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The crew ran product out of a gutted row house two blocks from the stadium, bold as hell for men who didn't own the streets they stood on.

Steeler killed his engine and waited. Three patched brothers rolled in beside him—Strip's Softail, Southside's Dyna, and a Road King belonging to a brother called Mace who'd prospected two years ahead of him. The V-twins died one by one and the block went quiet except for bass thumping through the row house's plywood windows.

"Four inside," Strip said, swinging off his bike. "Maybe five. They've been cutting product on the second floor and selling off the porch like it's a goddamn drive-through."

Southside cracked his neck. "On Reaper territory."

"On Reaper territory," Strip confirmed. He looked at Steeler. "You're on the door. Nobody runs."

Steeler nodded. He didn't need the assignment explained twice.

They crossed the street in formation—Strip and Southside first, Mace flanking, Steeler moving to the side entrance where a rusted chain-link gate hung open on one hinge. The night air tasted like river water and exhaust. Somewhere on the North Side, a siren wound down and died. His streets. He'd grown up six blocks from here, back when this row house had a family in it and a garden out front. Now it had dealers and plywood.

Strip kicked the front door in without preamble.

The shouting started immediately. Chairs scraping, something glass breaking, the particular scramble of men who knew exactly who'd just walked through the door and what the Reaper patch meant.

Steeler caught the first runner at the side entrance. The guy came through fast—mid-twenties, wild-eyed, a baggie still clutched in his fist like a kid caught stealing. Steeler put a forearm across his chest and drove him backward into the door frame. The guy's head bounced off wood and his knees buckled.

"Stay down."

Inside, the noise was short and ugly. Strip's voice cut through it, calm and flat in the way that meant the next words out of someone's mouth would determine whether they kept their teeth.

A second runner hit the side door. Bigger. He came out swinging.

Steeler slipped the punch, grabbed a fistful of jacket, and used the guy's momentum to put him face-first into the concrete steps. The guy groaned and went limp. Steeler put a boot on his back and waited.

The noise inside went quiet. Then Southside appeared in the front doorway, dragging a skinny kid by the collar, and shoved him onto the porch.

"That all of them?"

"Five total." Strip walked out behind him, rolling his shoulders. Blood on his knuckles that wasn't his. He looked at Steeler's two on the ground and raised an eyebrow. "Clean work."

"They ran," Steeler said.

"They always run." Strip crouched beside the bigger one, grabbed his jaw, and turned his face up. "You know whose territory you're selling on?"

The guy's eyes went to the patches. Then to the ground.

"Yeah," Strip said. "You know. So here's what happens. You pack your shit. You disappear. You come back to the North Side running product, and it won't be a conversation next time." He let go of the guy's jaw and stood. "We clear?"

A nod. Frantic.

"Good." Strip jerked his chin toward the door. "Get your people and get gone."

They watched the crew stumble out—five men moving fast, two of them bleeding, all of them looking at the patches like the grim reaper himself was standing on the porch. Which, Steeler supposed, wasn't far off.

Mace leaned against the railing and pulled out a cigarette. "The mouthy one inside had something to say about prospects."

Southside grinned. "He did. Said something about how the Reapers were sending boys to do men's work."

Steeler's jaw tightened. He felt the heat crawl up his neck but kept his mouth shut. He'd heard it before. Twenty-four and still catching shit about his age from every corner boy and rival crew who wanted to test the patch's boundaries.

"Kid didn't mouth off back, though," Mace said, lighting up. "Just hit first."

"Noticed that." Strip studied Steeler with the flat, assessing look that enforcers wore like a second skin. "Silence followed by violence is better than the reverse. Remember that."

Steeler filed it away the way he filed everything—deep, where it would stay. He'd been collecting those lessons since the day he'd shown up at the compound gate, twenty-two years old with nothing but his last name and a hunger that scared even him. Two years of prospecting. Two years of grunt work and test after test. Every brother who told him he wasn't ready just gave him another reason to prove them wrong.

They mounted up. Four bikes firing in sequence, the sound rolling down the empty street and bouncing off row houses and chain-link fences and the old stadium rising dark against the sky. Steeler fell into formation at the rear—prospect's position, behind patched brothers, eating their exhaust. He'd earned enough trust to run with enforcers. Not enough to ride beside them. Yet.

