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The Bronx hit different on a bike.

Dirge rolled through Mott Haven at thirty miles an hour, the rumble of his Harley bouncing off brick tenements and bodega awnings. Late afternoon sun cut through the elevated train tracks overhead, throwing prison-bar shadows across the street. He'd walked these blocks a thousand times as a kid—running from trouble, running toward it, running just to feel like he was going somewhere. Now he rode them wearing a prospect cut, and everything looked smaller than he remembered.

Everything except the problems.

He took Willis Avenue toward 138th, passing the corner where his friend Dean had caught his first charge at fifteen back in the day. The check-cashing place where his mother used to cash her home-care checks. The barbershop that changed owners every two years because nobody could make rent stick. Same buildings, same busted sidewalks, same tired faces watching him roll by with expressions that mixed suspicion and something else. Recognition, maybe. The Bronx remembered its own.

The errand was simple. Vargas Auto Body owed the Reapers twelve grand for protection they'd been too stupid to pay on time. Three months late, and Coffin was done waiting. Dirge's job was to deliver a message—not the violent kind, not yet. Just a reminder that the club's patience had an expiration date.

He pulled into the lot behind the body shop, killed the engine, and swung off the bike. The air tasted like primer and exhaust. Two mechanics looked up from a Camaro they were working on, their faces going carefully blank when they saw the reaper patch on his back.

Not a full member yet. But the reaper on his back was enough to make people pay attention.

"Vargas around?" Dirge kept his voice level. Respectful, but not soft.

The older mechanic—Puerto Rican guy with gray in his mustache and grease to his elbows—jerked his chin toward the office. "He expecting you?"

"He should be."

Dirge walked past them without waiting for permission. The office door was propped open with a cinder block, and inside, a heavyset man in a sweat-stained polo was hunched over a desk covered in invoices. He looked up when Dirge's shadow fell across the paperwork, and his face went through about six emotions in two seconds. Fear won.

"I got another week." Vargas held up his hands like Dirge had pulled a weapon. "Tell Coffin I got another week. I got three insurance jobs coming in—"

"You had another week three weeks ago." Dirge stepped into the office, filling the doorway. He didn't crowd the man, didn't need to. His presence was enough. "Coffin sent me to remind you what twelve thousand looks like on a calendar. You're at ninety days. Nobody gets to a hundred."

Vargas's throat worked. "I'm good for it. You know I'm good for it. I been paying the club for six years—"

"And you'll keep paying. But the twelve comes first." Dirge pulled an envelope from inside his cut and dropped it on the desk. "That's your new terms. Interest went up. You got seven days."

"Seven days? That's—"

"Generous." Dirge let the word hang. "Coffin wanted to give you three."

The lie came easy. Coffin hadn't said shit about timelines—that was Dirge's call to make. But Vargas didn't need to know a junior member was making judgment calls. He needed to believe the whole weight of the club was behind this visit, that the reaper on Dirge's back meant the same thing as the one on Coffin's.

It would. Soon enough.

Vargas picked up the envelope with shaking fingers. Read the number inside. His face went gray, but he nodded. "Seven days."

"Good man."

Dirge walked out without looking back. The mechanics had found something real interesting to stare at under the Camaro's hood, and neither of them looked up as he crossed the lot. He mounted the bike, kicked the engine to life, and pulled out onto Willis Avenue with the satisfaction of a job done clean.

No violence. No threats beyond the implied ones. Just a man doing the grunt work, proving he could handle business without making messes that patched members would have to clean up.

The route back to Hunts Point took him past P.S. 130.

Dirge slowed without meaning to, his bike dropping to a crawl as the three-story brick building came into view. Same chain-link fence around the playground. Same faded mural on the side wall—something about reaching for the stars that had seemed inspiring when he was eight and just looked sad now. Same windows with construction paper decorations visible from the street, little kid artwork in red and yellow and blue.

He'd sat in one of those classrooms. Third grade, Mrs. Patterson's room, second floor corner. She'd been the first teacher who told him he was smart enough to be anything, and he'd believed her for about six months before the streets taught him different.

The Marines had taught him she was right. Four years of proving he could be more than what Mott Haven expected. Two deployments showing him what he was capable of when someone gave him a mission and the tools to complete it.

Three months back home, and he still didn't know if any of it mattered.

A woman walked out the school's front entrance—teacher type, professional clothes, natural hair pulled back neat. She had a stack of papers under one arm and was digging in her bag for keys, not paying attention to the street. Pretty, in that focused way that said she had more important things to think about than whether anyone was looking.

