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The man in the chair had stopped talking three minutes ago.

Slag waited anyway. Patience was part of the craft—let the silence do the work, let the body catch up with what the brain already knew. The basement beneath the Reaper compound smelled like engine grease and old concrete, cold enough to raise goosebumps on exposed skin. A single shop light hung from a beam above, throwing the kind of hard shadows that made small rooms feel smaller.

The dealer's name was Vince Koller. Twenty-eight, ambitious, stupid in the specific way that men who think they're clever tend to be. He'd been running product through South Side for the club for seven months and skimming for five of them—small amounts at first, rounding errors that grew into real money once Koller decided nobody was watching. He'd miscounted the club's intelligence the way men always miscounted it: assuming that because the Reapers solved problems with violence, they couldn't solve them with math.

The Treasurer could do math just fine.

"I asked you a question," Slag said.

His voice filled the basement without rising. Six-three and built from the dense, heavy material left over when everything useful has been extracted—that was Slag. Hands that wrapped fully around the arms of the chair Koller was zip-tied to. A face that didn't move much because it didn't need to. He stood three feet from the dealer with his arms at his sides, and the distance felt like a courtesy that could be revoked.

Koller's left eye was swelling shut. His lip was split from one precise hit—not a beating, because Slag didn't beat people. Beatings were emotional, wasteful, the work of men who needed to feel something while they hurt someone. Slag had delivered exactly two strikes: one to establish authority, one to correct a lie. The efficiency was the point.

"I told you everything," Koller managed. Blood threaded down his chin and dripped onto his jeans. "Every dime. I can get it back—all of it, I swear to God—"

"You skimmed fourteen thousand over five months." Slag didn't inflect it as a question. "Ran it through your cousin's detail shop on East Carson. He's been washing your small bills into his weekend deposits."

Koller's good eye went wide. The moment a man realized he'd been mapped before the chair, before the zip ties, before the single hanging light—that was the moment the real information came. Everything before was negotiation. Everything after was truth.

"The cousin." Slag tilted his head a fraction. "He know where the money comes from?"

"No. No, I swear, Denny doesn't know anything. I told him it was side work, detailing gigs I was picking up—"

"Who else."

"Nobody! It's just me. I swear on my mother's—"

"Don't." The word landed like a door closing. "I can tell when you're lying, Vince. Right now you're not. Keep it that way."

Slag studied him for another ten seconds—the breathing pattern, the grip on the chair arms, the micro-expressions that most people couldn't read but that Slag catalogued like inventory. Army interrogation training had given him the skills. Eighteen months in rooms worse than this one, overseas, in places that didn't appear on official reports, had sharpened them into something permanent.

He'd come home to Braddock with a toolkit nobody wanted to hire legally. The Reapers had use for every piece of it.

Koller was telling the truth. The cousin was clean, the skimming was solo, and the money trail ended at a detail shop that would be receiving a very different kind of visit from Carson this week. Problem mapped, contained, ready for Furnace to decide the resolution.

Slag turned and walked to the utility sink in the corner. He washed his hands thoroughly—soap, water, under the nails—while Koller tried to stop shaking behind him. The dealer had pissed himself eight minutes into the conversation, a biological response Slag had long ago stopped noticing. He dried his hands on the clean shop towel he'd hung on the faucet before they'd started.

"Don't go anywhere," he said, without irony, and took the stairs up.



The compound's main floor hit him with noise and warmth after the basement's chill. Music from the bar—someone had the jukebox running Skynyrd, same as always—and the clatter of pool balls and low brotherhood conversation. Thursday night, no run scheduled, which meant the clubhouse was half-full of brothers drinking and arguing about the Steelers' draft picks like it mattered.

Heads turned when Slag came up. They always did. Not fear, exactly—these were men who'd earned their patches through violence and loyalty, not the type to flinch at a brother coming upstairs. But they gave him space. Conversations didn't stop, but they shifted, the way traffic flows around a concrete barrier without acknowledging it's there. Slag moved through the main room toward the chapel hallway, and the path opened for him without anyone deciding to open it.

He didn't take it personally. He was the club's sergeant at arms—discipline and elimination, the work that kept the machine running. Brothers respected him and left him alone, and Slag had made peace with the distance a long time ago. Useful was enough. It had to be.

Strip fell into step beside him near the hallway. Six-four and built like he'd spent decades moving heavy cargo, which he had. The enforcer matched Slag's pace without trying to start conversation, just walked alongside him until they reached the chapel door. Brotherhood meant presence, not words.

