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The rest stop off Exit 13A sat dead at 3 AM, sodium lights buzzing over empty parking spaces and a semi that had no business being there.

Turnpike cut his engine at the tree line, Thrash and Shred rolling silent beside him. He'd mapped this stop six months ago—knew the camera angles, the blind spots, the eighteen seconds it took security to cycle through feeds. Knew the driver inside that cab thought he was invisible.

Wrong.

"Three in the cab," Shred murmured, pulling up thermal on his phone. "Two more in the trailer."

"Bold," Thrash said, that pit-fighter energy humming off him even at idle. "Rolling five deep through our stretch."

Turnpike didn't answer. He was watching the cab's side mirror, tracking the orange glow of a cigarette behind the glass. Sloppy. Whoever these runners worked for hadn't told them what ground they were crossing.

They were about to learn.

He gave the signal—two fingers, split wide—and his brothers moved like they'd rehearsed it. Because they had. Every ambush, every intercept, every message delivered at 3 AM in a rest stop that wouldn't remember their faces.

Turnpike crossed the parking lot in twelve strides, reached the driver's door just as the window cracked for ash, and grabbed a fistful of collar before the man could scream.

"Wrong road."

The driver's partner went for a piece under the dash. Shred's arm came through the passenger window and slammed the man's face into the glove box—once, twice, three times until he stopped moving.

"Trailer," Turnpike said.

Thrash was already there, bolt cutters through the lock, doors swinging wide to reveal two more idiots reaching for weapons they'd never fire. The fight lasted nine seconds. Thrash worked like his name—fast, brutal, relentless—and when the bodies hit the trailer floor, they stayed down.

Turnpike hauled the driver around the back of the semi, keeping pressure on that collar. The man was maybe thirty, cheap ink on his neck, eyes rolling with terror as he clocked the cuts his captors wore.

Creeping Death.

"You know who we are," Turnpike said. Not a question.

"Look, man, I didn't—we were just—"

"You crossed the Turnpike at Exit 13. Ran Route 1/9 through Elizabeth without stopping. Parked in our rest stop like you owned the concrete." He pulled the man closer, voice dropping. "Who sent you?"

"I can't—they'll kill me—"

"What do you think we're gonna do?"

The driver's face went gray. "Reyes. Carlos Reyes, out of Trenton. Said these highways were open, said—"

"Reyes lied." Turnpike looked at Thrash, who was already inventorying the trailer's contents. Bricks wrapped in black plastic, maybe thirty keys worth. Someone's supply chain, running naked through club ground.

Turnpike released the driver's collar, and the man sagged against the trailer.

"Here's what happens now." Turnpike's voice was flat, a map laid out with no alternate routes. "We take the product. You take your friends to the nearest ER—you can make it to Newark Beth Israel in eighteen minutes if you run reds. When you get there, you tell them you crashed. Fell asleep at the wheel. Whatever story keeps doctors from asking questions."

"And then?"

"Then you go back to Trenton and tell Carlos Reyes that the Turnpike belongs to Creeping Death. Every mile from the George Washington Bridge to the chemical plants. Every rest stop, every exit, every inch of asphalt between Newark and Elizabeth." Turnpike stepped closer. "He wants to move weight through Jersey, he pays tribute. He sends another shipment through without permission—"

He grabbed the driver's right hand, isolated the index finger, and snapped it sideways. The scream echoed off the truck's steel walls.

"Next time it's not fingers."

The driver collapsed, cradling his hand, sobbing into the asphalt. His crew was stirring now—battered, bleeding, but alive enough to drag themselves toward the cab.

Turnpike watched them go. Shred was already transferring product to the van they'd stashed behind the tree line. Thrash stood beside him, barely breathing hard, scanning the highway for headlights.

"Reyes is gonna be pissed," Thrash said.

"Reyes is gonna learn." Turnpike pulled out his phone, texted coordinates to the prospect waiting two miles south. "Same as everyone else who thinks these roads are free."

They cleared the rest stop in four minutes flat. By the time the semi limped onto I-95 South, Creeping Death's van was already rolling north through Elizabeth, the Turnpike a black ribbon under a darker sky.

Turnpike rode point, the industrial sprawl spreading around him like a map he'd memorized in his bones. Smokestacks painted the horizon orange and red, container cranes rising from the port like mechanical giants. This was his domain—every exit ramp, every access road, every blind spot where product moved and enemies died.

