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The crate weighed three hundred pounds and the prospect lifting the other end weighed maybe one-sixty soaking wet.

Strip adjusted his grip and took most of the load without comment, boots grinding on the warehouse concrete as they swung the crate onto the stack. The kid—Dutton, nineteen and eager as a retriever—immediately reached for the next one, trying to prove something that didn't need proving at four in the morning.

"Pace yourself." Strip pulled another crate off the truck bed. "We've got fourteen more and nobody's timing us."

"I'm good, brother."

"Didn't say you weren't. Said pace yourself."

The Strip District warehouse hummed with the kind of organized chaos that looked random from the outside and ran like clockwork from within. Three brothers working the truck, two more staging crates along the far wall, Southside running security at the loading dock doors with a cigarette between his teeth and eyes on Smallman Street. Legitimate cargo—auto parts headed for a distributor in Braddock who paid cash and didn't ask why the delivery happened before dawn. The Reapers moved product through these docks twice a month, and Strip knew every inch of the operation because he'd been walking these loading bays since before the club patched him in.

The wholesale market wouldn't wake up for another two hours. Produce trucks were already idling at the far end of the block, drivers sleeping in their cabs waiting for the distribution centers to open, but this stretch of warehouse row belonged to the Reapers between midnight and dawn. Had for years. The kind of territory you held by showing up consistently, handling your business clean, and making sure everyone in a three-block radius understood that the men in leather cuts were the reason this particular stretch of the Strip stayed functional.

Strip hauled another crate to the stack and checked the manifest against inventory. Numbers matched. They always matched when he ran the transfer—not because he was smarter than the brothers who'd done it before him, but because he treated cargo the same way he treated everything else. Show up. Do the work. Make sure the count is right before you close the truck.

"Yo, Strip." Southside's voice carried from the dock doors, low and easy. "Prospect's bleeding."

Strip turned. Dutton stood three feet from the truck holding his right hand against his chest, blood running between his fingers and dripping onto the concrete in fat drops. The kid's face was white but his jaw was set, trying to look like it didn't hurt, which meant it hurt like hell.

"Box cutter slipped," Dutton said. "I'm fine."

"You're bleeding on my warehouse floor is what you are." Strip crossed the distance in four strides and took the kid's wrist, turning his hand palm-up under the dock lights. Deep slice across the meat of his palm, clean edges, bleeding steady but not arterial. He'd seen worse on deployment. He'd seen worse last Tuesday.

"Sit." He pointed at a crate.

"I can keep working—"

"Sit on the crate, Dutton."

The prospect sat.

Strip pulled the med kit from behind the dock office door—olive drab bag he'd carried since the Navy, restocked monthly, always within arm's reach during operations. He crouched in front of the kid and laid out gauze, butterfly strips, and a curved needle with suture thread, movements automatic and unhurried.

"You a lefty or righty?" Strip asked, pulling on nitrile gloves.

"Right."

"Then today you're a lefty." He irrigated the wound with saline, cleaning blood and concrete grit out of the cut while Dutton hissed through his teeth. "Box cutter rule: blade moves away from the body, not toward it."

"I know that."

"Your hand says otherwise." Strip positioned the first butterfly strip, pulling the edges of the wound together with even pressure. "Hold still. This part's the easy one."

Southside appeared at his shoulder, looking down at the cut with the casual assessment of a man who'd seen plenty of blood. "That need real stitches?"

"I am real stitches." Strip threaded the needle. "Three ought to do it. Prospect, you want something to bite on or are you going to be tough about this?"

"I'm good," Dutton said, and then Strip put the needle through and the kid's whole body went rigid.

"Breathe," Strip said. "In through the nose."

"Shit," Dutton whispered.

"That's not your nose."

A bark of laughter from behind them—two of the brothers had stopped stacking to watch, arms folded, grinning the way men grin when someone else is getting stuck with a needle. Strip ignored them and placed the second suture with the same measured precision, fingers steady as dock pilings. The kid was sweating but holding still, which was more than some full-patch brothers managed when Strip came at them with thread.

