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The warehouse smelled like rotting produce and fear.

Carson rolled his shoulders, feeling the familiar burn of anticipation spread through his chest as he studied the four men kneeling on the concrete floor. Strip District grime coated every surface—pallets stacked with wilting lettuce, crates of tomatoes going soft in the August heat, and now these sorry bastards who thought they could push product through Reaper territory without permission.

"You know what I love about this neighborhood?" Carson circled the men slowly, his boots echoing in the cavernous space. Behind him, Slag leaned against the loading dock door, arms crossed over his massive chest, watching with the patient stillness of a man who'd seen worse and dealt worse. "The produce markets have been here since my grandfather's time. Same families. Same trucks rolling in at four a.m. Same guys who'll look the other way when they hear screaming."

The leader of the crew—some skinny tweaker with neck tattoos that looked like a drunk toddler drew them—lifted his chin. "Look, man, we didn't know this was claimed territory. We're from Cleveland, we just—"

Carson's fist connected with the man's jaw before he finished the sentence. The impact sang through his knuckles, that sweet ache he'd known since his first bar fight at fifteen. The tweaker's head snapped sideways, blood and spit arcing through the stale air.

"Cleveland." Carson shook out his hand, grinning. "That explains the shit tattoos. But it doesn't explain why you thought you could set up shop behind DiMarco's fish stand and start slinging to my people."

"We'll leave," another one stammered. Younger, maybe twenty-two, with the hollow cheeks of someone who sampled his own supply. "Tonight. We'll be gone tonight, I swear to God—"

"You'll be gone when I say you're gone." Carson grabbed the kid by his greasy hair and hauled him up to eye level. "And you'll deliver a message back to whoever sent you. Ready to take notes?"

The kid nodded frantically, tears cutting tracks through the grime on his face.

Carson smiled. It wasn't a nice smile. "Pittsburgh belongs to the Reapers. Every block. Every bridge. Every tunnel. You want to do business in steel country, you come to us first. You ask permission. You pay tribute. And if you're very, very lucky, we might let you breathe our air." He released the kid, who crumpled back to his knees. "Now. Who wants to be the example?"

Silence. The four men exchanged terrified glances, none willing to volunteer.

"No takers?" Carson cracked his knuckles. "Fine. I'll pick."

He chose the leader. Always start with the one who thinks he's in charge.

The next ten minutes were brutal, efficient, and deeply satisfying. Carson didn't need weapons—never had, never would. His fists were enough. They'd been enough on Carson Street when he was a teenager defending his mother's honor against drunk assholes. They'd been enough in Fallujah when his rifle jammed and an insurgent came at him with a knife. They were enough now, turning the tweaker's face into hamburger while his crew watched and learned.

Slag never moved from his post by the door. Didn't need to. This was Carson's show, and they both knew it.

When Carson finally stepped back, breathing hard, his knuckles were split and bleeding. The tweaker was alive—barely—curled on the concrete in a fetal position, making wet sounds that might have been sobs or might have been his broken nose trying to draw air.

"Get him to a hospital," Carson told the others. "Then get out of my city. If I see any of you again, Slag handles it next time." He jerked his thumb toward the massive enforcer. "And he's not as friendly as me."

The three remaining dealers scrambled to drag their leader toward the back exit, leaving a smear of blood across the warehouse floor. Carson watched them go, waiting until the door slammed shut before he let out a long breath.

"Friendly," Slag repeated, his voice a low rumble like distant thunder. "That what we're calling it now?"

"Compared to you? I'm a goddamn teddy bear." Carson grabbed a rag from a nearby crate and wiped down his hands, wincing at the sting. "Cleveland crew. Can you believe that shit? They drove five hours to set up in our backyard."

"Heard there's heat on them back home. Figured Pittsburgh was easy pickings." Slag pushed off from the door and fell into step beside Carson as they headed for the bikes parked in the alley. "Furnace is gonna want a report."

"He'll get one. After I get a drink." Carson swung a leg over his Harley, feeling the familiar weight settle beneath him. The Street Glide had been his for eight years now, rebuilt twice after crashes and once after a bullet took out the fuel tank. She was scarred and loud and perfect. "You coming?"

Slag shook his head. "Got something to handle in Braddock. Those mill rats giving trouble again."

"Need backup?"

"For mill rats?" Slag's scarred face twisted into something that might have been a smile. "Nah. I'll catch you at the compound later."

Carson fired up the engine, letting the V-twin rumble drown out the city noise for a moment. "Don't kill anyone Furnace hasn't approved."

"No promises."

Carson laughed—a real laugh, from deep in his gut—and pulled out of the alley onto Smallman Street. The Strip District sprawled around him, all brick warehouses and wholesale markets and the kind of working-class grit that developers kept trying to polish into something trendy. He rode past produce trucks unloading for the morning rush, past old Italian guys smoking outside the coffee shops, past the converted lofts where tech bros had started nesting like pigeons.

