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[image: ]


The Harley's rumble bounced off brick row houses older than his grandfather's immigration papers, and Polski let the familiar vibration settle into his bones. Polish Hill in late afternoon—laundry snapping on lines strung between fire escapes, elderly women in housedresses watching from stoops, the smell of kielbasa drifting from somebody's kitchen.

His territory. His people. His responsibility.

He pulled up outside Mazurek's Hardware, killed the engine, and swung off the bike with the economy of motion that came from twenty years of riding these streets. The store had occupied the same corner since 1947, back when the mills ran three shifts and Polish Hill housed the men who fed them.

Stan Mazurek looked up from behind the counter when the bell jingled. Seventy-three years old, hands still calloused from decades of work, eyes sharp as the day he'd taken over from his father.

"Polski." The weathered shopkeeper reached beneath the register and pulled out a white envelope. "On time, like always."

Polski took it, didn't count it. Never did. Stan Mazurek had been paying protection to the Reapers since before Polski earned his patch, and the amount was always right. "Any trouble?"

"Some kids tried to boost spray paint last week. I chased them off with a broom." Stan's lined face cracked into something like pride. "Still got it."

"You see them again, you call me. Not the cops."

"When have I ever called cops?" Stan snorted. "My father didn't call cops when the Italians tried to muscle in during the sixties. I don't call cops now. That's what you boys are for."

Polski nodded, tucked the envelope inside his cut. The leather vest sat heavy on his shoulders—not from weight, but from meaning. The Steel City Reapers patch on his back, the territory rocker beneath it, the years of blood and loyalty sewn into every thread.

"Your mother's anniversary Mass is Sunday," Stan said. "I'll be there."

"Appreciate it."

"Forty years she bought her screws and nails here. Good woman. God rest her."

Polski didn't trust his voice, so he just nodded again and headed for the door. Some things you didn't talk about, even with men who'd known your family for generations.

Three more stops on Polish Hill. Kowalski's Deli—no relation, different spelling—where Mrs. Kowalski pressed a container of fresh pierogi into his hands along with the payment. "You're too skinny," she insisted, same as she'd insisted to his father and his grandfather before him. "Eat."

Then Baranski's Auto Body, where Pete Baranski handed over the weekly dues and asked about getting his nephew a job at the compound. "Kid's good with engines. Keeps his mouth shut."

"Send him around. We'll see."

Finally, the corner store that had been Wojcik's Grocery for sixty years before the founder died and his daughter took over. Magda Wojcik was forty-five, divorced, ran the place with an iron fist and kept a baseball bat behind the counter that she'd used twice that Polski knew about.

"Quiet week?" he asked.

"Some developer came sniffing around again. Wanted to know if I'd sell."

Polski's jaw tightened. "Same one as before?"

"Different suit, same bullshit. Offered me twice what the building's worth and acted like he was doing me a favor." Magda's eyes were hard. "I told him my grandfather built this store with his hands and I'll burn it down before I let some yuppie turn it into a fucking yoga studio."

"He comes back, you let me know."

"I can handle developers, Polski. It's the ones who don't take no for an answer I'll call you about."

He took her envelope and headed out, the four payments a comfortable weight inside his cut. This was what the Reapers did—what they'd always done, since Furnace founded the club in the ashes of the mill closures. The corporations had abandoned these neighborhoods. The cops didn't patrol them. The city council pretended they didn't exist except when they wanted to sell them off to developers who'd tear down the row houses and put up luxury condos.

But the Reapers remembered. The Reapers stayed.

Polski rode down through Lawrenceville, past the gentrified stretch of Butler Street where craft cocktail bars had replaced working-class taverns, then cut over toward Bloomfield. The Italian neighborhood was holding on better than most—the restaurants drew crowds, the bakeries still opened at dawn, and the parish kept the community anchored.

He slowed as he passed Kowalczyk's Flowers, a narrow storefront wedged between a dry cleaner and a nail salon. He'd known the family for years—Linda Kowalczyk and her mother had done the flowers for his own mother's funeral, handled the arrangements with quiet competence and genuine sympathy. Good people. The kind of people the Reapers existed to protect.

The shop was dark, closed sign in the window even though it was only four-thirty. Linda usually stayed open until six.

Polski filed it away and kept riding. Not his business unless she made it his business. But something felt off, the same instinct that had kept him alive through twenty years of club violence prickling at the back of his neck.