"One more." He tied off the third suture and snipped the thread, then wrapped the hand in clean gauze, tight enough to hold but loose enough for blood flow. "Keep it dry for forty-eight hours. Change the dressing tomorrow. You see red lines spreading from the cut, you come find me immediately."

"Thanks, brother."

"Don't thank me, just cut away from your hand next time." Strip peeled off the gloves and repacked the kit. "You're done for the night. Go sit in the truck."

Dutton opened his mouth to argue, saw Strip's expression, and went to sit in the truck.

The remaining brothers finished the transfer in thirty minutes. Strip checked the final count twice, locked the warehouse with a key he'd carried for six years, and slapped the truck's tailgate as it rumbled out of the loading dock toward Route 28. Clean operation. No complications beyond one prospect who'd learn to respect a box cutter. The kind of night that didn't make for good stories at the bar but kept the club running—and Strip had always been more interested in keeping things running than in being the story.

Southside fell into step beside him as they walked the dock row, both men scanning the street out of habit. The Strip District at four-thirty in the morning was a specific kind of alive—not awake yet but breathing, the produce trucks rumbling, forklifts beeping somewhere in the wholesale market, the river smell mixing with diesel and old concrete.

"Prospect handled that decent," Southside said.

"He'll be fine. Good hands when he's not slicing them open."

"You patch more guys than the ER at this point."

"ER charges a copay."

They walked the block in comfortable silence, two enforcers doing what enforcers did—making sure the territory was right, that nothing had shifted in the dark hours, that the businesses under Reaper protection would open their doors in the morning without problems. Strip knew every storefront on this stretch. The wholesale distributor who bought his coffee from a cart that appeared at five AM. The restaurant supply company whose owner waved to the Reapers every morning because they'd run off the crew that was hitting his delivery trucks two years ago. The fish market that smelled like the Mon River and sold product so fresh it was practically still swimming.

And Doyle's.

The bakery lights were already on—had been since three, if the schedule he'd noticed over the past few months held true. Warm yellow glow through the windows, the faint smell of yeast and something sweet cutting through the diesel and river air. The woman who ran it was in there right now, same as every morning, doing the work that needed doing before the rest of the Strip woke up.

Strip had been buying coffee cake from Doyle's for the club every Thursday for the better part of a year. Best in the Strip District, and that was saying something for a neighborhood built on wholesale food distribution. The baker—Rachel, he'd learned from the business card taped next to the register—ran the place alone most mornings, flour on her arms and exhaustion in her eyes and a mouth that could cut you faster than Dutton's box cutter when she was tired. Which was always.

He'd noticed things. The way she moved through her kitchen like she'd built it from memory. The arms on her—real strength, the kind you got from hours of kneading, not from a gym. The fact that she was there every single morning at three AM, never late, never closed, never once failing to have the order ready when he walked in.

Strip respected consistency the way some men respected power. You could count on power to hit hard, but you could count on consistency to actually be there.

He paused at the corner, the bakery's glow throwing a rectangle of warmth across the sidewalk. Through the window he could see movement—a shape passing behind the kitchen door, quick and purposeful. Working.

"You coming?" Southside had walked on ahead, half a block up, keys already in his hand for his bike.

Strip looked at the bakery for one more second. Smelled bread just starting to bake, warm and alive in the cold morning air.

"Yeah." He turned from the window. "I'm coming."

They rode back to the compound through empty streets, V-twins echoing off warehouse walls and over the river, the Strip District falling away behind them in the mirrors. The sky was just starting to lighten over the Allegheny—not dawn yet, but the promise of it, the way Pittsburgh always looked like it was deciding whether to wake up or go back to sleep.

Strip pulled into the compound lot, killed his engine, and sat for a moment in the silence that always followed a clean operation. Fourteen crates delivered. One prospect stitched. Territory walked. Thursday morning coffee cake order in six hours.

