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The Mon Valley smelled like rust and regret after dark.

Braddock rolled through Homestead first, his V-twin a low growl that echoed off vacant storefronts and boarded windows. The Steel City Reapers patch on his back was the only law that mattered out here—the only protection these ghost towns had left since the badges stopped caring about places that couldn't afford to vote anymore.

He slowed past Kowalczyk's Auto Body, checking the lot. Vic's truck sat where it always did, and the security light glowed steady. No broken glass, no fresh tags, no signs that anyone had forgotten whose territory this was. Braddock gave the building a nod it couldn't see and kept rolling.

Rankin came next. Three blocks of the same story—houses that used to hold mill workers, now holding on by stubbornness alone. Mrs. Deluca's porch light was on. The Moretti brothers had their garage door up, working on something that threw sparks into the night. Normal. Quiet. The way it should be.

This was the unglamorous work. No glory in riding patrol through towns that barely existed anymore, checking on businesses that scraped by and families that refused to leave. But somebody had to do it. Somebody had to remember that these places mattered, even when the rest of the world had written them off as casualties of progress.

Braddock remembered. He'd grown up five blocks from the Edgar Thomson mill, played in streets that used to be full of kids, watched his old man come home covered in sweat and steel dust like it was something to be proud of. It was. It still should be.

He turned toward the mill now, drawn the same way he always was when he rode these streets. Edgar Thomson rose against the dark sky like a cathedral of iron and fire, the last working steel mill in the Mon Valley. Its glow painted the clouds orange, and the distant clang of metal on metal was the only music Braddock needed.

Still alive, he thought. We're all still alive.

The thought settled something in his chest that had been tight since he'd crossed into the valley. He watched the mill for a long moment, letting his bike idle, letting the heat of the engine seep through his jeans. His father had worked those floors for twenty-three years before the layoffs. Before the drinking. Before the slow death that nobody called suicide because that would mean admitting the mill had killed him just as surely as if he'd fallen into the furnace.

Braddock twisted the throttle and pulled away. No point dwelling on ghosts when there were living people to check on.

The Steel City Grill sat on a corner that had seen better decades, its neon sign buzzing against the darkness. Braddock had been coming here since he was a kid—back when his mom would bring him for pancakes on Saturdays, back when the parking lot was full and you had to wait for a booth. Now the sign flickered like it was tired of trying, and the lot held maybe six cars on a good night.

Tonight it held three.

Braddock frowned as he swung into a spot near the door, killing his engine. Three cars at seven-thirty on a Thursday. The Steel City should've had twice that, at least. The old mill workers who came for coffee and company, the nurses from the clinic grabbing dinner before night shift, the handful of young families who still believed in Braddock enough to raise kids here.

Something was wrong.

He pulled off his helmet and hung it on his handlebars, scanning the street out of habit. Nothing moved in the shadows. No obvious threats. But the hair on the back of his neck prickled anyway, the instinct that had kept him alive through two tours in Iraq and six years wearing the Reaper patch.

The diner's door chimed when he pushed through, and the smell hit him like a homecoming—coffee strong enough to strip paint, bacon grease, and something sweet baking in the back. The same smell it had been his whole life. The only thing in Braddock that never changed.

Three booths occupied. Three. On a Thursday night.

Braddock's jaw tightened as he slid onto his usual stool at the counter.

"Coffee, black, same as always?"

The voice pulled him around. Tanya Kowalski stood behind the counter with a pot in her hand and exhaustion in her eyes. She'd owned this place for ten years, since old Pete had finally given in to his bad heart, and she looked like every single one of those years had been fighting her the whole way.

Brown hair streaked with gray she was too busy to dye. Hands that hadn't stopped moving since she was sixteen and started busing tables to help her mom pay rent. A body that was all work and no rest, strong from hauling plates and standing on her feet twelve hours a day.

And eyes that still managed warmth, somehow. Even worn down. Even worried. Even when the parking lot told a story nobody wanted to hear.

"Same as always," Braddock confirmed.

She poured without looking, the way you do when you've done something ten thousand times. The coffee steamed between them, and Braddock wrapped his hands around the mug just to have something to hold.

"Quiet tonight," he said.

It wasn't a question. The empty booths answered loud enough.

Something flickered across Tanya's face—there and gone, quick enough that most people would've missed it. But Braddock had spent years learning to read rooms and faces, and he saw it clear as the Pittsburgh skyline: fear.

"Thursday's always slow," she said, too casual. "You know how it is."

He didn't push. Not yet. But he filed it away, the way she wouldn't quite meet his eyes, the way her hands moved a little too fast wiping down a counter that was already clean.

"Meatloaf still good?" he asked instead.

