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The rooftop gave Incline everything he needed.

Three stories up, belly-down on gritty tar paper, he watched the warehouse across the street through a spotter's scope. January wind cut through his leather, but he'd learned to ignore worse in the Hindu Kush. Pittsburgh's version of cold was a love tap compared to mountain warfare in Afghanistan.

Below him, Strip District traffic crawled past—produce trucks heading to morning markets, early shift workers grabbing coffee, the city grinding through another gray dawn. None of them looked up. Nobody ever did.

That was the thing about high ground. People forgot it existed until someone used it against them.

"Anything?" Southside's voice crackled through the earpiece.

"Two inside. Third just pulled up." Incline adjusted the scope, tracking a black SUV as it parked in the loading zone. "Male, six feet, moving like he knows how to handle himself. Carrying."

"That's our guy?"

"That's him."

Eddie Marchetti. Mid-level dealer who'd been running product through Reaper territory without permission, cutting prices to steal customers from the club's approved distributors. Small problem, but small problems turned big when you let them breathe.

Incline had been watching Marchetti for three days. Knew his schedule, his habits, his security rotation. The man thought he was smart, varying his routes, using different vehicles. But patterns emerged if you watched long enough from the right angle.

"He's inside," Incline reported. "Three total now. No additional security."

"Copy that. We're moving."

From his position, Incline watched four Reapers emerge from the shadows—Southside leading, backed by prospects hungry to prove themselves. They moved with purpose, leather cuts visible in the morning light, making no attempt to hide. This wasn't an ambush. It was a statement.

The warehouse door splintered inward.

Incline kept watching, tracking windows for any response, any backup, any threat his brothers on the ground might miss. That was his job—seeing what others couldn't from positions they'd never think to hold.

Shouting echoed up from the warehouse. A single gunshot. Then silence.

Three minutes later, Southside's voice came through calm and satisfied. "Handled. Marchetti's reconsidering his business model."

"Injuries?"

"His, not ours. We're rolling out."

Incline broke down his position with practiced efficiency, packing the scope, erasing evidence he'd ever been there. By the time he reached street level, his brothers were already gone, leaving nothing but a dealer with a broken hand and a clear understanding of territorial boundaries.

He swung a leg over his Harley, the familiar weight settling beneath him. The engine rumbled to life, and he felt the vibration in his bones—the sound of home, of brotherhood, of belonging to something bigger than the emptiness that had followed him back from the war.

The ride through the Strip District was short but necessary. Past the warehouses the club controlled, past the loading docks where their cargo moved, past the corners where their people watched. Every block reminded him why he wore the patch. When the mills closed and the jobs disappeared, the Reapers had risen from the ashes. They'd built something real in a city that everyone else had given up on.

Including Mount Washington.

Incline took the slopes instead of the tunnel, his bike eating the climb the way his legs used to when he was a kid running these streets. Past the Duquesne Incline station that had given him his road name—the funicular railway carrying tourists up to the overlooks where they'd take pictures and leave, never knowing what the mountain actually meant to the people who lived there.

His grandfather had walked to work down these slopes for forty years. His mother had raised him in a rowhouse three blocks from Grandview Avenue. And when the developers came with their money and their condos and their million-dollar views, the Santos family had been pushed out like everyone else who couldn't afford to stay.

Incline remembered the day his mother signed the papers. The way her hands had shaken. The look on her face when she realized three generations of climbing these streets hadn't earned them the right to keep their home.

He still climbed the slopes. Still rode the roads where his people used to live. But now the houses belonged to tourists and transplants who loved the view but couldn't name a single street without checking their phones.

The Overlook sat on Grandview Avenue, wedged between a boutique hotel and a real estate office. Small storefront, hand-painted sign, the kind of place that looked like it belonged to a different era. Because it did.

Incline parked his bike and killed the engine, sitting for a moment in the sudden quiet. Through the window, he could see Evie Marshall moving behind the counter—brown curls escaping from a ponytail, coffee-stained apron, the efficient grace of someone who'd been doing this long enough that her body knew the work before her brain had to think.

He'd been coming here for two months. Same order every time—black coffee, no bullshit—and Evie had stopped asking after the first week. Just poured and served and moved on to the next customer, treating him like any other local instead of the outlaw who probably should have scared her.

That was the thing about Evie Marshall. She didn't scare easy.