He swung off his bike and headed for the clubhouse door, rolling his shoulders against the early cold.

Six hours. He'd be back at Doyle's counter in six hours, and the baker with flour in her hair would have his order ready because she was always ready, and he'd pay and nod and leave because that's what he always did.

His phone buzzed. Southside, from across the lot: Prospect's asking if he gets a scar.

Strip typed back: Tell him scars are earned, not requested.

He pocketed the phone, pushed through the clubhouse door, and went to clean up. The warehouse transfer was done, the prospect would heal, and the Strip District would open for business in a few hours like it always did—dependable, the same rhythm it had kept since before the mills closed.

Same as him. Same as always.

Except lately, Thursday mornings had started feeling different, and Strip wasn't quite ready to think about why.
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The oven was dead again.

Rachel stood in the dark kitchen at 3:07 AM with her hand on the control panel and nothing happening behind it—no hum, no click, no slow climb toward the four hundred degrees she needed to have bread in pans by four and loaves on cooling racks by five-thirty. She'd already checked the breaker. Already toggled the power twice. Already done the desperate bargaining where she promised God, her dead grandmother, and the city of Pittsburgh that she'd take a vacation someday if the oven would just turn on.

She pulled the access panel off the back and aimed her flashlight into the guts of the machine.

The heating element was gone. Not broken—removed. Pulled clean from its housing, the wiring disconnected with the kind of deliberate care that said someone had taken their time. Two weeks ago it was the thermostat. Before that, the igniter. Three different parts, three different acts of sabotage, each one surgical enough to look like mechanical failure to anyone who wasn't paying attention.

Rachel was paying attention.

She braced both hands on the stainless steel prep table and breathed through the rage building behind her ribs. Seven restaurant accounts depended on her bread by 6 AM. She'd already lost two this month—Paulie's Diner and the breakfast place on Penn Avenue—because she couldn't guarantee consistent delivery when her equipment kept mysteriously dying. Five years of 3 AM starts. Five years of never missing an order, never shorting a count, never once giving a restaurant reason to call someone else. And now she was standing in her own kitchen with a gutted oven and flour she couldn't use.

The loading dock door groaned open behind her.

Rachel grabbed the rolling pin off the prep table and spun toward the sound, heart hammering, feet planted on the kitchen tile she'd laid herself six years ago. Three figures in the dock opening—the overhead light catching the first one as he stepped inside, and her stomach dropped because she knew that silhouette.

Leon Sharpe. Six-two and built like the dock worker he used to be, scarred hands hanging loose at his sides, the easy stance of a man who enjoyed showing up where he wasn't wanted. Two men flanked him—thick, quiet, the kind of muscle that didn't need to talk because their shoulders did the communicating.

"Morning, Rachel." Leon leaned against her prep counter like he owned it, picking up a bag of sugar and weighing it in his palm. "Oven trouble again?"

"Get out of my kitchen."

"That's not friendly." He set the sugar down. Smiled. The smile was worse than the men behind him—it had patience in it, the kind of patience that said he could do this all night, all month, all year. "Mr. Vance asked me to check in. See how you're doing with your... equipment issues."

"You mean the equipment issues your people are causing."

Leon spread his hands. "Ovens break, Rachel. It's an old building. Old wiring. Things happen." He pushed off the counter and walked toward her, slow, letting his boots echo on the tile. "But Mr. Vance is a generous man. He's got contacts who can fix anything—parts, labor, same day. All you'd need to do is let his trucks use your delivery routes. Your bakery van's already making the rounds every morning. A few extra packages in the back, nobody looks twice at a bread delivery. Easy."

"I told Vance no three times."

"And he heard you every time. He just thinks you might be reconsidering, given the circumstances." Leon picked up a canister of cinnamon from her spice rack, unscrewed the lid, dumped it on the floor. Casual. Like he was emptying an ashtray. "Circumstances being your oven's dead, your accounts are dropping, and you're standing in your kitchen at three in the morning holding a rolling pin like it's going to save you."

