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The man had finally stopped screaming three hours ago.

Torment wiped down the pliers with a shop rag, methodical, unhurried. The basement of the abandoned machine shop smelled like rust and copper and the particular musk of fear that had nowhere left to go. Behind him, zip-tied to a chair that had seen better decades, Kenny Marsh breathed in shallow gasps—still alive, still conscious, still remembering every single thing he'd been trying so hard to forget.

Three days. That's how long it had taken to get everything.

Not because Kenny was tough. He wasn't. But information extracted too fast came out incomplete, contaminated by panic, missing the details that mattered. Torment had learned that in the Army, in rooms not so different from this one, with men who had far more reason to hold out than a mid-level dealer skimming from the Garza operation.

"The shipments," Torment said, his voice low and even. "Tell me again."

Kenny's head lolled forward. Blood dripped from his ruined left hand onto the concrete floor. "I told you. I told you everything."

"You told me dates. Times. Quantities." Torment set the pliers on the workbench, selecting a different tool with the casual deliberation of a mechanic choosing a socket wrench. "You didn't tell me about the cop."

Kenny's breathing changed. Just slightly. Just enough.

"There's always a cop." Torment turned, letting Kenny see the blade. Not threatening—just present. "The Garzas don't move product through Elizabeth without someone looking the other way. You've got a name. You've had it this whole time."

"They'll kill me."

"Kenny." Torment crouched in front of him, steady as stone. "Look at your hand. Look at what's left of it. The Garzas aren't your problem anymore. I am. And I've got all the time in the world."

The name came out eleven minutes later, along with badge numbers, shift schedules, and the location of a safe deposit box in Bayonne that Kenny had been planning to use for his retirement fund.

Complete. Thorough. Worth the wait.

Torment made the call to Havoc, gave him the cleanup coordinates, and walked out into gray Newark daylight. The chemical burn of the refineries hit his lungs—familiar, almost comfortable after all these years. His bike waited where he'd left it, chrome catching weak October sun.

He checked his watch. VA group started in forty minutes.



The community center on Ferry Street had seen better years, but the coffee was hot and the chairs were sturdy, and nobody asked questions when men sat in circles and didn't talk about where they'd been or what they'd done.

Torment took his usual seat near the back, nodding to Scott, the counselor who'd stopped trying to draw him out six months ago. The room held maybe fifteen vets today—some Army, some Marines, a few Navy. Most of them talked when their turn came, letting out whatever poison had followed them home from the sandbox.

Torment never talked. That wasn't why he came.

He came because the quiet here was different from the quiet in that basement. Because watching other men try to be human reminded him that the option existed. Because once a week, for ninety minutes, he sat in a room where nobody expected him to hurt anyone.

His eyes tracked the others out of habit, cataloging tells and tensions the way he'd been trained. The guy near the window was new—flinching at sudden noises, hands never quite still. The woman two seats down had fresh track marks under her sleeves, carefully hidden but not carefully enough. The older man directly across from Torment had the flat eyes of someone who'd stopped feeling anything decades ago.

And then there was her.

Selena. He'd learned her name from Scott's attendance clipboard, not from her mouth—she didn't talk either. She sat three chairs to his left, spine straight, dark hair cropped short, watching the room with the tactical awareness of someone who'd learned to assess threats before she learned to relax.

She'd been coming for two months. Ex-Army, he figured, based on the way she moved. MP, maybe, or something adjacent. She had a soldier's economy of motion, a soldier's silence.

She also had shadows under her eyes that hadn't been there last week.

Scott wrapped up the session with his usual spiel about resources and hotlines, and people filtered toward the door. Torment rose slowly, watching Selena grab her jacket. Their ritual was simple: they both walked to the coffee shop two blocks down, ordered separately, sat at different tables, and didn't talk. It wasn't friendship. He didn't know what it was.

But she was already heading for the door faster than usual, and when he followed her into the parking lot, he saw her shoulders tight, her stride clipped.

Something was wrong.

He could ask. The thought surfaced and sank again. She didn't want conversation—neither did he. That was the whole point. Whatever was eating at her wasn't his business.

