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Six hours on a rooftop in Red Hook, and Hollow hadn't moved more than an inch.

The rifle was an extension of his body now—stock pressed to his shoulder, cheek welded to the rest, eye fixed to the scope that turned the warehouse door two hundred yards away into a movie screen. The November cold had stopped registering around hour three. His fingers stayed warm enough to work. That was all that mattered.

The target was Viktor Senko. Forty-three. Ran a human trafficking pipeline through the Red Hook docks until he made the mistake of moving product through Reaper territory without paying tribute. The club had given him one chance to make it right. Senko had laughed and said the Reapers could suck his cock.

Now Hollow was on a rooftop, patient as stone, waiting for Senko to step outside and die.

The warehouse door opened at 2:47 AM.

Hollow's breathing stayed even. His heart rate didn't change. Through the scope, he watched Senko emerge—leather jacket, gold chain catching the sodium light, cigarette already between his lips. The man cupped his hands around his lighter, flame illuminating his face for one perfect second.

Hollow squeezed the trigger.

The rifle kicked. The round crossed two hundred yards in a heartbeat. Senko's chest exploded in a spray of red mist, and he dropped like his strings had been cut—dead before his cigarette hit the concrete.

No thought. No feeling. Just the work, clean and complete.

Hollow held position for ninety seconds, watching through the scope as Senko's blood pooled black under the orange lights. No one came out. No one had heard the suppressed shot over the industrial noise of the waterfront. The body lay alone, cooling in the November air, another problem solved the only way the Reapers knew how.

He disassembled the rifle with mechanical precision—bolt, barrel, stock, scope—each piece finding its place in the case like puzzle pieces sliding home. The rooftop access door was unlocked, same as when he'd arrived. He descended six flights of fire stairs without making a sound, emerged into an alley that smelled like piss and rotting fish, and walked three blocks to where his bike waited in the shadows.

The Harley rumbled to life, breaking the 3 AM silence. Hollow pulled onto the empty streets and pointed toward the Bronx, riding through a city that never really slept but came close at this hour. The bridges and tunnels connected the boroughs like arteries, and he moved through them the way blood moves—automatic, essential, invisible.

He didn't think about Senko. There was nothing to think about. The man had made choices, and those choices had consequences. Hollow was just the consequence. Had been for years now. Nineteen times before tonight, he'd lain on rooftops and waited and squeezed and watched men die. It should bother him. He knew that. Normal people would lose sleep, see faces in their dreams, feel something.

Hollow felt the vibration of the engine between his thighs and the cold wind cutting through his jacket. That was all.

The compound rose out of Hunts Point's industrial wasteland like a fortress—three stories of converted brick, surrounded by loading docks and warehouses, invisible to anyone who wasn't looking for trouble. The gate guard recognized his bike and waved him through. He parked in his usual spot, grabbed the rifle case, and walked into the clubhouse through the side entrance.

The bar was dim and nearly empty at this hour. A few brothers playing cards in the corner, the prospect wiping down tables, the smell of stale beer and cigarette smoke that never quite faded. Hollow crossed the room without acknowledgment—he was used to that, the way people's eyes slid past him like he wasn't there. Being forgettable had its uses.

Reaper was in his office, because Reaper was always in his office after a job went out.

Hollow knocked once and entered without waiting. The club president sat behind his desk, scarred hands wrapped around a coffee mug, hollow cheeks and deep-set eyes that had watched more death than anyone should. They were alike in that way—men who'd made peace with what they were.

"Done," Hollow said.

Reaper nodded. One sharp dip of his chin that contained everything—acknowledgment, approval, dismissal. No questions about how it went. No details required. The job was done. That was all that mattered.

"Clean?" Reaper asked.

"Always."

Another nod. "Get some rest."

Hollow turned to leave, then paused. "Taking the bike to Far Rockaway tomorrow. Timing chain's been making noise."

"Nina's place?"

"Yeah."

Something that might have been amusement crossed Reaper's scarred face. "She's good. Doesn't ask questions."

"That's why I use her."

Hollow left without another word, climbed the stairs to his quarters on the second floor, and lay on his bed fully clothed, staring at the ceiling until something that passed for sleep finally came.



Eleven hours later, he rode into Far Rockaway.

The neighborhood had the worn-down feel of a place that had seen better days and stopped expecting them to come back. Salt air from the Atlantic mixed with exhaust fumes. Bodegas and check-cashing places lined the main drag. The kind of area where people minded their own business because everyone had something they'd rather not discuss.

