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The address was a split-level on a dead-end street in McKeesport, aluminum siding gone gray from decades of river fog and neglect. Duke killed his engine and studied the house while Southside and Strip pulled in behind him.

Overgrown yard. Blinds drawn tight. Toyota in the driveway with a week's worth of pollen on the windshield.

Someone was home.

"Back door?" Southside asked, swinging off his bike.

Duke shook his head. "He runs, I'll catch him."

Strip cracked his knuckles. The big man had come along because collections sometimes required heavy lifting, and Tony Marchetti owed the club twelve thousand dollars he'd been ducking for six weeks.

They walked three across up the cracked concrete path. Duke didn't bother knocking—just tried the handle. Locked. He stepped back and drove his boot into the door frame. Wood splintered. The door swung inward with a crash that echoed through the empty street.

Tony Marchetti scrambled off his couch, beer bottle hitting the carpet as he bolted for the kitchen.

Duke was already moving.

Six years in SCI Pittsburgh had taught him things about confined spaces. About anticipating which way a man would break when cornered. Tony made it three steps into the kitchen before Duke caught the back of his shirt and slammed him face-first into the refrigerator.

Magnets scattered. A child's crayon drawing fluttered to the linoleum.

"Tony." Duke's voice was quiet. Conversational. "You've been avoiding us."

"I don't have it." Tony's words came out muffled against the freezer door. "I swear to God, Duke, I don't—"

"Didn't ask if you had it." Duke spun him around, pinned him with a forearm across his chest. Tony Marchetti was forty-five, soft around the middle, with the desperate eyes of a man who'd made too many bad bets. "Asked why you've been hiding."

Southside appeared in the kitchen doorway. Strip moved to check the rest of the house.

"I was gonna pay," Tony said. "I just needed more time—"

"You had time. Six weeks of it." Duke leaned closer. "Furnace is done waiting."

"Please." Tony's voice cracked. "I got kids. You saw the drawing—I got kids, man."

"Then you should've thought about them before you borrowed money you couldn't pay back."

Strip returned from his sweep. "House is clear. Found about two grand in a shoebox under the bed."

Tony's face went pale. "That's for rent. That's—my wife will—"

"Your wife will understand," Duke said. "Because you're going to explain to her that you got in over your head and the men you owed gave you a chance to make it right. Aren't you?"

Tony nodded frantically.

Duke released him. The man sagged against the refrigerator, trembling.

"Two grand covers the interest." Duke's eyes held Tony's, unblinking. "You've got two weeks for the rest. Twelve thousand. Don't make us come back here."

"I'll get it. I swear."

"I know you will." Duke straightened, adjusted his cut. "Because next time, I won't be this patient."

They walked out the way they came, Strip carrying the shoebox. The neighborhood stayed quiet—nobody in McKeesport called the cops when bikers came around. Half the residents had their own reasons to avoid police attention.

Duke mounted his Harley and sat for a moment, studying the house. Tony Marchetti was a small-time gambler who'd gotten desperate and borrowed from the wrong people. Those wrong people had sold his debt to the Reapers because they knew the club would collect. It was business. Clean and simple.

The child's drawing bothered him more than it should have.

He kicked his bike to life and pulled out, Southside and Strip falling in behind him. They rode through McKeesport's gutted downtown—empty storefronts and shuttered mills, a main street that looked like it hadn't seen real commerce in twenty years. The afternoon sun caught broken windows in the old tube works, throwing light across rust and ruin.

Duke knew these towns. Had grown up in one just like it, a few miles down the river. Duquesne, where the Edgar Thomson Works used to employ half the valley before everything went to shit. His old man had worked the coke ovens until the bottle took him. His mother had worked double shifts at the diner until cancer took her. By the time Duke was eighteen, there was nothing left but ghosts and people too stubborn to leave.

