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Five days. Five days until everything changed, though Wake didn't know it yet.

Right now, all he knew was that his cousin drove like a ghost through Jamaica Queens, and Wake was three beats behind on everything Shadow wanted him to see.

"Silver Camry." Shadow's voice was flat, barely above the engine idle. "Three o'clock. Been sitting there since we passed the bodega."

Wake's eyes snapped right. The car was tucked between a delivery van and a dumpster, positioned to watch the intersection without being obvious about it. He'd looked right past it twice.

"Saw it," he lied.

Shadow's mouth twitched—not quite a smile, but close. "No you didn't. But you will next time."

They rolled through the industrial corridor at Sunday-driver speed, two Reapers on a surveillance run that looked like nothing more than cousins taking a ride. Shadow had been doing this for years—mapping the territory, noting the patterns, learning which corners belonged to who and which ones were up for grabs. Wake had been doing it for three months, and every run reminded him how much he didn't know.

Jamaica Queens sprawled around them in shades of gray and rust. Warehouses with loading docks that hadn't seen legal cargo in years. Auto shops that did more than change oil. Food trucks parked at corners where working men needed lunch and didn't ask questions about who else might be watching.

Shadow pulled into a lot behind a closed tire shop, killing the engine but not dismounting. His eyes moved constantly—rooftops, windows, the mouth of the alley they'd just passed.

"Tell me what you saw on Sutphin."

Wake ran through it in his head. "Two crews working the corner by the laundromat. Young guys, maybe eighteen, nineteen. Lookout on the steps of the building across the street."

"Color?"

"Blue. Light blue bandanas."

Shadow nodded once. "What else?"

Wake thought harder. The street had been busy—lunch hour traffic, people moving between the check-cashing place and the grocery store. A woman pushing a stroller. An old man with a shopping cart full of cans.

"The van," he said suddenly. "White panel van, no windows. Parked facing the wrong way."

"Good. What about it?"

"Engine was running. Nobody got in or out the whole time we were in sight."

Shadow's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his posture—approval, maybe, or at least the absence of disappointment. "Running engine means ready to move. Wrong-way parking means fast exit. Add it together."

"Pickup or delivery. Something they don't want to hang around for."

"Could be. Could also be a cop." Shadow pulled a cigarette from his cut, lit it with a battered Zippo. "Point is, you noticed. That's what matters."

Wake felt the approval settle in his chest, warm and unfamiliar. Three months of prospecting, and moments like this were rare. Shadow didn't hand out compliments—he handed out corrections, criticisms, and occasionally silence that meant you'd fucked up bad enough that words were a waste.

But approval? That was earned. And Wake was hungry for it in ways he didn't like to examine too closely.

They sat in the lot for another ten minutes, watching nothing happen. That was the job most days—watching, waiting, learning to read a neighborhood's pulse so you knew when something was wrong. Shadow had tried to explain it once: the city had rhythms, and if you learned them, the disruptions became obvious.

Wake was still learning.

"You know why I brought you out here?" Shadow asked finally, smoke curling from his lips.

"Training run. Learning the territory."

"That's the what. I asked why."

Wake hesitated. With Shadow, there was always a test underneath the question, and the wrong answer could set you back weeks. "Because you're Road Captain. Teaching prospects is part of the job."

"Try again."

"Because I'm your cousin. Blood vouches for blood."

Shadow turned to look at him, and Wake saw something in his cousin's eyes that he'd never seen before—not disappointment, not approval, but something heavier. Something that looked almost like concern.

"Blood got you in the door," Shadow said quietly. "That's all it did. Blood doesn't earn your patch. Blood doesn't keep you breathing when shit goes sideways. And blood sure as hell doesn't make you a Reaper."

Wake felt his jaw tighten. He'd heard variations of this speech since he was sixteen—from his mother, from his uncles, from every old-timer who remembered Shadow's rise and wondered if the younger cousin had the same steel. You're not your cousin. You'll never be your cousin. Stop trying to ride on what he built.

"I know that."

"Do you?" Shadow's voice was mild, but his eyes were sharp. "Because every time you step into church, every time you take an order, every time you pull security at a party—I see you looking around to see if anyone's watching. Like you're waiting for someone to say you don't belong."

The words hit harder than Wake wanted to admit. He looked away, focusing on a patch of cracked asphalt near the fence.

"I'm not—"

"You are. And it's going to get you killed if you don't fix it."

Wake's hands curled into fists against his thighs. "Then tell me how to fix it."

Shadow took a long drag, exhaled slowly. The smoke hung in the still air between them.

"You know what the difference is between a prospect who earns his patch and one who washes out?"

"Work ethic. Loyalty. Willingness to do what needs doing."

"All of that's baseline. Without it, you don't last a month." Shadow flicked ash off the end of his cigarette. "The difference is finding something worth protecting. Something that's yours. Not the club's, not your family's, not borrowed from someone else's reputation. Yours."