He pushed it aside and headed for St. Stanislaus.

The church rose from Polish Hill like a stone fist raised against the sky, twin spires catching the late afternoon light. Polski's grandfather had laid some of those bricks. His grandmother had been married there, baptized her children there, been buried from there. Three generations of Grabowskis had knelt in those pews and made their confessions in that same dark wooden box.

Polski parked the bike and climbed the steps, his boots echoing in the sudden quiet after the engine died. The heavy wooden doors swung open on oiled hinges, and the smell hit him—incense and candle wax and aged timber, the scent of every church he'd ever entered, but this one specifically. This one that held his history in its stones.

Evening Mass wouldn't start for an hour. The church was nearly empty, just a few parishioners scattered in the pews, heads bowed, fingers working rosary beads. Polski genuflected at the back, made the sign of the cross, and walked up the side aisle to the stand of votive candles.

He fed a five into the box—overpaying, but his mother would have been horrified if he'd only put in a dollar—and lit a candle. The flame caught, flickered, steadied.

"Hey, Tata," he murmured. "Still here. Still keeping the neighborhood together."

His father had died angry. Polski remembered those final years—the drinking, the raging against the companies that had closed the mills and left men with thirty years of service holding worthless pension promises. Joseph Grabowski had believed in the system, had given his body to the steel industry, and the steel industry had thrown him away like slag.

"You were right about some of it," Polski admitted. "They didn't care about us. They never did."

But his father had been wrong about one thing. Loyalty to a place wasn't a fool's bargain. It was the only thing that mattered.

Polski stayed for Mass. Father Tomczyk had been saying the evening service for fifteen years, and he delivered the Latin with the same cadence Polski remembered from childhood. Some things didn't change. Some things you held onto precisely because everything else was trying to change around you.

After, he stopped in the vestibule to light another candle, this one for his mother. Her anniversary was coming up, and he'd need to arrange flowers. Maybe he'd stop by Kowalczyk's tomorrow, check on Linda, see why the shop had been closed early.

The thought nagged at him as he walked back to his bike. The Reapers didn't run protection in Bloomfield—that was Italian territory, always had been, and the families there handled their own problems. But Linda Kowalczyk was Polish Hill by blood if not by address. Her mother had grown up three streets over from the church. That made her one of theirs, whether she paid protection or not.

Polski threw his leg over the Harley and fired the engine. The V-twin roar bounced off St. Stanislaus's stones, and he thought he saw one of the babcias scowl at him through the window. He didn't care. His grandfather had helped build this church with his hands, and his grandmother had prayed in those pews while her husband worked the mills, and his parents had been married at that altar.

He had as much right to make noise here as anyone.

The ride back to the compound took him through the heart of Polish Hill, past row houses his grandfather had walked by on his way to the morning shift. Half of them were empty now, windows dark, FOR SALE signs fading in yards that nobody mowed. The other half clung to life—longtime couples who'd lived there for fifty years, young families who couldn't afford anywhere else, the stubborn and the stuck and the loyal.

His people.

Polski thought about what his father had said in those last resentful years. Loyalty to a dying place is just stubbornness dressed as duty. You can't save something that's already dead.

Maybe the man had been right. Maybe Polish Hill was dying, bleeding out one empty house at a time, one family that moved to the suburbs, one grandmother buried from St. Stanislaus with no one left to inherit her row house.

But Polski wasn't ready to give up. Not yet. Not while there were still stores paying protection, still parishes holding Mass, still people who remembered what this neighborhood used to be and refused to let it disappear without a fight.

He rode past the empty mill sites, past the rusting hulks that had once employed thousands, past the ghost of Pittsburgh's industrial might rotting into the hillside. His grandfather had walked these streets at dawn, lunch pail in hand, proud to be part of something bigger than himself.

The mills were gone. The jobs were gone. The certainty was gone.

But Polski was still here. The Reapers were still here. And as long as they rode these streets, the neighborhoods would have someone to protect them.

The compound rose ahead of him, the converted fabrication shop that Furnace had turned into the Reapers' headquarters. Home. Brotherhood. The only thing Polski believed in as much as he believed in the Church.

He pulled through the gates, parked the bike, and headed inside to deliver the day's collections. Tomorrow he'd check on Linda Kowalczyk, figure out why her shop had been closed.

Tonight, he'd drink with his brothers and try not to think about his father's grim prophecy.

