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The Turnpike stretched out like a black river under sodium lights, and Strain rode shotgun in a cage for the first time since prospecting because sometimes you needed a trunk.

Turnpike drove the way he did everything—fast, efficient, like the road owed him something and he was collecting. His cousin had been running these highways since before Strain understood what the cut meant, back when he was just a Newark kid watching Sean come home smelling like asphalt and gasoline, thinking that's what I want to be.

Now he was. Four weeks patched, and the leather on his back still felt like a promise he hadn't finished earning.

"Rest stop coming up," Turnpike said, not taking his eyes off the road. "Mile marker forty-seven. Five of them, maybe six."

"Intel said five."

"Intel's been wrong before." Turnpike's jaw tightened. "These assholes have been hitting our trucks for three months. Taking product, taking cargo, thinking the Turnpike belongs to them." He cut Strain a look, something hard in it. "It doesn't."

Strain checked the piece tucked against his ribs. Loaded, safety off, ready. "How do you want to play it?"

"Fast." Turnpike pulled off the highway, killed the headlights. "They're expecting an easy score—eighteen-wheeler running refrigerated goods through their territory. What they're getting is us."

The rest stop materialized out of the dark like a wound in the landscape—cracked concrete, dying fluorescents, the kind of place truckers stopped because they had to and left because nothing good happened there. A semi sat idling near the back, running lights on, and three vehicles clustered around it like hyenas on a carcass.

Five men. Strain counted them through the windshield as Turnpike rolled to a stop fifty yards out. Two at the truck's rear doors, working them open. Two more standing watch with the casual arrogance of people who'd never been hunted. One in a pickup truck, probably calling the shots.

"The one in the truck," Turnpike said. "That's Wayne Garrett. Pritchard's spotter. He picks the targets, makes sure witnesses understand the situation."

"Understand how?"

Turnpike's expression went flat. "However he has to."

They stepped out of the car in unison, and Strain felt the night settle over him like a second skin. Four weeks wearing the patch, but he'd been waiting for this his whole life—the moment when proving himself meant doing something. Tonight, the club needed violence.

The first hijacker spotted them when they were thirty feet out. He opened his mouth to shout, but Strain was already moving—closing the distance with long strides that ate ground, his body shifting into combat mode like a key turning in a lock. The guy reached for his waistband, and Strain hit him before the gun cleared leather.

The impact felt right. Knuckles against jaw, the crunch of cartilage, the way the hijacker's eyes rolled back before he hit concrete. Strain didn't pause to admire his work—he was already spinning toward the next threat, reading the chaos erupting around him.

Turnpike moved like a highway at midnight—relentless, inevitable, swallowing everything in his path. He took two hijackers at once, using the truck's bulk as a weapon, bouncing one off the loading dock hard enough to crack ribs. The other tried to run. Turnpike caught him by the collar and introduced his face to the trailer's steel frame.

"Three down," Strain called, blood singing in his veins.

"Two to go."

Wayne Garrett was out of the pickup now, backing toward the rest stop building with a gun in his hand and panic on his face. The fifth hijacker—bigger than the others, probably muscle—put himself between Garrett and the brothers bearing down on them.

"You don't know who you're fucking with," the muscle growled, squaring up like he thought size mattered.

Strain grinned. "Educate me."

The guy swung. Strain ducked, shifted his weight, countered with an elbow that cracked something in the man's face. Blood sprayed, hot and copper-bright, and Strain followed the momentum—learning the fight's rhythm like a song he'd heard before but never sung. Two more hits, a knee to the gut, and the muscle went down choking on his own teeth.

Behind them, Garrett fired wild—one shot, two, the sounds swallowed by the Turnpike's constant roar. Turnpike didn't flinch. He walked through the gunfire like it was rain, grabbed Garrett's wrist, and twisted until the weapon clattered to concrete.

"Dean Pritchard," Turnpike said, his voice flat as highway blacktop. "You're going to take a message to him."

Garrett's face had gone the color of old snow. "I don't—"

"Don't." Turnpike's grip tightened, and something in Garrett's wrist made a sound like a stick breaking. "These are my roads. This is my territory. And you've been hitting my club's trucks for the last time."

He dropped Garrett like garbage, and the spotter crumpled, cradling his ruined arm against his chest. The other survivor—the one Turnpike had bounced off the loading dock—was trying to crawl toward the trees, dragging a leg that bent wrong.

"Let him go," Turnpike said when Strain moved to intercept. "Two messengers are better than one."