Wake frowned. "Like what?"

"Can't tell you that. Every brother figures it out different." Shadow's gaze drifted to something Wake couldn't see—a memory, maybe, or a person. "For Reaper, it was the brothers who followed him out of the service. For Gravedigger, it was the work itself. For me—" He stopped, shook his head slightly. "Doesn't matter. Point is, you find something worth protecting, you prove you can protect it, and suddenly nobody's wondering if you belong. They know."

Wake turned that over in his head, trying to make it fit with everything he'd been told about earning his place. Work hard. Follow orders. Don't complain, don't question, don't hesitate when the club needs you. That was the path.

But Shadow was talking about something else. Something more personal.

"What if I don't find anything?"

Shadow's mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Then you'll always be my cousin. And you'll hate it every day of your life."

The words hung in the air, heavy with truth. Wake wanted to argue, wanted to prove that he was already his own man, that the bloodline didn't define him. But he couldn't, because Shadow was right. He felt it every time he walked into the compound—the weight of expectation, the measuring looks, the unspoken question: Is he as good as his cousin, or just riding the name?

He was tired of that question. Tired of not having an answer.

"We should move," Shadow said, tossing the cigarette butt and grinding it under his boot. "One more stop, then back to the compound."

Wake nodded, swinging his leg over his bike. The engine roared to life beneath him, familiar and grounding.

They pulled out of the lot and back onto the street, Shadow leading, Wake following. The afternoon sun was starting its slow slide toward evening, casting long shadows across the pavement.

As they rode, Wake found his eyes moving differently. Not just looking, but seeing—the way Shadow had been trying to teach him for months. The silver Camry was gone from its spot near the bodega. The corner crews had shifted positions, probably rotating with a second team. A food truck had set up at the edge of a construction site, customers lined up for whatever was coming off the grill.

He noticed the woman behind the counter—dark hair tied back, efficient movements, the kind of smile that made customers feel welcome. She was working alone, handling the lunch rush like she'd been doing it her whole life.

Something about the scene stuck with him as they passed. The truck, the woman, the steady rhythm of honest work in a neighborhood that didn't see much of it.

He filed it away and followed his cousin into the evening.



The compound was coming alive by the time they pulled through the gates. Brothers filtering in from day jobs and night operations, prospects hauling cases of beer from a delivery truck, the steady thump of bass from the clubhouse. Saturday night was building toward something, the way it always did.

Shadow peeled off toward the officers' quarters without a word—debrief with Reaper, probably, sharing whatever intelligence they'd gathered on their run. Wake headed for the bar, hoping to grab food before the crowd got thick.

Nightshift was already there, nursing a beer and looking like he'd slept about three hours in the last three days. The big enforcer nodded as Wake slid onto the stool beside him.

"Prospect. How's babysitting duty?"

"Learning." Wake signaled the prospect behind the bar for a beer. "Shadow's teaching me to see."

"That what he calls it?" Nightshift snorted. "Man's paranoid as hell. Sees conspiracy in a traffic jam."

"He's kept himself alive this long."

"True enough." Nightshift took a pull from his bottle, eyeing Wake with something like amusement. "You know you don't have to be him, right? Shadow's Shadow. You gotta be your own thing."

Wake's hand tightened on his beer. "Everyone keeps saying that."

"Because everyone can see you trying to crawl inside his shadow." Nightshift shrugged, not unkind. "Won't work. Shadow's a ghost. You're—" He paused, considering. "You're something else. Haven't figured out what yet. Neither have you."

Before Wake could answer, a hand landed heavy on his shoulder. He turned to find Boneyard grinning down at him, eyes bright with whatever chaos he'd been into.

"Prospect! You eat yet?"

"Was about to."

"Good. Kitchen's got leftover ribs from the officers' meeting. Get 'em before they're gone." Boneyard dropped onto the stool on Wake's other side, signaling for his own drink. "Shadow run you ragged?"

"Jamaica circuit. Six hours."

Boneyard whistled low. "Man's thorough, I'll give him that. See anything interesting?"

Wake thought about the silver Camry, the panel van, the corner crews with their light blue bandanas. The food truck with the dark-haired woman.

"Learning to see," he said again.

Boneyard laughed, clapping him on the back hard enough to rattle his teeth. "Brother, that's all any of us are doing. Learning to see the shit that's coming before it arrives."

Wake drank his beer and listened to the clubhouse fill up around him. Saturday night, brotherhood gathering, the pulse of something larger than himself.

Somewhere in Jamaica Queens, he knew, that food truck woman was probably closing up for the night. Counting her take, cleaning her grill, preparing to do it all again tomorrow.

He wondered what it was like to build something like that. Something that was yours.

Shadow's voice echoed in his head: Find something worth protecting.