Still, he watched her climb into a battered Honda and pull out of the lot like the parking space owed her money. Noted the way her eyes flicked to her mirrors too many times. The way her hands gripped the wheel like weapons.

Torment filed it away and headed for his bike. Three days without sleep, three days with Kenny Marsh, and he could still feel the calm humming under his skin—the part of him that knew how to wait, how to watch, how to hold back until the moment came to move.

Some men came back from the war missing pieces.

Torment came back with pieces he wasn't sure he'd had before.



The Creeping Death compound rose out of Newark's industrial corridor like something that had grown there organically—concrete and steel, razor wire and chrome, a converted chemical storage facility that had found its true purpose. The lot was full when Torment rolled in, bikes lined up like cavalry waiting for orders.

He parked, stretched the ride out of his shoulders, and headed inside.

The clubhouse hit him with the usual wall of sound—rock bleeding from the speakers, brothers talking shit around the bar, the crack of pool balls from the back corner. He grabbed a beer from Riff, nodded at Shred and Thrash arguing about something that involved aggressive hand gestures, and found an empty stretch of wall to lean against.

Saturday. Most of the brothers were here, blowing off steam, being present. The old ladies had claimed one of the corner booths—Ellie and Tess talking with their heads close together, Rachel bringing over a plate of something she'd probably been baking since dawn.

Normal. The compound breathing.

"Torment." Plague's voice cut through the noise, not loud but carrying. The president stood near the chapel door, two bottles in hand, jerking his chin toward the back hallway.

Torment pushed off the wall and followed.

Plague's office was quieter—the chaos of the main room reduced to a muffled throb. The president dropped into his chair, slid one of the beers across the desk, and watched Torment take the other seat.

"Marsh talked?"

"Gave up everything. Cop on the Garza payroll—Detective named Wheeler, Elizabeth PD. Safe deposit in Bayonne with enough to bury him." Torment took a pull from the bottle. "The Garzas won't be moving anything through our territory without us knowing about it."

"Good." Plague leaned back, refinery flames visible through the window behind him, painting his face in flickering orange. "That's good work."

Torment waited. Plague hadn't pulled him back here for a debriefing.

"You hear anything about the Carrettis?"

The name landed in Torment's chest with a soft click of recognition. Old family operation—fencing, mostly. Moved stolen goods through warehouses in Newark, had been doing it since before Creeping Death existed. They'd never been a problem because they'd never stepped on club business.

"They moving without tribute?"

"Starting to." Plague's jaw tightened. "Scourge picked up noise from the port—Carretti trucks using roads we control, containers going through without the club seeing a cut. Small stuff so far. Testing."

"How long?"

"Six weeks, maybe. Enzo Carretti thinks the family name means something. Thinks seventy years of operation makes him untouchable."

Torment turned the beer bottle in his hands, watching condensation track down the glass. "Old family operations take time to dismantle."

"That's why I'm telling you." Plague's eyes held his—dark, sharp, burning with that low refinery heat that never quite went out. "Not moving on it yet. Not worth the attention. But I want you thinking about it. When we do move, I want it done right."

"You want it done slow."

"I want it done complete." Plague's smile had edges. "Whatever that takes."

Torment nodded, filing the name away. Enzo Carretti. Seventy years of family infrastructure. The kind of target that required careful study, methodical unraveling.

He was good at that.

"Brother," Plague said as Torment stood to leave. "The Marsh thing. Three days, nobody rushing you. That's the work nobody else can do. You know that, right?"

Torment paused at the door. The quiet inside him flexed—that measured control that made him valuable and made him wonder, sometimes, what the hell it actually made him.

"Yeah," he said. "I know."

He walked back out into the noise and the heat, grabbed a fresh beer, and found his spot against the wall. Brothers flowed around him, laughter and crude jokes and the easy violence of men who'd fight and die for each other without hesitation.

He belonged here. He'd earned his patch, bled for his brothers, done things in that basement that most of them couldn't stomach.

