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The body hit the water without ceremony.

Reaper watched the dark shape disappear beneath the surface of the East River, swallowed by black water that reflected nothing but the sodium-orange glow of distant streetlights. The current would carry what was left of Jimmy Salerno toward the Atlantic, and by the time anything surfaced—if anything surfaced—there wouldn't be enough face left to identify.

"Weighted right?" Gravedigger's voice came from behind him, clinical as always.

"Three points. Ankles, waist, neck." Reaper didn't turn around. "He's not coming back up."

"Good. I hate repeat work."

The Red Hook waterfront stretched empty in both directions, container ships sleeping at their berths like steel giants, the kind of industrial stillness that only existed at 3 AM when the rest of New York pretended the night didn't have teeth. Reaper had chosen this spot specifically—no cameras, no witnesses, no longshoremen pulling late shifts. Just the river and the dead.

Jimmy Salerno had shorted a client under Reaper protection. Skimmed fifteen grand from a supply run and thought nobody would notice because the client was too scared to complain directly. But the client had paid the Reapers for protection, and protection meant something. It meant that when a supplier got greedy, when a dealer got stupid, when anyone thought they could take what wasn't theirs from someone flying Reaper colors—there were consequences.

Tonight, the consequence weighed about a hundred and ninety pounds and was currently sinking toward the riverbed.

Scythe emerged from the shadows near the loading dock, wiping his hands on a rag that had seen better days. "Van's clean. Ready to roll."

Reaper finally turned from the water. His Sergeant at Arms stood like a monument to controlled violence—six-four of execution muscle, hands that had done worse than anything Jimmy Salerno could imagine in his final moments. Scythe's face showed nothing because he'd stopped feeling decades ago, and that emptiness made him perfect for the work.

"Gravedigger, you're on disposal detail for the van. Burn the rag, bleach the cargo area, rotate the plates."

"Already planned." Gravedigger moved toward the vehicle with the efficiency of a man who'd made more bodies disappear than most morgues processed in a year. His hands were already stained with something that wouldn't wash off no matter how hard he scrubbed—dirt, blood, the residue of a hundred quiet burials. He measured everyone for a hole. It was just how his mind worked.

Reaper walked to his bike where it sat in the shadow of a shipping container, the matte black Harley Road King that had carried him through five years of night work. He threw a leg over the seat and felt the familiar weight settle beneath him—steel and leather and gasoline, the only church that made sense anymore.

The engine turned over with a rumble that echoed off the containers, and Scythe's bike answered a moment later. Two Reapers riding out of Red Hook at 3 AM, leaving nothing behind but disturbed water and a debt paid in full.

They took the back routes through Brooklyn—industrial stretches where the streetlights were half-burned out and the only traffic was delivery trucks running product that wasn't meant for manifests. Reaper led because he always led, his V-twin eating asphalt while Scythe held position at his seven o'clock like the weapon he was named for. The city sprawled around them in shadowed stillness, eight million people who'd never know what happened on the waterfront tonight.

That was the job. That was always the job.

By the time they crossed into the Bronx, the sky had started thinking about dawn—not light yet, just a softening of the absolute black that told experienced night workers the shift was almost over. Hunts Point rose around them in familiar industrial decay: warehouses with rusted loading docks, market trucks staged for the morning rush, the kind of neighborhood that tourists didn't visit and cops didn't patrol too carefully.

The compound appeared like it always did—one moment empty street, the next moment home. Three stories of converted industrial brick surrounded by chain-link and razor wire, the kind of building that said keep out in every language that mattered. Reaper killed his engine as the gate rolled open, and the quiet that followed was the closest thing to peace he knew.

Inside, the clubhouse was running on skeleton crew. Two prospects behind the bar cleaning glasses that were already clean, a handful of brothers playing poker in the corner with money they'd probably lose before sunrise. The smell hit Reaper like it always did—motor oil, cigarette smoke, leather, and underneath it all, something metallic that never quite washed out of the walls.

Coffin looked up from his cards. "Job done?"

"Job's done." Reaper didn't slow down, just headed for the back stairs. "Church at noon. Full officers."

He didn't wait for acknowledgment. The brothers would spread the word, and anyone who needed to be there would be there. That's how it worked. That's how it had always worked, ever since he'd built this club from nothing but broken men and a shared talent for ending things.

The Crypt took up the entire top floor—President's quarters, earned through blood and bodies and five years of keeping his brothers alive and paid. Reaper locked the door behind him and stood without turning on the lights, not needing them. He knew this space by touch, by the way the shadows fell, by the smell of gun oil and leather and the faint trace of incense he burned to cover whatever else lingered.

