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The Night Owl smelled like burnt coffee and survival at 3 AM.

Remy Brennan wiped down the counter for the hundredth time, watching her regulars through the pass-through window. Terrence hunched over his eggs and bacon in booth three—night security at the warehouse down the block, divorced twice, ate here every shift because his empty apartment made him want to drink. Dolores nursed her decaf in the corner booth, seventy-two years old with insomnia that started when her husband died, came in every night just to hear human voices. Two nurses from Temple Hospital shared a plate of cheese fries at the counter, decompressing from a double shift in the ER.

This was her church. Her uncle's legacy. The place where Kensington's forgotten people could get hot food and human kindness when the rest of the world locked its doors.

The bell over the entrance jangled.

Remy looked up from the coffee pot, her smile automatic—and then freezing on her face.

Four men walked in wearing leather cuts. Patches she didn't recognize, skulls with bleeding eye sockets on the back. They moved wrong, spreading out like they were clearing a room instead of looking for a booth. The one in front was pushing forty, prison-hard with dead eyes and a sergeant-at-arms patch on a cut that looked too new, too clean.

Behind her, she heard Terrence's fork stop scraping his plate.

"Kitchen's closed for hot food," Remy said, keeping her voice steady. "I can do coffee and pie."

The leader smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "We're not here for pie, sweetheart."

He slid onto a counter stool like he owned it, leather creaking. His boys flanked him—one blocking the door, two others positioning themselves between the booths and the exit. Dolores clutched her coffee cup with trembling hands.

"Remy Brennan, right?" The man pulled a pack of cigarettes from his cut, lit one despite the no-smoking sign three feet from his face. "I'm Mitch. Mitch Crowley. Kensington Reapers."

"There's no smoking in here."

Mitch took a long drag, blew it toward the ceiling. "That's cute. Real cute." He ashed on her clean counter. "Here's the thing, Remy. My boss—Dale Yarborough—he's been watching this place. Twenty-four hours, foot traffic all night, location's perfect. He wants to partner up."

"I don't need a partner."

"Wasn't a question." Mitch leaned forward, and she caught the smell of stale beer and something chemical underneath. Meth sweat. "You let us run product through here, you get paid. Protection too. Nobody touches your little diner, nobody hassles your customers. Everybody wins."

Remy's hands went still on the coffee pot. Three years she'd kept this place running on prayer and stubbornness. Three years of sixteen-hour days, thin margins, broken equipment held together with duct tape and hope. Her uncle had done it for twenty years before her, feeding the night shift workers and the insomniacs and the people with nowhere else to go.

She was not turning his legacy into a meth front.

"No."

Mitch blinked. "What?"

"I said no." She set the coffee pot down with a sharp click. "I don't know what you think this place is, but it's not a drug stop. These people—" she gestured at her regulars, "—they come here because it's safe. Because nobody hassles them. You want to run your poison somewhere else."

For a long moment, nobody moved. Terrence had his hand under the table—probably on his security baton, bless him. The nurses were frozen mid-fry.

Then Mitch laughed.

It was an ugly sound, scraping and wrong.

"She said no, boys." He looked back at his crew. "Ain't that something." His smile vanished like someone had flipped a switch. "Listen to me real careful, sweetheart. Cooperation isn't optional in Kensington anymore. Dale Yarborough runs this territory now. Not the cops—they're bought. Not the city—they don't give a shit about neighborhoods like this. Us."

He stood up, ground his cigarette into her counter, leaving a black scar in the laminate.

"You got a week to think it over. Dale's a patient man." He reached across the counter faster than she could react, grabbed a strand of her red hair, rubbed it between his fingers. "Shame to burn all this pretty down."

Remy jerked back, heart hammering. "Get out."

"Week, Remy. Use it wisely." Mitch straightened his cut—that clean cut with the patches that looked ironed on rather than earned—and nodded to his boys. They moved toward the door in formation, covering each other like criminals, not brothers.