Five days later, he would.
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The smell hit her before she saw the damage.

Sweet. Chemical. Wrong.

Lucia stood at the back of her truck, coffee going cold in her hand, staring at the generator that was supposed to power her morning prep. Sugar crystals glittered in the fuel tank opening, catching the early light like something pretty instead of something devastating.

Second time this month.

She set down the coffee carefully, because if she didn't do something careful, she was going to scream. Or cry. Or throw the cup at the brick wall of the warehouse behind her and watch it shatter into pieces as small as her dreams were becoming.

"Ms. Diaz."

The voice came from her left, and Lucia didn't jump. She'd been expecting him, or someone like him. They always showed up after the damage, like vultures circling a body that wasn't quite dead yet.

Jamal Okonkwo leaned against a light pole ten feet away, arms crossed over a chest that looked like it had been built for hurting people. He was smiling, but his eyes were flat and cold, the eyes of a man who'd stopped seeing other humans as anything but obstacles or opportunities.

"Mr. Wade's getting impatient," Jamal said, pushing off the pole and strolling closer. "He's a patient man, but patience has limits. You understand?"

Lucia's fingers curled at her sides. "I understand someone put sugar in my generator. Again."

"Shame about that." Jamal stopped five feet away, close enough to loom, far enough to claim he wasn't threatening. "Equipment problems. They happen to food trucks all the time. Especially trucks that park in the wrong places."

"I have permits for every spot I use."

"Permits." Jamal laughed, a sound like gravel in a blender. "Lady, permits don't mean shit in Jamaica. You know what means something? Friends. Protection. Having people who make sure your equipment doesn't have accidents."

Lucia forced herself to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way her mother had taught her when the world got too heavy. Don't let them see you break, mija. Break later, in private. Never in front of the ones who want to see it.

"I don't need Mr. Wade's protection."

"Yeah?" Jamal's smile widened, showing teeth. "How's that working out for you?"

He gestured at the ruined generator, at the truck that should have been firing up its griddle by now, at the morning slipping away while she stood here instead of cooking.

"See, here's the thing." Jamal stepped closer, and Lucia held her ground even though every instinct screamed at her to back up. "Mr. Wade doesn't actually need your permission. He's offering you a partnership. Let his people use your truck for some pickups and deliveries, nothing that touches your food, and suddenly your equipment stops breaking. Your customers stop getting hassled. Your life gets easier."

"And if I keep saying no?"

Jamal's smile disappeared. What replaced it was worse—blank, empty, the face of a man who'd delivered bad news so many times it didn't register anymore.

"Then the truck stops being a problem," he said quietly. "When there's no truck left."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with promise. Lucia felt them settle into her bones, cold and certain.

"You've got a week," Jamal continued, already turning away. "Mr. Wade's a businessman. He doesn't like waste. But he likes being told no even less." He paused, glancing back over his shoulder. "Think about your mother's recipes, Ms. Diaz. Be a shame if they died with the truck."

Then he was walking away, hands in his pockets, whistling something low and tuneless. Just another morning in Jamaica. Just another threat delivered.

Lucia stood frozen until he disappeared around the corner. Then her knees buckled, and she caught herself on the truck's bumper, gasping for air that didn't want to come.

Sugar in the generator. A week to decide. The truck stops being a problem when there's no truck left.

She thought about her mother, working doubles at the diner until her feet swelled and her back gave out. Her father, driving delivery trucks until the heart attack took him at fifty-two. Both of them gone before they hit sixty, worn down to nothing by a city that took everything and gave nothing back.

Lucia's Kitchen was supposed to be different. It was supposed to be the thing that broke the cycle—her recipes, her business, her shot at building something that lasted. Two years of eighteen-hour days, of learning health codes and fighting for permits and smiling at customers when she wanted to collapse. Two years of proving that sacrifice could build something instead of just surviving.

And now a man in a nice suit wanted to use her truck to move guns, and his enforcer was promising to burn it all down if she didn't cooperate.

She pushed herself upright, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, and pulled out her phone.

"Carmen? It's Lucia. I need a favor."



Carmen Reyes ran a coffee truck two blocks over, a Dominican woman ten years older who'd helped Lucia navigate the permit nightmare when she first started. They weren't close—food truck operators were competitors as much as colleagues—but they looked out for each other when it mattered.

"Sugar in the fuel?" Carmen's voice crackled through the phone. "Maldita sea. Those cabrones again?"

"Same ones." Lucia leaned against her truck, watching the street come alive around her. Commuters heading for the train, construction workers gathering at the corner, the steady pulse of a neighborhood that didn't care about her problems. "I need a generator. Just for today. I'll figure something out by tomorrow."

"I've got my backup in the storage unit. Come get it." Carmen paused. "Lucia, this is the second time. Maybe you should—"

"Should what? Close? Run?" Lucia heard the edge in her own voice and forced it down. "This truck is everything I have. Everything my parents worked for. I'm not letting some pendejo in a suit take it from me."