He stripped out of his cut and hung it with the care it deserved—the leather vest that marked him as President of the Gotham Reapers, the patch that meant more than any name his parents had given him. Dominic Vance had died in a desert overseas, buried under thirty-two confirmed kills and a void that never filled. Reaper had risen in his place.

The shower ran hot, and he stood under it until the water stopped carrying away whatever trace evidence he'd missed. Jimmy Salerno's blood, probably, though he hadn't done the actual cutting—that was Scythe's work, precise and professional. Reaper's contribution had been the two shots that started it: one to Jimmy's knee to put him down, one to his shoulder to keep him from crawling. After that, the questions. After that, the answers. After that, the river.

Just another night shift in the city that never slept.

He dried off without looking in the mirror, dressed in clean jeans and a black thermal, and found himself standing at the window that overlooked Hunts Point's industrial sprawl. The Crypt had the best sight lines in the building—he could see the compound gates, the streets approaching from three directions, the rooftops where a sniper might set up if anyone was ever stupid enough to try.

Force of habit. Thirty-two confirmed, and every one of them had taught him something about how death arrived when you weren't paying attention.

His phone showed the job completion logged, payment confirmed from the client's escrow account, disposal marked in progress. Gravedigger would have the van sanitized within the hour, plates rotated, any trace of Jimmy Salerno erased from the physical world. The man's absence would be noticed eventually—maybe a wife, maybe a crew, maybe someone who owed him money—but it wouldn't come back to the Reapers. It never came back to the Reapers.

That was the business. Clean work, professional rates, and a reputation that kept Hunts Point peaceful through fear alone.

Reaper pulled leftover takeout from the mini-fridge and ate standing at the window, watching the sky slowly gray toward morning. The food was cold and he didn't taste it, just fuel for a machine that ran on necessity rather than pleasure. He'd eaten alone for so long that company would have felt like an intrusion.

Except.

His jaw tightened around a bite of lo mein, and he made himself finish chewing before he acknowledged the thought that had been circling since he'd left Red Hook.

Val's would be open. Val's was always open—10 PM to 10 AM, seven days a week, serving eggs and coffee to the market workers and truckers and night shift crews that kept Hunts Point moving. He'd been eating there for five years, long before the Reapers had colors, back when he was still figuring out how to build something from the men who couldn't build anything else.

She'd be behind the counter right now. Dark hair pulled back, hands that showed the work, those brown eyes that assessed everyone who walked through her door in the first three seconds. She'd pour his coffee without asking how he took it, because she'd memorized that years ago. She'd ask if he wanted eggs, and he'd say yes, and they'd exchange maybe ten words total while he ate.

That was all it was. All it had ever been.

A diner. A woman who ran it. Coffee that didn't taste like the compound's burnt offerings.

So why the hell couldn't he stop thinking about it?

Reaper set the takeout container aside, appetite gone. The restlessness was back—that crawling sensation under his skin that had started months ago and wouldn't let up no matter how many jobs he finished. He'd told himself it was the work, that he needed a vacation, that he was getting too old for night shifts and violence. But vacations didn't exist for men like him, and the violence was the only thing that made the emptiness bearable.

No. The truth was simpler and worse.

He'd built a life around death because connection felt impossible after what he'd done. Marines had taught him how to kill; the desert had taught him how to survive killing; but nobody had taught him how to come home and pretend it hadn't happened. So he'd stopped pretending. Built a club for men like him, men who only knew one thing, and turned that one thing into a profession.

The Reapers didn't deal drugs, didn't run girls, didn't engage in the petty bullshit that got most MCs tangled up with feds. They offered a service: problems became bodies, bodies became gone. Clean, professional, and absolutely permanent. The kind of work that required men who'd made peace with what they were.

Reaper had made peace. He'd made so much peace that he'd forgotten what anything else felt like.

Until Val's diner. Until a woman who didn't flinch when bikers walked through her door, who treated him like just another customer instead of the president of the most feared MC in the Bronx, who had a laugh he could hear from across the room even when she wasn't laughing at him.

He shouldn't want that. He had no right to want that.

But the wanting was there anyway, and tonight it felt worse than usual.

The compound had settled into pre-dawn quiet around him, brothers finding their beds or their vices or whatever got them through until the sun rose. Reaper stood alone in the Crypt, surrounded by the trappings of five years' worth of violence—the weapons locked in the closet, the ledger in the safe, the cut hanging like a second skin he couldn't shed.

He could go to Val's. Right now, on the bike, fifteen minutes through empty streets. Sit at the counter and drink coffee until the shaking in his hands stopped. Watch her work and pretend that was enough.