He'd gotten out the hard way. Caught an assault charge at twenty-eight, protecting a brother who'd have done the same for him. Six years in state prison, keeping his mouth shut when the cops pushed for names. Six years of concrete and violence and learning exactly what he was capable of when survival demanded it.

The club had been waiting when he got out. Loyalty proven the hardest way possible.

They crossed the Rankin Bridge, the Monongahela sliding brown and slow beneath them. Homestead flashed past—the Waterfront shopping center built on old mill land, chain restaurants and parking lots where his grandfather's generation had poured steel. The irony wasn't lost on Duke. Nothing ever was.

The ride took them through Braddock, past the Carnegie Library that still stood defiant amid the decay. A few blocks of revival butted up against blocks of abandonment. Someone was always trying to save these towns. Someone was always failing.

Duke didn't believe in saving things. He believed in surviving them.

They hit the Birmingham Bridge and crossed into the South Side, the familiar rumble of their pipes echoing off brick buildings and narrow streets. The Strip District compound was another twenty minutes, but Duke wasn't in a hurry. The collection was done. The money would reach Furnace. The club's books would balance for another week.

He thought about Tony Marchetti's kids. The crayon drawing on the refrigerator. A house with a man making desperate choices and a family that would pay for them.

Prison had taught Duke not to feel things like that. Sympathy got you killed inside. Compassion was a weakness other men would exploit. He'd learned to read people without caring about them, to predict behavior without getting invested in outcomes.

But sometimes, on rides like this through dying towns full of dying dreams, something cracked through.

He buried it and rode on.

The compound gates swung open as they approached, a prospect on duty who nodded respect as the three bikes rolled through. Duke parked in his usual spot near the garage and killed his engine. The sudden silence rang in his ears.

Southside pulled in beside him. "Clean job."

Duke grunted acknowledgment.

"You good?" Southside asked. The question was casual, but his eyes weren't.

"Always."

Strip headed for the clubhouse with the shoebox. Duke stayed on his bike for another minute, letting the engine tick as it cooled. The compound buzzed with late afternoon activity—brothers working on bikes in the garage, prospects hauling supplies, the distant thump of music from inside.

This was home. The only one that mattered.

He'd ridden through towns that looked like his past, collected money from a man whose future was measured in bad choices and borrowed time, and come back to the only family that had never let him down.

The club had his back when it cost them nothing. They'd had his back when it cost them six years of a brother locked away. That kind of loyalty didn't exist anywhere else in Duke's experience.

He swung off his bike and headed for the clubhouse. Furnace would want his report. The two grand would go in the safe. Tony Marchetti would either pay his debt or learn what happened to men who didn't.

Either way, Duke would sleep fine tonight.

He always did.
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The glass crunched under Janet's boots before she even reached the door.

She stopped on the sidewalk, keys in hand, and stared at the jagged hole where her front window used to be. Shards glittered across the welcome mat and the display of paperbacks she'd arranged yesterday—a careful pyramid of romance novels now dusted with destruction.

Third time in two months.

Janet closed her eyes. Breathed. Opened them again.

The window was still broken.

She stepped over the threshold carefully, glass grinding beneath her soles, and set her purse behind the counter. The broom lived in the back corner, same place it had lived for ten years. She'd bought it when she opened Pages, back when she thought the hardest part of running a bookstore would be keeping the shelves organized.

The morning air cut through the hole in her storefront, carrying the smell of river fog and rust. Duquesne in October. The town had been dying since before she was born, but it still knew how to make a morning feel like a threat.

Janet swept glass into a pile, movements mechanical. The first broken window had cost her four hundred dollars she didn't have. The second had cost six hundred because the glazier knew desperation when he saw it. This one would cost whatever he decided to charge, and she'd pay it because the alternative was plywood and the slow death of a business already on life support.

A car engine idled across the street.

She didn't look up. Didn't need to.

Mitch Sobol had been parking there for two weeks now, watching her open and close like she was a job he'd been assigned. Thirty-something, ex-con build, with the flat eyes of a man who'd learned patience in a place where patience was survival.