Silence on the line. Then Carmen sighed.

"Come get the generator. But be careful, okay? These people... they don't stop. I knew a woman, ran a truck out of Flushing. She said no too. Her truck burned with her inside it."

Lucia closed her eyes. "I'll be careful."

"And maybe think about talking to someone. You know. Someone who handles these things."

"I don't know anyone like that."

"Then maybe you should find someone." Carmen's voice softened. "The recipes don't matter if you're not alive to cook them, mija."



By ten-thirty, Lucia had Carmen's generator hooked up and her griddle heating. By eleven, she was working the lunch rush like nothing had happened, like her hands weren't shaking every time she thought about Jamal's dead eyes and empty smile.

Her regulars showed up the way they always did. Miguel from the construction site, who ordered the same plate of rice and beans every day and tipped an extra dollar because his mother had cooked the same dish. The trio of nurses from the clinic down the street, grabbing lunch between shifts and eating standing up because sitting down meant acknowledging how tired they were. Old Mr. Patterson, who claimed her pernil was better than his late wife's but made her promise never to tell anyone he'd said so.

She served them all with a smile that felt like it might crack her face in half. Handed out extra napkins. Remembered names and orders and the small details that turned customers into regulars.

This was what she was good at. This was what she'd built. Food that tasted like home, served by someone who gave a damn, in a neighborhood that needed both.

She wasn't going to let anyone take it from her.

The lunch rush peaked around noon, a line of fifteen people stretching down the sidewalk. Lucia worked the window and the grill simultaneously, the rhythm as familiar as breathing—order, cook, plate, serve, next. Her mother had worked like this at the diner, hands moving faster than thought, body remembering what the mind was too tired to track.

"Mangú with eggs. Side of salami."

The order came from a young man at the front of the line, and Lucia felt something shift in her chest. She knew this one—dark hair, watchful eyes, the kind of build that suggested muscle still filling out. He'd been coming twice a week for a month now, always ordering mangú, always paying cash, always watching her work with an intensity that should have been unsettling but somehow wasn't.

"Same as always," she said, already reaching for the plantains.

"Same as always."

His voice was quiet, but it carried. She'd noticed that about him—he didn't need to be loud to be heard. Something in the way he held himself, maybe. The certainty of someone who knew exactly where he stood in the world.

She plated his food with extra care, the way she did for all her regulars, and handed it through the window. Their fingers brushed during the exchange—accident or intention, she couldn't tell—and heat sparked up her arm.

"Enjoy," she managed.

He nodded, holding her gaze for a beat longer than necessary. "Always do."

Then he was moving away, finding a spot at one of the plastic tables she'd set up on the sidewalk, and Lucia forced herself to focus on the next customer. The next order. The next moment that wasn't about the men trying to destroy her or the young man with the watchful eyes who showed up like clockwork.

She worked through the lunch rush on autopilot, hands moving, mouth smiling, mind spinning through numbers that didn't add up. The generator repair would cost three hundred dollars she didn't have. Her insurance had gone up last month. The loan payment was due in two weeks, and her margins were already razor-thin.

The truck stops being a problem when there's no truck left.

Jamal's words echoed in her head, and she pushed them down, buried them under the rhythm of cooking and serving and surviving. She'd figure something out. She always did.

But when she glanced at the plastic tables twenty minutes later, the young man with the mangú was gone.

And somehow, that felt like a loss she couldn't explain.



The afternoon crawled by in a haze of customers and calculations. Lucia ran the numbers three different ways, hoping the math would change, knowing it wouldn't.

Repairs she couldn't afford. Customers scared off by men who lingered too long at her parking spots, watching. Revenue dropping week by week as word spread that Lucia's Kitchen had problems. A business dying by inches while she smiled and cooked and pretended everything was fine.

She closed at six, earlier than usual, because staying open meant paying for generator fuel she couldn't spare. The streets were quieting as the dinner crowd headed home, and Lucia sat on the back step of her truck, staring at the ruined generator she'd have to replace.

Her phone sat heavy in her pocket. She could call the police, but she knew how that would go. A report that went nowhere. A patrol car that drove by once and never came back. And then Jamal's people would know she'd talked, and whatever happened next would be worse.

I knew a woman. Her truck burned with her inside it.

Lucia wrapped her arms around herself and tried to think of options that didn't exist.

Tomorrow, she'd open again. She'd borrow Carmen's generator, and she'd cook her mother's recipes, and she'd serve the customers who depended on her. She'd smile at the young man if he came back for his mangú, and she'd pretend her hands weren't shaking, and she'd survive another day.

Because that was all she knew how to do.

Survive.

But somewhere in the back of her mind, a small voice whispered that survival wasn't going to be enough this time.
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