The route back took them across the Veterans Bridge, the Allegheny running black beneath them, downtown's lights reflecting off the current in broken gold lines. Then down through the Strip District where produce trucks were already backing into loading docks for the morning markets, diesel engines growling in the dark. The compound gates opened when Strip hit the remote, and they rolled in single file, tires crunching on gravel.

The compound never fully slept. Light bled through the clubhouse windows. Music—something low and heavy—thumped through the walls. A prospect Steeler didn't know well was on gate duty, and he swung the chain-link shut behind them with the practiced boredom of a man who'd done it a hundred times.

Steeler backed his bike into line with the others and killed the engine. His hands were steady. His knuckles throbbed from the bigger runner's jaw, a dull ache that would purple by morning.

Strip walked past him toward the clubhouse door and stopped. "Church tomorrow. Ten sharp. Furnace wants a territory report."

"I'll be there."

"You'll be there early," Strip corrected. "Coffee detail."

Prospect work. Always prospect work. Steeler swallowed the irritation before it reached his face. "Coffee detail. Got it."

Strip almost smiled. Almost. "You did good tonight. Kept your head, used your hands, didn't run your mouth." He pulled the clubhouse door open and the light and noise spilled out. "You're learning."

The door swung shut behind him.

Steeler stood in the lot for a minute, letting the cold air off the river settle against his skin. The compound smelled like motor oil and cigarette smoke and something frying in the clubhouse kitchen. Familiar smells. Home smells, if he was being honest, more home than the apartment he barely used six blocks north of here.

He flexed his hands. The ache in his knuckles sharpened and he let it. Pain meant he'd done something. Pain meant he'd been in the room when it mattered, not sitting on the sidelines waiting for someone to decide he was old enough.

Liberty's words from his first week echoed through his head. You don't earn a patch by wanting it. You earn it by being the man who doesn't need to be told what to do.

Two years in. Still a prospect. Still catching shit about his age, his position, his place in the hierarchy. But tonight four patched brothers had let him run with them, and Strip—Strip, who didn't hand out praise like Halloween candy—had told him he was learning.

Steeler walked toward the clubhouse, rolling his shoulders against the cold.

He had a long way to go. But the distance was getting shorter.
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The glass was the first thing Sam saw when she turned the corner.

It caught the morning light in a way that might have been beautiful if it hadn't been her front windows scattered across the sidewalk in jagged pieces. She stopped walking. Her coffee went cold in her hand while she stood there, dance bag over one shoulder, staring at the storefront she'd painted sage green with her own hands two summers ago.

The sign above the door—Northside Dance—hung crooked now, one mounting bolt ripped free. Through the empty window frames she could see glass glittering on the hardwood floor. On her floor. The floor she'd sanded and sealed on her hands and knees because she couldn't afford to hire it done.

Sam set her jaw and walked closer.

Both front windows. Not one—both. The kind of damage that didn't come from a stray baseball or a drunk stumbling home from the bars on Federal Street. Someone had put something heavy through each pane, deliberately, probably in the dark hours when the block went quiet and nobody was around to see.

She unlocked the front door with hands that wanted to shake and wouldn't let them.

Glass everywhere. Across the reception area where she kept the cubbies for the kids' shoes. Across the edge of the dance floor where her youngest class did their warm-ups. A chunk of concrete sat in the middle of the studio like an accusation—someone had literally thrown a piece of sidewalk through her window.

Sam set her bag down and pulled out her phone.

The truck was parked across the street. Black F-250, mud on the wheel wells, a magnetic construction company sign on the door she couldn't quite read from this angle. The man behind the wheel wasn't trying to hide. He sat with his window down, arm resting on the frame, watching her the way someone watches a clock. Patient. Certain about what comes next.

Jake Moretti. She'd learned his name three weeks ago when he'd cornered her in the parking lot behind the studio and explained, conversationally, that Dennis Hartley needed her building. That her lease was an inconvenience. That inconveniences had a way of resolving themselves on the North Side.

She'd told him to get off her property.

He'd smiled like she'd said something cute.

Now he sat in his truck across the street, watching her stand in her destroyed studio, and Sam understood with perfect clarity that the smile and the concrete were connected.

She took a breath. Then another. Then she got the broom.