The bell above the door chimed when he entered. Three customers occupied tables by the window—an older couple splitting a pastry, a guy in a suit working a laptop. Evie glanced up from the espresso machine, and something flickered in her expression before she smoothed it away.

"Morning," she said, already reaching for the pot.

"Morning."

She poured his coffee without asking, slid it across the counter with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. He noticed things like that—paid attention to details other people missed. It was what made him useful to the club.

Today, Evie looked tired. Not the pleasant exhaustion of a busy morning, but something deeper. The kind of tired that came from fighting a war nobody else could see.

"Storage room," he said, nodding toward the back. "New lock."

Her hand hesitated on the register. "You noticed that?"

"I notice everything."

For a moment, she just looked at him—really looked, the way most people avoided with men who wore Reaper leather. Then she let out a breath and leaned against the counter, keeping her voice low.

"Third break-in this month. Insurance doesn't cover 'vandalism' when there's no evidence of forced entry." She shrugged, the motion too casual to be genuine. "Upgraded the hardware. Not much else I can do."

Incline filed that information away. Three break-ins. No forced entry. Someone with resources and access, targeting a coffee shop owner who couldn't afford to fight back.

He knew the pattern. He'd watched it play out across Grandview Avenue for years—business owners pressured, buildings sold, locals replaced by people who could afford the views. The mountain was being colonized one property at a time, and Evie Marshall's coffee shop was apparently next on someone's list.

"You file reports?"

"Every time." Her laugh was bitter. "Cops take the information, promise to investigate, never find anything. Story of Mount Washington, right? We pay taxes, they protect the investors."

The older couple rose from their table, nodding goodbye as they left. Evie's smile returned for them—genuine this time, the warmth of a woman who remembered her regulars and cared about her community. When the door closed behind them, the warmth faded.

"I should get back to it," she said, already turning toward the espresso machine. "Tourists start hitting the overlooks around ten, and I need to be ready for the rush."

Incline drained his coffee and left cash on the counter. More than the coffee cost—he always left more—but Evie never commented on it. Just rang up the register and kept moving.

At the door, he paused. "You need anything, you know where to find us."

She looked up, surprise and something else crossing her face. "You're offering MC protection to a coffee shop owner?"

"I'm offering help to a neighbor."

For a long moment, she held his gaze. Then she shook her head, a sad smile tugging at her lips. "I appreciate that, Incline. I do. But this isn't your fight."

He wanted to tell her that everything on Mount Washington was his fight—every slope his grandfather climbed, every street his mother walked, every building the developers wanted to steal. He wanted to tell her that he'd been watching her hold this position for two months and he'd seen the same stubborn refusal to surrender that he felt every time he rode these roads.

But he wasn't a man who wasted words, so he just nodded and walked out into the gray morning air.

His bike carried him down the mountain on roads that used to belong to working people. Past houses his family had known, past corners where he'd played as a kid, past the view of the three rivers converging downtown that tourists paid millions to see from their condos.

The Santos family had watched that view for free. Had earned it through decades of labor, through building a community on slopes so steep that only stubborn people would live there.

Now the slopes belonged to money, and Incline was just a ghost riding through territory that should have been his inheritance.

He hit the compound as the sun climbed higher, parking in the secure lot and heading inside. The converted fabrication shop hummed with morning activity—brothers grabbing coffee from the pot that had never produced anything drinkable, prospects handling maintenance, the steady rhythm of club life continuing like it did every day.

Furnace stood at the bar, reviewing paperwork with Carson while Slag cleaned weapons at a corner table. The president looked up when Incline entered, reading his expression the way only a man who'd commanded troops could.

"Marchetti?"

"Handled. He won't be a problem."

Furnace nodded, satisfied. "Good work. Southside said you had eyes on everything."

"That's the job."

"It's more than the job." Carson leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. "Having someone watching from above means we don't walk into surprises. You've saved more than a few asses with that scope of yours."

Incline shrugged off the compliment. He didn't do what he did for recognition. He did it because high ground mattered, and someone had to hold it.

"Anything else need watching?"

Furnace exchanged a glance with Carson—the kind of silent communication that came from years of brotherhood. "Nothing immediate. Take the afternoon. You've been running surveillance for three days straight."

"I'm fine."

"Take the afternoon," Furnace repeated, and this time it wasn't a suggestion.

