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The dark didn't bother Tunnel.

Never had. Not when he was twelve, running the maintenance corridors under the Fort Pitt Tunnel because the house above ground wasn't safe. Not when he was nineteen, pulling cable through conduit runs where the rats were bigger than his boots. And not now, leading two Reapers through a service passage so narrow their shoulders scraped brick on both sides.

"Can't see shit," Wraith muttered behind him.

"Don't need to." Tunnel kept his hand on the left wall, counting drainage grates by feel. Third one. Fourth. At the fifth, the passage opened into a junction where maintenance access met an older tunnel segment that the city had mostly forgotten. He stopped, held a fist up even though nobody could see it, and listened.

Voices carried underground. Bounced off concrete and tile in ways that told you distance and direction if you knew how to read them. Two men, maybe forty yards ahead. The scrape of something heavy sliding across a steel floor. A third voice, lower, giving orders.

Tunnel turned his head just enough to pitch his voice backward. "Three. Loading from the south alcove. Wraith, you take the passage left of the junction. Knuckles, straight through behind me. Give me thirty seconds."

"Thirty seconds in the dark?" Knuckles said. "Brother, I can't see my own—"

"Thirty seconds."

He moved before they could argue. Tunnel knew this junction the way other men knew their living rooms. The ceiling dropped to six feet at the south alcove entrance, and the single work light the crew had set up threw a yellow cone across stacked cases that didn't belong here. Three men. Two loading. One standing with a pistol tucked in his waistband, watching the tunnel mouth that faced the river access—the direction they expected trouble from.

Nobody expected trouble from the dark.

Tunnel came out of the passage at a walk. The lookout saw him first, hand going for the pistol, but Tunnel was already inside his reach. He drove a forearm into the man's throat and took the gun before the body hit the concrete. The crack of skull on floor echoed through the junction.

The two loaders froze. One reached for a crowbar leaning against the stacked cases.

Wraith materialized from the left passage and put the loader on the ground with a single punch that split the man's eyebrow open. Blood hit the concrete in fat drops.

The third man ran.

Knuckles caught him six steps into the dark. The sound of the impact bounced off the walls—fist meeting jaw, body hitting brick, a grunt that dissolved into whimpering.

Tunnel crouched next to the cases. Popped a lid. White bricks wrapped in plastic, packed neat. He counted. Forty bricks, maybe fifty. Somebody was running serious weight through his tunnels.

"These aren't Reapers' routes?" Wraith asked, dragging the bleeding loader back toward the light.

"They are now." Tunnel stood. He looked at the three men—one unconscious, one bleeding, one trying to crawl toward the tunnel mouth with a jaw that wasn't sitting right anymore. "Who sent you?"

The crawler stopped. Spit blood. "Go to hell."

Tunnel crouched beside him. The work light cast his shadow long across the tunnel floor—shapeless, eating the walls. He spoke the way he always did. Quiet. No heat. Like he was reading off a parts list.

"You're sixty feet underground in a tunnel that isn't on any city map. Nobody's coming to find you. Nobody knows this junction exists except me and the rats." He let that sit. "I asked who sent you."

The man's eyes moved to the darkness behind Tunnel, where the passage swallowed everything. Then back. "Delgado. Runs a crew out of McKees Rocks. Said the tunnels were open."

"They're not."

Tunnel stood and nodded to Wraith. "Break the product. Leave the cases."

Wraith pulled a knife and started cutting bricks, dumping white powder into the drainage grate where runoff water would carry it into the river system. Gone. Knuckles dragged the unconscious lookout next to the crawler and propped them both against the wall.

Tunnel leaned down to the crawler one more time. "Tell Delgado he's running out of geography. South Hills, river access, tunnel routes—all of it belongs to the Reapers. Next crew he sends down here doesn't walk back up."

The man nodded with the desperate speed of someone who understood he was being given a gift.

They left the way they came. Back through the junction, into the service passage, three men moving single file through darkness so complete it had texture. Wraith kept one hand on Tunnel's shoulder. Knuckles kept one hand on the wall and swore under his breath at every pipe fitting that caught his jacket.

Tunnel navigated by memory, by the feel of the floor slope and the sound of his boots on different surfaces—concrete, then grating, then the packed dirt of an older passage that pre-dated the tunnel's renovation. Seven minutes later they emerged through a maintenance door into a loading area behind a warehouse off Route 51. Cold air hit his face. Stars overhead.

