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The collection run was supposed to be simple.

Virus rolled his shoulders as Thrash's Harley growled beside him, both bikes idling outside Sal's Auto Electric on Raymond Boulevard. Three weeks wearing the prospect cut, and the leather already felt like skin. The Newark air tasted like diesel and burning metal—refinery stacks painting the night sky orange to the south—and something in his blood hummed with it. Home. Finally doing something that mattered on streets that raised him.

"You good?" Thrash's voice cut through the engine rumble.

"Born good." Virus grinned, that aggressive energy already spreading through his limbs. "Let's get this done."

They killed their engines. The shop's security light flickered—Loss Prevention Sal, the brothers called him, because the man had a talent for losing other people's money. Two months behind on protection, and Plague's patience had officially expired.

Thrash moved first, all pit-bull energy barely leashed, and Virus matched his stride. The side door wasn't locked. Sloppy. Sal was getting comfortable, forgetting who kept the Ironbound gangs from stripping his inventory every other night.

Inside, the shop smelled like motor oil and fear. Sal stood behind the counter, thinning hair plastered to his forehead, hands already raised before Virus cleared the doorway.

"I got it," Sal said quickly. "I got the money, I swear to God—"

"You had the money two months ago." Thrash's voice was calm, which made it worse. "Now you got the money plus interest."

"Interest?" Sal's voice cracked. "Nobody said anything about—"

Virus was already moving, that young aggressive current pushing him forward before conscious thought caught up. He grabbed Sal by the collar and dragged him halfway across the counter, sending a display of spark plugs scattering across the floor.

"Here's how this works." Virus kept his voice low, fast, spreading the words like infection. "You pay what you owe. You pay the extra two grand for making us drive down here. And you never make Plague send us again. Because next time?" He leaned closer, close enough to see the sweat beading on Sal's upper lip. "Next time I come alone. And I don't leave until I'm satisfied the message took."

Sal's hands shook as he fumbled for the safe under the counter. Virus released him, stepped back, let the man work. Thrash watched the door, casual as a predator who knew nothing in this neighborhood moved faster than him.

The money came out in banded stacks—eight thousand dollars that should have been in club coffers eight weeks ago.

"Count it," Thrash said.

Virus counted. Eight thousand, two hundred. Close enough. He pocketed the cash and gave Sal one last look—the kind that said remember this feeling—before following Thrash back into the night.

Outside, the refinery flames danced against low clouds. Newark sprawled around them, all brick and steel and immigrant grit, the Turnpike's constant roar a heartbeat under everything. Virus breathed deep and felt the city fill his lungs like smoke.

"Not bad." Thrash straddled his bike, that constant vibration settling into the machine. "You got instincts, prospect."

"I got Newark in my blood." Virus swung onto his own Harley, the engine catching with a snarl. "These streets taught me before the Marines ever did."

They rode back to the compound through industrial corridors that Virus could navigate blindfolded—past the container yards and chemical plants, the rail crossings and truck depots that kept Jersey's economy bleeding forward. Three weeks since he'd earned the prospect cut, and already he felt like he'd been riding with these brothers his whole life. Like everything before—the Marines, the deployments, coming home to find half his neighborhood dead or gone—was just preparation for this.

The compound rose out of Newark's industrial wasteland like a fortress built from salvage and spite. Converted chemical storage, two stories of reinforced concrete, chrome gleaming in the lot where a dozen bikes waited. Virus felt the tension in his shoulders ease as they rolled through the gate. This was the only place that felt right anymore.

Inside, the clubhouse hummed with activity. Brothers scattered across leather couches and bar stools, the air thick with cigarette smoke and the aggressive thrash of music from speakers someone had cranked too high. Virus spotted Plague at the bar, the President's chemical burn scar catching the light as he turned.

"Sal pay up?" Plague's voice was fast, clipped, a man who'd never learned to waste words.