Nina's Auto sat at the end of a block, three bays with roll-up doors, a small office attached, and a hand-painted sign that had faded in the ocean air. The lot held a few customer cars and a pickup truck that had seen better decades. Nothing fancy. Nothing trying to be more than what it was.

Hollow liked that about the place.

He pulled his bike up to the first bay and killed the engine. The sudden silence felt heavy after the rumble of the V-twin. He swung off and stood there, helmet in hand, watching the legs sticking out from under a Camry in bay two.

Those legs were attached to a woman who slid out on a creeper a moment later, wiping her hands on a rag that had given up on getting clean years ago. Blonde hair cropped short, sharp blue eyes that assessed him the way a mechanic assesses an engine—looking for what's wrong, what needs fixing, what's going to cost money.

Nina Volkov. Owner, sole mechanic most days, and the only person in the five boroughs who could work on his bike without trying to make conversation about it.

She stood up, and Hollow's chest did something it hadn't done in years. Tightened. Like his heart had forgotten how to beat and was trying to remember.

She was built for work—strong arms, capable hands, grease stains on her tank top that she hadn't bothered to hide. Five-seven, maybe five-eight, with the kind of body that came from actual labor, not gym machines. No makeup. No jewelry except a simple watch with a cracked face. No bullshit.

He'd been coming here for two years, and every time, that same tightness. Every time, he ignored it.

"Hollow." She said his road name like it was just another word. No curiosity about what it meant. No questions about why a man would choose to be called something that described an absence. "Timing chain?"

"You can hear it?"

"Heard it last time you were here. You didn't want to fix it then."

"I do now."

She walked toward him, and Hollow found himself tracking her movement the way he tracked targets—automatic, instinctive, unable to look away. She moved like someone comfortable in her own skin, no wasted motion, no performance. When she reached the bike, she crouched down and listened to the engine he'd already killed, pressing her palm flat against the casing like she could feel what was wrong.

"Start it."

He did. The engine rumbled to life, and he watched her close her eyes, listening. Her lips moved slightly—counting something, maybe. Measuring. After thirty seconds, she made a cutting motion with her hand.

He killed the engine.

"Timing chain tensioner's going," she said, standing. "Not gone yet, but it will be. Another few hundred miles and you'll throw the chain, maybe crack the case if you're unlucky."

"How much?"

"Parts and labor, eight fifty. Have it done by tomorrow afternoon if you want to leave it."

He did want to leave it. Wanted an excuse to come back to this oil-stained lot and watch her work with those capable hands. The thought came from somewhere he didn't recognize, and he pushed it down where it belonged.

"Fine."

"Keys." She held out her hand, palm up. Her fingers were calloused, nails cut short, a fresh scrape across her knuckles that she hadn't bothered to bandage. Working hands. Real hands. Hands that built and fixed instead of destroyed.

He dropped the keys into her palm, and their fingers brushed.

Just a touch. Less than a second. But something jolted through him—awareness, heat, a crack in the emptiness he'd been carrying since Afghanistan. Her eyes met his, blue and sharp and seeing too much, and for a moment neither of them moved.

Then she closed her fist around the keys and stepped back.

"Receipt's in the office." Her voice was steady. Professional. If she'd felt anything, she wasn't showing it. "Pick it up tomorrow after three."

"I'll be here."

She was already walking away, toward the office, and he stood there watching her go like an idiot who'd forgotten how to use his legs. The swing of her hips. The grease smudge on the back of her neck. The way she didn't look back, didn't try to make small talk, didn't ask why a man with a Reapers patch was riding a bike that needed work.

She just fixed things. Didn't ask questions. Existed in the same kind of quiet he did.

He forced himself to move. Walked into the small office where an older guy with a bad back—her father, he'd learned once, though she'd never formally introduced them—sat behind the counter reading a newspaper. The man looked up, nodded, pushed a receipt across the counter.

"Tomorrow after three," the old man said. Same words, same tone. Family business, run the same way.

Hollow signed the receipt, pocketed his copy, and walked out into the salt-tinged afternoon air. He should call for a ride back to the compound. Shadow would send someone. Or he could grab a cab, blend into the anonymous shuffle of Queens traffic.