He'd learned these highways as a trooper. Eight years running the Turnpike in a state-issued cruiser, believing the badge meant something. Believing that catching corrupt port authority brass taking bribes would matter.

It hadn't. They got promoted. He got buried in paperwork until he walked away.

But he'd kept the maps. Kept the knowledge. And now they served brothers who'd earned his loyalty, not bureaucrats who'd sold theirs.

Dawn was bleeding through the chemical haze when he pulled off Route 1/9, heading for his usual breakfast spot. Mari's Kitchen—a food truck that parked in an empty lot between two processing plants, serving Portuguese food to shift workers and truckers who knew enough to show up before she sold out.

The lot was empty.

Turnpike cut his engine, studying the space where Mariana Santos usually had her truck running by 5 AM. Three years he'd been stopping here. Three years of bifanas and caldo verde and pastéis de nata that tasted like someone's grandmother had made them—because someone's grandmother had, once, before she'd passed the recipes down.

Three years of watching the woman who ran the truck move like she'd been working since before she could walk. Dark hair under a bandana, hands that smelled like garlic, a mouth that didn't smile for just anyone.

She smiled for him, sometimes. When he said thank you and meant it.

The truck should be here. It wasn't.

He sat in the empty lot for a long moment, engine cooling, watching morning commuters drive past without stopping. Something cold settled in his gut—the instinct that had kept him alive through eight years of traffic stops and two years of club violence.

Wrong. Something was wrong.



The compound rose from Newark's industrial edge like a fortress designed by someone who understood that beauty was weakness. Converted chemical storage, concrete and steel, fenced lot full of chrome and men in cuts who'd kill for what was theirs.

Turnpike pulled into his usual spot, nodding at the prospect on gate duty. Inside, the clubhouse smelled like coffee and motor oil—two things that never changed no matter how much blood got spilled in between.

Church was in an hour. He grabbed coffee from the bar, ignoring the CNN broadcast playing on the mounted TV, and found Plague in the chapel going over paperwork.

"Reyes shipment's handled," Turnpike said, dropping into his usual chair.

"Casualties?" Plague didn't look up, scanning numbers on a spreadsheet that probably tracked something the IRS would kill to see.

"Broken finger, some bruises. They'll live."

"Tribute discussion?"

"Delivered. He runs another load without permission, we take more than product." Turnpike drank his coffee, watching the distant flames through the window. "Something else. Mari's Kitchen wasn't running this morning."

Now Plague looked up. President's eyes, calculating threat assessments even at 6 AM. "The food truck off 1/9?"

"Been there three years. Never missed a morning until now."

"Could be mechanical problems. Family emergency."

"Could be." Turnpike set his mug down. "There's been noise on the 1/9 stretch. Shred mentioned a distribution network expanding through the warehouses—trucking companies, corner crews where there weren't any before."

Scourge walked in, coffee in hand, dropping into the VP chair with the loose-limbed ease of a man who'd already been awake for hours. "Food truck lady? Dark hair, Portuguese food, gives Turnpike extra pastries because she thinks he's pretty?"

"She doesn't think I'm pretty."

"Brother, she gives you pastries. In her language, that's a marriage proposal."

Turnpike ignored him. "I want to dig. Something's moving through our turf without permission—we need to know what."

Plague studied him for a moment. The President had a way of seeing through bullshit that made most men uncomfortable. Turnpike had learned to appreciate it.

"The 1/9 stretch is your domain," Plague said finally. "If someone's operating without tribute, find out who. Handle it however you need to."

"And the food truck?"

"Part of what's ours." Plague's mouth twitched—not quite a smile, but close. "Check on your pastry supplier. Make sure she's okay."

Turnpike stood, draining his coffee. He had an address—business registration he'd pulled months ago, back when he'd first started noticing Mariana Santos for reasons that had nothing to do with breakfast.

Time to find out why her truck had gone dark.

And if someone had made it go dark... they were about to learn what happened when you touched something under Creeping Death protection.
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Four in the morning, and Mariana couldn't stop pacing.

The apartment was too small for it—six hundred square feet of cramped kitchen, water-stained ceiling, and a living room where her seventeen-year-old brother slept on a couch he'd outgrown two years ago. She walked circles anyway, wearing a path between the stove and the window, watching the parking lot below for headlights that didn't belong.

Miguel's black eye had faded to yellow-green. The phone she'd found in his pocket three days ago sat on the kitchen counter, screen cracked, full of texts from numbers she didn't recognize.

