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The Harley's rumble echoed off dead storefronts as Furnace led four brothers down Braddock Avenue, past boarded windows and empty lots where houses used to stand. Rust-belt decay stretched in every direction—the skeleton of a town that used to mean something when steel meant something.

Now it just meant ghosts.

Carson rode at his right, Slag at his left, Strip and Southside bringing up the rear. Five Reapers rolling through a mill town graveyard to collect on a debt that should've been paid three weeks ago.

Furnace spotted the bar ahead—Kowalczyk's, the kind of dive that survived because men who had nothing left still needed somewhere to drink. Neon beer signs flickered in grimy windows. Three pickup trucks sat in the cracked lot, and a rusted Chevy that matched the description Strip had pulled from his contacts.

Bobby Harlan. Contractor who'd taken twelve grand from the club to renovate a Lawrenceville property, then vanished with the cash and half-finished work. Stupid enough to steal from Reapers. Stupider still to hide twenty miles from the compound in a bar where the locals would sell out their mothers for beer money.

Furnace killed his engine and swung off the bike in one fluid motion. At forty-four, he moved like the combat still lived in his bones—which it did. Two tours in the Marines had burned away anything soft, and twenty years of running this club had turned what remained into something harder than the steel his father used to pour.

"Slag, back door," he said, voice low and certain. "Strip, watch the trucks. Anyone runs, put them down."

No questions. No hesitation. His brothers moved like extensions of his will, Carson falling in at his shoulder as Furnace pushed through the bar's front door.

The interior smelled like stale beer and desperation. A handful of locals hunched over drinks, men with nowhere else to be on a Tuesday afternoon. The bartender—sixty, weathered, smart enough to recognize trouble—went still behind the counter.

Furnace scanned the room and found his target in a back booth.

Bobby Harlan. Forty-two, soft around the middle, wearing a flannel shirt that probably cost more than any of these locals made in a week. The contractor saw them coming and his face went white as fresh drywall.

"Furnace—" Bobby started, already sliding toward the wall like he could phase through it.

"Don't." One word, and Bobby froze. Furnace stopped at the edge of the booth, looking down at the man who'd thought stealing from his club was a survivable decision. "You owe me money, Bobby."

"I can explain—"

"I didn't ask for an explanation." Furnace planted both hands on the table and leaned in, close enough to smell the fear-sweat breaking out on Bobby's forehead. "I asked for twelve thousand dollars three weeks ago. What I got was an empty worksite and a disconnected phone."

Carson moved to block the booth's exit, arms crossed, face carved from South Side stone. The locals had suddenly found their drinks fascinating, nobody willing to look toward the back of the bar.

"I had expenses," Bobby stammered. "The materials cost more than I quoted, and my kid needed—"

"Your kid." Furnace's voice dropped to something cold and final. "You stole from the Steel City Reapers because your kid needed something."

"I wasn't stealing, I swear, I just needed more time—"

Furnace grabbed Bobby by the front of his flannel and hauled him out of the booth like he weighed nothing. The contractor's feet scrambled for purchase as Furnace dragged him toward the door, past the frozen bartender, past the locals who'd remember this and spread the word exactly like they were supposed to.

You don't steal from Reapers and walk away.

The evening air hit them as Furnace shoved Bobby through the door and into the parking lot. The contractor stumbled, caught himself on the hood of his own truck, and turned with his hands raised like surrender meant something.

"Please, Furnace, I'll get you the money, I just need—"

Furnace's fist connected with Bobby's jaw before he finished the sentence. The contractor spun, hit the truck's quarter panel, and slid down to the cracked asphalt. Blood splattered from his split lip onto the concrete.

"Get up."

Bobby struggled to his knees, spitting red. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry—"

Furnace grabbed a fistful of Bobby's hair and yanked his head back, forcing the man to look up at him. "Sorry doesn't finish my building. Sorry doesn't pay back the brothers who vouched for you." He released Bobby's hair with a shove that sent the contractor sprawling. "You've got forty-eight hours to get me twelve thousand dollars. I don't care if you have to sell your truck, your house, or your kidney. You will pay what you owe."