Rachel didn't lower the rolling pin. Her hands were shaking—not from fear, from the kind of fury that starts in your chest and spreads until your whole body vibrates with it. That cinnamon was eight dollars a canister. She bought it from a spice wholesaler three blocks away, the same one she'd been using since she opened, and eight dollars didn't sound like much until you were running margins so thin that every dollar had a name and a purpose.

"Here's the thing about your situation." Leon stopped three feet from her, close enough that she could smell cigarettes and warehouse dust. "You've been calling Marco at the flour mill. Leaving messages. Wondering why he's not picking up."

Her stomach tightened. She'd called Marco Pellino four times in the last week. No answer. No callback. The man had supplied her flour since opening day—fifty-pound bags of bread flour, delivered every Monday, the foundation of every recipe she made.

"Marco's not going to pick up," Leon said. "Mr. Vance owns that relationship now. Same with your sugar supplier. Same with the egg guy who comes on Wednesdays." He counted them off on his scarred fingers, casual as a grocery list. "See, that's the thing about the Strip District. Everybody's connected. Suppliers, distributors, truck drivers—they all depend on somebody, and Mr. Vance has been that somebody for a long time. Longer than you've been baking bread."

"Those are my accounts. I built those relationships—"

"You had those relationships. Past tense." Leon picked up another canister—nutmeg—and held it over the floor. "Now you've got an oven that doesn't work, suppliers who won't answer your calls, and restaurants that are already finding other bakers. How long you think you last, Rachel? Another month? Two?"

He dropped the nutmeg. It burst on the tile, brown powder spraying across the white floor like dirt on a grave.

"Vance can make all of this stop," Leon said. "One phone call and your oven works tomorrow. Flour shows up Monday like always. Your accounts come back. All you have to do is say yes to a few packages in your delivery van. You won't even have to touch them."

Rachel looked at the nutmeg on her floor. At the dark mouth of her dead oven. At the rolling pin in her hands that Leon was right about—it wasn't going to save her from three men in her kitchen at three in the morning, and they all knew it.

But she'd started this bakery with eleven thousand dollars, her grandmother's recipes, and hands that had been kneading dough since she was tall enough to reach the counter. She'd gotten her first restaurant account by showing up at Paulie's back door with a loaf of sourdough and refusing to leave until he tasted it. She'd survived health inspections, a broken water main, a pandemic that nearly killed every small business in the Strip, and two solid years of eighteen-hour days before she turned her first real profit.

She hadn't survived all of that to carry some smuggler's packages in her bread van.

"Get out," she said. "And tell Vance I said no for the fourth time."

Leon studied her for a long moment. The patience in his expression didn't waver, but something behind it shifted—a flicker of something harder, meaner, the enforcer underneath the businessman's messenger.

"You know what happens to the businesses that tell Mr. Vance no, Rachel?"

"I know what happens to men who stand in my kitchen uninvited at three in the morning. They don't get bread."

Leon almost laughed. Almost. Instead he straightened, buttoned his jacket, and walked toward the loading dock door with his men falling in behind him. He paused at the threshold and looked back over his shoulder.

"Your grandmother still lives in Lawrenceville, right? Nice house on 43rd Street? She's up early too, I've noticed. Sits on the porch with her coffee around five."

Every molecule of air left Rachel's lungs.

"Mr. Vance is a patient man," Leon said. "But patience has a shelf life. Like bread." He rapped his knuckles on the dock frame twice, a goodbye knock, almost cheerful. "Think it over."

The loading dock door scraped shut behind them. Their footsteps faded down the alley, and then there was nothing—just Rachel standing alone in her sabotaged kitchen, nutmeg and cinnamon on the floor, her oven gutted, her suppliers gone, and the knowledge settling into her bones like cold water.

This wasn't pressure. This wasn't some bully trying to muscle a small business.

She looked at the empty space where her heating element should have been. At the spices on the floor. At her phone, sitting on the prep table with four unanswered calls to Marco Pellino lined up in the call log like little gravestones.