This was his city. His territory. Every pothole, every yellow bridge, every tunnel that swallowed you into darkness and spit you out somewhere new. He'd bled for these streets. Would bleed for them again.

The ride to South Side took him over the Birmingham Bridge, the Mon River sliding dark and slow beneath him, downtown's skyline glittering in the early evening light. Carson took the long way, cutting through the flats before climbing toward Carson Street—the strip of bars and restaurants and shops that had given him his road name twenty years ago, back when he was just another South Side kid with too much anger and nowhere to put it.

Walsh's Tavern sat on a corner three blocks off the main drag, the same faded sign his grandfather had hung in 1962. Carson slowed as he passed, noting the lights on in the upstairs apartment where his mother still lived, the handful of regulars visible through the front window. The bar had survived everything—the mill closures, the recession, the pandemic. His family had poured their blood into those floorboards for three generations.

But the neighborhood around it was dying.

Carson's jaw tightened as he took in the changes. Moretti's Butcher Shop—boarded up, a "COMING SOON: Artisan Fitness Studio" sign plastered across the plywood. The laundromat where he'd spent countless hours as a kid, waiting while his mom worked a double—gutted, scaffolding crawling up the facade. Kowalski's Hardware, three generations of serving South Side—gone, replaced by a cocktail bar with fifteen-dollar drinks and bartenders who'd never held a wrench.

One by one, the places that made this neighborhood his neighborhood were disappearing. Swallowed up by developers and money men who saw Carson Street as an investment opportunity instead of someone's home.

He pulled to a stop at a red light, engine idling, and stared at the empty storefront that used to be Sal's Pizza. Forty years Sal had worked that corner. Made the best pepperoni in the city. Now it was a nail salon staffed by people who couldn't name a single Steelers player.

A horn blared behind him. Some asshole in a BMW, probably on his way to one of the new gastropubs, impatient with the biker blocking his path to overpriced small plates.

Carson didn't move.

The horn blared again, longer this time.

Carson turned in his seat, fixing the driver with a stare that had made harder men than this khaki-wearing dipshit piss themselves. The BMW's window was down, the driver's mouth already open to shout something—

Then he got a good look at Carson's face. At the blood still drying on his knuckles. At the Reaper patch on his cut.

The window went up fast. The BMW reversed, found another route, disappeared around a corner.

Carson faced forward again as the light turned green. He rolled through the intersection slow, savoring the small victory even as the bigger loss pressed down on his chest.

His phone buzzed. Text from his mother: Saw you drive by. Come for dinner Sunday. Bring your appetite.

He pulled over outside a bar that used to be a hardware store, typing back: Yes ma'am.

At least Walsh's Tavern was still standing. His mother was still pouring drinks for the same regulars his grandfather had served. That was something. That had to be enough.

But sitting on his bike in the August heat, watching a group of twenty-somethings in clothes that cost more than his first motorcycle stumble out of a "craft cocktail lounge" that used to be a VFW hall, Carson couldn't shake the feeling that he was fighting a war he'd already lost.

The mills had closed and the jobs had left and somehow his neighborhood had survived all of that—only to get eaten alive by people with money and no roots.

He fired up the engine and headed for the compound, the V-twin's rumble drowning out the sounds of a Carson Street he barely recognized anymore.
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The word "PAST DUE" screamed across Iron City Ink's front window in dripping red letters, and Megan Callahan's coffee hit the sidewalk before she even realized she'd dropped it.

She stood frozen on Carson Street at seven-thirty in the morning, watching the August sun turn that red paint into something that looked disturbingly like blood. Her shop. Her window. Eight years of building a reputation, and now every person walking past would see those words and wonder what kind of deadbeat ran this place.

Megan's hands curled into fists at her sides. She wasn't past due on a goddamn thing.

She'd made every payment to Dennis Kowalczyk's loan company for three years—on time, every time, even when it meant skipping meals or turning off her heat in February. The interest was predatory and the terms were bullshit, but she'd signed the papers because the banks wouldn't touch a tattoo shop and she'd needed the money to replace her autoclave when it died. That was the deal. She paid, they left her alone.

Apparently the deal had changed.

Megan forced herself to move, fishing her keys from her bag with fingers that wanted to shake. She wouldn't give whoever did this the satisfaction of seeing her fall apart on the sidewalk. South Side girls didn't crumble. They got mad, and then they got even.

The bell above the door chimed when she pushed inside—and that's when she saw him.

Derek Phelps sat in her waiting area like he owned the place, one ankle crossed over his knee, her portfolio book open in his lap. He was flipping through pages of her designs with the casual interest of someone browsing a magazine at a dentist's office. Shaved head, gym-built shoulders straining his cheap jacket, and a smile that made her skin crawl.