"And if I can't?" Bobby's voice cracked.

Slag stepped out of the shadows near the bar's back corner, massive frame blocking the dying light. The contractor's eyes went wide.

"Then my Sergeant at Arms comes back without me." Furnace crouched down, bringing his face level with Bobby's. "And Slag doesn't do payment plans."

He held Bobby's gaze long enough to make sure the message landed—long enough for the contractor to understand exactly how close he was to dying in a mill town parking lot. Then Furnace stood, rolled his shoulders, and walked back toward his bike without another word.

Carson fell in beside him. "Think he'll pay?"

"He'll pay." Furnace swung onto the Harley and kicked the engine to life. "Men like Bobby always find money when the alternative is Slag."

The brothers mounted up, engines roaring in unified thunder, and Furnace led them out of the parking lot onto streets that remembered better days. They rode past the hulking corpse of the Edgar Thomson Works, past rows of houses that still had families in them even though the jobs had been gone for decades.

His father had worked those mills. His grandfather too. Three generations of Kowalski men pouring steel that built this country, and what did they get for it? Pink slips and empty promises and a valley full of rust.

Furnace had been overseas when the last mills closed—two tours in Afghanistan while everything his family built crumbled to nothing. He came home to find his father drinking himself to death in a house he couldn't afford, in a town that didn't exist anymore.

The old man died six months later. Furnace buried him next to his grandfather in a cemetery overlooking the cold furnaces, and that night he'd made a decision.

Someone had to stay. Someone had to protect the people who couldn't leave—the families who'd been here for generations, who had nowhere else to go. The corporations had abandoned them. The government had forgotten them. But Dominic Kowalski wasn't built to walk away.

So he'd gathered men like himself. Veterans with nothing to come home to. Sons of steelworkers watching their heritage rot. Men who'd been told they were obsolete in the economy they'd built with their own hands.

He gave them a patch. A purpose. A brotherhood.

Twenty years later, the Steel City Reapers held territory from the Mon Valley to Lawrenceville, and every business owner, every family, every block under their protection knew one absolute truth: the Reapers took care of their own.

The ride back to the compound took them through the Strip District as dusk painted the sky in shades of rust and gold. Furnace breathed in the familiar smell of the city—river water and truck exhaust and the ghost of industrial smoke that never quite left these valleys.

Pittsburgh had refused to die when the steel did. The Reapers had refused right along with it.

The compound rose ahead, a converted fabrication shop that had once built components for bridges and buildings across the country. Now it housed twenty brothers, a full garage, and enough firepower to hold off a small army. The gates swung open as they approached, prospect on duty recognizing the formation.

Furnace rolled into the lot and killed his engine, the sudden silence somehow louder than the V-twin rumble. Brothers were already gathered around the fire pit, beers in hand, the easy rhythm of club life continuing even when the president was handling business.

Liberty looked up from his seat near the flames. "Harlan?"

"Forty-eight hours." Furnace pulled off his gloves and tucked them into his cut. "He'll pay."

"And if he doesn't?"

Furnace met his Road Captain's eyes. "Then we make an example. Can't have contractors thinking they can take club money and disappear."

He moved through the compound with the easy authority of a man who'd built this world with his own hands. Brothers nodded as he passed, respect earned through years of leading from the front. The clubhouse doors opened onto a space that smelled like leather and motor oil and something cooking in the back kitchen.

Home. The only one that mattered.

Furnace grabbed a beer from behind the bar and settled into his usual spot—a leather chair with sightlines to every entrance, back to the wall. Old habits died hard, if they died at all.

Strip dropped into the seat across from him. "Got word from my contact in Polish Hill. Might be something brewing up there."

"What kind of something?"

"Protection racket moving into the old neighborhoods. Shop owners getting squeezed." Strip took a pull from his beer. "Including that pierogies place your grandmother used to take you."

Furnace went still. Novak's. He hadn't thought about that shop in years—decades, maybe. Old Mrs. Novak pinching his cheek after Sunday Mass, pressing warm pierogies into his hands while his grandmother gossiped with the other Polish ladies.

