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The warehouse owner's first mistake was thinking five guys with pipes meant the conversation was over.

Mosh saw the backup coming before they cleared the loading dock—four men spreading out behind a guy who owed the club twelve grand and had apparently decided debt was optional. The warehouse owner, some prick named Deluca who ran stolen electronics through the port, stood there with his arms crossed like he'd just won something.

"Changed my mind," Deluca said. "Don't owe you shit."

Mosh bounced on his heels, five-eleven of pit fighter density already coiling for impact. His blood was singing the way it always did before a collision.

"Yeah?" He cracked his neck, rolling his shoulders. "That's not how this works."

"It is now." Deluca nodded at his backup. "Get him out of my warehouse."

They came at him like they'd never seen a fight that wasn't scripted. The first one swung a pipe in a wide arc—telegraphed, stupid—and Mosh stepped inside the swing, drove his elbow into the guy's throat, and caught the pipe as it dropped. The second and third came together, which was worse than coming alone because they got in each other's way. Mosh put the pipe through one kneecap and headbutted the other, felt the crunch of cartilage against his forehead, kept the momentum going.

Number four tried to run. Mosh caught him by the collar, swung him into a steel support beam, watched him crumple. Number five—the smart one, apparently—pulled a knife. Better. Knives meant the fight wasn't over yet.

Mosh grinned. "There we go."

The guy lunged. Mosh caught his wrist, twisted until something popped, took the knife away, and put him down with three fast shots to the ribs. The whole thing took maybe forty seconds, and Mosh was barely breathing hard when he turned back to Deluca.

The warehouse owner had gone pale. His backup groaned and bled on the concrete around them.

"Twelve grand," Mosh said. He was already restless again, fingers drumming against his thigh, body hunting for the next impact. "Plus whatever I decide this bullshit cost me."

"I don't—I don't have—"

"Find it." Mosh closed the distance between them, got in Deluca's face close enough to smell his fear-sweat. "Plague's being patient. I'm not patient. You understand what I'm telling you?"

Deluca nodded fast enough to strain something.

"One week." Mosh tapped his chest, right over his heart. "Or I come back without the conversation."

He walked out through the loading dock, stepping over the guys who were still trying to figure out what happened. His blood was running hot, aggressive charge crackling through him like electricity looking for ground. Five wasn't enough. Five barely took the edge off.

His bike waited in the lot—a murdered-out Road King that matched his cut, matched his mood, matched everything about a man who'd never learned to idle. He threw a leg over and let the engine rumble through his bones, the vibration settling something that the fight hadn't quite reached.

The ride through Jersey City was industrial poetry—container cranes against gray sky, refinery flames bleeding orange at the horizon, the chemical smell that locals stopped noticing but never actually went away. Mosh took the long way because stopping meant sitting with his own head, and sitting with his own head meant remembering fists that weren't his.

He needed a drink. Needed somewhere that wouldn't flinch when he walked in still running hot.

The Well appeared on the waterfront like it had been there since before the roads. Hand-painted sign, windows that hadn't been clean since Reagan, parking lot with more rust than chrome. The kind of place that served working men who didn't want to explain themselves.

Inside, the jukebox was playing something with horns. Sticky floor. Smell of spilled beer soaked into decades of wood. A handful of regulars hunched over their glasses like prayer, and behind the bar, a woman with a honey-blonde braid and arms that said she'd hauled her share of kegs.

She looked up when he walked in. Didn't flinch. Just assessed him with eyes that had clearly seen worse and decided he was manageable.

"Shot and a beer," Mosh said, dropping onto a stool. "Whatever's cheap."

"Everything's cheap." Her accent had traces of somewhere Southern, softened by Jersey years. She poured whiskey that probably stripped paint and pulled a draft that at least looked cold. "You were in here last week."

"Good memory."

"I remember the ones who don't start shit." She set both drinks in front of him. "You planning to start shit tonight?"

Mosh almost laughed. The restless charge was still hunting through him, looking for somewhere to land, but there was something about this woman—the steadiness, the direct stare, the way she stood like she owned the ground under her feet—that made him want to stay.

"Not tonight."

"Good." She turned to wipe down the bar, and Mosh noticed things—the efficiency of her movements, the way she tracked the whole room in her peripheral vision, the shotgun shape barely visible under the counter. A woman who ran her own territory.

