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Chapter One
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Penn rolled his Harley down Butler Street at fifteen miles an hour, letting the V-twin rumble announce him to the boutique owners and coffee shop hipsters who'd colonized this stretch of Lawrenceville. Three years ago, these storefronts had been vacant. Five years ago, they'd been working-class. Now a pour-over cost six bucks and the vintage shops sold "distressed" leather jackets for more than his first bike.

The contrast burned the way it always did.

He nodded to a prospect posted outside a bar the club protected—one of the last old-school joints on this block—and kept riding. Penn Avenue stretched ahead of him like a scar running through Pittsburgh's inequality, and he knew every inch of it. Had walked it as a kid when Garfield and Lawrenceville bled into each other, both struggling, both forgotten. Now one side got yoga studios while the other got boarded windows.

His radio crackled. "Penn, you clear?"

"Clear. Finishing the route."

"Furnace wants you back for church. Two hours."

"Copy."

He gunned the throttle and crossed the invisible border into Garfield.

The change hit like a slap. Vacancy signs replaced artisan bakeries. Corner stores with barred windows instead of farm-to-table restaurants. Same avenue, same asphalt, different universe. Three blocks made all the difference between investment and abandonment.

Penn slowed as he passed the corner where he'd learned to fight—an empty lot now, the community center torn down five years back. Nobody'd bothered building anything new. Across the street, fresh tags marked a wall that had been clean last week. He clocked the crew colors without breaking stride.

Jerome Wade's boys were expanding again.

He'd been watching it for months. Corner by corner, block by block, Wade's crew was swallowing Garfield like a slow-moving fire. Started with the drug corners—those were expected, inevitable in a neighborhood the city forgot. But now they were squeezing legitimate businesses, the few stubborn owners who'd refused to flee when the money dried up.

Penn's jaw tightened as he rolled past a shuttered barbershop. Old Man Jenkins had cut hair there for forty years. Closed last month after someone put a brick through his window for the third time.

He turned onto Martina's block and the tension in his shoulders eased half a degree.

Iron City Fitness sat in a converted storefront, hand-painted sign over the door, secondhand equipment visible through windows that needed cleaning. Not pretty. Not trendy. Just honest—a working-class gym for people who couldn't afford the boutique spots sprouting up three blocks west.

Penn had been training there since Martina opened three years ago. Found her by accident, looking for a place to work the heavy bag after a rough night, and stayed because she didn't ask questions and didn't take shit. The kind of woman who'd built something real in a neighborhood that had nothing.

He parked his bike and killed the engine, already noting the fresh tags on her side wall. Same crew colors. Same message. We're here. We're watching. We're coming.

The front door was propped open despite the November chill. Martina's voice carried out, sharp and precise, counting reps for whatever poor bastard she had doing burpees this early.

Penn walked in and the smell hit him—rubber and sweat and cheap cleaning solution. Home.

"You're late." Martina didn't look up from her client, a middle-aged guy in a Steelers shirt who was turning an alarming shade of red. "Five more, Ray. Don't you quit on me."

"Wasn't aware I had an appointment."

"You train Tuesdays and Thursdays at seven. It's seven-fifteen."

Penn grabbed wraps from his bag and started taping his hands. "Got held up on the route."

"Uh-huh." She finally glanced at him, dark eyes sharp beneath the tight ponytail that pulled her features into focus. Five-four, athlete's build, intensity rolling off her like heat from an engine. "You see the new decorations on my wall?"

"Saw them."

"Third time this month." She slapped Ray's shoulder. "You're done. Stretch. Don't skip it this time."

Ray collapsed onto a mat, wheezing gratitude, and Martina crossed to where Penn was warming up at the heavy bag. She moved like a fighter—balanced, coiled, ready to shift in any direction. He'd seen footage of her amateur bouts. She'd been fast then. Faster now, probably, with three years of coaching keeping her sharp.

"You know whose tags those are?" she asked, voice low enough that Ray couldn't hear.

"Jerome Wade's crew."

"So you know they've been hitting businesses on this block."

Penn threw a jab combination, feeling the satisfying impact ripple up his arms. "I know."

"Know what they want?"

"Money. Territory. Same thing everyone wants in a neighborhood nobody's protecting."

Martina's eyes narrowed. "And your club? They interested in protecting this neighborhood?"

He stopped mid-combination and turned to face her. This close, he could see the tension she was carrying—tight shoulders, jaw muscle flexing, the kind of controlled fear that came from knowing something bad was coming and not being able to stop it.

"Garfield's not club territory."

"But you're here every week."

"I grew up six blocks from here. This is my gym."

"So it's personal, not business." She said it flat, not accusatory. Just clarifying.

Penn met her gaze and held it. "Everything in this neighborhood is personal to me."