"Who's doing the squeezing?"

"Hearing the name Victor Mazur. Old-school outfit out of Bloomfield, been expanding for a while."

Furnace filed the name away. Polish Hill wasn't technically Reaper territory, but it bordered what they protected. And if some racket crew was pushing into neighborhoods where his people had roots...

"Keep digging," he said. "I want to know everything about Mazur's operation by end of week."

Strip nodded and moved off, leaving Furnace alone with his beer and the weight that never quite lifted from his shoulders.

Twenty years of holding the line. Twenty years of protecting what the world forgot. And the threats just kept coming—new names, new crews, new assholes who thought they could take what wasn't theirs.

Furnace drained his beer and stared into the middle distance, where the compound's industrial windows framed a slice of Pittsburgh skyline going dark.

Three rivers. Forty bridges. A city built on steel and stubbornness.

And one MC willing to burn down anyone who threatened it.
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The window was smashed again.

Anna stood on the sidewalk outside Novak's at four-thirty in the morning, breath fogging in the October air, staring at the jagged hole where her grandmother's hand-painted sign used to catch the streetlight. Glass glittered across the threshold like scattered teeth.

Third time this month.

She didn't cry. She'd used up her tears somewhere around the second break-in, when they'd dumped flour across her prep tables and slashed the bags of potatoes she'd bought on credit. Now she just felt hollow—scraped out and exhausted and so goddamn tired of fighting a war she couldn't win.

Anna stepped through the broken door frame, boots crunching on glass, and stopped dead.

A rat lay on her counter. Not a live one—this thing had been dead for days, bloated and stiff, positioned deliberately next to the register where she couldn't miss it. And beneath it, a note written in black marker on a torn piece of cardboard:

Next time it's your hands.

Her stomach lurched. She grabbed the edge of the counter, fighting the urge to vomit, and forced herself to breathe through her mouth until the nausea passed.

Your hands. The hands that had rolled pierogies since she was tall enough to reach the counter. The hands her grandmother had taught, her mother had trained, four generations of Novak women working dough into something that meant home.

They wanted to take that from her too.

Anna grabbed a trash bag from under the counter and scooped up the rat with a dustpan, refusing to let her fingers shake. She'd deal with the glass. She'd board up the window with plywood from the hardware store that didn't open for another three hours. She'd scrub the counter until her hands cracked and bled if that's what it took to erase the message they'd left.

And then she'd make pierogies, because that's what Novak women did. They worked. They survived. They didn't break, no matter how hard the world tried to shatter them.

The plywood cost forty-seven dollars she didn't have. Anna put it on the credit card that was already screaming at its limit, hauled the sheets back to Polish Hill in her ancient Honda, and nailed them over the window frame while the neighborhood slowly woke around her.

Mrs. Kowalczyk shuffled past on her morning walk, rosary beads clicking, and pretended not to see. Mr. Jankowski opened his barbershop across the street and quickly looked away when Anna met his eyes.

Nobody offered to help. Nobody asked what happened.

They knew. Everyone in Polish Hill knew about Victor Mazur and his collectors, about the "protection" payments that had started six months ago and doubled twice since. They knew what happened to businesses that couldn't pay—the Horodeckis' bakery on the next block had burned down in August, ruled electrical by investigators who didn't investigate very hard.

And they knew that helping Anna Novak meant putting themselves in the crosshairs.

She couldn't blame them. She wanted to, God she wanted to rage at every averted gaze and closed door, but these people had families. Mortgages. Their own bills stacking up in a neighborhood that had been dying by inches for thirty years.

Anna finished nailing the plywood, gathered her tools, and went inside to make pierogies.

The kitchen was the one place that still felt safe. Flour and butter and potatoes, the scratch of her grandmother's handwritten recipes pinned above the prep station, the rhythm of work that had saved her sanity more times than she could count. Her hands found the familiar motions—knead, roll, cut, fill, pinch—and for a few hours she could pretend everything was fine.