Incline knew better than to argue with his president. He grabbed coffee from the disaster of a machine, grimaced at the taste, and headed for the roof.

The compound's rooftop offered views across the Strip District, the river glinting in the distance, the city sprawling toward hills he knew by heart. He settled into his usual spot—back against an exhaust vent, sightlines to every approach—and let his mind wander.

Evie Marshall's face kept appearing. The tired eyes, the bitter laugh, the stubborn set of her jaw when she'd said this isn't your fight.

Except it was. It always had been.

Mount Washington was Reaper territory. Had been since the club formed, since Furnace and the original brothers had claimed the ground that nobody else wanted to protect. The slopes, the overlooks, the neighborhoods that looked down on Pittsburgh like guardians watching over the city below.

And someone was running a pressure campaign on Grandview Avenue, squeezing business owners until they broke, stealing territory building by building.

Incline pulled out his phone and started making notes. Break-ins with no forced entry meant professional work—someone with skills and equipment. Three incidents in a month meant an organized campaign. No police action meant money changing hands or evidence being buried.

He'd seen the pattern before. Different cities, different operators, but always the same playbook. Powerful people wanted something, and they hired contractors to make the obstacles disappear.

Evie Marshall was an obstacle.

And Incline had just watched her fight alone for two months without doing anything about it.

That was going to change.

He looked out over the city—three rivers converging, bridges spanning the water, the mountain rising in the distance—and planned his next surveillance position.

The Overlook deserved someone watching over it.
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The smell hit Evie before she reached the storage room door.

Coffee grounds. Espresso beans. The sharp tang of vinegar from shattered bottles of syrup mixing with everything else on the floor.

She stood in the doorway of The Overlook at six in the morning, keys still in her hand, and stared at the destruction that used to be her inventory.

Third time this month.

Bags of beans slashed open, their contents scattered like dark confetti across the concrete. Equipment knocked from shelves—her backup grinder in pieces, the commercial blender she'd saved six months to buy cracked down the middle. Boxes of cups crushed. Napkin dispensers smashed.

And there, scratched deep into the brushed steel of her espresso machine—the machine she'd bought secondhand and rebuilt with her own hands—two words that made her stomach drop:

LAST CHANCE.

Evie's hands started shaking.

She clenched them into fists and forced herself to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. The same technique she'd used during her divorce, during the first year of rebuilding alone, during every moment when the world tried to convince her she wasn't strong enough to survive.

On the counter near the register, positioned where she couldn't miss it, sat a crisp white envelope.

She already knew what was inside before she opened it. Richard Hartley's letterhead, the same elegant font as always, the same polite language wrapped around the same threat. But when she pulled out the paper and saw the number, a bitter laugh escaped her throat.

Two point three million dollars.

More than the building was worth. More than her business, her equipment, and her entire life savings combined. An obscene amount of money for a coffee shop on Grandview Avenue.

Which was exactly the point.

Richard Hartley wasn't offering her fair market value. He was demonstrating how much she was worth to him—and by extension, how much he was willing to spend to make her disappear. The number wasn't generous. It was a threat dressed up in zeroes.

Take this money and go, or I'll spend twice as much making your life hell.

Evie crumpled the offer and threw it into the destroyed storage room.

Then she grabbed her broom and started cleaning.

By the time she'd swept up the worst of the mess, her morning prep routine was shot to hell. She worked with what she had—salvaging undamaged beans, jerry-rigging the backup equipment, pretending the word carved into her espresso machine didn't make her want to scream every time she saw it.

The Overlook opened at seven. Evie Marshall opened at seven. It was that simple.

Her first customers were the Kowalczyk sisters, eighty-three and eighty-six, who'd been walking up from their apartment on Wyoming Street every morning for the past five years. They ordered the same thing every time—two small lattes, extra foam—and they always sat at the table by the window where they could watch Grandview Avenue wake up.

"You look tired, dear," Agnes Kowalczyk said, accepting her cup with hands spotted by age.

"Long night."

"The building again?"

Evie's smile felt like cracked glass. "Nothing I can't handle."

Helena, the younger sister, leaned in with sharp eyes that missed nothing. "That Hartley man came around last week. Knocked on doors up and down the street, asking about property values. Slick as oil, that one."

"He's persistent."

"He's a predator." Helena sniffed. "We've seen his type before. Developers who look at Mount Washington and see dollar signs instead of a neighborhood."

