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The dead man on Coffin's table had been six-one, two-twenty, with hands that had done things worth dying for.

Now he was a client.

Coffin worked the trocar into position, embalming fluid humming through the machine. Anthony Marchese, fifty-three, heart attack according to the paperwork. The reality involved a disagreement with Reaper about Red Hook territory and a lesson about what happened when you got loud about it in the wrong bar.

The basement prep room of Willis & Sons smelled like formaldehyde and floor cleaner. Third-generation family business—his grandfather bought this equipment in 1972. Coffin had learned the trade young, discovered along the way that making bodies look peaceful was a skill the Reapers valued. Now he handled the jobs that needed to look natural, the ones where families would ask questions if someone just disappeared.

He finished the prep work, checked his results. Marchese looked like he'd slipped away in his sleep. The crematorium was scheduled for tomorrow, and after that, the Reapers' Red Hook expansion would proceed without interference.

Clean. Efficient. Done.



The viewing ran from two to five.

Coffin stood at the back in his charcoal suit, watching the family grieve. The widow was holding up—dry-eyed and rigid, a woman who'd known this day was coming. The sons flanked her like they were already measuring the inheritance.

But the daughter wept.

Twenty-five, maybe, dark hair and darker eyes, clutching her father's hand like she could pull him back. Her sobs echoed off the cream-colored walls, raw and uncontrolled.

Coffin moved toward her with a glass of water. "Miss Marchese. Perhaps you'd like to sit down."

She looked up, and for a moment he caught something besides grief—suspicion, maybe, or fear. A daughter who knew more about her father's business than a daughter should.

Then it was gone, and she let him guide her to a chair.

"He looks peaceful," she whispered.

"He does."

The viewing ended. The family filed out. Coffin supervised the closing of the casket—mahogany with brass fixtures, eight thousand because the Marcheses could afford it—and by six o'clock he was done with the legitimate side of his week.

Time to ride.



The Harley cut through Bronx streets with the rumble that meant Reapers to anyone who knew the sound.

Coffin rode with the focus of a man who'd grown up on these blocks, every pothole and shortcut mapped in his bones. His cut drew looks from the corners—the death's head patch earning the careful attention of people who understood what it meant. He didn't acknowledge them. Didn't need to.

He pulled up outside Botanica Esperanza as the sun dropped toward the rooftops, the storefront's neon sign flickering to life. The shop sat wedged between a bodega and a laundromat, unremarkable unless you knew what you were looking for.

His mother had brought him here as a kid, back when Yolanda's grandmother ran the place. The old woman had sold candles and herbs and prayers to a neighborhood that couldn't afford doctors or priests. Now her granddaughter kept it going, and Coffin came every week for candles to light at his mother's grave.

The bell chimed as he entered.

Herbs and candle wax—the smell hit him before his eyes adjusted to the dim interior. Shelves climbed toward the ceiling, packed with saints and rosaries and remedies the neighborhood abuelas had trusted for generations.

And behind the counter, Yolanda.

She looked up as he walked in. Dark hair spilling over her shoulders, warm brown eyes catching the amber light. Curves her grandmother probably would have credited to good cooking and God's blessing. Hands that smelled like the herbs she worked with all day.

Something in Coffin shifted. It happened every time—a loosening in his chest he didn't have a name for. She was warm and real in ways that didn't fit into the rest of his life. He'd filed her under peaceful months ago, the only category that made sense.

"Coffin." She said his road name like it was just a name, not a threat. "Your usual?"

"Yeah."

She was already moving, pulling white candles from the shelf without checking. Seven of them, same as always. She wrapped them in brown paper with quick hands, tied the package with string, and slid it across the counter.

"How's the shop?" he asked. The only personal question he let himself ask.

"Busy." Her voice had that lilting warmth, English and Spanish woven together without thinking about it. "Mrs. Ramos had her baby. Mr. Gutierrez is complaining about his knee again. The Santiago boy got out of jail." She shrugged, the movement doing interesting things to her blouse. "The usual."

"Good."