Instead, he stood in the lot and watched Nina through the bay door. She was already under his bike, doing something with a wrench, her movements efficient and sure. She didn't look up. Didn't acknowledge him standing there like a creep who couldn't figure out how to leave.

The emptiness he'd carried for years—the void where feelings used to live—it didn't feel quite as empty when he watched her work.

That should scare him. Hollow didn't do connection. Didn't do desire. Didn't do anything but the job and the club and the silence between kills. He'd made peace with being hollow because fighting it was pointless.

But watching this woman with grease under her fingernails and a tongue that didn't waste words—watching her exist in her space without needing anything from him—something in his chest turned over. Woke up. Started beating like it remembered how.

He pulled out his phone and texted Shadow for a pickup.

Twenty minutes later, a club SUV pulled into the lot. Hollow climbed in without looking back at the garage, without watching Nina one more time, without acknowledging the thing that had cracked open in his chest.

"Job done?" Shadow asked from the driver's seat.

"Yeah."

"Clean?"

"Always."

Shadow pulled out onto the main drag, heading back toward the Bronx. Hollow leaned his head against the window and watched Far Rockaway scroll past—bodegas and check-cashing places and the worn-down edges of a neighborhood that kept going anyway.

The quiet in the cab should have felt normal. He'd spent years in quiet, comfortable with silence, preferring it to the noise most people needed.

But this quiet felt different.

This quiet felt like the space before something started.
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Nina unlocked the shop at 6:58 AM because her father had raised her to believe that early was on time and on time was late.

The November morning bit at her cheeks as she rolled up the bay doors, letting the salt-tinged air sweep out the overnight mustiness. Far Rockaway was already stirring—delivery trucks rumbling toward the beach communities, early commuters scraping frost from windshields, the bodega two doors down propping open its door despite the cold. Normal morning. Normal routine.

Except nothing had been normal for three weeks.

She hit the lights in the office first, then walked through to the parts storage area in the back, already running through her mental checklist. Jimenez's Accord needed new brake pads—she had those. The Volvo with the transmission issue was going to require a part she'd have to order. And the quiet biker's Harley had been picked up four days ago, timing chain replaced, engine purring like it should.

She'd thought about him more than she should have. The way he watched her without demanding anything. The silence between them that hadn't felt awkward. The brush of his fingers against her palm that had sent heat racing up her arm.

Stupid. She didn't have time for stupid.

Nina pushed open the storage room door and flipped the light switch.

Three catalytic converters sat on her shelf.

Her stomach dropped straight through the concrete floor.

She hadn't ordered them. Hadn't received them. Hadn't paid a single cent for the three chunks of metal sitting there like they belonged, factory markings filed off in a way that screamed stolen so loud the cops could probably hear it from the precinct.

"Son of a bitch," she breathed.

This was the third time.

Three weeks ago, it had been alternators—four of them, serial numbers scratched off, tucked behind her legitimate inventory like someone was playing a sick game of hide and seek. Two weeks ago, a set of high-end rims she'd never seen before appeared in the corner of bay three, price tags that didn't match any supplier she'd ever used.

And now catalytic converters. The most commonly stolen part in the city, worth a fortune in precious metals, and sitting on her shelf like a neon sign that said ARREST ME.

Nina's hands shook as she pulled out her phone and started photographing. Every angle. Every filed-off marking. The shelf, the surrounding inventory, the door that showed no signs of forced entry. She'd learned after the first time—document everything, even if she didn't know what to do with it yet.

The security system.

She left the parts where they sat and strode to the office, pulling up the camera feeds on the ancient desktop computer her father had refused to replace. She clicked through the overnight footage, watching the empty bays in fast-forward, waiting for the moment someone appeared to plant evidence in her shop.

2 AM. Static.

3 AM. Static.

4 AM. Static.

5 AM. The feed resumed, showing empty bays and shadows.

Three hours of nothing. Professional work that had erased whatever happened and left her with exactly zero proof that she hadn't put those parts there herself.

"Shit." She slammed her palm against the desk. "Shit, shit, shit."

Someone was setting her up. That much was obvious now. Not random theft, not coincidence, not bad luck—someone was deliberately planting stolen merchandise in her shop and making damn sure the cameras couldn't prove otherwise.

But who? And why? Nina's Auto wasn't worth enough to frame. She barely cleared enough profit to keep the lights on and pay for her father's assisted living. She didn't have enemies—didn't have time for enemies. She fixed cars, paid her taxes, minded her own business.