At the door, Mitch turned back. "Nice place. Real homey. Be a shame if something happened to it."

The bell jangled as they left. Through the window, Remy watched them mount their bikes—chrome and black, engines roaring to life in the quiet street. They peeled out toward Allegheny, exhaust fumes drifting back through the door one of them had left open on purpose.

Her hands were shaking.

"Remy." Terrence was beside her suddenly, his security baton in hand. "You okay? I can call—"

"Don't." She forced herself to breathe. "Don't call anyone. They said the cops are bought, and I believe them." She looked at the cigarette burn on her counter, the ash scattered across the surface she'd just cleaned. "This is Kensington. Nobody's coming to help."

"Those weren't real bikers," Terrence said quietly. "My cousin rides with a club in Jersey. Real MC. Those guys... they moved wrong. Talked wrong. Wearing cuts like costumes."

Remy nodded, not really hearing him. Her mind was racing. A week. She had a week before they came back, and then what? She couldn't fight them. Couldn't run—this diner was everything she had, the only thing her uncle left her besides his belief that everyone deserved dignity and hot coffee at 4 AM.

Dolores appeared at her elbow, pressing a crumpled twenty into her hand. "For the coffee, honey. You take care of yourself."

"Dolores, that's too much—"

But the old woman was already shuffling toward the door, clutching her purse like a lifeline. The nurses followed a minute later, leaving cash on the counter without meeting Remy's eyes. Within ten minutes, The Night Owl was empty.

Remy stood alone in the fluorescent light, surrounded by dirty dishes and the smell of fear.



She didn't sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Mitch Crowley's dead stare, felt his fingers in her hair. She lay in her apartment above the diner, listening to the occasional car pass on the street below, waiting for the sound of motorcycles coming back.

They didn't. Not that night.

By 6 AM, she gave up on rest. Showered, pulled her hair into its usual ponytail, and headed downstairs to prep for the morning rush—such as it was. A handful of early risers, construction workers grabbing coffee before heading to job sites, the occasional commuter who'd missed their train.

She unlocked the back door and stepped into the kitchen.

Glass crunched under her sneakers.

For a moment, Remy couldn't process what she was seeing. The prep station—overturned. The industrial mixer her uncle had babied for fifteen years—smashed, components scattered across the floor. The walk-in cooler door hung open, everything inside slashed and spoiled, milk and eggs and produce pooling in a stinking mess.

She walked through the destruction in a daze. The dining room was worse. Every window shattered, safety glass in glittering piles on the booths where her regulars sat. The counter stools slashed, stuffing spilling out like guts. The coffee station demolished, her vintage percolators—Uncle Pat's pride and joy—in pieces.

On the wall behind the register, spray-painted in red:

ONE WEEK. COOPERATE OR BURN.

Remy sank onto the floor amid the broken glass, her back against the ruined counter.

Three years of eighteen-hour days. Every penny she had poured into keeping this place alive. Her uncle's twenty years of serving the community before that. All of it violated, desecrated, by men who wore patches they'd never earned and called themselves a motorcycle club.

She should cry. She knew she should cry.

Instead, something cold and hard settled in her chest.

They wanted to take The Night Owl from her. Wanted to turn it into a front for poison that would kill the same community her uncle had spent his life serving. Wanted her scared and compliant, another Kensington business owner paying tribute to criminals playing dress-up.

Remy pulled her phone from her pocket with bloody fingers—she'd cut herself on the glass without noticing—and started taking pictures. The damage. The message. Every piece of destruction these bastards had wrought.

She didn't know what she was going to do yet. Didn't know who could help or if anyone would. But she knew one thing with absolute certainty, the same certainty that had kept her going through three years of impossible margins and endless nights.

The Night Owl wasn't dying today.

She was still photographing the damage when she heard a motorcycle rumble past outside—just one, the engine sound different from the Reapers' bikes, throatier and deeper. She froze, phone in hand, blood dripping onto the shattered floor.

The bike didn't stop. Its sound faded toward Allegheny, disappearing into the morning traffic.