Except her hands wouldn't stop shaking.

She'd dropped three batches of filling before she admitted defeat, pressing her palms flat against the cool stainless steel until the tremors passed. Exhaustion pulled at her bones. She'd been running on four hours of sleep for weeks, lying awake in her apartment above the shop listening for sounds of breaking glass, calculating how many days until she couldn't make rent.

Next time it's your hands.

Anna squeezed her eyes shut and forced herself to keep working.

By nine o'clock she had enough pierogies for the display case and the lunch rush that might or might not come. She unlocked the front door—what was left of it—and flipped the sign to OPEN, then checked her phone for wholesale orders.

Two voicemails. Her stomach sank before she even pressed play.

"Anna, it's Mike from Krawczyk's Deli. Listen, I hate to do this, but we're gonna have to cancel our standing order. Things are tight and... well, you know how it is. Good luck."

"Ms. Novak, this is Patricia calling from the Oakland catering company. We've decided to go with a different vendor for our Polish food needs. Thank you for your previous service."

Anna stared at the phone in her hand. Krawczyk's had been ordering from Novak's since her mother ran the shop. The Oakland company had signed a six-month contract just last spring.

They weren't canceling because of money. They were canceling because word got around—because doing business with a shop that couldn't pay protection was bad for everyone's health.

Mazur wasn't just squeezing her for cash. He was strangling her entire operation, cutting off revenue streams one by one until she had nothing left. Until she had no choice but to pay or close.

Or burn.

The lunch rush brought exactly four customers. Anna smiled and chatted and packaged pierogies with hands that had finally stopped shaking, and when the bell over the door chimed at two o'clock, she looked up expecting maybe a fifth.

Dmitri Sobol filled the doorway instead.

Six-one, thick-necked, prison tattoos crawling up from his collar like something trying to escape. He had the dead eyes of a man who'd stopped feeling things a long time ago—the kind of eyes that made Anna's skin crawl even when he smiled.

He was smiling now.

"Anna." He said her name like he owned it, strolling to the counter with the casual arrogance of a predator who knew his prey couldn't run. "How's business?"

"Fine." She kept her voice steady, hands flat on the counter where he could see them. "Can I help you with something?"

"Just a friendly reminder." Dmitri leaned against the display case, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive that didn't match the violence in his eyes. "Mr. Mazur's payment is due Friday. Three thousand dollars."

"It was two thousand last month."

"Costs went up." His smile widened, showing teeth. "You understand. Inflation. Economy. All that shit."

Three thousand dollars. She didn't have three thousand dollars. She barely had three hundred after the plywood and the credit card minimums and the suppliers she was already two weeks late paying.

"I need more time."

"Time's up, sweetheart." Dmitri reached across the counter and picked up one of her pierogies from the display, examining it like a jeweler with a stone. "Mr. Mazur's been patient. Real patient. But patience runs out."

He bit into the pierogi, chewing slowly, watching her face.

"You know what happens to businesses that don't pay." His voice dropped, intimate and ugly. "The Horodeckis thought they could hold out too. How's their bakery doing these days?"

Anna's nails dug into her palms. "I'll have the money."

"Friday." Dmitri finished the pierogi and wiped his fingers on a napkin from her dispenser. "Three thousand. Cash. And if you're thinking about going to the cops..." He laughed, a low ugly sound. "Don't waste your time. Half of them work for Mr. Mazur anyway."

He reached out and touched her cheek—one thick finger dragging down her skin in a gesture that made her want to scream.

"Pretty thing like you shouldn't have to work so hard," he murmured. "Maybe we can work out another kind of arrangement. If the money's too much."

Anna jerked back from his touch. "Get out of my shop."

Something flickered in those dead eyes—surprise, maybe, or interest. Men like Dmitri got off on fear, and she'd just shown him something else.

"Friday," he repeated, pushing off the counter. "Don't make me come back with bad news for Mr. Mazur."

The bell chimed as he left. Anna stood frozen behind the counter, heart hammering against her ribs, until his shadow disappeared down the street.