The front door chimed.

Nina shoved down the panic and walked out to find Manny coming through the office, coffee in hand, jacket still zipped against the cold. Her only employee—twenty-three, eager, good with engines if she watched him close. He'd been working for her since he finished trade school, and he was the closest thing she had to a friend who wasn't also a customer.

He took one look at her face and stopped cold.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing."

"Nina." He set down his coffee. "You look like someone died."

She almost laughed. Almost. "Storage room. Go look."

Manny walked past her, and she listened to his footsteps, listened to the pause when he reached the door, listened to the sharp exhale that meant he'd seen them.

"Those aren't ours," he said when he came back.

"No."

"Those are stolen."

"Yes."

"This happened before? The alternators, the rims—" Understanding dawned on his young face, followed by fear. "Someone's planting this stuff."

"Give the man a prize."

"Nina, we have to call the cops."

"And tell them what?" She grabbed her own coffee, cold now, and drank it anyway because she needed something to do with her hands. "That stolen merchandise keeps appearing in my shop but I swear I didn't put it there? That my security cameras conveniently go dark every time it happens? How do you think that conversation ends, Manny?"

He didn't answer. He didn't have to.

"It ends with me in cuffs," Nina said. "It ends with them seizing the shop, going through every piece of inventory I've ever touched, finding some bullshit discrepancy because there's always a discrepancy when they're looking hard enough. It ends with my father asking why I missed Sunday's visit, and me having to explain from a holding cell."

Her voice cracked on the last word. She turned away, staring at the calendar on the wall—the one with pictures of vintage cars, the one her father had given her every Christmas since she was twelve.

"What are you going to do?" Manny asked quietly.

"I don't know." The admission burned. Nina hated not knowing. Hated being helpless. Hated whoever was doing this to her with a fury that made her hands clench into fists. "For now, we work. We keep our heads down. I document everything and pray I can figure out who's behind this before they finish whatever game they're playing."

Manny nodded slowly. He was a good kid—scared, clearly, but not running. Not yet.

"I need you to not talk about this," Nina added. "Not to anyone. Not your girlfriend, not your mom, not your buddies at the bar. You didn't see anything."

"I didn't see anything," he repeated. "But Nina—"

"I know." She forced her shoulders to relax. "I know. I'll figure it out."

She didn't believe it. From the look on Manny's face, neither did he.



The cop showed up at 2:15 PM.

Nina saw the unmarked sedan pull into the lot and knew—the way you know when the doctor's face goes carefully neutral, the way you know when the phone rings at 3 AM. She wiped her hands on a rag and walked out to meet him, because running wasn't an option.

He was fortysomething, forgettable features, a suit that didn't fit quite right. Badge on his belt. Notepad in hand. The kind of cop who showed up to ask "routine questions" when there was nothing routine about it.

"Nina Volkov?"

"That's me."

"Detective Brennan." He didn't offer to shake hands, and she didn't offer hers. "Mind if I ask you a few questions about your parts sourcing?"

Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she kept her face neutral. Decades of dealing with suppliers who tried to cheat her, customers who thought a woman couldn't be trusted with their engine—she knew how to hide what she was feeling.

"Go ahead."

"You order your parts from—" He made a show of checking his notepad. "Allied Auto Supply, primarily?"

"Allied, sometimes Baker's for specialty items. Everything's documented. Receipts, invoices, purchase orders."

"And you've never sourced parts from... alternative suppliers?"

Alternative. The word sat in the air between them like a grenade.

"Never," Nina said. "Everything comes through legitimate channels. I can show you the paperwork."

"That won't be necessary. For now." He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. "We've had some reports of stolen vehicle parts moving through shops in the area. Catalytic converters, specifically. You haven't noticed anything unusual?"

The converters were sitting on her shelf right now. Photographed. Documented. Evidence of either her guilt or her framing, depending on who was telling the story.

"Nothing unusual," she said.

"Hm." Brennan tucked his notepad away. "Well, if you do see anything suspicious, give us a call. These theft rings—they can be persuasive. Shop owners sometimes get pressured into cooperating. It's better to come forward early than get caught up in something that ruins your business."

The threat was wrapped in concern, but it was still a threat.

"I'll keep that in mind," Nina said.

He handed her a card. Plain white, just a name and number. "You've got a nice place here. Be a shame if something happened to it."

Then he got in his sedan and drove away, leaving Nina standing in
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