He laid exact change on the counter. Their fingers didn't touch—never did, a line he'd drawn without deciding to. Yolanda Vega was sunlight and candle flames, and he was a Reaper who built coffins for the men his club put in the ground. Some distances made sense.

She studied him a moment longer than necessary.

"Light one for me," she said softly. "When you visit your mother."

That caught him off guard. Six months of buying candles, and she'd never asked for anything.

"Why?"

Her smile was small, a little sad. "Because someone should."

Coffin nodded once, tucked the package under his arm, and walked back into the evening.



He lit the candles at his mother's grave as the sky went dark.

Seven flames for seven years. Patricia Willis, the headstone read. 1952-2018. He knelt on the grass and set them in the holders he'd installed himself, watching the flames catch and hold against the breeze.

Then he lit an eighth.

Yolanda's candle, set slightly apart from the others. He didn't know why she'd asked or what she needed prayers for. Didn't know if he believed prayers did anything at all. But she'd asked, so he lit it.

Because someone should.

He stayed until the flames burned steady, then rode for the compound.



Hunts Point's industrial zone swallowed the last of the daylight as Coffin pulled through the compound gates. Warehouses and loading docks, shadows thick enough to hide anything—Reaper territory, defended and held by men who worked while the city slept.

Brothers were scattered through the main room when he walked in. Gravedigger nursing whiskey at the bar, Boneyard arguing with a prospect about something bike-related, the TV playing a game nobody was watching. The smell of cigarette smoke and leather, the low rumble of conversation. Home, or the closest thing to it.

Reaper looked up from the corner table.

"Done?"

"Done." Coffin dropped into the chair across from his president, accepted the whiskey that appeared at his elbow. "Viewing went clean. Family bought it."

"Marchese's crew?"

"Won't be a problem. Sons know the score."

"Good." Reaper's scarred face gave away nothing, but the nod carried approval. "Make sure they take the deal."

Coffin should have left it there. But something was nagging at him—instinct picking up what his conscious mind hadn't processed yet.

"There's movement in Mott Haven," he said, voice low. "New faces. Felt wrong when I rode through."

Reaper's eyes sharpened. "What kind of wrong?"

"Soldiers. Not ours, not anyone I recognize." Coffin remembered the corner boys watching his bike too carefully, the unfamiliar car parked near the bodega. "Someone's setting up. Don't know who yet."

"Shadow." Reaper didn't raise his voice, but the road captain materialized from somewhere, lean and forgettable. "Mott Haven. Find out who's playing."

Shadow nodded and was gone.

Coffin finished his whiskey and stood.

"The botanica," Reaper said quietly. "That's in Mott Haven."

Coffin's jaw tightened. "Yeah."

"Your mother's candles." Not a question. Reaper knew things—everything his brothers cared about, everything that could matter. "Anyone bothering the woman who runs it?"

"Not that I saw."

Reaper studied him for a long moment, reading something Coffin wasn't saying.

"Keep your eyes open."

Coffin walked out into the Hunts Point darkness, Yolanda's voice still echoing in his head.

Because someone should.

He didn't know what that meant yet. But he had a feeling he was going to find out.
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The candle Mrs. Delgado needed was on the top shelf, and Yolanda stretched onto her toes to reach it.

"San Rafael," she said, pulling down the green glass holder with the archangel's image. "For healing. You light this for Marcos every night before surgery, and you pray like your abuela taught you."

Mrs. Delgado clutched the candle like a lifeline, her weathered hands trembling. "The doctors say it's dangerous. His heart—"

"The doctors do their work, and we do ours." Yolanda covered the old woman's hands with her own, the way her grandmother used to when the neighborhood came to her with fears too big for medicine. "You pray for guidance. You pray for steady hands on the surgeon. And you trust that God hears a grandmother's love."

Mrs. Delgado's eyes filled with tears. "Your abuela would know what to say. She always knew."

"She taught me everything." Yolanda squeezed gently. "Marcos is going to be fine. I'll light a candle for him too."

The bell over the door chimed.

Yolanda glanced up automatically—and felt her stomach drop.