Janet kept sweeping.

You're not scared, she told herself. You're angry. There's a difference.

The difference felt thin this morning.

She gathered the glass into a dustpan and dumped it in the trash, then rescued what books she could from the display. A few paperbacks had taken damage—covers torn, pages dented with glass fragments. She set them aside for the discount bin and rebuilt the pyramid with what remained.

The bell over the door chimed at nine-fifteen.

Margaret Horvath shuffled in, eighty-two years old and the most reliable customer Janet had. She came every Tuesday for the new romance releases and stayed to gossip about neighbors who'd been dead for a decade.

"Window again?" Margaret's voice carried the rasp of a lifetime of cigarettes.

"Window again."

"Those men." Margaret shook her head, moving toward the romance section with the determination of a woman who'd survived three husbands and two hip replacements. "The ones who sit in the back at closing. They're trouble."

Janet's hands stilled on a paperback. "What men?"

"Big fellows. Mean-looking." Margaret pulled a book from the shelf, squinted at the cover. "They come in around four, sit in your reading corner, don't buy anything. Just watch you."

The cold that ran down Janet's spine had nothing to do with the broken window.

"How many times?" she asked.

"Three. Four. I don't come in late much anymore." Margaret selected two books and brought them to the counter. "You should call the police."

Janet smiled. It felt like cracking ice. "The police and I have different definitions of helpful."

She'd called after the first window. Officer Delvecchio had taken notes, asked if she had enemies, suggested she consider security cameras she couldn't afford. Nothing had come of it. Nothing ever did in towns like this, where the police were understaffed and the criminals knew it.

Margaret paid in exact change, same as always, and patted Janet's hand before leaving. "Be careful, honey. This town's got enough ghosts without adding you to the list."

The bell chimed. The door closed. Janet stood alone in her broken store.

She spent the morning shelving estate sale acquisitions she'd picked up last week—boxes of paperbacks from a dead woman's house in McKeesport, sold by children who couldn't wait to leave. The work was meditative. Alphabetizing by author, checking spines for damage, finding homes on shelves that were already too crowded.

Pages had been her sanctuary for ten years. Two cramped floors of secondhand books in a town that had neither quiet nor anything else. She'd built it from nothing after her father drank himself to death, pouring every penny from his life insurance into a space that felt like hers.

Now men sat in her reading corner and watched her. Now windows shattered in the night. Now Mitch Sobol parked across the street like he owned the view.

The bell chimed at eleven. Janet looked up, heart hammering.

Just a teenager looking for manga.

She directed him to the second floor, watched him climb the narrow stairs, and realized her hands were shaking.

This is what they want, she thought. They want you scared. They want you jumping at bells and flinching at shadows until you're so worn down you'll agree to anything.

Steven Koval had explained it all very clearly, six weeks ago in this very store. A businessman in a nice suit, with a smile that never reached his eyes. He needed places to move money. Her cash-heavy bookstore was perfect. She'd barely have to do anything—just let his people handle the registers a few days a week, deposit checks she didn't ask questions about, accept a very generous monthly payment for her cooperation.

Janet had said no.

Steven had smiled wider and said she should think about it.

The first window broke three days later.

She'd said no again, louder, when Mitch delivered the second offer. Mitch hadn't smiled at all. He'd just looked at her with those flat, patient eyes and told her Steven's generosity had limits.

The second window broke a week after that.

Now here she was, sweeping glass for the third time, watching a man watch her, wondering how many more refusals she had left before the breaking moved from windows to bones.

The afternoon crawled past. Two more customers—a college kid looking for cheap textbooks, a middle-aged woman hunting for a specific cozy mystery Janet had to special order. Normal transactions. Normal interactions. The kind of ordinary Tuesday she used to take for granted.

At four o'clock, the bell chimed.

Two men walked in. Big. Mean-looking. Exactly how Margaret had described them.