He knocked back the shot, chased it with beer, and felt the fire settle into something almost like calm. Almost.

The ride back to Newark took him through the industrial corridor, Turnpike roaring alongside him, the compound rising out of the refinery shadow like a concrete promise. Former chemical storage—two stories of steel and stubbornness, built to contain hazardous materials and now containing hazardous men.

Mosh parked in the lot, killed the engine, and headed inside before the quiet could catch up to him.

The clubhouse was half-full for a Tuesday night. Brothers at the bar, prospect cleaning glasses, the smell of leather and motor oil and spilled beer that meant home. Thrash was arguing with Shred about something that involved hand gestures and creative profanity. Havoc sat in the corner like a storm waiting to happen.

Plague was at his usual table, going through papers with Turnpike. The President looked up when Mosh approached, one eyebrow raised.

"Deluca?"

"Handled." Mosh dropped into an empty chair, one knee bouncing under the table. "Brought backup. Five guys with pipes."

"And?"

"And now he knows better." Mosh rolled his neck, felt the tension that hadn't quite released. "He'll have the money."

Plague nodded, the kind of approval that didn't need words. He turned back to the papers, but Turnpike was watching Mosh with his road captain's eyes, the ones that tracked patterns and routes and things that didn't fit.

"You came up through Jersey City," Turnpike said. "Waterfront side."

"Stopped at a bar." Mosh grabbed a beer from the cooler behind him, cracked it open. "The Well. Good dive."

"That's the grid." Turnpike pulled out a map—actual paper, because Turnpike trusted ink more than screens. "Eastern European crew's been pushing into the waterfront. Petrov's operation."

Mosh leaned forward, studying the marks Turnpike had made. Distribution points, front businesses, areas of expansion. The Well sat right in the middle of contested territory.

"How hard are they pushing?"

"Hard enough that bodies are turning up," Plague said. "Businesses getting squeezed. The usual colonial bullshit—come into a neighborhood, extract everything, leave it bleeding."

"Local crews?"

"Rolling over or disappearing." Plague's jaw tightened. "Petrov's got eighteen, twenty hard men. Eastern European backgrounds—military, organized crime, the kind of training that makes American muscle look soft."

Mosh's blood started humming again. This was better than debt collection. This was territory, which meant real fights, which meant purpose for all the aggression he'd never learned to turn off.

"The Well's in that grid," he said. "Owner doesn't seem like the rolling over type."

"You know her?"

"Served me drinks twice. Kept a shotgun under the bar and looked like she knew how to use it."

Plague exchanged a look with Turnpike. Something passed between them—information, assessment, the silent communication of men who'd been making war together for years.

"Keep your eyes open," Plague said finally. "We're going to have to deal with Petrov eventually. Sooner we know what we're dealing with, better position we're in."

Mosh nodded, already planning his next visit to The Well. The bartender with the steady hands and the shotgun under the counter. Contested territory meant fights, and fights were where he was useful.

He finished his beer in three long swallows and headed for the garage. Bikes needed maintenance. Wrenches needed turning. Hands needed occupation before his head started running places he didn't want to follow.

The pit had taught him one rule that civilian life never managed to overwrite: keep your hands busy, and the ghosts can't catch you.
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The sound was wrong.

Jolene had taken out trash at 2 AM for four years. She knew what a bag hitting the dumpster sounded like—the soft thump of garbage, the metallic echo, the lid settling back. This was heavier. Wetter.

She stood in the back doorway of The Well, cigarette burning between her fingers, and told herself she didn't need to check. Told herself it was probably nothing. Told herself a lot of things she didn't believe.

The alley smelled like old beer and piss and something else. Something copper-sharp that made her stomach clench before her brain caught up.

She lifted the dumpster lid.

The man's throat had been cut so deep she could see white beneath the red. Eyes open, staring at nothing. Still warm—she knew because she touched his wrist looking for a pulse like an idiot, like someone who'd never watched a crime show in her life.

Jolene dropped the lid and stumbled back against the wall, her cigarette falling into a puddle with a hiss. Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking.

She knew who put him there.

One week ago.