"Furnace in?" Slag asked.

"Office. Been on the phone with the Homestead crew about the Route 51 shipment." Strip glanced toward the basement stairs. "Koller give you anything useful?"

"Fourteen thousand. Solo operation. Cousin's clean."

Strip whistled low. "Fourteen. Ballsy little prick."

"Stupid little prick. There's a difference."

Strip grinned—a quick flash that faded when Slag didn't return it. Not rudeness. Slag just didn't waste expressions the way he didn't waste words. Everything he gave meant something because none of it came free.

He knocked once on the office door and pushed it open without waiting.

Furnace sat behind the scarred desk that had come with the building—a relic from when this had been a fabrication shop foreman's office, back when the Strip District made things instead of just moving them. The Reaper president had the phone wedged against his shoulder, one hand making notes on a pad, the other wrapped around a bottle of Iron City that was sweating rings onto the wood. He held up a finger without looking up. Slag waited.

The call ended. Furnace set down the phone and fixed Slag with eyes that carried the same steady intensity they always did—the look of a man who'd founded a brotherhood from the wreckage of a city that corporate America had gutted and left to bleed.

"Koller?" Furnace asked.

"Solo operation, five months, fourteen thousand through a cousin's detail shop on East Carson. Cousin doesn't know the source. Nobody else involved."

"You sure?"

Slag just looked at him. Furnace almost smiled. When Slag said he was sure, he was sure. That was the entire point.

"Carson'll handle the detail shop tomorrow. What about Koller?"

"Your call." Slag's voice carried no recommendation either way. That wasn't his role. He gathered the information and delivered the consequences—the decision of what those consequences looked like belonged to the man behind the desk. "He's downstairs. Cooperative."

Furnace leaned back, the chair groaning under his weight. "Cut him loose. He pays back double—twenty-eight thousand, sixty days. He misses a payment, you finish the conversation."

Slag nodded once and turned for the door.

"Brother." Furnace's voice stopped him. "How's your grandmother?"

The question landed in a different part of Slag's chest than club business occupied. A softer part, buried deep, the one piece of territory he defended more fiercely than any block or bridge in the Reapers' domain.

"Declining," Slag said. "Hospice nurse says weeks, maybe a month."

Furnace held his gaze for a moment. Two men who handled death for a living, acknowledging the kind that couldn't be stopped with fists or firepower. "Whatever you need," the president said. "Time, brothers, anything."

"I know."

Slag left the office, went downstairs, cut Koller's zip ties, delivered Furnace's terms in four sentences, and watched the dealer stumble up the stairs on shaking legs. He cleaned up the basement, because the work required it, and headed for the garage.



The night air hit different on two wheels.

Slag's bike was a blacked-out Road King—no chrome flash, no custom paint, just raw mechanical power that matched the man who rode it. He rolled out of the compound's fenced lot and onto Smallman Street, the Strip District empty at this hour except for the distant rumble of produce trucks staging for the morning markets. The city opened up around him in layers: warehouse brick giving way to the yellow skeleton of the 16th Street Bridge, the Allegheny River running black beneath it, and then the climb toward the Liberty Bridge and south—toward the Mon Valley, toward Braddock, toward the only person left in the world who called him Patrick.

He took Route 837 along the river, the road following the Monongahela's curves through the ghost geography of American steel. Empty mill sites stretched for blocks on his left—rusted fencing around vacant lots where Edgar Thomson still ran but everything else had died decades ago. Homestead, Munhall, Rankin—towns that had built the bones of a nation and gotten abandoned when the nation decided bones were cheaper overseas.

Slag had grown up in this valley. Watched it hollow out one closed mill at a time, one moving van at a time, one funeral at a time. The people who stayed were the ones who couldn't leave or wouldn't—the old, the stubborn, the loyal. His grandmother was all three.

Her row house on Talbot Avenue sat in a line of identical brick homes, half of them dark and empty now. Slag parked the Road King at the curb and killed the engine, letting Braddock settle around him. A TV flickered blue in a window two doors down. A dog barked somewhere on the next block. That was it—the entire nightlife of a town that had once held twenty thousand.

He let himself in with his key. The overnight caretaker—a sturdy woman from the agency who sat in the living room and monitored the oxygen equipment—looked up from her book and gave him the nod that meant no changes, stable, sleeping. Slag nodded back and moved through the narrow hallway to the back bedroom.