You lose product, you pay for product.

Clock's ticking little man.

Your sister's truck parks on our street. We know where to find you.

She'd read them all. Twice. Three times. Until the words stopped making sense and started making her sick.

Corner boys. They'd gotten to her brother while she was working sixteen-hour days trying to keep them both alive, and now some crew working for a man named Holt had decided Miguel owed them for product he swore he never touched.

Mariana believed him. Miguel was sullen and stubborn and determined to prove he didn't need her help, but he wasn't stupid enough to run drugs.

Didn't matter. Holt's people had decided he was useful, and in this part of Jersey, that was a death sentence wearing a different name.

She stopped at the window, pressing her forehead against cold glass. The Route 1/9 stretch spread below her—industrial lots, trucking depots, the chemical burn smell that never quite faded no matter how many times you washed your clothes. Four years she'd been raising Miguel alone. Four years of working herself raw so he wouldn't end up on corners like every other kid in this neighborhood.

Four years, and she was losing him anyway.

"Mari?"

She turned. Miguel was sitting up on the couch, rubbing his eyes, the streetlight cutting shadows across his bruised face. Seventeen years old and still calling for her when he woke up scared, even though he'd die before admitting it.

"Go back to sleep."

"Why are you awake?"

"Because I'm an adult, and adults have insomnia." She crossed to him, brushing hair off his forehead the way she used to when he was small. "You need rest."

He caught her wrist. "They're gonna come back, aren't they?"

The question hung in the air, heavy as diesel fumes. Mariana wanted to lie—wanted to tell him everything would be fine, that she'd figure it out, that the men who'd cornered him behind the convenience store last week wouldn't dare show their faces again.

She couldn't.

"Yeah," she said quietly. "They're gonna come back."

"So what do we do?"

I don't know. The words sat on her tongue like ash. Three days ago, she'd had a plan—a simple one, built on sixteen-hour shifts and recipes her grandmother had taught her and a future where Miguel went to trade school and she eventually bought a real restaurant.

Now she had a phone full of threats and a brother with a black eye and absolutely no idea how to save either of them.

"I'm working on it," she said.

"Working on what? You gonna call the cops?" Miguel's laugh was bitter, too old for his face. "Yeah, that'll work great. They'll definitely help the food truck lady whose brother owes money to drug dealers."

"You don't owe them anything—"

"They say I do. That's all that matters."

He wasn't wrong. That was the worst part.

Mariana sank onto the couch beside him, the springs protesting under their combined weight. Her truck was sitting dark in an empty lot because she couldn't risk parking where Holt's people expected to find her. Three days without income. Three days without the routine that kept her sane.

Three days of watching the walls close in.

"We could run," Miguel said.

"To where? With what money?" She shook her head. "You've got a year left of school. I've got a business that only works because the regulars know where to find me. We start over somewhere else, we've got nothing."

"We've got nothing now."

"We've got each other." She gripped his hand, squeezing hard. "That's not nothing."

Miguel looked at her with eyes that had seen too much too young—their parents' funeral, the first month in this apartment when they'd survived on rice and beans and sheer stubbornness, every sacrifice she'd made that he was old enough to notice and resent.

"What if that's not enough?" he asked.

She didn't have an answer.



Two days ago, Holt's men had come to her truck.

She'd been working the morning rush—bifanas sizzling on the flat-top, caldo verde simmering in the big pot, a line of refinery workers waiting with cash in hand. Normal day. Good tips. The kind of morning that made her think maybe, maybe she was going to make it.

Then a black SUV had pulled into the lot, and two men had stepped out like they owned the concrete.

The tall one did the talking. Milton Thompson, someone had called him—six-two, built like a linebacker who'd found better money after graduation, hands that looked like they remembered how to hurt people. He'd walked to the front of her line, smiled at her customers until they scattered, and leaned against her service window like he was ordering breakfast.

"Mariana Santos," he'd said. "We need to talk about your brother."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do. Little Miguel, runs with the kids on the corner of Miller and Sixth? He lost some product that belonged to my boss. Now he owes."

"He's seventeen. He doesn't run with anyone."

Thompson's smile had widened. "That's not what I heard. But hey—maybe we can work something out. You've got a nice little business here. Cash operation, lots of traffic, nobody asking questions about what else might move through." He'd tapped her service window with one thick finger. "My boss could use someone like you."

"I sell food. That's it."

