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The bounce house inflated with a satisfying whoosh, rainbow stripes catching the afternoon sun as Tasha Wilson checked the seams for the third time. Six-year-old Timmy's birthday party was her last booking of the day, and she'd be damned if anything went wrong.

"Miss Tasha, can we go in now?" Timmy bounced on his heels, surrounded by a dozen kids vibrating with sugar and anticipation.

"Two more minutes, birthday boy." She gave him a wink and finished securing the anchor stakes. "Safety first, fun second."

His mother pressed two twenties into Tasha's hand as a tip. "You're a lifesaver. Every other company wanted twice your price."

"Let's Bounce believes every kid deserves a party." Tasha tucked the money into her back pocket, already calculating—forty toward the electrical bill, the rest into the emergency fund that never seemed to grow fast enough.

She spent the next two hours managing chaos, redirecting aggressive bouncers, and making sure no one face-planted into the mesh walls. By the time she'd deflated the castle and wrestled it back into her van, sweat plastered her protective-styled braids to her neck and her shoulders ached from hauling equipment.

Worth it. Every sore muscle was worth it.

Two years of building this business from nothing. Two years of weekend work while she ground through customer service hell during the week. Eight months since she'd finally quit that soul-crushing job to run Let's Bounce full-time.

Her van—a fifteen-year-old Ford Econoline she'd bought cash from a retiring contractor—sat at the curb where she'd left it. Tasha rounded the corner and stopped dead.

All four tires slashed. The rubber splayed out like gutted fish, rims resting on asphalt.

"No." The word came out strangled. "No, no, no—"

A piece of paper fluttered under the windshield wiper. She snatched it with shaking hands.

$500 a week. Every week. Or we take everything. —Westside Boys

The handwriting was almost childish, the threat anything but. Tasha's stomach dropped through the pavement.

This wasn't the first note. Three weeks ago, she'd found one tucked into her storage unit door. Nice business. Be a shame if something happened to it. She'd ignored it, told herself it was some punk trying to scare her.

Then the phone calls started. Blocked numbers, heavy breathing, a man's voice saying tick tock before hanging up.

Last week, two customers had canceled same-day. Both gave the same excuse—something came up. But when Tasha pressed, one woman had admitted a man showed up at her door and suggested she find a different party company. For her family's sake.

Three bookings lost. Three chances to pay rent, buy food, keep the dream alive.

And now this.

Tasha pulled out her phone, fingers hovering over the keypad. Call the cops? And tell them what—that some street crew was shaking her down? She'd watched enough news to know how that ended for Black women in Philly. A report filed, a shoulder shrug, and exactly zero follow-up while the threats got worse.

She couldn't afford a tow truck. Couldn't afford new tires. Couldn't afford to stand here falling apart when Timmy's mother was watching from the porch with concern creasing her face.

"Everything okay, honey?"

"Fine!" Tasha forced brightness into her voice. "Just some car trouble. I'll handle it."

She always handled it. That's what women like her did—women who grew up watching their mothers work three jobs just to keep the lights on, women who clawed their way up from nothing and refused to slide back down.

Tasha called her roadside assistance—the cheap kind that took two hours to show up—and spent the wait sitting on the curb, running numbers in her head. Four new tires meant four hundred minimum. That was rent. That was food. That was the difference between surviving and drowning.

By the time she'd gotten the van limping back to her storage unit on the cheapest used tires the shop had, the sun was bleeding orange across the Fairhill skyline. She just needed to check on her equipment, make sure everything was secure, and then she could go home and figure out how to keep her head above water.

The storage unit's lock was broken.

The padlock she'd bought—heavy-duty, supposed to be bolt-cutter resistant—lay on the ground in two pieces. The roll-up door stood six inches open, darkness gaping beyond.

Tasha's heart slammed against her ribs. Every instinct screamed at her to run, to call someone, to not be a stupid woman in a horror movie walking into the obvious trap.

But everything she owned was in there. Two years of her life. Every bounce house, every party supply, every piece of equipment that represented her future.

She pulled out her phone, activated the flashlight, and lifted the door.

The beam caught destruction. Two of her bounce houses—the princess castle and the sports arena, her most popular rentals—lay slashed open, vinyl gaping like wounds. Boxes of supplies were overturned, streamers and tablecloths scattered across the concrete floor.

And in the corner, leaning against her shelving unit like he owned the place, stood a man.

"Took you long enough." He pushed off the shelf, and Tasha caught the details in her flashlight's glare—white guy, early thirties, built like he'd done manual labor his whole life. A cruel smile split his face. "I'm Rick. Tommy sent me to make sure you understood the terms."

Tasha didn't retreat. She'd spent too many years getting pushed around to start running now. "The terms are pretty clear. You destroy my property, threaten my customers, and expect me to thank you for it."

Rick's smile widened. "Smart mouth. I like that." He stepped closer, and Tasha saw the brass knuckles glinting on his right hand. "Here's what's gonna happen. You're gonna pay five hundred a week, starting Friday. You're also gonna pay for the inconvenience you caused by making us wait this long. Call it a late fee. Another grand."

"I don't have fifteen hundred dollars."

"Then I guess you better figure out how to get it." He was close enough now that she could smell cigarettes and cheap beer on his breath. "Because if you don't, Friday night we come back and burn whatever's left. Then we find out where you live."

Tasha's hands shook, but her voice stayed steady. North Philly steel, her mother called it. The thing that kept you standing when everything tried to knock you down.

"And if I go to the cops?"

Rick laughed, the sound bouncing off the storage unit walls. "Go ahead. Tommy's got guys inside. They'll lose the paperwork, and then we'll know you're a snitch." He grabbed her arm, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. "You really want to find out what happens to snitches in Fairhill?"