Helen Straka lay in the hospital bed that had replaced her four-poster two months ago, eighty-one years old and shrinking by the week. The oxygen concentrator hummed its steady rhythm beside her. Photographs covered every surface—wedding portraits, mill workers, children who'd grown up and mostly moved away. A house full of a life that was winding down slowly, with dignity, refusing to rush.

Slag pulled the wooden chair close to the bed and sat. His hands—the same ones that had zip-tied a man to a chair two hours ago, that had delivered precise violence in a basement—reached out and took his grandmother's fingers with a gentleness that would have stunned every man in the Reaper compound.

Her hand was small and paper-thin, bones shifting beneath skin that had aged past softness into something fragile and translucent. He held it steady, warm, present without gripping—the way her day nurse had shown him. The day nurse. Christine. Calm presence, capable hands, the kind of competence that didn't need to announce itself. She'd been caring for his grandmother for three months now, and she was good—the real kind of good, not the kind that punched a clock and counted hours.

His grandmother stirred, eyes fluttering. "Patrick?"

"I'm here, Grandma."

She smiled without fully waking, her fingers tightening around his with surprising strength. "Good boy," she murmured, and drifted back under.

Slag sat in the dark room and held her hand and listened to the oxygen machine breathe for her. Outside, Braddock had gone still. The Mon Valley held its ghosts. Somewhere in these dying towns, someone was doing something that would bring the Reapers' sergeant at arms back to this valley for reasons that had nothing to do with an old woman's bedside.

He didn't know that yet.

He just sat, and held on, and waited for morning.
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Christine Hill knew before she opened the front door.

The lock wasn't broken—that was the thing people never understood about these jobs. No kicked-in doors, no shattered windows. Whoever was robbing her patients operated with keys, copied or stolen, and the kind of patience that made her skin crawl. They waited for hospital transfers, for ambulance rides, for the exact window when a dying person's home sat empty and nobody in the neighborhood noticed because half the neighborhood was empty too.

She pushed open the door to Frank Dawes's Homestead row house at seven-fifteen on a Tuesday morning and the absence hit her before the damage did.

The mantel was bare.

Frank's Purple Heart. His Bronze Star. The folded flag from his father's funeral. The hand-carved clock his dad had built in 1961 from a single piece of cherry, ticking on that mantel for sixty-three years through two wars, three grandchildren, and the death of American steel—gone. All of it. The wedding china that Frank's wife had picked out in 1979, the one thing he'd asked Christine to make sure his daughter got when the time came—stripped from the hutch, tissue paper still scattered on the floor where they'd wrapped it.

Christine stood in the doorway with her nursing bag over her shoulder and her car keys digging into her palm because she was gripping them hard enough to leave marks.

Six. That was six patients in two months.

Her hands started shaking. She set the bag down on the kitchen table and pressed both palms flat against the surface, willing the tremor to stop, watching her fingers vibrate against scarred Formica like they belonged to someone else. A hospice nurse with shaking hands was useless. A hospice nurse who couldn't hold a blood pressure cuff or check an IV port or grip a syringe—useless.

You saw nothing. You know nothing. You keep driving your routes and taking your vitals and if you mention this to anyone, we'll find out. We always find out.

Ricky Shale's voice in her head, every morning. Two months since he'd cornered her outside the Braddock IGA, leaning against the ice machine with a smile that belonged on something that hunted in the dark. She'd been asking around—just careful questions, just trying to understand the pattern she was seeing in her patient visits. Who robs a ninety-year-old veteran? Who strips a dying woman's house while she's getting chemo?

Ricky had answered that question. The kind of men who have someone watching you, Christine. The kind of men who know your apartment's on Eighth Avenue, second floor, the one with the dead bolt that sticks.

She'd stopped asking questions. She hadn't stopped seeing the answers.

Christine forced her hands still and reached for her phone to call the agency. Then stopped. Because she'd called after the first robbery—Mrs. Petrosky's house in Braddock, cleaned out during a three-day hospital stay—and the police had come, taken a report, and done exactly nothing. A property crime in a Mon Valley town with twelve officers and forty miles of empty streets. They'd filed it alongside a decade of similar reports and moved on.

She'd called after the second one, too. And the third. By the fourth, she'd understood something that sat in her stomach like a stone: nobody was coming. Not the police, not the agency, not the families who'd moved to suburbs and states and coasts where mill towns were just places their grandparents used to talk about. The people being robbed were the ones who stayed when everyone else left, and staying meant being forgotten.

Christine pulled on gloves, took a breath, and did what she always did. She worked.