Some things were worth protecting, even if they were dying. Especially if they were dying.

That was what Reapers did. They held the line against the darkness, even when the darkness was winning.
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The morning delivery truck had already come and gone by the time Linda unlocked Kowalczyk's Flowers, arms full of the paperwork she'd been too exhausted to finish last night. Six weeks of barely sleeping had turned her into a woman who forgot things—keys, invoices, the simple act of eating lunch.

Six weeks since Edward Stasiak had walked into her shop with that deacon's smile and made her an offer that wasn't really an offer at all.

She fumbled with the lock, pushed through the door, and stopped.

A white envelope sat on the welcome mat. No postage. No return address. Hand-delivered sometime after she'd closed at four-thirty yesterday—early, because she couldn't stand being here anymore, couldn't stand jumping every time the bell jingled.

Linda's stomach dropped.

She set down her paperwork with hands that had started trembling and picked up the envelope. Thin. Light. The kind of envelope that held documents, not cash.

Don't open it. Call someone. Call—

Who? The police? She'd tried that after the second visit, when Edward's men had made it clear that her delivery van would make an excellent addition to their "distribution network." The officer had taken notes, promised to look into it, and nothing had happened. Nothing except Edward showing up three days later to let her know that involving the cops had been disappointing.

I thought we understood each other, Linda. I thought you were smarter than that.

She tore open the envelope.

Two pages. The first was a printout—her daughter's work schedule at the hospital, every shift for the next two weeks highlighted in yellow. Sandy's name at the top. The parking garage she used. The time she usually left.

Linda's vision swam.

The second page was worse. An address she recognized—the apartment where her son's girlfriend lived. Tommy's girlfriend, the sweet girl he'd been dating for eight months, the one Linda had just started thinking of as family.

At the bottom of the page, a single handwritten line:

Reconsider.

Linda's knees buckled. She caught herself on the counter, roses and lilies swimming in her peripheral vision, the shop her mother had built turning into a cage she couldn't escape.

Six weeks. Six weeks of refusing, of believing that if she just held firm, Edward would find an easier target. Six weeks of telling herself that men like him were cowards underneath, that they preyed on weakness and would back off if she showed strength.

She'd been so fucking stupid.

The printout crumpled in her fist. Sandy's schedule. They knew when her daughter walked to her car alone in a dark parking garage. They knew where Tommy's girlfriend slept.

Linda made herself breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the same way she'd breathed through her husband walking out, through her mother's decline, through every crisis that had tried to break her over the past decade.

She smoothed out the pages with shaking hands and read them again, looking for something she'd missed. A bluff. An exaggeration. Anything that meant her children weren't really in danger.

But the details were too specific. Sandy's schedule wasn't public—you'd have to be watching the hospital, tracking her movements, learning her patterns. And Tommy's girlfriend had only moved to that apartment two months ago. Edward's people had done their homework.

They've been watching my children.

The thought broke something loose in Linda's chest—a sound that was half sob, half snarl. She pressed her hand over her mouth and forced it back down. Not here. Not where anyone passing by could see the florist losing her mind through the shop window.

She grabbed her phone and dialed Sandy's number before she could think about what she'd say.

Three rings. Four. Linda's heart hammered against her ribs.

"Mom?" Sandy sounded distracted, the background noise of a hospital hallway filtering through. "Everything okay? I'm about to start rounds."

"Fine, honey." Linda's voice came out steady. Twenty years of hiding her problems from her kids had made her an expert at sounding normal when everything was falling apart. "Just wanted to check in. See how you're doing."

"I'm good. Tired—pulled a double yesterday. But good." A pause. "You sure you're okay? You sound weird."

"Allergies." Linda forced a laugh. "The pollen this time of year, you know how it is."

"Take some Benadryl. And drink water—you always forget to drink water when you're stressed."

I'm not stressed, sweetheart. I'm terrified. A man with a deacon's smile is threatening to hurt you because I won't let him run stolen goods through my delivery van.

"I will. Love you, baby."

"Love you too, Mom. I'll call you tonight."

The line went dead. Linda stood in her mother's shop, surrounded by forty years of family legacy, and felt the walls closing in.

She couldn't go to the police again—that had only made things worse. She couldn't tell her children—Sandy would want to fight, would get herself hurt trying to protect her mother, and Tommy would do something stupid and noble that would get him killed. She couldn't run—the shop was everything, the only thing her mother had left her, and besides, men like Edward didn't let people just walk away.