Pain shot up her arm, but Tasha didn't flinch. Didn't give him the satisfaction.

"Friday," Rick repeated. "Fifteen hundred. Don't make us come looking for you."

He released her with a shove that sent her stumbling back, then walked past her into the evening air like he hadn't just destroyed her livelihood and threatened her life.

Tasha stood in the wreckage of her dreams, phone clutched in her white-knuckled grip, and forced herself to breathe.

She'd built this once. Built it from nothing, from weekend gigs and scraped-together savings and sheer stubborn refusal to accept that women from her neighborhood couldn't make it.

These bastards thought they could take it from her. Thought they could bleed her dry and she'd just accept it because that's how things worked in Fairhill.

They didn't know her.

Tasha surveyed the damage with methodical calm, the shock crystallizing into something harder. The princess castle was a total loss. The sports arena might be salvageable if she could patch the vinyl. Half her party supplies were ruined, scattered across the floor and trampled.

She had three bookings next week. Three families counting on her. Three chances to prove she wasn't done yet.

Her arm throbbed where Rick's fingers had dug in. Tomorrow, there would be bruises—five dark marks like a brand.

Friday was four days away. Four days to come up with fifteen hundred dollars she didn't have, or watch everything she'd built go up in flames.

Tasha started picking up the scattered supplies, sorting salvageable from destroyed, refusing to let the tears burning behind her eyes fall.

She'd figure something out. She always did.

But as she locked up the storage unit with a new padlock—one that would probably be just as useless as the last—a cold certainty settled in her chest. The Westside Boys weren't going to stop. They'd keep taking until there was nothing left, and then they'd move on to the next small business owner desperate enough to think hard work could actually get you somewhere in this city.

She needed help. Real help, not cops who'd file paperwork and forget her name.

She just had no idea where to find it.
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Bait rolled his Harley into the compound's loading dock as the last streaks of daylight bled out over Port Richmond. The cargo run had gone smooth—three crates of untraceable merchandise now sitting in a warehouse that didn't exist on any city map.

He killed the engine and swung off, rolling his shoulders to work out the highway tension. The compound's converted textile factory loomed against the darkening sky, brick walls holding twenty years of brotherhood history. Home, in the only way that mattered anymore.

Inside, the clubhouse hummed with evening activity. Hazard was behind the bar pouring whiskey for Storm, both of them laughing about something. Zero sat in the corner cleaning a rifle with the quiet focus of a man who found peace in precision. The smell of motor oil and beer hung in the air like a familiar blanket.

"Bait." Piston looked up from the engine block he was rebuilding at a workbench. "Cargo squared away?"

"Clean drop. No eyes, no complications."

"Good. Bell wants you in church. Something's brewing in Fairhill."

Bait's jaw tightened. Fairhill. He knew those streets like he knew the scars on his forearms—every loading dock, every back alley, every corner where deals went down. He'd grown up there, white trash kid running wild through industrial lots while his mom worked double shifts at the fish processing plant.

He found Bell in the chapel with Roadkill and Crush, the three of them studying a map spread across the heavy oak table. Bell looked up when Bait entered, dark eyes sharp beneath graying hair.

"Cargo's secure," Bait reported.

"Good." Bell tapped the map. "Got a situation developing. Westside Boys are expanding their protection rackets into Fairhill. Hitting small businesses hard."

"Tommy Wahlberg's crew." Bait didn't phrase it as a question. He remembered the Wahlbergs from the docks—Tommy's father had run cargo theft operations before getting sent up. The son apparently inherited the family business of bleeding working people dry.

"That's the one," Roadkill confirmed. "Word is they've gotten aggressive. Burning out anyone who won't pay, threatening families. They're pushing into territory that borders ours."

Crush cracked his knuckles, the sound like gunshots in the quiet room. "We letting street punks set up shop on our doorstep?"

"That's what we need to figure out." Bell's voice carried the weight of a man who'd led this brotherhood through worse. "I want intel before we move. Need to know Tommy's numbers, his operations, how deep he's dug in."

"I'll go." Bait stepped forward. "I know Fairhill. Know the dock workers who still operate in that area, the bars where crews drink. I can get you what you need."

Bell studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Do it. But this is recon only. We're not starting a war until we know what we're dealing with."

"Understood."

Bait headed back through the clubhouse, grabbing his cut from where he'd hung it. The leather settled on his shoulders like armor, Liberty City patch announcing exactly who he was and what he'd do to protect his own.

Hazard caught his eye from behind the bar. "Heading out again?"

"Club business."

"Fairhill?" When Bait nodded, Hazard's expression darkened. "Heard the Westside Boys are getting bold. Watch yourself, brother."

"Always do."

The ride to Fairhill took twenty minutes through Philadelphia's industrial arteries—past abandoned factories and working-class rowhouses, under the El tracks where the city's heartbeat rattled overhead. Bait knew these streets the way sailors knew currents. Every shortcut, every dead end, every spot where a man could disappear if he needed to.

He cruised past Tommy Wahlberg's known hangouts first. A rowhouse on Memphis Street with too many cars parked outside. A bar called Lucky's where dock workers used to drink before the automation gutted the waterfront. The storage facility near the rail yards where rumors said Tommy ran his extortion collections.

Everywhere Bait looked, he saw the signs. Closed businesses with FOR RENT signs gathering dust. Boarded windows on shops that had survived decades only to fall to protection rackets. The slow death of a neighborhood being strangled by parasites.

His hands tightened on the handlebars. He'd watched this before—watched corporations and corrupt union bosses bleed the docks dry while workers lost everything. Different predators, same result. Working people ground down until there was nothing left.

He pulled into a gas station on Allegheny to fuel up, and that's when he saw her.

A Black woman, late twenties, struggling to load equipment into a van that
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