Three men walked in like they owned the place. The one in front was handsome in a slick, practiced way, dark hair gelled back, smile already spreading across his face like oil on water. Javier Molina. He'd been here twice before, always with the same pitch, always with that same smile that never reached his eyes.

The two behind him were bigger, harder, wearing their menace like cologne. They fanned out through the shop, picking up saints and setting them down wrong, running fingers over herbs they had no interest in buying.

Mrs. Delgado went rigid beside her.

"Finish up with your customer," Javier said pleasantly, examining a rosary like he was considering a purchase. "We can wait."

Yolanda's heart hammered, but she kept her voice steady. "That's three dollars for the candle, Mrs. Delgado."

The old woman fumbled for her purse, hands shaking so badly she could barely count the bills. Yolanda took the money, wrapped the candle in paper, and pressed it into Mrs. Delgado's hands.

"Go home," she said quietly. "Light it tonight."

Mrs. Delgado fled. The bell chimed frantically as she pushed through the door, and Yolanda watched one of her grandmother's oldest customers hurry away with fear in her eyes—fear that had never touched this shop until Javier Molina decided Botanica Esperanza would make a good front for his boss's poison.

Yolanda turned to face him.

"We're closed."

"Door was open." Javier's smile widened as he strolled toward the counter, casual and confident. "And I think you know why I'm here, Yolanda. Can I call you Yolanda?"

"You can call me Miss Vega. And you can leave."

He laughed—a warm, friendly sound that made her skin crawl. "I like you. I do. You've got fire. Mr. Acosta appreciates fire in the people he works with."

"I don't work with Mr. Acosta. I don't work with you. I sell candles and herbs to my community, and that's all I do."

Javier leaned against the counter, close enough that she could smell his cologne—expensive, suffocating. Behind him, his soldiers continued their slow circuit of the shop, touching everything, contaminating her grandmother's legacy with their presence.

"Here's the thing," Javier said, voice dropping to something conspiratorial, like they were friends sharing secrets. "Mr. Acosta's offer is generous. More than generous. All we need is a little storage space in your back room, a little foot traffic through the front. Nothing that changes what you do here. The abuelas still get their candles, you still get to play healer—everybody wins."

"Except the kids who get hooked on whatever you're storing. Except the families who lose sons to your foot traffic." Yolanda's voice came out harder than she intended. "My grandmother built this place to help people, not poison them."

Something flickered behind Javier's pleasant mask. "Your grandmother's dead."

"And her shop isn't. Neither am I."

The silence stretched tight.

One of the soldiers had stopped in front of the counter—right in front of the small shrine Yolanda had set up when she inherited the botanica. Her grandmother's favorite santo, the Virgin of Guadalupe in painted ceramic, surrounded by candles and flowers and the rosary Carmen Vega had been holding when she died.

The soldier picked it up.

"Put that down." Yolanda's voice cracked.

He turned it over in his meaty hands, examining it like he was appraising its value. "This thing's old. Probably worth something, right?"

"Put it down."

Javier watched with that oil-slick smile, making no move to stop his man. Testing her. Seeing how far she could be pushed.

The soldier met her eyes. Smiled.

And opened his hands.

The santo hit the floor and shattered. The Virgin's face broke into three pieces, the ceramic shards scattering across the worn wood like tears. The rosary beads rolled in all directions, the string snapped, forty years of prayers scattered across the floor of the shop Carmen Vega had built with her own hands.

Yolanda couldn't breathe.

"Accidents happen," Javier said calmly. "Especially to people who don't cooperate with Mr. Acosta. Businesses burn down. Old women trip on stairs. Pretty shop owners"—his eyes traveled down her body, slow and deliberate—"end up in situations they can't pray their way out of."

Yolanda's hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking. But when she spoke, her voice came out steady.

"Get out of my shop."

Javier straightened, adjusting his jacket like this had been a pleasant social call. "You've got a week to reconsider. Mr. Acosta is a patient man, but patience has limits. One week, Yolanda. Think about what your grandmother would want."