Dirge watched her for a second longer than he should have, then twisted the throttle and kept moving. He had somewhere to be.



The compound rose out of Hunts Point's industrial sprawl like a fortress that had learned to hide in plain sight. Three stories of brick and steel, surrounded by warehouses and loading docks that saw traffic only after dark. The Reapers had claimed this corner of the Bronx fifteen years ago, and nobody with sense came around asking questions.

Dirge pulled through the gate and parked at the end of the row—furthest from the building, where junior members kept their bikes until they earned better placement. The hierarchy was in everything. Where you parked, where you sat, how long you waited before speaking. He was learning to read it like a language.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like beer and motor oil and the ghost of last night's party. A few brothers were scattered around the main room—Boneyard playing pool with a hang-around, two others watching something on the TV mounted behind the bar. They nodded at Dirge as he passed. Respect, but not warmth. He hadn't earned warmth yet.

Coffin was in the back office, doing whatever the club's enforcer did when he wasn't enforcing. Paperwork, apparently. The big man looked up from a ledger when Dirge knocked on the open door.

"Vargas?"

"Handled." Dirge stayed in the doorway until Coffin waved him in. "Gave him seven days on the new terms. He'll pay."

"You sure about that?"

"He's scared enough to find the money. Got three insurance jobs coming in, probably gonna cut some corners to make the math work. But he'll pay."

Coffin studied him for a long moment. The enforcer had a pallbearer's build and a face that gave nothing away—third-generation funeral home family, Dirge had heard. Death was the man's business long before he started filling coffins instead of preparing them.

"Sit down."

Dirge sat.

"You grew up around there." It wasn't a question. "Mott Haven. Willis Avenue, 138th."

"Three blocks from the school."

"P.S. 130." Coffin leaned back in his chair. "I read your file. Marines pulled you out, and you came back. Why?"

The question shouldn't have hit as hard as it did. Dirge had answered it a dozen times during his prospect interview, given the club every reason they needed to hear. But Coffin wasn't asking about reasons. He was asking about something else.

"Because I owe it." The words came out rougher than Dirge intended. "Got out when other people didn't. Came back with skills that don't mean shit in civilian life. The club—" He stopped, tried again. "The Reapers are the only thing that makes those skills matter. And Mott Haven is the only place that's ever been mine."

Coffin was quiet for a long time. Then he nodded, like Dirge had passed some kind of test he hadn't known he was taking.

"Earning a patch isn't about proving you can fight. Any asshole with fists can fight." The enforcer's voice dropped, taking on weight. "It's about proving you understand what we protect. Not just the club. Not just the brothers. The territory. The people in it who can't protect themselves."

"I understand."

"You're starting to." Coffin picked up a folder from his desk and held it out. "Shadow's got you running surveillance tomorrow. Something's moving in Mott Haven—gambling operation squeezing civilians. Not our business yet, but it might be. Keep your eyes open."

Dirge took the folder. "What am I looking for?"

"Collectors. Muscle. Anyone who's not from the neighborhood throwing weight around." Coffin's expression went cold. "And if you see them threatening people who can't fight back, you bring that information to me. The club decides what happens next."

Dirge stood, the folder tight in his grip. "Yes, sir."

He was halfway to the door when Coffin's voice stopped him.

"That school. P.S. 130." The enforcer's tone had changed—something almost human underneath the ice. "My cousin's kid goes there. Third grade. Good kid, bad neighborhood."

Dirge turned back. "Mrs. Patterson still teach third grade?"

"Retired five years ago. But there's a new one—young woman, came back after college to teach where she grew up. Teachers like that don't last long in Mott Haven. World beats them down."

The image flashed through Dirge's mind—the woman with the papers and the focused eyes, walking out of P.S. 130 like she had somewhere important to be.

"Maybe this one's different," he said.

Coffin's laugh was a short, humorless bark. "Maybe. Go get some sleep, prospect. Tomorrow you earn your keep."

Dirge walked out of the office with the surveillance folder in his hand and the weight of Mott Haven settling onto his shoulders like something he'd been carrying his whole life without knowing it. The Marines had given him skills. The club was giving him purpose.

And somewhere in his childhood neighborhood, something ugly was moving through the shadows.

Time to find out what.
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The last student left at 4:41 PM.

Jasmine watched Timmy's grandmother shuffle him toward the parking lot, the little boy clutching a permission slip he'd forgotten to turn in for three days. She waved until they disappeared around the corner, then let the smile drop from her face and the exhaustion settle into her bones.