Something flickered in her expression—recognition, maybe. The understanding that passed between people who loved the same dying thing and refused to stop fighting for it.

"Eight hundred," she said quietly.

"What?"

"That's what they want. Every month. Protection money." Her laugh was bitter enough to taste. "Like they're protecting me from anything except themselves."

Penn's hands curled into fists at his sides. Eight hundred a month would bleed a gym like this dry. Martina ran on thin margins—affordable memberships, secondhand equipment, a building that needed repairs she couldn't afford. She'd built this place for people who had nowhere else to go.

"You paid them?"

"Twice. Then they raised it." She shrugged, but the motion was tight. "I stopped paying two months ago. That's when the tags started. The broken windows. The kids who show up at closing time to remind me they know where I live."

Penn looked around the gym—the cracked mirrors, the duct-taped bench, the heavy bags that had seen better decades. Half the equipment she'd rebuilt herself. Every piece of it represented hours of work, sacrifice, stubborn refusal to let this neighborhood swallow another dream.

"How many members you lose?"

"Fifteen since they started. Morning class is half what it was." Martina's voice stayed steady, but he heard the crack beneath it. "People are scared to walk past the corners to get here. Can't blame them."

Penn wanted to hit something. Wanted to find Jerome Wade's boys and make them understand what happened when they threatened something worth protecting.

But that wasn't his call. Not yet.

"I'll bring it to the club."

Martina's eyebrows rose. "Thought Garfield wasn't territory."

"It's not." He started unwrapping his hands, the routine giving him something to do with the anger coiling in his chest. "But I'm Reaper. What happens to my people matters."

"Your people?" A ghost of a smile crossed her face. "I'm your people now?"

Penn grabbed his bag and met her eyes one more time. The connection hit him like it always did when he looked at her too long—recognition of something familiar, something he couldn't name but couldn't ignore either.

"Anyone still fighting for Garfield is my people."

He walked out before she could respond, climbed on his bike, and pointed it toward the compound. The route took him back through Lawrenceville—past the wine bars and the vintage shops and the people who'd arrived after the hard work was done—and the contrast burned all the way home.

The Strip District clubhouse rose ahead, brick and steel and the Reaper insignia painted on the loading dock door. Penn pulled into the lot, killed his engine, and sat for a moment with the silence pressing in.

Jerome Wade was squeezing Garfield. Taking blocks his crew hadn't earned. Threatening people who'd stuck around when everyone else fled.

And Martina Santos was standing in the crosshairs, too stubborn to run and too alone to fight.

Penn swung off his bike and headed for church.

Time to see if his brothers were willing to make this personal too.



The chapel was already filling when Penn walked in—scarred wooden table, President's chair at the head, brothers finding their seats with the casual discipline of men who knew their place in the hierarchy. Cigarette smoke hung in the air despite the ventilation fans, and someone had brought in coffee that smelled like it had been brewed with engine oil.

Penn took his spot and waited.

Furnace entered last, moving with the quiet intensity that made men shut up and pay attention. Forty-four years old, heat scars on his forearms, cold eyes that had seen too much and forgotten nothing. He'd founded the Reapers when the mills closed and the jobs disappeared, built a brotherhood from men with nothing left to lose.

"Let's hear it." Furnace dropped into his chair. "What's on the table?"

Carson went first—territory dispute with a crew trying to push into South Side, handled with fists and minimal property damage. Liberty reported on a shipment coming through the Fort Pitt tunnel. Slag detailed discipline for a prospect who'd run his mouth at the wrong bar.

Penn waited until the officers finished, then cleared his throat.

"Got something."

Furnace's gaze swung to him. "Speak."

"Jerome Wade. Runs a crew out of Garfield—about twenty-five members, expanding for the past year. Started with corners, now he's squeezing legitimate businesses. Protection money, property damage, intimidation."

"Garfield's not our territory." Carson's voice was neutral, just stating facts.

"No," Penn agreed. "But they're hitting places I know. People I know. There's a gym on his target list—Iron City Fitness. Owner's been holding out, refusing to pay. They're escalating."

"One gym?" Slag's tone suggested he wasn't impressed.

"One gym run by a woman who's kept that block alive for three years. She goes under, that's the last legitimate business on the street. Wade takes it all."

Furnace leaned back, eyes calculating. "What are you asking for?"

Penn chose his words carefully. "Permission to handle it. Garfield's not club territory, but I'm club. What happens to my neighborhood matters."

The silence stretched. Brothers exchanged glances. Penn felt the weight of their judgment—not hostile, just measuring.

"Wade's crew," Furnace said finally. "What's their strength?"

"Twenty-five, maybe thirty. Street soldiers, not professionals. Numbers and local knowledge, that's it. They've never gone against anyone who fights back."