"My grandmother would want me to spit in your face."

His smile flickered—there and gone, a flash of something ugly beneath the charm. "One week."

He walked out. His soldiers followed, one of them deliberately stepping on a piece of the broken santo as he passed. The bell chimed, and then they were gone, and Yolanda was alone in the shop her grandmother had loved.

She stood frozen for a long moment, staring at the shattered Virgin on the floor.

Then her knees gave out.

She dropped down among the broken pieces, gathering them with hands that wouldn't stop trembling. The Virgin's face in three pieces. The rosary beads scattered like seeds that would never grow. Forty years of faith, broken in seconds by a man who wanted to prove he could.

A sob caught in her throat, but she swallowed it down.

She wasn't going to cry. She wasn't going to give Javier Molina and his boss and their whole poison operation the satisfaction of her tears. Her grandmother hadn't cried when Yolanda's grandfather died. Hadn't cried when the neighborhood started changing, when the young people left, when the old ways started fading. Carmen Vega had lit her candles and said her prayers and kept Esperanza standing through everything the Bronx could throw at her.

Yolanda found the broom and started sweeping.

The pieces of the santo went into a box—she couldn't throw them away, couldn't put her grandmother's favorite saint in the garbage like trash. She'd find a way to repair it, or she'd bury the pieces properly, the way her grandmother would have wanted.

The rosary beads took longer. They'd rolled everywhere—under shelves, into corners, beneath the ancient radiator that had heated this shop for fifty years. Yolanda crawled on her hands and knees, collecting them one by one, each bead a prayer her grandmother had whispered over sick children and grieving widows and frightened young mothers who had nowhere else to turn.

By the time she finished, the sun had set.

The shop was quiet. The street outside was empty—word traveled fast in Mott Haven, and by now everyone would know that Acosta's men had visited the botanica again. Tomorrow the customers would trickle back, the abuelas and the young mothers and all the people who needed what Esperanza offered. But tonight, Yolanda was alone with her grandmother's broken saint and a week to figure out how to save everything Carmen Vega had built.

She sat on the floor behind the counter, the box of ceramic pieces in her lap, and let herself shake.

Not from fear. She'd been afraid plenty of times in her thirty years—afraid when her mother left, afraid when her grandmother got sick, afraid every month when the rent came due and she wasn't sure Esperanza could survive another season. Fear was familiar. Fear she could handle.

This was rage.

Rage at Javier Molina's smooth smile and empty eyes. Rage at the soldier who'd broken her grandmother's santo just because he could. Rage at Miguel Acosta, whoever he was, for deciding that a shop built on faith and healing should become a front for his poison. Rage at a world that let men like that walk into places like this and take whatever they wanted.

Her grandmother had taught her that anger was a sin. That vengeance belonged to God. That the only weapons worth carrying were prayer and patience and the stubborn refusal to let darkness win.

But sitting there in the shadows of Botanica Esperanza, clutching the broken pieces of the Virgin who had watched over this shop for forty years, Yolanda wasn't sure prayer was going to be enough.

She bowed her head over the box and whispered the words her grandmother had taught her.

Dios te salve, María, llena eres de gracia...

The prayer felt thin in the empty shop. Fragile. Not enough to stop men with guns and threats and the casual cruelty to shatter an old woman's santo for sport.

But it was what she had.

So she prayed.
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Something was wrong with the botanica.

Coffin felt it before he saw it—that prickle at the back of his neck that had kept him alive through situations that should have killed him. He'd learned to trust that feeling. It was never wrong.

He parked the Harley across the street and sat for a moment, watching.

Mid-afternoon on a Thursday, Botanica Esperanza should have been busy. Abuelas picking up prayer candles, young mothers browsing herbs, the steady rhythm of a neighborhood shop that had been serving Mott Haven for forty years. Instead, the street was quiet. The bodega next door had customers, the laundromat was running, but nobody was going in or out of the botanica.

And there was a car parked at the corner that didn't belong.

Black sedan, tinted windows, two men sitting inside doing a bad job of looking casual. Coffin memorized the plate without thinking about it. The men had the look—hard eyes, cheap suits, the particular stillness of soldiers waiting for orders.