Twenty-six fourth-graders. Fractions, reading comprehension, two behavioral incidents, and a lunchroom fight she'd had to break up because the monitors were overwhelmed. Standard Tuesday at P.S. 130. She gathered the stack of ungraded papers from her desk—they'd keep her company tonight along with a microwave dinner and the anxiety that had taken up permanent residence in her chest.

The halls were mostly empty as she walked toward the staff lot. A janitor nodded from his cart. Two teachers chatted by the main office, their voices echoing off institutional tile. Jasmine kept her head down, keys already in her hand, moving with the focused purpose of a woman who had somewhere to be.

She didn't.

She just couldn't stand still long enough for the fear to catch up.

The staff parking lot held a dozen cars, hers the faded Civic at the far end with the dent in the rear bumper she couldn't afford to fix. Late afternoon sun cut sharp shadows across the asphalt. A normal day. A safe space. The kind of place where nothing bad was supposed to happen.

"Miss Torres."

The voice came from her left, and Jasmine's stomach dropped through the concrete.

Terrell Banks fell into step beside her like he'd materialized from the shadows between parked cars. Six-three, built like a boxer gone mean, hands that looked like they'd broken plenty of things that weren't meant to break. He wore a jacket too heavy for the weather and a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

"Beautiful day." His voice was casual. Friendly, even. The voice of a man discussing weather with a neighbor. "Kids looked happy coming out. You must be a good teacher."

Jasmine kept walking. Her keys bit into her palm. "I'm not interested in conversation."

"That's too bad. Because we need to have one." He matched her pace effortlessly, long legs eating up the distance she tried to put between them. "About your brother. About the thirty-eight thousand he owes."

The number hit like a punch. "That's not—it was twenty-five."

"Interest compounds, Miss Torres. That's how debt works." Terrell's smile widened, showing teeth. "Andre borrowed twenty-five. He's up to thirty-eight now, and it climbs every week he doesn't pay. You know how math works. You teach it."

She reached her car. Put her hand on the door. Willed her fingers to stop trembling. "Andre's debt is Andre's problem."

"See, that's where you're wrong." Terrell planted himself between her and the driver's door, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive that didn't match the violence in his eyes. "Andre doesn't have a job. Andre doesn't have assets. Andre has a sister with a city paycheck and a pension plan. That makes his problem your problem."

"I'm a teacher. I make forty-two thousand a year."

"Then you better start saving." He leaned closer, dropping his voice to something intimate and terrible. "Or maybe you know some parents. Some of these kids' families. People who might want to help out Miss Torres when she asks real nice."

The implication crawled over her skin like insects. "You're not touching my students' families."

"I'm not touching anyone." Terrell held up his hands in mock surrender. "I'm just a messenger, Miss Torres. I tell people what they owe. What happens after that—" He shrugged. "That's up to them."

Jasmine met his eyes. Held them. Every instinct screamed at her to look away, to submit, to make herself small until the predator lost interest. But she'd grown up three blocks from this school. She'd faced down hostile parents, administrators who didn't care, a system designed to grind her students into statistics. She knew how to stand her ground when the ground was trying to swallow her whole.

"Get away from my car."

Something flickered in Terrell's expression. Surprise, maybe. Or amusement. "You've got spine. I respect that." He stepped aside, giving her access to the door. "But spine doesn't pay debts. You've got two weeks to come up with a payment plan. After that, Mr. Hammond starts exploring other options."

"Who's Hammond?"

"The man your brother owes. The man you owe now." Terrell started walking backward, still watching her. "I know where you work, Miss Torres. I know where you live. I know which of your students have parents with good jobs and bad judgment. Two weeks."

He disappeared between the cars as smoothly as he'd appeared.

Jasmine got in her Civic. Closed the door. Locked it.

Then she sat there for ten minutes, hands shaking too hard to grip the steering wheel, while the afternoon sun painted golden light across a parking lot that would never feel safe again.



The apartment smelled like whiskey and regret.

Jasmine found Andre on the couch, exactly where she'd left him this morning—sprawled across cushions that had seen better decades, an empty bottle on the coffee table and another one half-finished in his hand. The TV played some reality show with the volume too low to hear. Her little brother stared at the screen like it held answers to questions he'd stopped asking.

"Andre." She dropped her bag by the door. "We need to talk."

"Jas." He blinked at her slowly, drunk enough that his eyes couldn't quite focus. "You're home early."

"It's five-thirty."

"Oh." He looked at the window like he could judge the time by the light. "Felt earlier."