The four of them walked in like they owned the place—hard men with Eastern European accents and eyes that looked through people instead of at them. They ordered beers and nursed them for hours, watching her regulars with the patience of cats outside a mouse hole.

She tried to ignore them. Tried to pretend they were just another group of assholes she'd wait out until closing.

Then one of them—the big one, military bearing, dead eyes—followed her when she went to restock the back room.

"Nice place." His accent made the words sound like threats. "Good location. Cash business. Regulars who mind their business."

"Can I help you with something?" Jolene kept her voice steady, kept her hand close to the baseball bat she kept behind the kegs.

"Mr. Petrov appreciates your hospitality." He stepped closer, and she realized how big he was—six-two, built like he'd been assembled for violence. "He'd like to use your back room. Storage. Nothing that concerns you."

"My back room isn't available."

He smiled. It didn't reach his eyes.

"That wasn't a question."

Before she could reach the bat, he had her pinned against the bar, one massive hand around her throat. Not squeezing—just holding. Letting her feel how easy it would be.

"Mr. Petrov is a businessman," he said, almost gentle. "He prefers cooperation. But cooperation isn't required. You understand?"

She understood.

He let her go, and she sucked in air that tasted like fear. By the time she stopped shaking, they'd let themselves into her back room and started unloading boxes from a van she never saw arrive.

Now there was a body in her dumpster, and Jolene understood something else: this was a message. This was what happened to people who talked.

She went back inside on legs that didn't want to hold her. Locked the door with hands that couldn't find the deadbolt on the first three tries. Stood in her father's bar—thirty years of neighborhood history, sticky floors and cheap drinks and a jukebox that skipped—and tried to figure out what the hell she was supposed to do.

Call the cops?

And tell them what? That she'd been letting Russians store product in her back room because a man with dead eyes had explained the alternative? That she'd served them drinks every night for a week, watching them watch her regulars, too scared to do anything about it?

The cops would have questions. The cops would want to know things. And somewhere between the questions and the answers, word would get back to Mr. Petrov that the bar owner was talking.

She'd end up in her own dumpster.

Jolene poured herself three fingers of whiskey and drank it like medicine. Then she poured three more.

Her father had left her this bar. Left her thirty years of regulars who'd become family, a building where she'd learned everything she knew about people, the only piece of him she had left. He'd been a hard man—Southern transplant who taught her to fight before he taught her to pour drinks—and she'd kept his place running through sheer stubbornness and loyalty for four years.

She wasn't going to lose it to some Eastern European crew who treated her neighborhood like conquered territory.

But she also wasn't going to die in an alley with her throat cut.

The whiskey burned. Her hands wouldn't stop shaking.

She spent the night cleaning blood off her fingers—the dead man's blood, from when she'd touched his wrist like an idiot—and watching the back door like it might explode. Every sound made her flinch. Every car passing on the waterfront street made her reach for the shotgun under the bar.

By the time gray light started seeping through the dirty windows, she hadn't slept. Hadn't eaten. Hadn't called anyone.

What would she even say? Help, there's a body in my dumpster and I'm too scared to report it?

The morning crowd started trickling in around seven. Dock workers wanting coffee before their shifts. A few of the old-timers who'd been drinking here since before she was born. Normal people, normal morning, except Jolene's hands shook so bad she spilled the first pot of coffee she tried to pour.

Then the door opened, and four men walked in.

Same four. Same dead eyes. Same way of looking through people instead of at them.

The big one—Dmitri, she'd learned his name from the others—slid onto his usual stool and smiled at her like they were old friends.

"Coffee," he said. "And breakfast. Whatever you have."

Jolene's hands were trembling so hard the cup rattled against the saucer when she set it down. Coffee sloshed over the rim, pooling on the bar like the blood she couldn't stop seeing behind her eyelids.

"Careful." Dmitri's smile didn't waver. "You seem nervous this morning."

She couldn't speak. Couldn't do anything but pour more coffee for his friends, hands shaking, throat tight, serving breakfast to the men who'd put a body in her dumpster to show her what silence cost.

The eggs came out wrong. The toast burned.

None of them complained.

They sat there for two hours, eating and drinking and watching her like they were waiting for something. Like they wanted to see if she'd break.