Remy let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding and went back to documenting the destruction, trying not to think about the message on her wall and the clock that had started ticking the moment Mitch Crowley walked through her door.
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The Night Owl was the only place in Kensington that didn't look at Havoc's prospect patch like it meant nothing.

He pulled his bike into the small lot beside the diner at 4 AM, muscles aching from eight hours of hauling cargo at the warehouse. Ten months of prospecting for Liberty City, ten months of proving himself to brothers who'd earned their patches through blood and loyalty. During the day he worked his shift, kept his head down, saved money. At night he rode, handled club business, showed Bell and the others that Oliver Hamilton from Kensington wasn't just another working-class kid looking for somewhere to belong.

He was a man who understood what brotherhood meant.

The diner's lights were on—they were always on—but something felt wrong before he even killed his engine. The front windows were boarded up with plywood, amateur job, gaps showing darkness behind. The neon Night Owl sign that usually buzzed pink and blue was dark.

Havoc swung off his bike, every instinct screaming.

The front door was unlocked. He pushed through into a disaster zone.

Glass everywhere. Booths slashed open. The counter where he usually sat, where Remy always slid him extra bacon and called him "hon" like he was somebody worth feeding—scarred and broken. And on the wall, in spray paint the color of dried blood:

ONE WEEK. COOPERATE OR BURN.

"We're closed."

Havoc spun toward the voice. Remy stood in the kitchen doorway, a baseball bat in her hands. Her red hair was escaping its ponytail, dark circles under her green eyes, and a bruise was spreading across her temple, swelling the skin above her left eye.

Something hot and dangerous ignited in his chest.

"What the hell happened?" He moved toward her without thinking, and she raised the bat higher. "Remy. It's me. Havoc."

Recognition flickered through the exhaustion on her face. "The prospect." The bat lowered an inch. "From Liberty City."

"Yeah." He stopped a few feet away, hands visible, everything in him wanting to close the distance and check that wound on her head. "Who did this to you?"

"I'm fine."

"You've got a concussion. I can see it from here." He'd taken enough hits to recognize the signs—the slight unsteadiness, the way she was squinting against the fluorescent light. "Sit down before you fall down."

"I said I'm fine—"

"And I said sit down." The words came out harder than he meant, an order instead of a request. Something shifted in her expression—surprise, maybe, that the quiet prospect who ate bacon and eggs at 4 AM had a voice like that.

She sat. On one of the ruined stools, the stuffing spilling out around her. The bat stayed in her lap.

Havoc grabbed a clean rag from behind the counter—one of the few things not destroyed—and ran it under cold water. When he pressed it to her temple, she hissed but didn't pull away.

"Kensington Reapers," she said quietly. "You know them?"

His jaw tightened. "I know of them."

"They came in last night. Wanted to use my diner as a front for their drug operation. I told them no." She laughed, a bitter sound. "Guess they didn't like that answer."

"They did this?" He gestured at the destruction with his free hand, keeping the cold compress steady against her bruise.

"Came back after I closed. I was upstairs, heard the glass breaking. Came down to stop them and one of them—" She swallowed. "Shoved me into the counter. I hit my head. When I woke up, they were gone and this is what was left."

Havoc's vision went red at the edges.

He'd seen the Kensington Reapers around. Seen their cuts with the bleeding skull patches, their chrome bikes, their swagger. But he'd also seen the way they moved—like criminals, not brothers. The way they wore those patches like costumes, like they'd bought them off a rack instead of earning them through blood and loyalty and years of proving themselves.

They weren't a motorcycle club. They were a gang playing dress-up, disgracing everything the cut represented.

And they'd put their hands on this woman. This woman who fed him when he was just a prospect, who treated him like a person when half of Kensington looked through him like he was invisible. Who kept her uncle's diner open at 3 AM for the lost souls who had nowhere else to go.

"Their leader," Havoc said, his voice low. "What's his name?"

"Mitch something
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