Frank was due home from Homestead Hospital by noon—an overnight stay for the pneumonia that would probably be the beginning of the end, the infection that hospice nurses recognized as the body starting to surrender. She couldn't do anything about the stolen medals or the china or the clock. She could make sure his catheter bag was clean, his medications were set out, his oxygen was ready, and the bed she'd ordered last week was positioned where he could see out the window at the street where he'd lived for forty years.

She moved through the ransacked house with the careful efficiency of a woman who'd been doing this for ten years. Checked the fridge—someone from the church had dropped off a casserole, still good. Filled his pill organizer for the week. Tested the oxygen concentrator, cleaned the nasal cannula tubing, laid out fresh linens. The work steadied her the way it always did, muscle memory taking over while her mind raced.

The Wilsons on Ravine Street—that had been first, back in October. Mr. Wilson's coin collection, sixty years of silver dollars and wheat pennies, vanished during his wife's funeral. Then Mrs. Petrosky in Braddock, her house emptied of every piece of Ukrainian pottery her mother had carried across an ocean. Then the Greenwalds, the Hortons, the Kubickis. All Christine's patients. All elderly, all dying, all living alone in houses full of things that mattered to them and nobody else.

Except someone else had decided those things mattered. Enough to send men in utility worker uniforms through unlocked doors. Enough to track hospital admissions and hospice schedules. Enough to threaten a nurse who started asking why so many of her patients were coming home to empty shelves.

Christine finished the setup and stood in Frank Dawes's living room, staring at the bare mantel, and felt the guilt rise in her throat like bile.

She could have pushed harder. Could have gone to the state police instead of the local department. Could have called a reporter, a lawyer, someone who gave a damn about dying veterans getting robbed in towns that America forgot. Instead she'd let a man with a predator's smile lean against an ice machine and scare her into silence, and Frank Dawes's Purple Heart was sitting in some fencing operation across the state line while the man who'd earned it was coughing blood into a hospital pillow.

Coward. The word had taken up permanent residence behind her sternum. She carried it on every patient visit, felt it pulse every time she walked into a house and checked the shelves first—not the patient, the shelves, because she'd started cataloguing what was there so she'd know what was gone.

That wasn't nursing. That was inventory. And Christine hadn't survived ten years of holding dying people's hands to become someone who counted silverware.

She locked Frank's door behind her, got into her seven-year-old Honda Civic, and sat with her forehead against the steering wheel for thirty seconds. The allotted time. She'd learned in her first year of hospice that you had to give yourself a window—thirty seconds, sixty seconds, two minutes in the bathroom at the agency—and then you sealed it up and drove to the next house because someone else needed you and falling apart was a luxury hospice nurses couldn't afford.

She lifted her head. Checked her mirrors.

The van was there.

White panel van, no markings, parked three spots behind her on the same side of the street. She'd first noticed it six weeks ago—or rather, she'd first admitted to herself that she was noticing it six weeks ago, because the truth was it had probably been following her longer. It wasn't always the same van, and it wasn't always there, but it appeared often enough that Christine had stopped believing in coincidence.

They were tracking her routes. Watching which houses she visited, how long she stayed, when patients were transferred to hospitals. She was leading them to her own patients, and the realization made her want to scream or vomit or both.

She started the engine and pulled onto the street, signaling carefully, driving the speed limit, doing absolutely nothing that would suggest she'd noticed the van or the empty mantel or the pattern that was eating her alive. Good girl, Christine. Compliant Christine. The nurse who sees everything and says nothing and drives her little Civic through dying towns while men in vans rob the people she's supposed to be caring for.

The route from Homestead to Braddock wound through the ghost infrastructure of the Mon Valley—over the Homestead Grays Bridge, past the shuttered Carrie Furnaces rusting against the sky, through Rankin where entire blocks stood vacant. She'd been driving these roads for a decade, watching the population thin and the houses empty and the distance between living patients grow longer each year. The Mon Valley was hospice on a civic scale—a slow, dignified decline that everyone acknowledged and nobody could stop.

Her next patient was Helen Straka, Braddock. Eighty-one, end-stage COPD, weeks to a month. A sharp, warm woman who'd lived in the same row house for fifty years and refused to die anywhere else, which Christine respected more than she could say. Helen's grandson visited regularly—a massive, unsettling man who held his grandmother's hand with impossible tenderness and spoke so rarely that Christine had spent the first month thinking he might be mute.