"Best in the valley." The pride in her voice was real, even if everything else felt off. "Made it fresh this morning."

"Then give me a plate."

She smiled—weary, but genuine—and headed for the kitchen. Braddock watched her go, noting the tension in her shoulders, the way she glanced toward the front windows before she disappeared through the swinging door.

Something was definitely wrong.

He sipped his coffee and looked around the diner again, seeing it the way he saw everything in his territory—as a piece of ground to be protected. The worn vinyl booths, patched in places with tape that almost matched. The old photographs on the walls, mill workers and steelmen from decades past, back when Braddock was a place people moved to instead of escaped from. The pie case with its spinning display, still stocked because Tanya believed in keeping up appearances.

Eddie Morrison caught his eye and nodded, the universal greeting of men who'd lived in the same small town their whole lives. Braddock nodded back. Eddie had worked the coke ovens at Edgar Thomson for thirty-one years before his lungs gave out. Now he came to the diner every night because his wife had passed and his house was too quiet.

The Hendricks couple didn't look up. They were newer—only moved here five years ago, bought one of the abandoned houses for nothing and fixed it up themselves. Some kind of remote work thing that let them live anywhere, so they picked a town most people had forgotten existed.

Braddock respected that. Stupid or stubborn, anyone who chose Braddock was okay in his book.

Tanya came back with his meatloaf, and the smell made his stomach growl loud enough that she actually laughed. Real laughter, not the weary performance she'd been running when he walked in.

"Someone's hungry."

"Been riding since four." He picked up his fork. "Mon Valley doesn't patrol itself."

"No," she said, and something complicated moved through her voice. "I guess it doesn't."

She refilled his coffee without being asked, and Braddock ate his meatloaf while she moved around the empty diner, straightening things that didn't need straightening, checking windows that showed nothing but night and deeper shadows.

Three cars in the parking lot. A diner that should've had a dozen.

Braddock would find out why. Not tonight—he had two more stops on his patrol, and church at the compound later to report in. But he'd be back. The Steel City Grill was Braddock's last heartbeat, the final proof that this town wasn't dead yet.

Anything threatening that heartbeat was threatening his home.

And Ryan Kelly—the kid who'd grown up on these streets, who'd watched his father die by inches in a house that used to echo with laughter—that kid had made a promise when he'd patched into the Reapers. He'd promised that Braddock would survive. That he'd fight for every empty lot and abandoned building and stubborn holdout who refused to leave.

He finished his meatloaf and left a twenty on the counter for a twelve-dollar meal.

"Keep it," he said when Tanya tried to make change. "Coffee was perfect."

"Braddock—"

"I'll be back tomorrow."

He was out the door before she could argue, pulling on his helmet and firing up his bike. The engine's roar filled the deserted street, and he caught Tanya watching from the window as he pulled away.

Three cars. A diner owner with fear in her eyes. A town that kept losing pieces of itself to something that hadn't shown its face yet.

Braddock rode toward the compound with a knot in his gut that had nothing to do with the meatloaf. Something was moving into his territory. Something that scared a woman who'd spent ten years refusing to be scared of anything.

He'd find out what. And then he'd handle it the way Reapers handled everything.

With violence, and loyalty, and the kind of stubborn fury that had kept these mill towns alive when the corporations had left them for dead.

The Edgar Thomson mill glowed orange against the clouds as he crossed the river, and Braddock let the sight settle him. Still burning. Still alive.

Just like him.
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The parking lot had company again.

Tanya saw them before the coffee finished brewing—three men in a black SUV, parked where her breakfast regulars should have been. Third morning this week. Same spot. Same message.

You're not welcome here anymore.

She turned away from the window and focused on the coffee maker like it needed supervision. Her hands didn't shake. She wouldn't let them. Ten years of running this diner had taught her that showing fear was the same as bleeding in shark water.

The clock above the grill read 5:45 AM. Thirteen minutes until she flipped the sign to OPEN. Thirteen minutes of pretending those men weren't out there, waiting.

Behind her, the kitchen sat ready. Eggs cracked and whisked. Bacon laid out on sheet pans. Biscuit dough rising under a damp towel. The same morning routine she'd followed since Pete had handed her the keys and told her to keep Braddock fed.

She'd kept her promise. Every damn day for a decade, through recessions and floods and the slow death of everything around her. The Steel City Grill stayed open because Tanya Kowalski didn't know how to quit.

But she'd never had predators circling before.

The coffee maker beeped. She filled the first pot and started another, moving through the motions while her mind ran calculations she didn't want to make. How many customers had she lost this week? How many regulars had stopped coming because they'd seen those men in the parking lot and decided breakfast wasn't worth the trouble?