"Every cent plus interest." Virus handed over the cash. "He won't be late again."

Plague counted with practiced hands, then nodded. "Church in twenty. Got something that needs young legs."

Virus felt that hum in his blood again—the one that said finally, finally, finally. He grabbed a beer from the bar and found a spot against the wall, watching the brothers filter toward the chapel. Thrash. Shred. Havoc with his pre-violence stillness. Scourge looking like he hadn't slept in days and didn't care. Turnpike checking his phone, probably tracking something on one of his routes.

Twenty minutes later, Virus stood at the back of the chapel while the officers took their seats around the scarred wooden table. Prospect meant he didn't sit, didn't vote, just watched and learned and waited for orders. He could live with that. Patience wasn't his strength, but he was learning.

Plague didn't waste time on preamble. "Turnpike. What's moving through the Ironbound?"

Turnpike leaned forward, that ex-trooper intensity focused like a blade. "Chop shop network. Been expanding for about six months, but they've gotten aggressive in the last two. Taking over legitimate garages, forcing mechanics to strip stolen inventory."

"Who's running it?" Scourge asked.

"Guy named Terry Malone. Operates out of Elizabeth, but he's spreading into our territory without so much as a courtesy call." Turnpike's jaw tightened. "Moving parts through the port—same container routes we've been watching."

Virus felt his spine straighten. The Ironbound. His neighborhood, where he'd grown up breathing refinery air and burying friends who breathed it longer. Someone running stolen cars through those streets without paying tribute wasn't just disrespect—it was personal.

"How many garages?" Havoc's voice was calm, but his hands had gone still in that way that meant violence was being calculated.

"At least fifteen across North Jersey. Twenty-five, thirty men." Turnpike shook his head. "They're forcing mechanics to work—threatening families, destroying equipment, whatever it takes. Word is a couple people who tried to quit ended up in the Passaic River."

Plague's expression didn't change, but something in his eyes went cold. Flat. The look of a man deciding how someone would die.

"The port routes," Plague said. "Those are ours."

"Should be." Turnpike nodded. "Malone's using them anyway. Either he doesn't know we exist, or he doesn't care."

"Then we educate him."

Virus stepped forward before he could stop himself. "I know the Ironbound. Grew up there, know the shops, probably know some of the mechanics getting squeezed." The words came fast, spreading through the room like they had their own momentum. "Let me assess. Figure out what we're dealing with before we hit."

Plague studied him for a long moment. Virus held the stare, refusing to look away, letting all that young aggressive energy show in his eyes. I'm hungry. Point me somewhere.

"You know the territory," Plague said finally. "That's worth something."

"I know those streets better than anyone in this room." Virus didn't flinch. "Someone's spreading through my old neighborhood without permission. Let me find out who needs to die."

A ghost of a smile crossed Plague's scarred features. "Scourge, Thrash—back him up if he calls. Virus, you've got forty-eight hours to tell me everything about Malone's operation. Who works for him, where they work, and who's being forced versus who's willing."

"You'll have it in twenty-four."

The meeting broke with the scrape of chairs and the rumble of brothers heading back to the bar. Virus stayed rooted, mind already racing through the Ironbound's streets—the garages he remembered, the mechanics who'd been there for decades, the ones who might be trapped in something they never signed up for.

Thrash clapped him on the shoulder as he passed. "Don't spread yourself too thin, prospect. Malone's got bodies in the river. This isn't Loss Prevention Sal."

"I know what it is." Virus met his eyes. "It's someone thinking they can take what's ours without consequences."

"And?"

Virus let his grin spread, all teeth and promise. "And I'm going to show them what consequences look like when they come young and fast."

He headed for the door before Thrash could respond, that aggressive energy already pushing him forward. Forty-eight hours, Plague had said. But Virus would have answers before dawn. Because slowing down meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering everyone he'd lost while he was overseas fighting someone else's war.

He'd come home to fight his own. And Terry Malone had just volunteered to be the first casualty.