Their bikes were where they'd left them, tucked behind a dumpster enclosure. Three Harleys, black on black, chrome catching the distant orange glow of a streetlight on the next block.

Tunnel threw a leg over his Road King and brought it to life. The V-twin rumble filled the loading area, bounced off the warehouse walls, rolled out into the South Hills night. Behind him, Wraith and Knuckles fired up.

They rode Route 51 north toward the compound, single file through the river valley where mill smoke used to hang so thick you couldn't see the bridges. The mills were ghosts now. Dark hulks against a darker sky, their stacks cold, their gates chained. But the roads were still here. The tunnels were still here. And the men who knew them weren't going anywhere.

Tunnel took the turn onto Carson Street with the South Side sprawling to his left—bars spilling light and noise, college kids stumbling between neon signs, a city that partied on top of foundations it didn't understand. He opened the throttle and felt the bike respond, that surge through the frame that was the closest thing to peace he'd found above ground.

The compound gate rolled open when they hit the Strip District. Tunnel parked in the row, killed the engine, and sat for a moment in the quiet that followed. Wraith and Knuckles were already heading for the clubhouse, where light and noise and brothers waited.

"You coming?" Wraith called back.

"Minute."

He sat with his hands on the grips and thought about the tunnel junction. About how crowded the underground routes were getting. Delgado's crew tonight, but there'd been signs of others—fresh tool marks on locked maintenance doors, boot prints in passages that should have been untouched. Pittsburgh's underground was becoming valuable real estate, and people were starting to notice the same routes Tunnel had been running since he was a kid.

The Fort Pitt Tunnel system alone had six maintenance access points that connected to older passages. Two of those connected to utility corridors that ran under the Mon Valley. One of those opened into a storm drainage system that surfaced near the river terminals. All of it unmapped, unmonitored, and invisible to anyone who didn't know it existed.

Tunnel knew it existed.

So did somebody else, apparently.

He climbed off the bike and headed for the clubhouse. The door opened to warmth, noise, and the smell of Iron City beer. Brothers at the bar. Furnace in his usual spot, eyes tracking the room with that quiet intensity that made men straighten up without being told. Carson leaning back with a beer, knuckles still wrapped from whatever problem he'd solved tonight.

"Done?" Furnace asked when Tunnel passed.

"Done. Delgado's crew. Running product through the Fort Pitt service tunnels. Won't be back."

Furnace nodded once. That was it. No debrief, no follow-up questions. Tunnel handled the underground. The underground was handled. Trust built on competence didn't require long conversations.

Tunnel grabbed a beer from the bar and found a spot at the end where the wall met the window. His spot. Back covered, sight lines to both doors, just enough shadow to watch without being watched. He drank and let the noise wash over him—Knuckles already telling a louder version of the tunnel run, Wraith shaking his head at the embellishments, brothers laughing at the parts Knuckles was inventing.

That was fine. Let them have the story. Tunnel didn't need credit. He needed the routes clear and the club's territory secure, and tonight that's what he had.

For now.

He finished his beer, thought about Delgado's crawler saying the tunnels were open, and wondered who'd told him that.
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Nina checked the brakes for the third time.

She'd already pulled all four calipers, inspected the pads, bled the lines, and tested pressure. Everything looked clean. Everything looked right. Which was exactly the problem, because three weeks ago Mrs. Kaminski's Honda had looked right too, and the woman had nearly rear-ended a school bus on Banksville Road when her brake pedal went to the floor.

Nina slid back under the Corolla on her creeper and followed the brake line from the master cylinder down the firewall, inch by inch, running her fingers along the rubber looking for cuts, crimps, anything. Her flashlight caught the undercarriage in sharp detail—rust, road grime, the normal wear of a ten-year-old car driven by a sixty-year-old woman who went to church on Sundays and the grocery store on Wednesdays.

Nothing.

She pushed out from under the car and sat up on the creeper, wiping her hands on a rag that was already black. Three bays. Two lifts working, one that needed a hydraulic seal she couldn't afford this month. Rosetti's Garage, same address in Beechview for forty years. Her father's name on the sign out front, faded but legible.

Her name nowhere, because she'd never gotten around to changing it. Maybe because changing it felt like admitting he wasn't coming back.

Nina stood and looked at the whiteboard on the wall where she tracked jobs. Six vehicles in the last month that had come back with problems she couldn't explain. Mrs. Kaminski's brakes. Dave Pulaski's steering column, loose in a way that shouldn't have been possible after she'd tightened it. A college kid's tire that blew on the parkway two days after she'd mounted and balanced all four.