He wasn't mute. He was just someone who didn't waste words, and when he did speak, they landed with a weight that made Christine pay attention. She'd seen the motorcycle. She'd seen the leather. She knew what the patches meant, in a vague, civilian way—that Helen Straka's grandson belonged to something dangerous, something that operated outside the lines Christine had spent her whole career coloring inside.

She checked her mirrors again as she crossed into Braddock. The white van had turned off somewhere on Eighth Avenue, replaced by a blue pickup she didn't recognize. Maybe surveillance. Maybe just a truck. Two months of fear had turned every vehicle into a threat and every shadow into Ricky Shale's smile.

Christine pulled onto Talbot Avenue and parked in front of Helen's row house, and for a moment she just sat there, watching the street. Half the houses dark. A stray cat on a porch three doors down. The October light falling on brick that had been standing since the mill was running and would probably still be standing long after the last person left.

She gathered her bag, checked her mirrors one more time, and got out of the car. Locked it. Walked to the door. Knocked twice and let herself in with the key Helen's grandson had given to the agency.

Inside, the house was warm and full of photographs and undisturbed. Everything on the shelves exactly where it had been last visit. Helen sleeping in the back bedroom with the oxygen humming its rhythm.

Safe. For now.

Christine washed her hands at the kitchen sink, pulled on fresh gloves, and went to work—taking vitals, checking equipment, doing the job she'd chosen ten years ago because someone had to care for the people who got left behind.

But her hands were still shaking. And the rearview mirror was still burned into her vision, the ghost of a white van following her through towns full of people too old and too sick to protect themselves from the men Christine was too afraid to stop.
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Christine was still at the house when Slag arrived.

He clocked it from the curb—her Civic parked out front, nursing bag visible through the back window, the car itself sitting slightly crooked against the curb like she'd pulled in too fast and hadn't bothered to straighten. Christine Hill didn't park crooked. Three months of overlapping visits had taught him that the woman was precise in everything she did: her schedule, her equipment, her careful two-knock announcement before entering. She parked the way she worked—neat, deliberate, nothing wasted.

The crooked car was wrong.

Slag killed the Road King's engine and sat for a moment, scanning Talbot Avenue with the automatic sweep he gave every approach. Streetlights coming on in the October dusk, half of them broken. Two houses showing signs of life on the whole block—his grandmother's and the Garcias' three doors down. The rest stood dark, some boarded, some just abandoned with curtains still hanging like the people inside had evaporated.

Nothing moved. No vehicles that didn't belong.

He dismounted and walked to the front door, his boots heavy on the concrete steps. Let himself in with his key and heard Christine's voice from the back bedroom—the low, steady tone she used with patients, the one that made dying sound like something that could be managed if you just had the right person in the room.

Except tonight the steadiness had a crack in it.

Slag moved down the hallway without announcing himself. The floorboards announced him anyway—two hundred and fifty pounds on eighty-year-old hardwood didn't allow for stealth. Christine looked up when he filled the bedroom doorway, and in the half-second before she assembled her professional face, he saw it.

Fear. Raw, bone-deep, the kind that lived behind the eyes and leaked out when you forgot to hold the door shut.

"Evening." She smiled, and it was good—convincing enough to fool anyone who wasn't trained to read faces for a living. "She's had a good day. Oxygen saturation is steady, ate some soup for dinner. I was just finishing up."

Slag watched her hands. She was packing her nursing bag on the side table and her fingers weren't cooperating—fumbling the blood pressure cuff, dropping the pen she used for her notes, catching it before it rolled off the edge and then gripping it so hard her knuckles blanched. She kept her eyes on the bag. Wouldn't look at him.

Three months of visits. Christine Hill always looked at him. She was one of the few people who looked at him directly when she spoke—not with challenge, not with the nervous avoidance most people defaulted to, but with the frank, unhurried attention of a woman who spent her days looking at hard things and had stopped flinching. He'd noticed that about her early. Had respected it.

She wasn't looking at him now.

"Christine."

His voice came out lower than he intended. She flinched—a full-body jolt that she tried to cover by adjusting the bag's zipper—and something in Slag's chest shifted from observation to response. A gear engaging that he recognized. Not anger, not yet. Something more territorial: the awareness that something had entered his perimeter and caused damage.

"I'm fine," she said quickly. Too quickly. "Running behind today, that's all. Your grandmother's vitals are in the chart, and I've adjusted her pain management schedule—she was having some breakthrough discomfort around four, so I moved the—"

"What happened."