He crossed the street and pushed through the botanica's door.

The bell chimed. The smell was the same—herbs and candle wax and something older—but everything else was off. The shop felt dim, muted, like someone had turned down the color. And Yolanda...

She looked up from behind the counter, and Coffin's chest went tight.

The warmth was gone. That open, easy welcome she'd always had, the smile that made him feel like candle purchases were the most natural thing in the world—all of it had been replaced by something guarded. Wary. She looked like a woman waiting for the next blow to fall.

"Coffin." His name came out steady, but he caught the flicker in her eyes. Relief, maybe. Or fear that he was someone else. "You're early this week."

He walked toward the counter, cataloging details as he moved. Gap on the shelf where her grandmother's shrine used to be. Fresh scratch marks on the floor, like something had been swept up in a hurry. Tension in her shoulders that hadn't been there six days ago.

"Ran out of candles," he said. A lie. He had three left.

"Right." She turned to pull them from the shelf, and he watched her move. Stiff. Careful. Like she was holding herself together through sheer will.

What the hell had happened?

He wanted to ask. Wanted to demand she tell him who had put that look on her face so he could make them regret it. But that wasn't how this worked—he was a customer who bought candles, she was the woman who sold them, and the line he'd drawn between them didn't include personal questions.

Except he'd already crossed that line. He'd already lit a candle for her at his mother's grave, prayed words he didn't believe because she'd asked him to. That meant something, even if he didn't know what.

"How's business?" he asked, keeping his voice casual.

Her hands paused on the brown paper. Just for a second, just long enough for him to notice.

"Slow." She wrapped the candles with movements that weren't quite as smooth as usual. "People are... busy."

Bullshit. People in Mott Haven weren't busy—they were scared. He could see it in the empty shop, smell it in the air. Something had spooked the neighborhood, and that something was parked in a black sedan at the corner.

The bell chimed behind him.

Coffin turned, slow and deliberate, putting himself between the door and the counter. Between whoever was coming in and Yolanda.

An old woman stood in the doorway, clutching her purse with both hands. Seventy, maybe, with the bent posture of hard years and the wary eyes of someone who'd learned that strangers meant trouble. She looked at Coffin—at his cut, at the death's head patch—and took a step back.

"Mrs. Ortiz." Yolanda's voice warmed, trying to coax. "Come in. I have your herbs ready."

But Mrs. Ortiz was looking past Coffin, through the window, at the black sedan still parked at the corner. The two soldiers inside had gotten out, leaning against the car now, watching the botanica's door like they were keeping score of who went in and out.

"I'll come back," Mrs. Ortiz said. "When it's... quieter."

She was gone before Yolanda could respond. The bell chimed, and through the window Coffin watched her hurry away—not toward her original destination, but in the opposite direction from the sedan, taking the long way home because the short way meant walking past Acosta's men.

Coffin turned back to Yolanda.

The mask was cracking. He could see it in the tightness around her eyes, the way her jaw was set against something she wouldn't say. She was scared and angry and trying so goddamn hard to pretend she was neither.

"Friends of yours?" he asked, nodding toward the window.

"No."

"They bother you?"

Something flashed across her face—that same rage he'd seen banked behind her eyes the moment he walked in. "I can handle it."

"Didn't ask if you could handle it. Asked if they bothered you."

She met his gaze, and for a moment he thought she was going to tell him. Thought she was going to let him in past whatever walls she'd thrown up since the last time he was here. But then she straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin, and slid his candles across the counter.

"Three dollars."

Coffin laid the money down. Held her gaze a beat longer than necessary.

"You need anything," he said, low enough that only she could hear, "you tell me."

Her eyes widened slightly. "You buy candles here. That's all."

"That's not all. Not anymore."

He didn't know where the words came from. Didn't know what he was promising or why. But watching her stand there, scared and stubborn and too proud to ask for help, something had shifted. She'd asked him to light a candle for her. She'd trusted him with something, even if it was
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