She wanted to scream. Wanted to grab him by the shoulders and shake him until something useful fell out. Instead, she walked to the couch and sat on the coffee table, putting herself directly in his line of sight.

"A man came to my school today."

Andre's face went pale beneath the flush of alcohol. "What?"

"Big guy. Terrell something. Said you owe thirty-eight thousand dollars." She kept her voice level, the way she did when explaining fractions to students who'd already decided they couldn't understand. "He said interest compounds. He said I need to come up with a payment plan in two weeks or Hammond starts 'exploring other options.' You want to tell me what the hell is going on?"

"Jas, I can handle it—"

"You can't handle anything." The words came out sharper than she intended, but she didn't take them back. "You're drunk at five-thirty on a Tuesday. You haven't worked in eight months. And apparently you borrowed twenty-five thousand dollars from someone who sends enforcers to threaten teachers in parking lots."

Andre flinched. Good. He should flinch.

"It wasn't supposed to be that much." He set the bottle down, rubbed his face with hands that trembled. "I was winning, Jas. I had a system. The cards were—"

"Don't." She held up her hand. "Don't tell me about systems. Don't tell me about how you were going to win it all back. Tell me how twenty-five became thirty-eight. Tell me who Hammond is. Tell me how we fix this."

Silence stretched between them. The reality show laughed at something nobody in this room found funny.

"Hammond runs games." Andre's voice had gone small, the voice of the little boy who used to hide behind her when their father got loud. "Cards, sports betting, whatever. He's got places all over the South Bronx. I started going after Mom died. Just to—I don't know. Feel something."

"Feel something." Jasmine closed her eyes. Their mother had been dead two years. Two years of watching Andre spiral while she worked sixty-hour weeks trying to keep them both afloat. "And the debt?"

"I won at first. Then I didn't. Ray—the dealer—he said Hammond could extend me credit. Said I was good for it." Andre laughed, hollow and broken. "I wasn't good for it. Nobody's good for it. That's how they trap you."

"Twenty-five thousand, Andre. How do you lose twenty-five thousand dollars?"

"Thirteen thousand." He couldn't meet her eyes. "I borrowed thirteen. The rest is interest. They keep adding interest."

"And you thought this would just—what? Go away? You thought if you ignored it long enough, the men who send enforcers to schools would just forget about you?"

"I thought I could win it back!"

His shout echoed off the thin walls. Somewhere in the building, a neighbor thumped in response. Jasmine sat perfectly still, watching her brother crumble under the weight of choices she couldn't undo.

She'd promised their mother. Lying in that hospital bed, machines beeping out the rhythm of a life ending too soon, Jasmine had held her mother's hand and sworn she'd take care of Andre. Keep him safe. Keep him out of trouble.

She was failing. Had been failing for two years. And now failure had a price tag of thirty-eight thousand dollars and climbing.

"How do we pay it?" she asked quietly.

Andre shook his head. "I don't know."

"What does Hammond do to people who can't pay?"

"I don't know, Jas. Bad things. There was a woman—a teacher, actually—who went to the cops. They burned her car. Trashed her classroom." His voice cracked. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean for any of this to—"

"Stop." Jasmine stood up, needing distance from his apologies and his excuses and the sour smell of whiskey on his breath. "Sorry doesn't pay thirty-eight thousand dollars. Sorry doesn't make Terrell Banks forget where I work."

She walked to the window. The view showed brick and fire escapes and the street where she'd learned to ride a bike, back when this neighborhood felt like home instead of a trap. Somewhere out there, a man named Hammond was calculating how much he could squeeze from a fourth-grade teacher before she broke.

She thought about her students. Timmy with his forgotten permission slips. Destiny who'd just started reading at grade level after two years of struggling. Jaylen who drew pictures of superheroes during math but was starting to understand that numbers could be a kind of superpower too.

She thought about Terrell's words: I know which of your students have parents with good jobs and bad judgment.

No.

Whatever happened next, whatever she had to do to make this go away, she would not let these people touch her kids.

"Go to bed, Andre." Her voice sounded distant, like it belonged to someone else. "Sleep it off. We'll figure something out tomorrow."

"Jas—"

"Tomorrow."

She heard him shuffle off to his room. Heard the door close. Heard the bedsprings creak as he collapsed into unconsciousness.

Jasmine stayed at the window, watching the sun sink behind the Bronx skyline, and tried to imagine a way out of a hole that got deeper every day her brother refused to climb.

Thirty-eight thousand dollars.

Two weeks.

And a promise to a dying woman that she was starting to think she couldn't keep.
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