Then her knees buckled.

She caught herself on the prep table, sliding down until she sat on the flour-dusted floor with her back against the cabinet doors. The tears came then—hot and angry and completely useless, soaking into the apron her grandmother had embroidered with tiny pierogies along the hem.

Three thousand dollars by Friday. No wholesale accounts. No help from neighbors who were too scared to look her in the eye. No cops, no lawyers, no one coming to save her.

Her mother was in a care facility across town, recovering from a stroke she'd probably never fully recover from, and Anna hadn't told her any of this. Couldn't tell her. The shop was all Mom had left of her own mother—the last piece of a legacy four generations of Novak women had built with their hands.

Next time it's your hands.

Anna wiped her face with the back of her wrist and stared at the ceiling.

She'd survived her father walking out when she was twelve. Survived taking over the shop at thirty-five when her mother's brain betrayed her. Survived three years of sixteen-hour days and impossible margins and a neighborhood that got smaller every year.

But she couldn't survive this alone.

And there was no one left to call.

The shop felt empty around her—too quiet, too still, full of ghosts and recipes and the weight of everything she was about to lose. Outside, Polish Hill carried on like nothing had changed, like Anna Novak wasn't sitting on her kitchen floor with a death sentence ticking down to Friday.

Four days. Three thousand dollars. And absolutely no way out.

She'd never felt so completely alone in her entire life.
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Church was sacred ground.

Not because of God—most of the brothers had stopped believing in anything that soft years ago—but because what happened in this room shaped everything. Decisions made at this table had started wars and ended them, built empires from rust and blood, kept twenty brothers alive when the world wanted them dead.

Furnace sat at the head of the scarred oak table, the president's patch heavy on his chest, and watched his officers file in. Carson dropped into the VP seat at his right, knuckles still raw from last week's bar dispute. Liberty took the Road Captain's chair with his usual quiet efficiency. Slag settled his massive frame across from them, and Strip and Southside filled out the remaining seats.

Six men. The core of everything Furnace had built.

"Lock it down," Furnace said.

Southside pushed the heavy steel door closed. The bolt slammed home with a sound like a gunshot, and the noise from the clubhouse cut to nothing.

"Strip." Furnace leaned back in his chair. "Tell them what you told me."

Strip pulled a folded paper from his cut and spread it on the table—a hand-drawn map of Polish Hill with X marks scattered across it. "Victor Mazur's crew has been pushing into the old neighborhoods for six months. Started small—convenience stores, a couple bars. Now they're squeezing everybody."

"How hard?" Carson asked.

"Hard enough that the Horodecki bakery burned down in August. Word is they couldn't make payments."

Slag grunted. "Mazur's been around for years. Why's he expanding now?"

"Because nobody's stopping him." Strip tapped one of the X marks. "Cops look the other way, business owners are too scared to talk, and the neighborhoods don't have anyone to fight back. He's taking what he wants because he can."

Furnace studied the map, his jaw tight. Polish Hill. Strip District borders. Lawrenceville edges. All of it pressing against territory the Reapers had held for two decades.

"He's testing us," Liberty said quietly. "Seeing how close he can get before we push back."

"Then we push back." Carson cracked his knuckles. "Roll into Polish Hill, break some heads, send a message."

"Not yet." Furnace held up a hand. "We go in heavy without knowing what we're hitting, we start a war we might not win. How many men does Mazur have?"

Strip consulted his notes. "Twenty-two, give or take. Main enforcer is a piece of work named Dmitri Sobol—does collections, likes hurting people. Mazur's got a tactical guy, Ray Kessler, handles the planning. And an arson specialist, Tommy Borso, for businesses that don't cooperate."

"The bakery," Slag said.

"The bakery." Strip's expression darkened. "Borso burned it while the family was sleeping upstairs. They got out, barely. Fire department ruled it electrical."

Furnace felt something cold settle in his chest. These weren't just criminals running a protection racket—they were predators, feeding on neighborhoods that had already lost everything else.

"What about the pierogies shop?" The question came out rougher than
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