The glass scraped across hardwood with a sound that made her teeth ache. She swept it into piles, working from the dance floor toward the door, careful around the barre and the mirrors that had somehow survived. Small mercies. The mirrors had cost her more than the windows, and replacing them wasn't something her budget could absorb right now. Replacing the windows wasn't something her budget could absorb right now.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at it with the broom still moving.

Hi Sam, this is Debra Polanski. We love what you do but with everything going on we're going to take Lily out of classes for now. I'm sorry. I hope things settle down.

Sam closed her eyes.

She opened them and kept sweeping.

The glass filled two garbage bags. She hauled them to the dumpster in the alley and came back to find her phone buzzing again.

Sam, it's Matt Bollinger. Listen, I don't want to do this but Janelle's scared about the neighborhood stuff. We're pulling DeAndre. You know we think you're great.

Two families. Two students gone, just like that. Not because of anything she'd done but because a man with a construction company and too much money had decided her building sat on ground he wanted.

Six weeks of this.

It had started small. A letter from a company she'd never heard of, offering to buy out her lease for a number that sounded generous until she'd done the math on relocating. She'd said no. A second letter, less friendly. She'd said no again. Then the visits started—men in hard hats and steel-toed boots appearing at odd hours, measuring the exterior walls, taking photos, not speaking to her when she came out to ask what they were doing.

Then the parking lot. Jake Moretti and his patient smile and his casual mention of inconveniences.

Then the first broken window, three weeks ago. One pane, left side. She'd swept the glass and called a repair company and paid three hundred dollars she didn't have.

Now both windows. And Jake Moretti sitting across the street making sure she saw him seeing her.

Sam leaned the broom against the wall and looked at her studio. The floor was clean but the light was wrong—too much of it, pouring through the empty window frames and making the space feel exposed. Naked. Anyone walking past could look right in. Anyone in a black truck could watch her every move.

She'd opened this studio two years ago with savings from her time dancing in New York and a small-business loan that made her stomach clench every time the payment came due. Converted storefront, North Side address, sliding-scale fees because the kids in this neighborhood deserved ballet and hip-hop and jazz just as much as the kids whose parents could afford the downtown studios with their glass walls and branded leotards.

Two years of building something. Two years of six a.m. arrivals and ten p.m. lockups and weekends spent painting murals on the studio walls because she couldn't afford to hire an artist. Two years of watching shy eight-year-olds find their bodies and their confidence on her floor.

And now a developer wanted her building, and the shy eight-year-olds were disappearing because their parents were afraid.

Sam picked up her phone and called a board-up service. They could come tomorrow. A hundred and twenty dollars for plywood that would make her studio look abandoned, which was probably exactly what Dennis Hartley wanted.

She hung up and looked across the street. Jake Moretti was still there. Still watching. He raised his coffee cup in a little salute that made her blood go hot.

She turned her back on him and walked to the sound system.

Her afternoon class started at three-thirty. Seven kids between the ages of seven and ten. Hip-hop basics—body rolls, isolations, footwork patterns set to clean versions of songs they heard on the radio. It was the class that filled fastest, the one with the waitlist, the one where kids who'd never danced before discovered they had rhythm and joy and something to say with their bodies.

Five kids, now. Lily and DeAndre wouldn't be coming.

Sam plugged in her phone and scrolled to the playlist. She had four hours before class. Four hours to figure out plywood and insurance claims and whether she should file a police report she already knew would go nowhere, because she'd filed two before and nothing had happened.

She stretched instead. Barre work, because her body knew the routine even when her mind was spinning. First position. Demi-plié. The familiar burn in her thighs settled something in her chest.

This was hers. This floor, this space, this work. She'd left the North Side at seventeen on a scholarship and spent eight years in studios where nobody looked like her students. She'd come back because these kids deserved what she'd gotten—a teacher who saw them, a space that was theirs, music that made them move.

Dennis Hartley could break every window on the block. He couldn't break that.

At three-fifteen, the kids started arriving. Parents walking them to the door, eyes cutting to the empty window frames, mouths tight. Sam stood in the doorway and smiled and said the windows were being fixed tomorrow and everything was fine.

"Miss Sam, what happened?" Aaliyah, seven, staring at the plywood she'd managed to nail over the lower portions of the frames.

"Just an accident, baby. Nothing to worry about."

"My mom said somebody broke them."

"Your mom's pretty smart." Sam guided her inside. "Go put your shoes in your cubby. We're starting with the new routine today."