But the stillness never quite left him. The calm that had kept Kenny Marsh alive and talking for three days hummed beneath his skin like a second heartbeat.

Torment drank his beer and watched the room, filing away details out of habit, cataloging the brothers and their tensions and their tells.

And somewhere in the back of his mind, a woman with shadows under her eyes and a soldier's silence sat in a parking lot, watching her mirrors like someone was coming.
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The apartment door had been carved.

Selena stopped three feet back, hand already moving toward the Glock at her hip. The hallway was empty—stained carpet, flickering fluorescent, the muffled sound of someone's television bleeding through thin walls. Normal for this building. Nothing normal about the message gouged deep into the wood.

RETURN WHAT'S OURS.

The letters were rough, deliberate. Someone had taken their time. Someone had stood right here, outside her door, and worked a blade through the surface while she was out recovering a Dodge Ram for the bonding company.

She didn't touch the door. Didn't go inside.

Instead, she backed toward the stairwell, every sense firing. The repo job had been routine—deadbeat three months behind on payments, truck parked outside a girlfriend's place in Elizabeth. She'd hooked it up and driven away without incident. Easy money.

Except two weeks ago, she'd grabbed a different truck. A box truck with Jersey plates and cargo that turned out to be worth a lot more than the vehicle itself.

Two million in electronics. The bonding company had been thrilled.

Someone else, apparently, wasn't.

Selena hit the stairwell and descended fast, shoulder blades itching with the awareness of how exposed she was. Ground floor. Back exit. Parking lot.

Two men waited by her Honda.

They weren't hiding. That was the message—they wanted her to see them. Both wore dark jackets, both had the thick builds of men who'd learned violence young and never bothered learning anything else. One leaned against her driver's side door. The other stood three feet away, arms crossed, watching the back exit like he'd known exactly which way she'd run.

"Selena Vance." The one by her car smiled. No warmth in it. "Mr. Carretti wants his property back."

She stopped walking. Ten feet between them. Close enough to read their body language, far enough to move.

"I don't know any Carretti."

"Sure you do." He pushed off from her car, taking a step forward. "You grabbed a truck two weeks ago. Electronics. Wasn't yours to take."

"I repossess vehicles for a bonding company. The truck was three months delinquent. Take it up with whoever stopped making payments."

"See, that's not how this works." Another step. "The cargo wasn't part of your job. You handed it over to your employer, your employer handed it to somebody else, and now Mr. Carretti's out two million dollars. He wants it back. Or he wants the value. From you."

Selena's pulse stayed steady. Two tours in Afghanistan had burned the panic response out of her years ago. What remained was calculation—angles, distances, the weight of the Glock against her hip.

"I'm a repo agent," she said. "I grab cars. What's in them isn't my business or my problem."

"It's your problem now."

The second man moved. Fast, reaching for her arm.

She was faster.

Her knee drove up into his groin, dropping him with a strangled grunt. She pivoted, using his body as a shield, and ran—not toward her car, because they were between her and the driver's door, but toward the street. Open ground. Witnesses. Options.

"Bitch—"

Footsteps behind her. Heavy. Gaining.

She cut through the gap between buildings, vaulted a dumpster, hit the sidewalk on Ferry Street. Crowds here. People walking, cars passing, a food truck doing business on the corner. She slowed to a walk, controlling her breathing, melting into the flow of bodies.

The footsteps stopped.

She glanced back once. The man she'd dropped was limping out of the alley, his partner catching up. They stood at the mouth of the gap, watching her go.

Not chasing. Not here, not with witnesses.

But the message was clear: We know where you live.



She didn't go home that night.

Couldn't. They had her address, her car, her patterns. Going back meant walking into whatever they'd left waiting.

She found a motel off Route 1—the kind that took cash and didn't ask questions. The room smelled like industrial cleaner and old cigarettes, but the door had a deadbolt and the window faced the parking lot.

Selena sat on the edge of the bed, Glock in her lap, and ran through her options.

Cops were useless. She'd spent enough time around law enforcement to know how this would play out. She had no proof of anything except a carved door. They'd file a report, tell her to call if something else happened, and nothing would change.