The compound gates swung open, and Virus rode out into Newark's industrial night, refinery flames reflected in his mirrors, the Turnpike's roar swelling around him like a heartbeat.

His streets.

His war.

Time to spread.
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The Mercedes had been someone's pride and joy.

Skyler could tell by the custom floor mats, the leather conditioning that smelled like money, the way the previous owner had clearly babied the engine. Now it was just parts—a hood already removed, doors stripped, the interior gutted like a fish on her lift.

Her hands shook as she disconnected the wiring harness. Not from the work. The work was easy. Four years keeping Black Hawks in the air in Afghanistan meant a luxury sedan was practically insulting.

No, her hands shook because of the burns.

She glanced at her forearms—the fresh ones, pink and shiny, layered over older marks that had barely started to heal. "Accidents," Danny Weber called them. Accidents that happened when she worked too slow, or asked too many questions, or looked at him like she wanted to drive a socket wrench through his skull.

Which she did. Constantly.

"How's my favorite grease monkey?"

Speak of the devil.

Danny's voice slithered across the garage like oil on concrete. Skyler didn't look up from the harness, keeping her movements steady, mechanical. Don't react. Don't give him anything.

"Almost done with this one," she said. "Need another car?"

"Always so eager." Danny's footsteps circled closer. She could feel him watching, that predatory attention that made her skin crawl. "Malone likes eager. Keeps things running smooth."

Skyler bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to taste copper. Three weeks ago, she'd had a legitimate job at Ruiz Auto on Ferry Street. Good pay, honest work, respect she'd earned by being better than every guy who'd ever doubted her. Then Malone's people had bought out the owner overnight, and suddenly the cars coming in weren't customers' vehicles.

They were stolen.

She'd tried to quit. Walked right into the office and said she was done.

That's when Danny had introduced her to his soldering iron.

"You're healing up nice." Danny stopped beside her lift, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something cheap trying to be expensive. "Keep that pace, you might actually get through the week without any more... accidents."

Skyler's fingers tightened on her wrench. She could swing it. One good hit to his temple, and she'd have maybe thirty seconds before the three other guys in the garage took her down. Then Malone would make an example of her, and she'd end up in the Passaic River like the mechanic from the Kearny shop who'd tried to run.

So she didn't swing. She just kept working, kept breathing, kept pretending she wasn't calculating how long she could survive this before something broke.

"Good girl," Danny said, and the condescension in his voice made her want to scream. "Malone's bringing in a shipment tomorrow. Eight vehicles. You'll stay late."

It wasn't a question.

"Sure," Skyler said flatly.

Danny lingered for another moment—making sure she felt his presence, his control—then wandered back toward the office. The garage's fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that sickly yellow glow that made her feel like she was working in a morgue.

Maybe she was.

She finished the Mercedes in another hour, her body moving on autopilot while her mind ran the same calculations it had been running for three weeks. Options. Exits. Ways out.

The cops? Malone had people in the department. She'd seen the patrol cars that rolled by without stopping, the officers who looked the other way.

Running? She had maybe two hundred dollars in her bank account and a face that was probably already in whatever database Malone's people used to track "investments." She wouldn't make it past the Turnpike.

Fighting? She was good—the Army had made her better—but she wasn't bulletproof. And Malone had a lot of bullets.

The clock on the garage wall read 8:50 PM when she finally cleaned her tools and headed for the door. Danny watched her from the office window, that satisfied smirk on his face, making sure she knew he was watching. Making sure she knew there was nowhere to go that he couldn't find her.

The night air hit her like a slap—cold, thick with refinery smoke, the eternal roar of the Turnpike somewhere to the west. The Ironbound stretched around her, all brick row houses and immigrant restaurants, the neighborhood she'd grown up in and fought her way out of, only to end up right back where she started.

Her car was a twelve-year-old Honda that had seen better decades. She drove home on autopilot, barely seeing the streets, her forearms throbbing under the sleeves of her work shirt.