Agnes patted Evie's hand. "You hold on, sweetheart. This street needs you."

Evie swallowed past the tightness in her throat. "That's the plan."

The sisters settled into their usual spot, and Evie went back to pretending everything was fine. More customers trickled in—regulars who'd been coming since she opened, locals who appreciated a coffee shop that didn't charge tourist prices for a basic cup. She poured and smiled and made small talk, and if her hands still trembled slightly when she reached for cups, well, that was her business.

The morning rush hit around nine, tourists spilling off the incline and wandering Grandview in search of Instagram-worthy views. Evie handled them with practiced efficiency—friendly but fast, moving them through so she could take care of the neighbors who actually kept her lights on.

By ten-thirty, the worst of it was over. She was wiping down the counter, trying not to look at the scratches on her espresso machine, when the bell above the door chimed and everything changed.

The man who walked in didn't belong here.

He was tall—six-one, maybe six-two—with a military build that his expensive jacket couldn't quite disguise. Short-cropped hair, hard eyes, the kind of stillness that came from training rather than calm. He moved like a weapon someone had dressed in business casual.

Evie knew what danger looked like. She'd spent seven years watching Richard Hartley circle her block, buying up buildings, pushing out owners. She'd seen the men who worked for him—contractors with dead eyes and thick hands who showed up when negotiations stalled.

This man was one of them. The worst of them, maybe.

He walked to the counter with the unhurried confidence of someone who'd never been told no by anyone who mattered. His gaze swept the shop—cataloging exits, counting customers, assessing threats—before settling on her with an intensity that made her skin crawl.

"Coffee," he said. "Black."

Evie's hands wanted to shake. She didn't let them.

"Coming right up."

She poured with steady movements, keeping her expression pleasant and empty. Just another customer. Just another order. Nothing to see here except a woman running her business like she had every right to exist.

She set the cup on the counter. "That'll be three-fifty."

He laid a twenty on the counter and didn't reach for the coffee.

"Keep the change."

"That's generous."

"Consider it an investment." His lips curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "In future cooperation."

The Kowalczyk sisters had stopped talking. In the corner, a young mother with a toddler was gathering her things, instincts screaming what her conscious mind hadn't caught up to yet.

Evie kept her pleasant mask firmly in place. "I'm sorry, I don't think I caught your name."

"Lowell. Craig Lowell." He said it like she should recognize it. Like it should mean something.

It did.

Craig Lowell. Richard Hartley's head of security. The man who handled problems when polite offers and legal pressure didn't work. Evie had heard the whispers from other business owners—the ones who'd sold and the ones who'd disappeared. Lowell's name came up like a curse.

"What can I do for you, Mr. Lowell?"

"You can reconsider Mr. Hartley's offer." He picked up the coffee, took a sip he clearly didn't want, set it back down. "Two point three million is more than fair. More than you'd get from anyone else."

"The Overlook isn't for sale."

"Everything's for sale, Ms. Marshall. It's just a question of price."

"Then I guess my price is higher than Mr. Hartley can afford."

Something flickered in Lowell's eyes. Not anger—something colder. The flat assessment of a man calculating how much force would be required to remove an obstacle.

"That's a dangerous position to take." He glanced around the shop again, lingering on the scratched espresso machine, the storage room door. "Mount Washington's a beautiful place, but the roads can be treacherous. Accidents happen. Buildings catch fire. People get hurt."

Evie's heart hammered against her ribs. Her palms went slick with sweat.

She smiled anyway.

"Thanks for the warning. Can I get you anything else? A pastry, maybe?"

Lowell stared at her for a long moment. Then he laughed—a short, ugly sound that held no humor.

"You've got backbone. I'll give you that." He pushed the untouched coffee toward her. "Enjoy it while you can."

He walked out without looking back, the bell chiming cheerfully behind him like it didn't know what had just happened.

Evie stood frozen behind the counter, smile still fixed on her face, while her whole body screamed at her to run.

She didn't run.

She picked up Lowell's abandoned coffee, dumped it in the sink, and started wiping down the counter again. The Kowalczyk sisters watched her with worried eyes. The young mother had left. The shop felt emptier than it had five minutes ago.

LAST CHANCE.

The words carved into her machine caught the light.

Evie kept cleaning.

Showing fear was the only thing she couldn't afford.
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