Gregory Vance wasn't trying to convince her to say yes.

He was taking her apart piece by piece—the oven, the suppliers, the accounts, the reputation she'd spent five years building one delivery at a time—dismantling everything she had until there was nothing left to say no with. And now he knew where her grandmother lived.

Rachel set the rolling pin down. Her hands were shaking so hard the wood clattered against the steel table.

She picked up her phone, scrolled past Marco's number, past the restaurant accounts she needed to call with another apology, past all of it. She didn't have a number to call. Didn't have a plan. Didn't have an oven, didn't have flour, and in six hours she was going to have five more restaurants wondering why Doyle's couldn't deliver.

She sank onto the kitchen stool and stared at her dead oven in the dark.

Someone is dismantling me, she thought. And I don't know how to stop it.

But underneath the fear and the shaking hands and the spices on the floor, something else was building—something hotter than the oven she couldn't use, harder than the tile Leon Sharpe had stood on like he belonged there.

Rachel Doyle was furious.

And furious women who'd built everything from nothing didn't fold just because some man with scarred hands dumped their cinnamon on the floor. She didn't know the next move yet. Didn't know who to call or how to fight back against someone who controlled her suppliers, her equipment, and apparently her grandmother's morning routine.

But she'd figure it out. She always figured it out.

She grabbed a broom and started sweeping the nutmeg off her floor, because somebody had to clean this up, and it sure as hell wasn't going to be Leon Sharpe.
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Something was wrong at Doyle's.

Strip knew it before he walked through the front door—knew it the way he knew when cargo was light or a loading dock had been tampered with, the instinct for things being out of place that had kept him useful to the club for six years. The bakery was open, lights on, door unlocked, but the smell was wrong. No bread. No yeast rising, no butter melting, no coffee cake cooling on the racks. At six-thirty on a Thursday morning, Doyle's should have smelled like the best kitchen in the Strip District.

It smelled like cold steel and cleaning solution.

He pushed through to the kitchen and found her on the floor behind the oven.

Not hurt—working. Rachel Doyle was on her back with a flashlight clenched between her teeth, both arms buried in the machine's guts, tools scattered across the tile around her like she'd dumped the whole box and grabbed whatever was closest. Her hair was pulled back but losing the fight, dark strands sticking to her neck with sweat. Flour dusted her forearms from whatever she'd been doing before the oven died, and her knuckles were scraped raw from reaching into places hands weren't designed to go.

She hadn't heard him come in. Or she had and didn't care.

"Doyle's is closed," she said around the flashlight, not looking up. "No bread today. Sign's on the door."

"Didn't see a sign."

"Then I forgot to put it up. Either way—closed."

Strip didn't leave. He leaned against the prep table and watched her wrench something inside the oven's housing, her jaw tight, her movements sharp with the kind of anger that comes from being too tired to hold it back anymore. He'd seen men work like that on deployment—past exhaustion, past frustration, running on pure stubborn refusal to stop.

"Heating element's gone," he said.

She pulled the flashlight from her teeth and aimed it at him for the first time. Her eyes were red-rimmed—not crying, just drained, the look of someone who'd been awake since three AM and had nothing to show for it. She squinted against the flashlight's own glare, taking in six-four of Reaper enforcer leaning on her prep table like he belonged there.

"I know the heating element's gone. I'm trying to bypass—" She stopped. Looked at him harder. "You're the Thursday coffee cake guy."

"Yeah."

"There's no coffee cake today. There's no anything today."

"I can see that." He crouched next to the oven and looked at the wiring she'd exposed. Clean disconnection. Deliberate removal. Same as the work he'd seen in warehouses when someone wanted to shut down operations without leaving obvious damage. "This isn't the first time."

Rachel sat up, pushing hair off her forehead with the back of her wrist. "Excuse me?"

"The oven. This isn't the first time it's gone down."

"Ovens break. It's an old building."

"Ovens break random. Thermostat one week, igniter the next, heating element pulled clean
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