Not a question. She heard the difference, and for a moment her composure wavered—her mouth tightening, her eyes going bright with something she swallowed back. Then she zipped the bag with deliberate force and met his gaze, finally, with a look that said don't.

"Long day," Christine said. Held his stare. "That's all."

She was lying. He catalogued the markers without effort—the controlled breathing, the over-specific medical redirect, the way she'd positioned her body to leave, angled toward the door with her bag already on her shoulder. Flight posture. She wanted out of this house, off this street, away from whatever had put the tremor in her hands and the shadows under her eyes.

Slag stepped aside to let her pass. Not because he believed her, but because pushing a frightened woman in his grandmother's bedroom wasn't the play. He'd find out what was wrong. He always found out.

Christine moved past him in the narrow hallway, close enough that he caught the scent of her—antiseptic and something warmer underneath, lotion or soap, the smell of someone who washed her hands thirty times a day and still made sure her skin didn't crack. She kept her head down and her shoulders tight, and when she reached the front door, she paused.

"She's comfortable," Christine said, her back to him. "Call the agency if anything changes overnight."

"Christine."

She stopped with her hand on the knob. Didn't turn around.

"Be careful driving home."

Four words he'd never said to her before. He meant them in a way that went past politeness, and from the way her shoulders drew up—a flinch she couldn't quite hide—she heard it.

"Always am," she said, and let herself out.

Slag stood in the hallway and listened to her Civic start, pull away from the curb, and fade down Talbot Avenue. Then he went to sit with his grandmother.



Helen Straka was more awake than Christine's chart suggested. She lay propped on pillows with the oxygen cannula in her nose and her eyes sharp behind the exhaustion—the eyes of a woman who'd buried a husband, raised a grandson, and outlasted every mill and factory and employer in the valley.

"Patrick." She smiled when he settled into the chair. "That girl's upset tonight."

"I know."

"Don't 'I know' me in that voice." Helen's hand found his on the blanket, her grip papery but firm. "Something's wrong with her. Has been for weeks."

Slag traced his thumb over his grandmother's knuckles. Gentle. Always gentle here. "What have you noticed?"

"She checks the windows now. When she first started coming, she'd walk right in—bag on the table, straight to work, all business. Now she checks the windows first. Looks out at the street. Locks the door behind her when she used to leave it open." Helen paused to breathe, the effort of talking visible in her chest. "And her hands shake. That girl's hands never shook before."

Slag filed it. Christine checking windows, locking doors, shaking hands. A pattern change that pointed at an external threat—someone or something in the environment that had transformed a confident, direct woman into one who flinched at her patient's grandson in a hallway.

"Did she say anything about what's bothering her?"

"She wouldn't. But I hear things." His grandmother's eyes were fierce despite the oxygen and the hospital bed and the body that was slowly shutting down around a mind that refused to follow. "Donna Garcia came by Tuesday. Said old Harold Medved's house got cleaned out after he died last month—everything, Patrick. His wife's jewelry, his tools, the wooden trains he carved for those grandkids who never visit. Just gone."

She stopped to breathe again, and Slag waited with the patience he only ever had in this room.

"Same as the Wilsons on Ravine Street. Same as poor Mrs. Petrosky—remember her? Ukrainian woman, row over, beautiful pottery in every window?" Helen's grip tightened. "Someone's robbing them, Patrick. The old ones. The ones who are dying and can't fight back. Donna says everyone on the block knows but nobody does anything because who do you call? The police?" She said it the way Mon Valley residents said it—with the bitter humor of people who'd learned decades ago that help wasn't coming.

Slag sat with his grandmother for another hour. She drifted in and out, talking when she had the breath—about the neighborhood, about Christine, about the houses going dark one by one like the street was slowly closing its eyes. He held her hand and let her talk and stored every detail in the mental architecture that had been built for debriefings and interrogation reports but worked just as well for pattern recognition in dying mill towns.

When she fell asleep for the last time that night, he tucked the blanket around her shoulders, checked the oxygen readout, and nodded to the overnight caretaker on his way out.

On the porch, he stood in the dark and called up the map.

Six patients robbed in two months—Christine's patients, on Christine's routes. Houses hit during hospital stays and after funerals, which meant someone was tracking medical schedules or had access to them. The nurse who'd noticed the pattern was being threatened into silence. She was terrified, and she was still showing up every day to do her job, which meant she was either stubborn or brave or both, and Slag found himself standing on his grandmother's porch in Braddock thinking about a woman's shaking
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