Too many. The answer was too many.

At six o'clock sharp, she unlocked the front door and flipped the sign. The SUV's engine was off, but she could see silhouettes behind the tinted glass. Watching.

Her first customer came at 6:15—Walt Jankowski, eighty-three years old, worked the blast furnaces at Edgar Thomson for forty-one years before his knees gave out. He shuffled in with his walker, took his usual booth, and ordered the same thing he'd ordered every morning since his wife died: two eggs over easy, rye toast, black coffee.

"Quiet out there," he said when she brought his plate.

Tanya managed a smile. "Thursday morning. You know how it is."

Walt's eyes drifted to the window, to the SUV that hadn't moved. "Those boys been out there all week."

"Just passing through." The lie tasted like ash.

"Mm-hmm." Walt picked up his fork. "You call Braddock if they give you trouble. That boy's good people."

Her throat tightened. "I will, Walt."

She retreated to the counter before he could see her face crack.

By seven o'clock, she should have had eight customers. She had three. Walt in his booth, the Kowalski sisters sharing a stack of pancakes, and nobody else. The parking lot that should have held pickups and sedans held that black SUV and nothing else.

Three months. That's how long this had been building. Three months since Darnell Price's operation had moved into Braddock's abandoned buildings and started treating the town like their personal warehouse. Three months of watching his men appear on corners, in parking lots, outside the businesses that still survived.

Three months of being slowly strangled.

The door chimed at 7:23.

Tanya knew before she looked up. The air changed when men like this walked in—heavier, meaner, charged with the promise of violence.

Jamal Oates filled the doorway like he owned it. Six-three, built like a linebacker, with eyes that assessed everything in the room as either a threat or a target. The two men flanking him were smaller but no less dangerous, their hands hanging loose at their sides, ready.

He smiled at her.

It was the smile that scared her most. Friendly. Patient. The smile of a man who knew he'd get what he wanted eventually.

"Morning, sweetheart." Jamal slid onto a stool at the counter, making himself comfortable. "Coffee smells good."

Tanya's hand found the pot before she could think about it. Muscle memory. Ten years of serving customers had trained her body to respond even when her brain was screaming at her to run.

She poured. The coffee steamed between them.

"On the house," she heard herself say.

"Appreciate that." He wrapped his hands around the mug, still smiling. "You're good people, Tanya. I keep telling Darnell that. Good people running a good business in a town that needs more of both."

Behind him, Walt Jankowski was watching. The Kowalski sisters had stopped eating.

Tanya said nothing.

"Thing is," Jamal continued, his voice dropping to something almost intimate, "good businesses need support. Protection. Someone looking out for them in a town where the cops don't come and the politicians forgot you exist."

"I've got protection."

The words came out before she could stop them. Stupid. Dangerous. But something in her refused to just stand there and take it.

Jamal's smile flickered. Just for a second. "Those bikers? They ride through once a week, maybe. Check on a few businesses, feel good about themselves, ride back to their clubhouse. You think they're gonna be here when you really need them?"

"They've kept this town safer than anyone else has."

"And yet." Jamal spread his hands, a gesture that encompassed the empty booths, the missing customers, the slow death she'd been watching for three months. "Here we are."

She hated him. Hated the truth buried in his words, hated the way he made her feel small in her own diner, hated that she couldn't just pick up the phone and make this stop.

"What do you want, Jamal?"

"Same thing I wanted last week. And the week before." He leaned forward, and suddenly the friendly mask was gone, replaced by something flat and cold. "That back room of yours. Nice and private. Perfect for meetings. We use it a couple times a week, your parking lot stays full of paying customers, and everybody wins."

"No."

"Tanya—"

"I said no."

The word came out sharper than she intended. Loud enough that Walt set down his fork. Loud enough that the Kowalski sisters clutched each other's hands.

Jamal stared at her for a long moment. Then he laughed—a low, rumbling sound that held no humor at all.

"You know what I like about you?" He stood, leaving the untouched coffee on the counter. "You've got spine. Most people in this town, they see us coming and they fold. But you? You keep saying no like you think it means something."

He reached into his pocket, and Tanya's whole body went rigid. But he only pulled out a business card—plain white, a phone number printed in black.

"When you change your mind." He set it on the counter next to the coffee. "And you will. Because that diner across the river? The one that told us no six months ago?" He smiled again, that patient, friendly smile. "They're not open anymore."

He walked out without paying. His men followed.

Tanya stood behind the counter, staring at the business card, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her teeth.

The door chimed again, and she flinched—but it was just Tommy Radovic, coming in for his usual breakfast before his shift at the mill.

"Morning, Tanya." He paused, reading something in her face. "You okay?"