The apartment was exactly what she'd left it: empty.

One bedroom in a converted factory building, exposed brick that the landlord thought was a feature, a kitchen that barely fit a person and a pan at the same time. She'd been proud of this place once. Her first real apartment after discharge, proof that she could build something on her own.

Now it just felt like a cell she was allowed to sleep in.

Skyler dropped onto her secondhand couch and stared at the wall. Bare drywall, cracks she'd been meaning to patch for six months, a water stain in the corner that looked vaguely like Florida.

Options, she thought again. There have to be options.

She'd survived four years as the only woman in her helicopter maintenance unit. Four years of proving herself while men twice her size assumed she couldn't do the job. She'd kept aircraft flying in sandstorms and combat conditions, earned respect that nobody had given her for free.

And now she was stripping stolen cars for a man who viewed her as property.

Her phone sat on the coffee table, silent. She could call someone. Her mother in Florida, who worried enough already. Her brother in the Army, stationed in Germany, too far away to help. The VA counselor who always asked if she was "adjusting to civilian life."

Adjusting. That was a joke.

She'd adjusted just fine until three weeks ago. Found a job that used her skills. Earned a reputation as the best mechanic in the Ironbound. Built something.

Then Malone had taken it all, and now she was just trying to survive long enough to figure out how to get it back.

The burns on her forearms throbbed.

Skyler leaned her head back against the couch cushion and stared at the ceiling. Tomorrow, eight more stolen cars. The next day, more after that. An endless assembly line of parts and fear, with Danny Weber's soldering iron waiting for any mechanic who slowed down.

She thought about the gun in her nightstand drawer. The one she'd bought after discharge, telling herself it was for protection. She could use it. Walk into that garage tomorrow and put a bullet in Danny's head before anyone could stop her.

And then what? Die in a hail of return fire? Spend the rest of her life in prison?

No.

There had to be another way. An option she wasn't seeing. Something.

But as the hours crawled by and the apartment stayed silent and her forearms kept throbbing, Skyler couldn't find it.

She calculated and calculated, running scenarios until her brain felt like static.

Nothing.

No option that ended with her intact.

Eventually, she stopped calculating and just stared at the wall, watching the shadows shift as cars passed on the street below, waiting for exhaustion to drag her under.

Tomorrow, she'd go back to the garage.

Tomorrow, she'd strip more cars.

And the day after that, and the day after that, until Malone decided she was more trouble than she was worth—

Or until something changed.

She didn't know which would come first.
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Church always smelled like cigarette smoke and leather.

Virus stood at the back of the chapel, prospect position against the wall, watching the officers file in. The room was built from what used to be hazmat storage—reinforced walls, no windows, a space designed to contain dangerous things. Now it contained dangerous men, which felt about right.

Plague took his seat at the head of the table, that chemical burn scar catching the overhead light. Scourge on his right, Turnpike on his left. Havoc settled into his chair with that pre-violence stillness that meant his brain was already calculating casualties. Thrash vibrated in his seat like a pit bull waiting for someone to say attack.

Shred was the last one through the door, closing it behind him with a solid thunk.

"Let's move," Plague said. No preamble. Never any preamble. "Turnpike, what do we have on the Ironbound situation?"

Turnpike spread a map across the table—actual paper, because nothing digital left traces. Virus could see red marks scattered across the Ironbound and into Elizabeth, each one a location in Malone's growing network.

"Fifteen confirmed garages," Turnpike said. "Could be more. The operation's been spreading for about six months, but they've gone aggressive in the last eight weeks. Taking over legitimate shops, forcing mechanics to strip stolen inventory."

"Forcing how?" Scourge leaned forward, epidemic energy coiled tight.

"Standard playbook. Threaten families first. If that doesn't work, they move to equipment—destroy tools, torch vehicles. Had one mechanic try to walk
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