"Ms. Callahan." He didn't stand. Didn't offer his hand. Just kept turning pages like she'd interrupted him. "Nice work. You do all these yourself?"

"Get out of my shop."

"Now that's not very friendly." Derek closed the portfolio and set it aside with exaggerated care. "I'm here on behalf of Mr. Kowalczyk. He's concerned about some issues with the property."

"Issues." Megan stayed by the door, one hand still on the handle. Every instinct screamed at her to run, but this was her place. She'd be damned if she'd let some muscle-bound errand boy chase her out of it. "You mean the issues your people painted on my window?"

Derek's smile widened. "That's a serious accusation. You should be careful throwing around words like that." He stood slowly, unfolding to his full height, and Megan hated that she had to look up at him. "The property assessment team noted some concerns during their drive-by last week. Signage violations. Possible code issues with the electrical. Mr. Kowalczyk just wants to make sure his investment is protected."

"His investment." The words tasted like ash. "I've paid every month for three years. On time. The full amount."

"Sure you have." Derek took a step toward her, and Megan forced herself not to back up. "But see, the loan agreement has provisions about property maintenance. Keeping the storefront in good condition. Maintaining the value of the collateral." Another step. He was close enough now that she could smell his cologne—something expensive that didn't match the cruelty in his eyes. "Those red letters out there? That's vandalism. Damages the property. Mr. Kowalczyk is very disappointed."

The audacity of it stole her breath. They'd painted her window, and now they were using it against her.

"I have security cameras," she said, even though she didn't. Couldn't afford them after the autoclave and the loan payments and the insurance premiums that kept climbing.

"Do you?" Derek's smile didn't waver. "That's good. You should check the footage. I'm sure you'll find some very enlightening things." He moved past her toward the door, close enough that his shoulder brushed hers in a way that felt deliberate. Territorial. "Mr. Kowalczyk asked me to tell you he's willing to discuss options. Maybe the stress of running a business is getting to be too much. Maybe you'd be happier somewhere else, doing something else."

"This is my shop."

"For now." Derek paused at the door, looking back at her with something cold and satisfied in his expression. "Three appointments cancelled this week, right? The Hendricks couple, the bachelor party group, that college kid wanting the sleeve? Funny how people get nervous when they see certain types hanging around a business."

Megan's stomach dropped. He knew her schedule. He knew who had cancelled and why. Which meant his people had been watching, waiting, actively sabotaging her livelihood.

"I know what you're doing," she said, and was proud that her voice didn't shake. "This is extortion."

"This is business." Derek pushed open the door, letting in a wave of summer heat and street noise. "Think about what I said, Ms. Callahan. Mr. Kowalczyk is a patient man, but patience has limits. He'll be in touch about scheduling a formal property inspection. I'd recommend you cooperate."

The door swung shut behind him. The bell chimed again, cheerful and obscene.

Megan stood alone in her shop, surrounded by flash art on the walls and the hum of equipment she'd spent years collecting and the ghost of every client who'd trusted her to put something permanent on their skin. Her hands were shaking now—she let them, since no one was watching.

Three cancelled appointments. She pulled out her phone and scrolled through the messages she'd gotten over the past week.

Sorry, something came up. Need to reschedule.

Hey, we're going to try that place in Lawrenceville instead. Nothing personal.

My mom saw some guys outside your shop and freaked out. Maybe next month?

She'd told herself it was coincidence. Bad luck. The summer slump that hit every small business in August when everyone was on vacation or saving money for back-to-school.

But it wasn't coincidence. It was calculated. Derek's crew had been camping outside her shop, scaring away customers, making sure her cash flow dried up while she still owed Dennis Kowalczyk money she couldn't afford to miss.

Megan walked to the back room on autopilot, dropping her bag on the counter and staring at her workstation without seeing it. The chair where she'd tattooed hundreds of clients. The autoclave she'd gone into debt to replace. The portfolio books filled with designs she'd poured her soul into.

Eight years. She'd built this from nothing—apprenticed under Mickey Byrne when she was twenty-two and too stubborn to listen to everyone who said women didn't belong in this industry. Bought the shop when Mickey retired, using every penny she'd saved and a small inheritance from her grandmother. Survived the lean years through sheer force of will and a refusal to compromise on quality.

And now some predator in a suit was going to take it from her through manufactured violations and hired muscle.

She thought about calling the cops. Almost laughed at herself. And tell them what? That a man sat in her waiting room and looked at her portfolio? That someone painted words on her window? They'd file a report and nothing would happen, because Dennis Kowalczyk had lawyers and connections and the kind of money that made problems disappear.

Her phone buzzed. A text from a number she didn't recognize.

