flat, hard, the tone she'd learned from Rosa when the old woman was dealing with suppliers who thought they could cheat her. "Tell Mr. DeLuca I said no. Again. For the third time. Maybe get it tattooed on your forehead so you remember."

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

Tommy's smile vanished like it had never existed. He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive and sharp that made her think of funeral homes. His soldiers hadn't moved, but the doorway to the back suddenly seemed very far away.

"You've got spirit, Miss Marchetti. I respect that." His voice was soft now, almost gentle, and somehow that was worse than the threats. "But spirit doesn't keep the ovens running. Spirit doesn't pay the bills or protect the people you love."

He reached into his jacket, and Delia's heart slammed against her ribs. But he only pulled out a business card, cream-colored with embossed lettering, and set it on the counter between them.

"Your grandmother," he said, almost conversationally. "Rosa, right? Eighty-two years old. Still takes that walk to St. Mary's every morning. Same route, same time. Seven-fifteen, down Van Brunt to Coffey Street, left on Conover to the church." He smiled again, and this time it reached his eyes—flat and cold and absolutely certain. "Old women fall sometimes. Hips break. Sometimes they don't get back up."

The world went white around the edges.

Delia heard herself speaking from somewhere very far away, her voice a stranger's voice, calm and steady while everything inside her screamed. "Get out of my bakery."

"Think about it." Tommy straightened his tie, adjusted his cuffs like they'd just been discussing the weather. "Mr. DeLuca's a patient man, but patience has limits. I'll be back next week for your answer." He nodded to his soldiers, and they peeled away from their positions, falling into formation behind him. "The bread's excellent, by the way. Your grandfather would be proud."

The bell chimed as they left. The black SUV was parked across the street—the same one she'd noticed a few times this week, always there when she opened, gone by the time the rush started. She watched it pull away from the curb and disappear around the corner, and only then did she let herself breathe.

Her hands were shaking.

She looked down at them—flour-dusted, strong, the hands that had been kneading dough since before she could read—and watched them tremble like leaves in a storm. The tray of bread sat cooling on the counter. The display cases waited to be filled. And somewhere in the back apartment, her grandmother was waking up, getting dressed for her morning walk to St. Mary's, completely unaware that a man in a charcoal suit had just put a target on her back.

Delia grabbed the edge of the counter and held on until her knuckles went white.

She should call the police. That's what normal people did, wasn't it? When men in expensive suits threatened your grandmother, you picked up the phone and dialed 911 and let the system handle it. Except she knew—everyone in Red Hook knew—that Vincent DeLuca owned cops. Had for years. The detective who lost evidence, the patrol officers who looked the other way, the whole rotten infrastructure of a city that ran on favors and fear.

The police wouldn't help. The police would make it worse.

Marchetti women handle their own problems.

Rosa's voice in her head, the same thing she'd been saying since Delia was old enough to understand it. Handle your own problems. Don't ask for help. Don't show weakness. Don't let the bastards see you sweat.

But how was she supposed to handle this? How was she supposed to fight a man who'd been running a crime family for thirty years, who had soldiers and money and cops in his pocket, who could make her grandmother disappear with a phone call and a smile?

The timer went off.

The second batch of bread was burning.

Delia grabbed the oven mitt automatically, her body moving through the motions while her mind spun in useless circles. She yanked open the oven door, felt the blast of heat against her face, and reached for the tray—

The burn hit her before she registered the mistake.

She'd grabbed the metal edge with her bare hand, the mitt dangling useless from the other, and the pain shot up her arm like lightning. She jerked back with a hiss, the tray clattering to the floor, loaves scattering across the tile she'd mopped at four this morning.

"Delia? Che cosa è successo?"

Rosa emerged from the back hallway in her housedress and slippers, gray hair still pinned for sleep, dark eyes sharp with concern. She moved faster than an eighty-two-year-old woman should be able to move, crossing the kitchen to grab Delia's burned hand and examine it with the clinical efficiency of someone who'd treated a lifetime of baking injuries.

"Under the water. Now." Rosa pushed her toward the sink, turned on the cold tap, held Delia's hand beneath the stream while she clucked her tongue. "Where is your head this morning? You know better than to grab the tray without the mitt."

"I know, Nonna. I just—" Delia's voice cracked, and she clamped her mouth shut before anything else could escape.

Rosa's eyes narrowed. The old woman had been reading people since before Delia's father was born, and she hadn't survived eighty-two years in Red Hook by missing the signs when something was wrong.

"Those men," she said. Not a question. "The ones who came in. I heard the bell."

Delia's heart clenched. "You saw them?"

"I see everything in my bakery." Rosa's grip on her wrist was surprisingly strong. "Who were they? What did they want?"

The lie came out before Delia could stop it. Easy. Natural. The first lie she'd ever told her grandmother.

"Just suppliers, Nonna." She forced a smile, hating herself with every word. "New distributor trying to get our flour contract. Pushy, but that's salesmen for you."

Rosa stared at her for a long moment. Those dark eyes—Delia's eyes, her father's eyes, three generations of Marchettis looking out at a world that had never done them any favors—searched her face for the truth.

Delia held the smile. Held the lie. Held everything inside where it couldn't hurt the woman who'd raised her, who'd taught her everything she knew, who walked the same route to church every morning at seven-fifteen and had no idea that route had just become a death trap.

"Pushy salesmen," Rosa repeated.

"They won't be back."

Another lie. Tommy Carruso would be back in a week, and Delia had no idea what she was going to do when he walked through that door again.

But she'd figure it out. She had to. Because Marchetti women handled their own problems, and right now, the only problem that mattered was keeping her grandmother safe.

Rosa released her wrist and surveyed the ruined bread scattered across the floor. "Clean this up. I'll start the next batch." She shuffled toward the flour bins, muttering in Italian about granddaughters who couldn't concentrate and perfectly good bread gone to waste.

Delia turned off the tap and stared at her burned hand. The skin was already blistering, angry and red.

She barely felt it.

All she could feel was the cold certainty settling into her bones: something had just changed. Something fundamental. And she had no idea how to change it back.

The bell above the door would chime again. Tommy Carruso would return. And Vincent DeLuca would keep pushing until she broke or he did.

Marchetti women handle their own problems.

She just had to figure out how.
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