But it wouldn't be. That was the problem. Every time he went there, every time she smiled at him like he was human, the wanting got worse. And wanting things was dangerous for a man in his position. Wanting things got you killed, got your brothers killed, got the people you wanted destroyed right in front of you.

He knew that. He'd always known that.

So he stayed at the window, watching Hunts Point wake up without him, and told himself the coffee could wait.

The hollowness didn't listen. It never did.
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The back booth had been occupied for four nights running, and Val was losing money she couldn't afford to lose.

Three men. Same booth. Same routine. They'd roll in around midnight, order nothing, and spread out like they owned the place—feet on seats, arms stretched across the vinyl, watching her customers with the kind of lazy menace that made truckers suddenly remember appointments elsewhere. Market workers who'd been eating here for years took one look at the neck tattoos and the dead eyes and decided they weren't hungry after all.

Val kept the coffee pot moving and her mouth shut, because she'd survived the Bronx long enough to know when she was being squeezed.

"Refill?"

The closest one—young, hungry-looking, with a scar bisecting his left eyebrow—didn't even glance at her. "We're good."

They weren't good. They hadn't ordered a damn thing, which meant they weren't customers. They were a message, and the message was simple: We can sit here as long as we want, and there's nothing you can do about it.

Val retreated behind the counter and busied herself wiping down surfaces that were already clean. Two truckers lingered at the far end, eating fast with their eyes on the door. Benny Kowalski, who'd been coming in every night for three years to eat eggs and complain about his dispatcher, had taken one look at the occupied booth and walked right back out.

That was forty dollars she'd never see again.

The bell above the door chimed, and her stomach dropped.

Victor Ruiz walked in like he owned the building and was considering whether to burn it down. He was six feet of prison muscle wrapped in a leather jacket that probably cost more than her monthly rent, neck tattoos crawling up toward his jaw, eyes that assessed her in a way that made her skin try to crawl off her bones. The three soldiers in the booth straightened immediately—not quite standing, but definitely paying attention.

"Valentina." He rolled her name around his mouth like he was tasting it. "Still open, I see."

"Ten to ten. Seven days." She kept her voice flat, her hands busy with the coffee pot. "You want something, or you just here to take up space like your friends?"

The truckers at the end of the counter exchanged a look and reached for their wallets.

Victor's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Mr. Mendez would like to discuss a business arrangement. Your diner, his product. Simple."

"I'm not interested."

"You haven't heard the terms."

"Don't need to." Val set the coffee pot down with more force than necessary. "Val's isn't that kind of establishment."

The truckers dropped bills on the counter and made for the door without looking back. She didn't blame them. Didn't blame Benny, either, or any of the regulars who'd made themselves scarce this week. This wasn't their fight.

It wasn't supposed to be her fight either.

Victor moved closer, and the three men in the booth shifted to block the door. Not standing, not threatening—just rearranging themselves so the exit wasn't an option anymore.

"Mr. Mendez has made this offer to three other business owners in Hunts Point." Victor's voice was conversational, almost friendly. "Two of them took the deal. They're doing very well. New trucks, new equipment. Protection."

"And the third?"

His smile widened. "She found the Bronx River. Eventually."

Val's heart hammered against her ribs, but she'd learned a long time ago that showing fear was the same as bleeding in front of sharks. "Get out of my diner."

"I don't think you understand your situation."

"I understand that it's two in the morning, you haven't ordered anything, and you're scaring off my paying customers." She picked up the coffee pot again—something to do with her hands, something that wasn't shaking. "I also understand that I've got a health inspector coming next week, and I can't afford the kind of attention that comes with your business arrangement. So thanks, but no thanks. Door's right there."

Victor moved fast.

One second he was standing by the counter; the next he was in her space, close enough that she could smell cigarettes and something chemical on his breath. His hand closed around her wrist—not squeezing, not yet, but holding her in place like he was demonstrating how easy it would be.

"Mr. Mendez doesn't take no for an answer. He's patient, but he's not that patient." Victor's thumb traced circles on the inside of her wrist, right over her pulse point. "And I don't have his patience at all."

Val's free hand found the coffee pot handle.

"Let go of me."

"I think you need to understand what happens to women who—"

She broke the pot across his face.

Glass shattered, hot coffee sprayed across the counter, and Victor Ruiz stumbled backward with a scream that was more rage than pain. Blood bloomed from cuts across his cheek and forehead, mixing with the coffee streaming down his neck, and Val was already moving—grabbing the baseball bat she kept under the register, putting the counter between them.