She'd rebuilt Mrs. Kaminski's brake system herself, hands she'd trusted since she was fourteen. And still the woman had almost died.

Someone who knew cars was doing this.

The thought sat in her stomach like a stone. Not some random failure, not bad parts, not her own mistake. Someone was walking into her shop—or getting access after hours—and sabotaging vehicles with enough skill to make it look like her work was the problem.

Her phone buzzed on the workbench. She glanced at it.

Took my car to Midas. Sorry Nina. Can't risk it.

Dave Pulaski. Fourth customer this month.

She set the phone face-down and pressed her palms against the bench until her knuckles went white. Thirty years of Rosetti reputation. Her father's handshake deals, his refusal to overcharge, the way he'd fix a widow's car for cost because that's what you did in Beechview. All of it bleeding out one "accident" at a time.

Nina grabbed her coffee—cold, hours old—and walked to the bay door. Stood at the edge where the fluorescent light met the evening dark and looked across the street.

The black Charger was parked in the same spot it had been parked every night this week.

Tony Fiore. She knew the name now because Eddie Jankowski at the parts store had gone pale when she'd described the car and the man sitting in it. That's Fiore, Eddie had said. He works for Marco Benedetto. You should call the cops, Nina. Then he'd looked away and changed the subject, and she'd understood that calling the cops wasn't actually what Eddie was suggesting. Eddie was suggesting she do whatever Tony Fiore's boss wanted.

She could see him in the driver's seat. Big guy, sat with his arm on the window frame like he was waiting for a friend. Casual. Patient. Every night for a week, just sitting there, watching her close up.

The first time Marco Benedetto had come to her shop, she'd thought he was a customer. Nice suit, polite smile, the kind of man who looked like he belonged in Shadyside, not Beechview. He'd walked through all three bays with his hands clasped behind his back, commented on the building's foundation, asked about the tunnel access in her basement.

She'd told him it was sealed.

He'd smiled and said that was fine, they could unseal it, and explained what he needed—a garage with tunnel access for moving cargo through Pittsburgh's underground network. He'd pay well. She wouldn't need to touch the cargo. Just leave the basement door unlocked three nights a week.

She'd told him to get out of her shop.

That polite smile hadn't changed. Not even a little. He'd handed her a business card with only a phone number on it and said she should think about it.

Two weeks later, Mrs. Kaminski's brakes failed.

Nina drank the cold coffee and watched Tony Fiore watch her. The Charger's engine was off. He wasn't hiding. That was the point—he wanted her to know he was there, wanted the slow pressure of being observed, wanted her to feel the walls closing in until the phone number on that card felt like the only door left.

She pulled down the bay door and locked it. Walked through the shop, checking locks on the side entrance, the office door, the back exit that opened onto the alley. Then she climbed the narrow stairs to the apartment above the garage—two rooms, a bathroom, a hot plate—where her father used to nap between jobs and where she'd been sleeping for the past week because going home meant leaving the shop unguarded.

The cot smelled like motor oil and the lavender dryer sheets she'd stuffed under the pillow in a sad attempt at comfort. She sat on the edge and pulled off her boots. Her hands ached. Her shoulders were concrete from spending eight hours checking and rechecking work she already knew was right.

That was the worst part. Knowing her work was clean and watching it fail anyway.

Nina lay back and stared at the ceiling. Water stain in the corner, same shape as Lake Erie if you squinted. Her father used to say it looked like a dog. They'd argued about it for years—the kind of argument that wasn't an argument at all, just two people who loved each other finding reasons to talk in a garage that smelled like brake fluid and possibility.

Cancer took him five years ago. Fast and mean. She'd held his hand in the hospital and promised to keep the shop. He'd squeezed back and told her to change the sign.

She hadn't. And now the sign didn't matter because at this rate there wouldn't be a shop to hang it on. Six customers gone. Word spreading through Beechview the way it always did—heard Nina Rosetti's work ain't what it used to be, heard someone almost got killed, maybe try the Midas on Route 19.

Forty years of trust, and a man in a nice suit was dismantling it because she wouldn't let him use her basement.

Her phone buzzed again. She didn't look at it.

Somewhere outside, a car engine started. She went to the small window that overlooked the street and saw the Charger pulling away. Tony Fiore, calling it a night. He'd be back tomorrow. He was always back tomorrow.