"And this gym owner. She involved with anything we need to worry about?"

Penn shook his head. "Clean. Just a boxer who opened a business in a neighborhood banks won't touch."

Furnace drummed his fingers on the table once, twice. Then he nodded.

"Handle it. Garfield's not territory, but you're right—we can't let a street crew think they can push into areas where Reapers live. Sets a bad precedent." His eyes hardened. "Keep it contained. No mess we have to clean up later."

"Understood."

Penn sat back, the tension in his shoulders loosening for the first time since he'd seen those tags on Martina's wall.

He had the green light.

Now he just had to make sure Garfield survived long enough to be worth saving.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Martina saw the damage before she'd even cut her engine.

Glass glittered across the sidewalk like scattered teeth, catching the weak November sunrise in fragments. Her front windows—both of them—gaped open to the cold, jagged edges framing the darkness inside. And across the brick facade, sprayed in red paint that dripped like blood: PAY UP.

She sat on her motorcycle for a full thirty seconds, hands still on the handlebars, breathing through the rage that wanted to explode out of her chest.

Twelve incidents in six months. Broken locks. Slashed tires on members' cars. Tags appearing overnight. Threatening notes shoved under her door. But this—this was escalation. This was a statement.

Martina climbed off her bike and walked through the destruction.

The glass crunched under her boots as she stepped through where her window used to be. Inside, the damage continued. Her heavy bags—three of them, the good ones she'd saved for six months to buy—had been slashed open, sand and stuffing spilling across the floor like gutted animals. PAY UP again, this time sprayed across the mirrors she'd installed herself.

The speed bag was torn down. Weight plates scattered. Someone had taken a bat to her front desk, splintering the wood she'd sanded and stained with her own hands.

Martina stood in the middle of her gym and let herself feel it—the violation, the helplessness, the fury that tasted like copper in her mouth.

Then she started cleaning up.



By seven-thirty, she'd swept the glass into piles and covered the windows with plastic sheeting that did nothing against the November wind. Her fingers were numb. Her heavy bags were ruined beyond repair. The morning class that used to fill this space with twenty people now held eight.

Eight members who'd been brave enough to walk past the corner boys lounging outside.

"Martina." Denise, a regular since the first month, approached with worry carved into her face. "Maybe we should cancel today. After... this."

"We're not canceling." Martina kept her voice steady. "Warm up. Five minutes of jump rope, then we're doing footwork drills."

"But—"

"They want us scared. They want us closed." Martina grabbed a rope and started her own warm-up, the familiar rhythm grounding her. "I'm not giving them either."

The class went on. Abbreviated, distracted, everyone flinching at shadows and sounds from outside. But they stayed. Eight people who refused to let fear win.

It wasn't enough. Martina knew it wasn't enough. Three months ago, this class had twenty-two members. Two months ago, fifteen. Now eight, and she could see the calculation in their eyes—the weighing of loyalty against safety, community against survival.

She couldn't blame them. She'd made the same calculation every morning when she unlocked the door.

By nine, the class had filtered out, everyone moving in tight groups, nobody lingering. Martina stood alone in her ruined gym, tallying the damage she couldn't afford to fix.

New windows: four hundred minimum, probably more. Heavy bags: another three hundred if she bought used. The desk, the mirrors, the speed bag—she stopped counting. The number didn't matter because she didn't have it. Her equipment replacement fund had gone to fixing the locks they'd broken last month. Her emergency savings had covered the windows they'd cracked in September.

She was out of money and out of options, and Jerome Wade knew it.

The front door—still intact, small mercies—swung open.

Martina's body shifted automatically into fighting stance before her brain caught up. Three years of competitive boxing didn't disappear just because she'd hung up her gloves. Her weight centered, hands came up, eyes tracked the threat.

Dion Marsh walked in like he owned the place.

Six-one, all muscle, with the lazy confidence of a man who'd never faced real consequences. He was Jerome's favorite enforcer—the one who showed up when business owners needed reminding of their obligations. Martina had seen him twice before. Both times, he'd smiled while delivering threats.

He was smiling now.

"Damn, Martina." He surveyed the destruction with theatrical concern. "Somebody really did a number on this place. You should be more careful."

Two more crew members filed in behind him, positioning themselves by the door. Blocking the exit. Martina noted it, filed it away, kept her eyes on Dion.

"What do you want?"

"Same thing I always want. Same thing Mr. Wade wants." He picked up a loose weight plate, examined it like he was considering a purchase. "Eight hundred. By Friday."

"I don't have it."

"That's a problem." He set the weight down with a clang that echoed through the empty gym. "See, Mr. Wade's been patient. Real patient. Six months of patience, and what's he got to show for it? A woman who thinks she's too good to pay what she owes."

"I don't owe him anything."