"Get out!" Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Get the hell out of my diner!"

Victor straightened slowly, blood dripping onto his expensive jacket, his face a mask of something that made her stomach turn to ice. The soldiers were on their feet now, reaching for weapons, but Victor held up a hand.

"No." He wiped blood from his eye and looked at it on his fingers. "Not tonight."

He was smiling. That was the worst part—he was actually smiling, like she'd just given him a gift he'd been waiting for.

"I was going to make this easy," he said. "Quick negotiation, simple arrangement, everybody walks away happy. But now?" He licked blood from the corner of his mouth. "Now I'm going to take my time. I'm going to enjoy it."

"Get. Out."

The soldiers moved toward the door, but Victor lingered, his eyes never leaving hers. The cuts on his face were still bleeding freely, glass fragments glittering in the wounds, and he didn't seem to notice or care.

"I'll be seeing you, Valentina. Real soon."

His boys had to drag him out by the elbows, and even then he was still watching her through the window as they loaded him into a black SUV and pulled away. Val stood behind the counter with the bat in her hands until the taillights disappeared around the corner.

Then her legs gave out.

She sat down hard on the floor, back against the cabinets, and let the shaking take over. The bat clattered from her grip. The coffee pot—what was left of it—dripped brown liquid onto the tiles three feet away, mixing with the blood Victor had left behind.

You just made an enemy who enjoys hurting women.

She'd seen the look in his eyes. Not just anger, not just wounded pride—something else. Something hungry. Victor Ruiz was going to come back, and when he did, it wouldn't be for negotiation.

"Okay." Her voice echoed in the empty diner. "Okay. Think."

Cops were useless in Hunts Point. Even the honest ones knew better than to go after someone connected to Carlos Mendez—the man owned half the precinct through payoffs and the other half through fear. She could close the diner and run, but where? This was everything she had. Three years of scraping and saving and building something from nothing, and she was supposed to abandon it because some drug dealer decided he wanted her loading dock?

Val pushed herself to her feet, ignoring the way her hands trembled, and found the mop.

The blood came up easy enough—the floor had seen worse over the years, and she'd learned not to be squeamish about stains that didn't quite match the menu. The glass took longer, tiny shards scattered across the tiles and the counter, glittering under the fluorescent lights like malicious stars. She swept and mopped and wiped until the diner looked almost normal, until the only sign of what happened was the missing coffee pot and the scratch marks on the counter where she'd grabbed for the bat.

By the time she finished, dawn was creeping through the windows and the first market trucks were rumbling past outside.

Nobody came in.

That was wrong. The morning rush usually started around five—workers from the Hunts Point Market grabbing eggs and coffee before their shifts, truckers fueling up for long hauls. Val unlocked the door, flipped the sign to OPEN, and waited.

Six o'clock came and went. Then seven.

At seven-thirty, Philip Crawford shuffled in—night foreman at the fish market, regular since day one. He sat at his usual spot at the counter and didn't meet her eyes.

"The usual, Philip?"

"Just coffee." He stared at the surface in front of him. "To go."

Val poured the coffee and set it in front of him. "Something wrong?"

"Heard what happened." His voice was barely above a whisper. "With Victor. Everybody heard."

The chill that ran down her spine had nothing to do with the temperature. "Word travels fast."

"Mendez's people made sure it did." Philip finally looked at her, and the pity in his eyes was worse than fear would have been. "You should sell, Val. Take whatever he offers and get out before—"

"Before what?"

He shook his head, dropped a five on the counter, and left without touching the coffee.

By ten o'clock, Val had served exactly three customers. All of them paid in cash, took their food to go, and left with their heads down like they were afraid of being seen.

She closed up at ten on the dot, locking the door and pulling the shades like she did every morning. The diner was spotless—no trace of blood or glass or coffee, no evidence that anything had happened at all. Just empty booths and clean counters and a silence that pressed against her ears like cotton.

Val sat down in the back booth—the one Mendez's soldiers had claimed—and let herself feel it.

She'd thrown coffee in Victor Ruiz's face and told him to get out. She'd defended herself, defended her diner, done exactly what every self-defense instructor and women's magazine said to do. Fight back. Don't be a victim. Show them you're not easy prey.

But this wasn't some random creep on the subway. This was a man with fifteen armed soldiers behind him and a boss who'd made three women disappear for less than what she'd just done.

Her hands were still shaking. She tucked them under her thighs and stared at the table, trying to think of options that didn't exist.

The Bronx didn't have good choices for women like her. Just varying degrees of bad.

And she'd just picked the worst one.
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