"Fine." She picked up the business card and threw it in the trash. "Just fine."

But her voice shook when she said it.

And they both knew she was lying.

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of orders she barely remembered taking. Her regulars trickled in, but the crowd never built the way it should have. Half her usual breakfast rush stayed home, scared off by the SUV that had lingered for an hour before finally pulling away.

By ten o'clock, she'd made maybe a third of what Thursday morning should have brought in.

She stood in her kitchen during the slow stretch before lunch, hands braced on the prep counter, and let herself feel it. The fear she'd been choking down for three months. The rage that had nowhere to go. The bone-deep exhaustion of fighting a war she couldn't win.

Braddock was dying around her. Had been dying for decades. But she'd always believed that as long as the diner stayed open, as long as people had somewhere to gather and eat and remember what community felt like, the town still had a chance.

Now she wasn't sure.

Darnell Price's men had found the perfect hunting ground—a place so abandoned that nobody noticed when predators moved in. So forgotten that screaming wouldn't bring help.

She thought about the biker who'd sat at her counter last week. Braddock, they called him—named for the town he'd grown up in, the town he still patrolled like it mattered. He'd looked at her empty parking lot and she'd seen the question in his eyes.

She hadn't told him the truth.

Hadn't told anyone.

Because admitting she was scared meant admitting she might lose. And Tanya Kowalski had built her entire life on the principle that losing wasn't an option.

But standing alone in her kitchen, listening to the silence where customers should have been, she felt something she hadn't felt in years.

Hopeless.

The lunch rush brought a handful of regulars and a few mill workers grabbing sandwiches to go. She smiled and served and made small talk, and nobody mentioned the men in the parking lot because everybody already knew.

By three o'clock, she was running numbers in her head that didn't add up. By five, she was wondering how many more weeks like this she could survive.

By seven, when she should have been handling the dinner crowd, she was serving four tables and trying not to cry.

The diner that had been Braddock's heartbeat for sixty years was being suffocated. And she didn't know how to stop it.

When she finally locked the door at nine, Tanya stood in her empty parking lot and looked up at the stars. The same stars her father had looked at from this same spot, back when the mill ran three shifts and Braddock was somewhere people wanted to be.

"I'm not giving up," she whispered to no one. "You hear me? I'm not."

But her voice shook.

And the night didn't answer.
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Something was wrong with the Steel City Grill.

Braddock had known it last week when the parking lot was too empty. He'd felt it in the way Tanya watched the windows, the fear she tried to hide behind coffee refills and tired smiles.

Tonight, he was going to find out what.

He rolled into Braddock as the sun dropped behind the hills, painting Edgar Thomson in shades of orange and red. The mill glowed like it always did, the last furnace still burning, but the streets around it felt different. Emptier. Like the town was holding its breath.

He'd learned to trust that feeling. Two tours overseas had taught him what danger smelled like, and right now, his hometown reeked of it.

The diner's parking lot held four cars. Four, when it should have had a dozen for the dinner rush. Braddock pulled into a spot near the door and killed his engine, scanning the street out of habit.

Nothing moved.

But somebody had been here. He could see it in the fresh tire tracks near the entrance, the SUV-sized gap where someone had parked for hours without going inside. Intimidation parking. The kind of message that didn't need words.

His jaw tightened.

Inside, the diner felt hollow. A few regulars scattered across booths that should have been full, eating quietly, not talking the way people usually did in a place like this. The jukebox was silent. The energy was wrong—heavy and watchful, like everyone was waiting for something bad to happen.

Tanya stood behind the counter, and one look told him everything.

She'd been fighting. Not with fists—with will. The kind of fight that didn't leave bruises but wore you down just the same. Her shoulders were too tight, her smile too brittle, and when she saw him walk through the door, something flickered in her eyes that might have been relief.

Or might have been fear that he'd see too much.

"Coffee?" she asked.

"Yeah."

He took his usual stool and watched her pour. Her hands were steady, but he caught the slight tremor when she set the pot down. Exhaustion. Stress. The kind of strain that came from carrying too much alone for too long.

"Quiet tonight," he said.

Same words he'd used last week. But this time, he wasn't going to let her brush them off.

Tanya's eyes met his. For a second, he saw everything—the fear she'd been hiding, the weight she'd been carrying, the desperate stubbornness that kept her standing when a smarter woman would have run.

Then the walls came back up.

"People eat at home more these days." She shrugged. "Economy's tough."

"Bullshit."

The word came out harder than he intended. A couple at a nearby booth glanced over, then quickly looked away.

Tanya's chin came up. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me." Braddock leaned forward, keeping his voice low. "I've been riding these streets for six years. I know what normal looks like, and this isn't it. Your parking
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