"For now." Thompson had straightened, adjusting his jacket in a way that let her see the gun underneath. "Thing is, your truck parks on streets we control. The lot you're in right now? Belongs to a company my boss owns. The workers you feed every morning? They work in facilities where my boss has... interests."

He'd let that sink in.

"You can keep selling your little sandwiches," Thompson had continued. "But you're gonna do some extra work for us. Moving product, storing packages, whatever we need. Or—" He'd shrugged. "—we collect what Miguel owes the hard way."

"He doesn't owe you anything."

"My boss says he does. And my boss doesn't like being wrong."

She'd gripped her spatula hard enough to hurt, knuckles white against the handle. "Get off my truck."

Thompson had laughed. "Forty-eight hours, Ms. Santos. That's how long you've got to think about it. After that, we stop asking nicely."

He'd walked away whistling, leaving her with a flat-top full of burning meat and a line of customers who'd suddenly remembered somewhere else they needed to be.

That was two days ago.



The forty-eight hours were up tomorrow.

Mariana sat in the dark kitchen while Miguel slept, turning her grandmother's rosary over in her hands. She'd stopped believing in God somewhere between her parents' funeral and the first time a drunk trucker had tried to grab her through the service window, but the beads still felt like comfort. Like connection to something bigger than this apartment and this mess and the impossible choices closing in around her.

She couldn't go to cops. What would she tell them? My brother might owe money to drug dealers, except he doesn't, but they say he does, and now they want me to run product through my food truck. They'd laugh her out of the station. Or worse—they'd investigate just enough to get Miguel killed.

She couldn't run. The truck was her only asset, and you couldn't exactly hide a food truck in another state. Miguel had school, she had debts, and starting over with nothing meant ending up worse than they'd started.

She couldn't fight. Two men with guns versus one woman with a spatula and a teenage boy who still thought he was invincible. That math didn't work in any universe.

Which left one option.

Give them what they wanted.

Her stomach turned at the thought. Three years she'd built this business clean—no shortcuts, no deals, no product moving through her window. Her grandmother had taught her that food was sacred, that feeding people was its own kind of prayer. Using the truck to move drugs would poison everything she'd worked for.

But if it kept Miguel alive...

The rosary beads clicked through her fingers. Hail Mary, full of grace. Hail Mary, full of grace.

Outside, headlights swept through the parking lot. A car that didn't belong, moving too slow, like it was looking for something.

Looking for them.

Mariana held her breath until the lights passed, until the engine faded into the industrial hum of Route 1/9 at 4 AM. Just a night shift worker heading home. Just a coincidence.

Or not.

She turned to watch Miguel sleep, his face slack and young in the darkness, the bruise around his eye a shadow she couldn't quite ignore. He'd been ten when their parents died—old enough to remember, young enough to need her. She'd promised herself at the funeral that she'd keep him safe. Keep him out of the corners, the crews, the life that swallowed kids whole in this part of Jersey.

She was failing.

Tomorrow, Thompson would come back. Tomorrow, she'd have to give him an answer.

And whatever she chose, someone was going to get hurt.
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Church was at nine, and Turnpike had been awake since three.

He sat at the bar nursing coffee that had gone cold an hour ago, a worn atlas spread open in front of him with routes marked in red pen. The 1/9 stretch. Elizabeth port access. Every warehouse and trucking depot between Newark and the refineries. He'd been mapping distribution patterns since dawn, trying to find the shape of whatever operation had moved into club ground without permission.

Trying not to think about the empty lot where Mariana's truck should have been.

Four days now. Four days of dark windows and missing bifanas and a routine that had become important without him noticing. He told himself it was about the food. About having a reliable breakfast spot on his morning runs.

He was lying, and he knew it.

"Brother, you look like shit."

Havoc dropped onto the stool beside him, grabbing the coffee pot from behind the bar. The Sergeant at Arms moved with that unsettling calm he always carried—the stillness before violence, coiled and waiting.

"Didn't sleep," Turnpike said.

"I can see that." Havoc poured himself a cup, studying the atlas. "Planning a road trip?"

"Tracking a problem."

"The distribution network Shred mentioned?"

Turnpike nodded. "Someone's moving product through the 1/9 warehouses. Trucking companies, corner crews, the whole setup. They didn't ask permission, didn't pay tribute, didn't even have the sense to stay off roads we control."

"Bold."

"Stupid." Turnpike traced a route with his finger. "They're using legitimate freight
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