The bonding company couldn't help. They'd taken the cargo, sold it or returned it or whatever they did with recovered goods. Wasn't their problem anymore.

She had no family. Foster care had made sure of that. No close friends—her work was solitary by design, and she'd never been good at letting people in.

Just her. Same as always.

The man's words echoed: Mr. Carretti wants his property back. Or he wants the value.

Two million dollars. She didn't have two million dollars. She didn't have twenty thousand. Her checking account held enough for rent, gas, and groceries until the next job.

They weren't going to let this go. She'd seen the type before—connected, patient, certain that money and muscle meant they owned the world. Men who carved messages into doors because they knew nobody would stop them.

Sleep came in fragments. Every noise in the hallway snapped her awake, hand finding the Glock before her eyes fully opened. She dreamed of Afghanistan—convoys, dust, the weight of responsibility for everyone in her vehicle. Woke up sweating with her finger on the trigger guard.

Dawn crept through the thin curtains.

She had to go back. Had to get clothes, her laptop, the go-bag she kept packed for emergencies. Couldn't run a life from a motel room with nothing but the Glock and the clothes on her back.

The drive to her apartment took fifteen minutes. She parked a block away, approached on foot, checked sight lines out of habit. The building looked quiet. Normal.

The carved door hadn't been touched.

She slipped inside, moving fast. Clothes in a duffel. Laptop. Cash from the coffee can in the back of her closet. The go-bag from under her bed. She was in and out in four minutes, hyperaware of every shadow.

The photos were waiting under her door.

She saw them when she turned to leave—three glossy prints that hadn't been there when she entered. Selena crouched, not touching them, and felt her stomach drop.

The first showed her at the bonding company office, walking in the front door. Timestamp from yesterday afternoon.

The second showed her Honda in the parking lot, license plate clearly visible.

The third showed her at the VA community center, climbing out of her car.

They knew where she worked. Where she parked. Where she went on Thursdays.

They'd been watching her while she ran.

Selena grabbed the photos and left, heart pounding despite the training that told her to stay calm. She made it to her car, made it out of the neighborhood, made it back to the motel before the shaking started.

They had her patterns. All of them.

The VA group met again in three days. Same time, same place. She couldn't go—couldn't lead these men to the one space where she let her guard down.

But staying away meant giving up the only thing close to normal she had left.

She sat on the motel bed with the photos spread in front of her, Glock on the nightstand, and ran through options she'd already exhausted.

Nothing good. Nothing clean.

Just her, alone, with men who carved messages and slipped photos and wouldn't stop until they got what they wanted.

Selena stared at the water-stained ceiling and wondered how a routine repo job had turned into this.

No answer came.
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She came to group.

Torment hadn't been sure she would. Three days since the last session, three days since she'd bolted from the parking lot like something was chasing her. He'd half-expected an empty chair.

But there she was. Same seat, three down from his. Same rigid spine, same short dark hair, same tactical sweep of the room when she entered.

Different bruise.

It spread across her left cheekbone, fresh enough to still carry color. Yellow-green at the edges, purple-black at the center. The kind of mark that came from knuckles, not accidents.

Torment's hands tightened on his thighs.

She moved differently too. Coiled tighter, if that was possible. Her eyes never stopped scanning—doors, windows, the other vets filtering in. She'd always been watchful. This was something else. This was hunted.

Scott started the session. The usual check-ins, the usual stories. Torment didn't hear any of it. His attention stayed locked on Selena, cataloging details the way he'd been trained—the way she flinched when someone's chair scraped too loud, the dark circles carved beneath her eyes, the white-knuckle grip on her own forearms.

She wasn't sleeping. She was scared.

And she was hurt.

Something hot and unfamiliar coiled in Torment's chest. He'd watched her for two months, appreciated her silence, recognized a fellow soldier who'd come home carrying weight. He'd never felt possessive about it.

He felt possessive now.

The session dragged. Torment's skin itched with the need to move, to ask, to know. When Scott finally wrapped
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