She didn't break. She served them with trembling hands and dead eyes of her own, and when they finally left, she locked herself in the back room—their back room now, filled with boxes she refused to look at—and put her head between her knees until she could breathe again.

The body was still in her dumpster.

She hadn't called anyone.

And tomorrow, they'd be back.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


Church started at ten, which meant Mosh had been pacing the compound since eight.

He'd already checked his bike twice, reorganized his room for no reason, and done enough push-ups to make his shoulders burn. Now he was wearing a groove in the clubhouse floor while Thrash watched from the bar with undisguised amusement.

"You're making me tired just looking at you," Thrash said.

"Then stop looking."

"Can't. It's like watching a dog chase its tail, except the dog could kill me."

Mosh flipped him off without breaking stride. His knee was bouncing even as he walked, fingers drumming against his thigh, the restless hum under his skin cranked up to eleven because sitting still in the chapel was going to be torture.

Brothers filtered in over the next hour. Shred arrived with coffee and a nod. Havoc materialized from wherever Havoc went when he wasn't being terrifying. Scourge came down from the officer quarters, looking like he'd been up since before dawn running numbers or whatever VPs did when the rest of them were sleeping.

By the time Plague walked in, the chapel was full. Eight brothers around the table, patches gleaming under fluorescent lights, the smell of leather and motor oil and the particular tension that came with official business.

Mosh dropped into his seat and immediately started bouncing his knee. Shred shot him a look. He ignored it.

"Let's get to it." Plague didn't waste time with preamble—one of the things Mosh respected about him. Words were inefficient. Action was the point. "Turnpike, what do we know about the Jersey City situation?"

Turnpike spread his map across the table—paper, ink, handwritten notes in margins. The road captain trusted technology about as far as he could throw it.

"Anton Petrov," Turnpike said. "Runs an Eastern European crew out of the waterfront. Eighteen, maybe twenty hard men. Military backgrounds, organized crime connections back home, the kind of soldiers who make American muscle look like weekend warriors."

"What are they into?" Scourge asked.

"Everything. Stolen goods through the port, protection rackets, product distribution. They've been expanding for six months, taking over businesses one block at a time." Turnpike tapped the map. "Started at the docks, worked their way inland. Now they're pushing into areas we should be controlling."

Mosh studied the marks on the map. Red dots for confirmed Petrov operations. Yellow for suspected. A whole cluster of them around the waterfront, spreading like infection.

The Well sat right in the middle of the yellow zone.

"They asking permission?" Plague's voice was deceptively calm. The kind of calm that came before violence.

"They're not asking anyone anything." Turnpike's jaw tightened. "They move in, explain the new arrangement, and anyone who doesn't like it ends up as a message."

"Bodies," Havoc said. It wasn't a question.

"Three in the last month that we know of. All locals who didn't cooperate fast enough." Turnpike looked around the table. "These aren't street-level thugs playing gangster. They're professionals. Military discipline, coordinated operations, zero attachment to the neighborhoods they're bleeding."

The room went quiet. Mosh felt the familiar heat building in his chest—not anger exactly, but something close. Anticipation. Purpose.

"They've crossed into our territory?" Plague asked.

"Not yet. But they're pushing the edges. Another few weeks, they'll be knocking on our door."

"Then we don't wait for them to knock." Mosh spoke before he could stop himself, drawing every eye in the room. "We go see what they're building and figure out how to tear it down."

Plague studied him for a long moment. "You know that area."

"I know a bar. The Well, on the waterfront." Mosh thought about the woman behind the counter—honey-blonde braid, steady hands, shotgun under the bar. "Good dive. Owner who doesn't flinch. If Petrov's moving through that grid, she's either cooperating or she's a target."

"You sweet on some bartender?" Thrash grinned from across the table.

"I'm sweet on not letting some Eastern European crew take territory that should be ours."

"He's sweet on her," Thrash stage-whispered to Shred.

"Focus." Plague's voice cut through the bullshit. "Mosh, you want to run point on this?"

"I'm already there twice a week. Won't look suspicious if I show up again."

"Take your time. Watch. Listen. Don't start anything we can't finish." Plague's eyes locked onto his. "These aren't local idiots who fold when you break their fingers. Petrov's people will hit back, and they'll hit hard."

"Good." Mosh's grin felt sharp on his face. "Been a
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