And she couldn't keep refusing.

That was the part that made her want to scream. She'd spent her whole life being the strong one, the capable one, the woman who handled everything while everyone else fell apart. She'd raised two kids alone after David left. She'd taken over the business when her mother's hands got too arthritic to wire corsages. She'd survived a recession and a pandemic and a husband who'd decided his midlife crisis was more important than his family.

But this was different. This wasn't a crisis she could work through with late nights and determination. This was a man who would hurt her children to get what he wanted, and there was nothing—nothing—she could do to stop him.

Linda looked down at the papers in her hand. The highlighted schedule. The handwritten address. The single word that wasn't a request.

Reconsider.

She thought about calling Edward. Telling him yes. Letting his people use her van, her routes, her forty years of community trust to move whatever stolen garbage they needed moved. It would be so easy. One phone call, and her children would be safe.

One phone call, and everything her mother had built would become something dirty.

Linda set the papers on the counter and walked to the cooler. The roses needed water. The arrangements for the Pacheco funeral needed finishing. The shop didn't stop just because her life was falling apart.

She worked for an hour, muscle memory carrying her through the familiar motions while her mind raced in circles. There had to be another option. Someone who could help. Someone who wasn't the police, wasn't connected to Edward, wasn't—

Polski.

The name surfaced from nowhere, attached to a face she'd seen at Mass for years. Quiet man. Serious. Rode a motorcycle and wore a leather vest with patches she'd never looked at closely enough to read.

She'd done flowers for his mother's funeral. Remembered him standing at the casket, jaw tight, hands clenched like he was holding himself together through sheer will. He'd thanked her afterward with a sincerity that had surprised her—most people barely looked at the florist.

But what could a man like that do against Edward Stasiak?

Linda shook her head and focused on the roses. She was grasping at straws. Polski was just a parishioner, probably a factory worker or a contractor, the kind of man who attended Mass and paid his respects and stayed out of trouble.

The bell above the door jingled.

Linda spun, shears clutched in her fist, heart slamming against her ribs.

Two men stepped inside. She recognized them—Edward's people, the ones who'd delivered his messages before. The tall one with the dockworker build and the church-polite smile that dropped the moment the door closed behind him.

Stan Krol. She'd learned his name by accident, overheard it when they thought she wasn't listening.

"Mrs. Kowalczyk." Stan's voice was friendly. His eyes were not. "Beautiful morning, isn't it?"

Linda's grip tightened on the shears. "We're not open yet."

"We're not here to buy flowers." Stan wandered toward the counter, trailing his fingers along the cooler glass. "Mr. Stasiak was hoping you'd had time to think about his offer."

"I'm thinking."

"See, that's the thing." Stan picked up the papers she'd left on the counter—the schedule, the address—and held them up like evidence. "Mr. Stasiak feels like six weeks is plenty of time to think. He's a patient man, but patience has limits."

The other man had moved to block the door. Linda hadn't seen him move.

"Your daughter works long shifts," Stan continued, flipping through Sandy's schedule with casual interest. "Parking garage at night, all alone. That's dangerous for a young woman. Anything could happen."

"Don't." The word came out raw. "Don't you dare threaten my daughter."

"Who's threatening?" Stan's smile widened. "I'm just concerned. A mother should be concerned too. Should maybe think about how her choices affect her family."

Linda's vision narrowed to the man in front of her, the papers in his hand, the smile that made her want to drive the shears into his throat.

"Get out of my shop."

"We're leaving." Stan set the papers down with exaggerated care. "But Mrs. Kowalczyk? Mr. Stasiak's going to need an answer by end of week. And if the answer's still no..." He shrugged. "Well. Parking garages are dangerous places."

They left without another word. The bell jingled cheerfully, obscenely, as the door swung shut.

Linda stood frozen behind the counter, shears still clutched in her white-knuckled fist, and listened to her own ragged breathing fill the silent shop.

End of week.

She had four days to decide whether to become a criminal or watch Edward Stasiak's men hurt her children.

Four days.

Linda set down the shears and pressed her hands flat against the counter, trying to stop the trembling that had taken over her whole body. The roses blurred in front of her. The shop her mother had built from nothing felt like a tomb.

She couldn't protect her family and keep refusing Edward much longer.

Something had to give.
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