Five kids on the floor. Two empty spots where Lily and DeAndre should have been. Sam hit play and the beat dropped and she watched her students find the rhythm, their small bodies picking up the isolation she'd taught last week with the imperfect, joyful energy that made teaching worth everything.

"Arms, Aaliyah. Big arms. There you go."

"Miss Sam, like this?"

"Exactly like that, Timothy. Now add the feet."

She moved through the combinations with them, counting beats, adjusting shoulders, catching the ones who got lost and steering them back. Her hands were steady because they had to be. Her voice was bright because these kids didn't need to carry her fear.

But when she turned to demonstrate the next eight-count and caught the light pouring through the empty window frames, she saw the black truck still parked across the street. Jake Moretti, watching through glass that wasn't there anymore.

Sam turned back to her students and clapped the beat.

Her hands were shaking.
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Steeler almost rode past it.

He was running an errand for the compound—picking up a parts order from a shop on East Ohio Street that owed the club a discount and a favor—when the plywood caught his eye. Two sheets of it where glass should have been, nailed over the front windows of a storefront he recognized the way you recognize a place from a dream. Half-familiar. Changed but not gone.

He pulled to the curb and killed the engine.

Northside Dance. The sign hung crooked above the door, one bolt missing, the sage-green paint around the frames chipped and tired-looking. But through the gap between the plywood sheets he could see movement inside. Small bodies. Kids.

And music. Something with a beat that carried through the plywood and into the street like the building had a pulse.

He knew this place. Not this version of it—this was new, maybe two years old based on the paint and the sign. But the building itself, the converted storefront on the corner with the apartment above it, he'd walked past it a thousand times growing up. It had been a laundromat when he was a kid. Then a check-cashing place. Then nothing, boarded and dark, another dead storefront on a block full of them.

Now it had plywood where windows should be and a woman inside teaching kids to dance.

Steeler sat on his bike and watched for a minute. Through the gap he could see her moving across the floor—dark hair pulled up, lean arms demonstrating something the kids tried to copy. She moved like the music was inside her instead of coming from the speakers. Fluid. Certain. The kind of movement that made you aware of your own body and how badly it compared.

He remembered her.

Not clearly—he'd been maybe twelve, thirteen. But there'd been a girl on this block who was always dancing. On the sidewalk, on the steps, in the parking lot behind the building while her mother sat on a lawn chair and watched. The neighborhood kids had made fun of her once and she'd stared them down with the kind of calm fury that made twelve-year-old boys go quiet.

That girl had left. He remembered that too. Scholarship somewhere. His mother had mentioned it at dinner like it was proof the North Side could still produce something good.

And she'd come back.

The music stopped. A few minutes later, the door opened and kids spilled out—five of them, grabbed by parents who hurried them toward cars. He noticed the parents' eyes cutting to the plywood. To his bike. To the patch on his cut. One mother pulled her daughter closer and walked faster.

He waited until the last kid was gone. Then he swung off his bike and walked to the door.

She was sweeping. The same floor he could see through the gap, hardwood that had been sanded and sealed with care. The studio was small but clean—a barre along one wall, mirrors on the other, cubbies near the door filled with water bottles and tiny shoes. It smelled like floor polish and something faintly sweet, like the body spray teenage girls wore.

She looked up when the door opened and her whole body went still.

He saw her read him in a single sweep. Boots. Jeans. The cut with its prospect rocker. His face, which he knew didn't do much to put people at ease—he'd been told more than once that he looked like he was about to hit something even when he wasn't.

"We're closed," she said. Not scared. Careful.

"I can see that." He stayed by the door, giving her the space. "I'm not here for a class."

"Then what are you here for?"

He nodded toward the plywood. "What happened to your windows?"

Something shifted in her face. The careful went guarded. "Accident."

"Both of them?"

"Coincidence."

Steeler almost smiled. Almost. "That's a lot of coincidence."

She leaned on her broom and studied him. Up close she was prettier than he'd expected—dark eyes, sharp jaw, the kind of posture that made five-six look taller. There was a faint scar on her collarbone, the kind dancers got from years of partnering. Her arms were lean and defined, not gym-built but work-built, the kind of strength that came from hauling kids around and holding positions that looked easy and weren't.

"You're North Side," she said.

Not a question.

"Born and raised. Six blocks
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