Property inspection scheduled for next week. Please have all permits and documentation available for review. —D. Kowalczyk

Megan stared at the screen until the words blurred.

She'd done everything right. Made every payment. Followed every rule. Built something real in a neighborhood that kept trying to push people like her out.

And none of it mattered.

Because Dennis Kowalczyk didn't want her money. He'd never wanted her money. The loan, the payments, the three years of struggling to meet his terms—it was all theater. A paper trail that would make everything look legitimate when he finally took her shop.

He wanted the building. The property. Another piece of Carson Street to flip to developers who'd turn it into a yoga studio or a craft cocktail bar or whatever other bullshit the gentrifiers wanted this month.

The payments were never the point.

Megan sat down heavily in her tattoo chair, the leather creaking under her weight. Outside, she could hear Carson Street waking up—delivery trucks and opening gates and people heading to work. Normal sounds. Safe sounds.

But nothing felt safe anymore.

She looked around her shop—at the walls covered in her art, the equipment that represented years of sacrifice, the space where she'd built something that mattered—and felt the first cold tendrils of real fear wrap around her chest.

Dennis Kowalczyk was going to take everything.

And she had no idea how to stop him.
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Carson made a habit of walking Carson Street at least twice a week.

Not riding—walking. Boots on concrete, eyes on storefronts, nodding at the old-timers who remembered his grandfather and scowling at the newcomers who looked at him like he was a tourist attraction. The street that gave him his road name deserved that much respect.

Tonight, though, something felt wrong.

He spotted them outside the tattoo shop three blocks from Walsh's Tavern—two men in a black Escalade, parked in a loading zone like they owned the street. Engine running, windows down, watching the front door of a place called Iron City Ink with the patient focus of predators waiting for prey.

Carson slowed his pace, pretending to check his phone while he studied them. Gym builds. Cheap suits. The particular blend of boredom and menace that screamed hired muscle.

He knew that look. He'd seen it outside Moretti's Butcher Shop six months before the old man signed over his building. Outside the hardware store. Outside the bakery that had been there since his mother was a kid.

Dennis Kowalczyk's men.

Carson's jaw tightened as he walked past the shop, close enough to see the faded red paint on the front window—someone had tried to scrub off whatever had been written there, but the ghost of it remained. Through the glass, he caught a glimpse of a woman with dark hair and sleeve tattoos working on a client, her back straight, her movements precise despite the audience outside.

She knew they were there. He could tell by the rigid set of her shoulders, the way she never once glanced toward the window even though every instinct had to be screaming at her to check.

South Side stubborn. He recognized it because he'd been born with the same disease.

Carson kept walking, but his mind was already racing. Iron City Ink had been on this block for at least a decade—he remembered the old guy who used to run it, Mickey something, did good traditional work. Someone new must have taken over, and now Dennis had her in his sights.

Another business. Another family legacy. Another piece of his neighborhood about to get swallowed by a shark in a suit.

Not this time.



The chapel smelled like leather and cigarette smoke, the overhead lights casting harsh shadows across the table where the officers sat. Furnace at the head, scarred forearms flat on the wood. Slag to his right, stone-faced as always. Liberty checking something on his phone. Strip and Southside filling out the rest of the seats.

Carson stood at the opposite end from Furnace, a position that let him address the whole table. Church wasn't usually his show—he handled enforcement, not intel—but tonight he had something to say.

"Dennis Kowalczyk," he started, and watched recognition flicker across a few faces. "Some of you know the name. For those who don't—he's the reason half of Carson Street looks like a fucking Pinterest board now."

"The loan shark?" Liberty set down his phone. "Thought he was small-time."

"He was. Five years ago, maybe. Now?" Carson shook his head. "He's got an operation. Eighteen, twenty guys working collections and intimidation. Targets small businesses—the kind that can't get bank loans, the kind that have been here for generations. Offers them money with terms that look survivable. Then he manufactures violations, sends his muscle to scare off customers, and waits for them to default."

"And when they default?" Furnace's voice was quiet, but it carried.

"He takes the building. Sells it to developers for triple what the loan was worth." Carson's hands curled into fists on the table. "I've watched him do it to four businesses in the past two years. Moretti's. The hardware store. The bakery on Eighteenth. All gone. All his."

Slag shifted in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight. "Why are we just hearing about this now?"

"Because it's technically legal." The words tasted like poison. "He's got lawyers who make sure every document is clean. The defaults look legitimate on paper. By the time anyone realizes what happened, the building's already sold and there's nothing to fight."

"So what changed?" Furnace asked.

Carson thought about the woman in the tattoo shop. The rigid shoulders. The refusal to look at the men hunting her.

"He's got a new target. Tattoo shop on my block—Iron City Ink. His guys were parked outside tonight, doing the intimidation thing. Same playbook he used on


































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