They didn't browse. They walked straight to the reading corner—two overstuffed chairs Janet had rescued from a estate sale, positioned near the window where the afternoon light was best—and sat down. One of them picked up a magazine from the side table. The other just watched her.

Janet's throat tightened.

She stayed behind the counter, reorganizing books that didn't need reorganizing, until her hands stopped trembling. Then she walked to the reading corner with a smile that felt like armor.

"Can I help you gentlemen find something?"

The one with the magazine looked up. Young, maybe thirty, with the eager cruelty of someone who enjoyed his job too much. "Just browsing."

"This is a bookstore. We sell books."

"We're browsing the atmosphere." He smiled, showing teeth. "Nice place you got here. Be a shame if something happened to it."

The other one laughed. Low and mean.

Janet held the smile. "I close at five. You're welcome to stay until then."

She walked back to the counter on legs that wanted to buckle. The last hour passed in silence broken only by the rustle of magazine pages and the occasional murmur between the two men. They weren't reading. They weren't even pretending to read. They were sending a message.

We can be here whenever we want. We can watch you whenever we want. You're not safe.

At five o'clock exactly, Janet walked to the front door and flipped the sign to CLOSED.

"Gentlemen. We're closing."

They took their time standing. The young one stretched, deliberately casual, while the other one let his gaze travel around the store like he was cataloging everything worth breaking.

"See you tomorrow," the young one said as they passed her.

Janet locked the door behind them. She watched through the gap in the plywood and remaining glass as they crossed the street to where Mitch Sobol waited, leaning against his car. Words were exchanged. Laughter. Mitch looked directly at the store, directly at her, and smiled.

Then they drove away.

Janet stood frozen until the sound of their engines faded into the evening. The store was silent. The broken window let in the cold. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.

She made it to the back room before her legs gave out.

The tears came hard and fast, ten years of survival cracking open in the cramped space between her desk and the boxes of unsorted books. She pressed her hands to her face and sobbed—for the window she couldn't afford, for the business she was going to lose, for the stubborn pride that wouldn't let her just say yes to men who would eventually take what they wanted anyway.

She'd stayed in Duquesne because the rent was cheap and her ghosts were here. Because running felt like losing. Because ten years of building something quiet in a town that had nothing else felt like a victory worth defending.

Now she was crying alone in a back room, and the men who wanted to destroy her knew exactly where to find her.

Janet wiped her face with the heels of her hands. Took a shaky breath. Then another.

She couldn't afford the window.

She couldn't afford to leave.

She couldn't afford another night of pretending this was going to end any way but badly.

But she'd open tomorrow anyway, because the alternative was giving Steven Koval exactly what he wanted. And Janet Kowalski hadn't survived thirty-seven years in dying steel towns by giving anyone a goddamn thing.
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Duke had been coming to Pages since before prison, back when the owner was an old man named Burt who smelled like pipe tobacco and didn't ask questions. The store had changed hands somewhere during his six years inside, but the stacks still felt the same—cramped and quiet, stuffed floor to ceiling with paperbacks that nobody else wanted.

He parked his bike on the street and studied the storefront.

Plywood covered half the front window. Fresh plywood, from the color of it. The kind of patch job that said someone couldn't afford proper glass.

Duke's jaw tightened.

He pushed through the door, the bell overhead announcing him to the nearly empty store. The smell hit him first—paper and dust and something faintly floral, like whoever ran the place now actually gave a damn about the atmosphere.

Then he saw her.

Dark hair going gray at the temples. Reading glasses pushed up on her head. Five-five, maybe, with the kind of quiet that came from years of being alone. She stood behind the counter with a book in her hands, and when she looked up at the sound of the bell, Duke felt something shift in his chest.

Not beautiful. Not in the way that word usually meant. But real. Tired and stubborn and still standing despite whatever had put plywood on her window.

"Help you find something?" Her voice was steady, but her eyes darted to the street behind him.

"Just browsing."

Duke moved into the stacks, letting
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