Dion's smile widened. "That's where you're wrong. You owe him for operating in his territory. You owe him for the protection he provides—"

"Protection?" Martina's laugh came out sharp as broken glass. "Protection from what? Your crew? That's not protection, that's extortion."

"Big words for a woman standing in a pile of her own broken shit."

He moved closer, and Martina held her ground. She'd fought men bigger than him in the ring. She'd taken hits that would have dropped most people and kept moving forward. She wasn't afraid of Dion Marsh.

But she wasn't stupid either. Two on one, with two more blocking the door, in a space full of debris and blind corners—those weren't odds she could win.

"Eight hundred by Friday." Dion stopped close enough that she could smell his cologne, something cheap and overpowering. "Or next time, it won't just be your equipment we break."

Martina met his eyes and said nothing.

She wanted to spit in his face. Wanted to tell him exactly where he could shove Jerome Wade's protection money. Wanted to throw the first punch and let three years of fury out through her fists.

Instead, she stood silent, because silence was the only weapon she had left.

Dion studied her for a long moment, then laughed—a low, ugly sound. "I like you, Martina. Got backbone. Most people, they cry. They beg. They promise to find the money." He reached out and flicked her ponytail like she was a child. "You just stand there, looking at me like you're already planning how to hurt me."

She didn't flinch. Didn't react.

"Here's the thing, though." His voice dropped, all pretense of friendliness gone. "Backbone don't pay bills. And Mr. Wade is done being patient. Friday. Eight hundred. Or we have a different conversation. One you won't walk away from."

He turned and strolled toward the door, his boys falling in behind him. At the threshold, he paused and looked back over his shoulder.

"Nice gym you got here. Be a shame if something worse happened to it."

Then he was gone, and Martina was alone with the wreckage of everything she'd built.



She didn't move for a long time.

The plastic sheeting over her windows snapped in the wind. Somewhere outside, she could hear Dion's crew laughing, their voices carrying through the gaps in her walls. The cold seeped in, settling into her bones, and still she stood there.

Eight hundred dollars.

She'd spent her last eight hundred dollars three weeks ago. Rent, utilities, the insurance payment she couldn't afford to miss. Her checking account held maybe two hundred, and that had to last until the end of the month.

She could close. That's what they wanted—what Jerome Wade had wanted from the start. Squeeze the legitimate businesses until they broke, then swoop in and buy the property for pennies. He'd done it to the barbershop down the street. The bodega on the corner. The little restaurant that had served rice and beans for twenty years.

Martina looked around her gym—the cracked mirrors, the gutted heavy bags, the scattered equipment that represented three years of her life.

She'd opened Iron City Fitness because Garfield needed something good. Something that wasn't a corner store with barred windows or a check-cashing place that charged predatory fees. Somewhere people could come and feel strong, feel capable, feel like their neighborhood hadn't completely abandoned them.

Forty-seven members at her peak. Forty-seven people who'd trusted her to build something worth protecting.

Now she had eight, and the number dropped every week.

Martina finally moved, walking to the back room where she kept her office—a folding table, a secondhand laptop, and a filing cabinet she'd rescued from a dumpster. She sat down heavily and stared at the wall.

Friday.

Three days to find eight hundred dollars she didn't have, or face whatever "different conversation" Dion Marsh had planned.

She thought about calling the cops. Laughed at herself for the thought. Garfield cops didn't come to this block unless someone was already dead, and even then they took their time. Jerome Wade had been operating openly for a year, and nobody with a badge had lifted a finger.

She thought about running. Packing up what she could carry, getting on her bike, and not stopping until Pittsburgh was a memory. She had skills. She could start over somewhere else, somewhere that wasn't slowly being strangled by men like Jerome Wade.

But running meant letting them win. Running meant abandoning the eight members who'd shown up this morning despite the danger. Running meant proving that Garfield couldn't have anything good, that people like her weren't allowed to build something that lasted.

Martina had never run from a fight in her life.

She wasn't going to start now.

The fury rose up again, hot and bright, burning away the fear that had been creeping in since she'd seen her windows shattered across the sidewalk. Dion Marsh thought she was beaten. Jerome Wade thought she was just another business owner he could squeeze until she broke.

They didn't know her.

They didn't know that Martina Santos had grown up three blocks from here, had learned to fight in a gym just like this one, had clawed her way out of poverty through discipline and sheer stubborn refusal to quit. They didn't know that fear was just information, like pain—something to acknowledge and then push through.

They didn't know that she was already planning how to hurt them.

Martina didn't have eight hundred dollars. She didn't have backup, or protection, or anyone in her corner.

But she had three days.

And she'd figure something out, or she'd go down swinging.

Either way, Jerome Wade was going to learn that some gyms came with protectors he hadn't counted on.
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