Nina let the curtain drop and went back to the cot. She pulled the thin blanket up and closed her eyes, already running through tomorrow's appointments. The Corolla needed to go back to its owner. She'd test-drive it herself first, make sure nothing had been touched. Then the Subaru in bay two needed an alternator. Then she'd crawl under every vehicle in the shop one more time, looking for the damage she couldn't find, checking the work she knew was right, trying to catch a saboteur who knew exactly as much about cars as she did.

Sleep came slow and thin, interrupted by every sound the old building made—pipes settling, the furnace kicking on, a truck rumbling down the street that might or might not be a black Charger circling the block one more time.

She dreamed about brake lines.

In the dream, they were perfect. Every connection tight, every fitting sealed, every inch of rubber intact. And still, when she pressed the pedal, nothing happened.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


The bike didn't need work.

Tunnel knew that. The Road King ran clean, sounded right, and handled the hills without complaint. But the Reapers used independent garages for maintenance when they didn't want club business connected to club property, and Rosetti's in Beechview had a reputation for honest work and short memories.

He parked in front of the middle bay and killed the engine. The sign above the door was old—Rosetti's Garage, Est. 1984—paint faded to the point where the apostrophe was gone and the R was more suggestion than letter. Three bays, two with vehicles on lifts, one empty. A radio playing classic rock from somewhere inside.

The woman who came out of the office was wiping her hands on a rag and squinting at the sunlight like she hadn't seen it in a while. Dark hair pulled back tight, grease under her fingernails, work shirt with the sleeves rolled past her elbows. She looked at his bike, then at his cut, then at his face—and didn't flinch at any of it.

"Help you?"

"Rear brake feels soft."

She walked past him to the bike without asking permission, crouched at the rear wheel, and ran her hand along the brake line with the casual confidence of someone who'd done it ten thousand times. Her fingers stopped at the caliper. She squeezed the lever, watched the pads respond, checked the fluid reservoir.

"Your rear brake is fine."

Tunnel almost smiled. "Felt soft on the hills."

"Then you're riding the hills wrong." She stood, crossed her arms, and looked at him with dark eyes that held no patience for bullshit. "You want me to check the bike or are you here for something else?"

Direct. No games. He liked that.

"Check the bike."

She rolled it into the empty bay herself, not waiting for help, not asking for it. Tunnel watched her move through the space—efficient, sure-footed, every tool she reached for exactly where her hand expected it to be. The garage was organized the way a good one should be. Pegboard with shadow outlines, parts bins labeled in handwriting that had gotten smaller over the years as someone filled in more categories. A shop that had been loved for a long time by someone who understood that order wasn't fussiness, it was respect.

He leaned against the doorframe and watched her work. She checked things he hadn't mentioned—front brake, throttle cable tension, chain adjustment. Running through the bike the way she'd run through anything that rolled into her shop. Thorough. He noticed the circles under her eyes. The way she glanced toward the street every few minutes. The tension across her shoulders that didn't have anything to do with wrenching.

"When's the last time you slept?" he asked.

Her hands paused on the chain tensioner. Just a beat. Then she went back to work. "That your business?"

"Just asking."

"Don't."

He let it go. Stood in the doorframe while she finished, watching the street the way she kept watching it. Beechview wasn't much—hillside neighborhood, narrow streets, the kind of place where everybody knew everybody's car and strangers got noticed. Nothing on the street now. But something had her wound tight enough to check.

She rolled his bike back out and told him it was clean, which they both already knew. He paid cash, tipped heavy, and rode back to the compound thinking about the fear she was trying to hide under all that backbone.

* * *
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Two days later, he came back.

This time he brought a real problem—a rough idle he'd created by backing off the idle adjustment screw a quarter turn in the compound garage. Petty, maybe. But he needed a reason to sit in her shop again, and a bike that actually needed work gave her a reason to let him.

She had the air cleaner off and the carburetor exposed in under five minutes. Tunnel sat on a stool near the workbench and watched her hands move.

"Someone adjusted your idle," she said, not looking up.

"Yeah?"

"Recently. Screw's got fresh tool marks." She glanced over her shoulder. "You do this yourself?"

"Might have bumped it."

Her eyes held his for a moment. Sharp. Knowing. Then she turned back to the bike and made the adjustment in about four seconds. "Don't bump it again."

He didn't bother hiding the smile this time. She caught it when she turned around and something shifted in her expression—not softening, exactly, but a crack in
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