They stood in the rest stop's sulfur glow while the survivors scrambled for their vehicles, leaving behind three men who wouldn't be hijacking anything else. Strain felt his pulse slowly returning to normal, the adrenaline ebbing like a tide revealing something harder underneath.

Four weeks patched. And tonight, he'd proven he belonged.

"You did good." Turnpike was watching him with an expression Strain couldn't quite read. "Moved fast. Didn't hesitate."

"Hesitation gets you killed."

"Yeah." Something shifted in his cousin's eyes—approval, maybe, or recognition. "It does."

They drove back to Newark with the windows down, the Turnpike's roar filling the silence. The compound rose out of the industrial sprawl like a fortress built from chemical storage and bad intentions—converted tanks and concrete walls, the kind of place that said we're still here to everyone who'd tried to make them leave.

Strain parked while Turnpike headed for the clubhouse, and for a moment, he just stood in the lot, letting the night settle. The refinery flames painted the sky orange in the distance, and somewhere a container crane groaned like a dying giant. This was his territory now. His family. His patch.

Whatever he had to do to protect it, he would.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like whiskey and motor oil, brothers gathered around the bar in the way that meant something needed discussing. Plague sat at the head of the table with the stillness of a man who'd already calculated how everyone in the room might die. Scourge flanked him, epidemic-build shoulders blocking out the light. Havoc leaned against the wall, hands loose at his sides, pre-violence calm radiating off him like heat.

"How many?" Plague asked without preamble.

"Three down, two running scared." Turnpike dropped into his chair, road-worn and satisfied. "Wayne Garrett's going to need a new wrist. And Dean Pritchard's going to need a new strategy."

"Or a new crew," Havoc said quietly.

"That too."

Plague's eyes cut to Strain. "You handled it?"

"He handled it." Turnpike's voice carried weight. "Read the situation. Did what needed doing."

Something that might have been approval flickered across Plague's scarred features. "Good. Because this hijacking operation isn't random. Turnpike, run it down."

Turnpike leaned forward, forearms on the table. "Pritchard's been working this stretch for twelve years. Organized, professional—hits trucks at rest stops, moves cargo through fences, buries bodies in the Pine Barrens. He's got maybe eighteen men, controls rest stops from here to exit sixty-three, and thinks the Turnpike belongs to him."

"It doesn't," Scourge said flatly.

"No. It doesn't." Turnpike's jaw tightened. "But he's been operating in our shadow, taking from trucks that should be under our protection. And lately, he's gotten bold. The three hits last month? All club-connected cargo."

Plague's expression didn't change, but something in the room's temperature dropped. "How'd we miss this?"

"Because Pritchard's smart. Uses rest stops we don't monitor, fences through connections we don't have eyes on. But I've been tracking patterns." Turnpike pulled out his phone, showed something to Plague. "There's a roadhouse off exit forty-two. Sits right at a rest stop his crew uses for handoffs. Bartender there serves everybody—truckers, hijackers, us."

Strain straightened. "Morgan."

Every head turned toward him.

"The bartender," he clarified, feeling heat climb the back of his neck. "Morgan Foley. I stop there for coffee sometimes. She's got—" He paused, remembering. Dark hair, sharp eyes, the kind of tired that went bone-deep. And scars. Burns up her left arm that she didn't hide, and something newer—something that hadn't been there a month ago.

"She's got new burns," he finished quietly. "Didn't have them last time I came through."

Havoc pushed off the wall. "You think Pritchard's crew got to her?"

"I think she's pouring drinks at a rest stop where cargo disappears, and I think someone wanted to make sure she keeps pouring without asking questions."

Silence fell, thick as the industrial smoke outside. Plague studied Strain with eyes that saw too much, calculated too fast. Finally, he nodded.

"Turnpike's roads, Turnpike's problem. But you know the girl." He gestured toward Strain. "Find out what she saw. Find out what they did to keep her quiet."

Strain felt something lock into place inside his chest—not a plan, exactly, but a direction. A purpose. "And if Pritchard's crew comes back for her?"

Plague's smile was slow and cold. "Then they learn what happens when they threaten someone a brother cares about."

The meeting broke with brothers scattering to their duties, but Strain stayed rooted, Plague's words echoing in his skull. Someone a brother cares about. He'd been stopping at that roadhouse for months, drinking bad coffee and watching Morgan work, telling himself it was just a convenient stop on the Turnpike run.

But he'd noticed the burns.

He'd noticed her.

Turnpike clapped a hand on his shoulder as he passed. "You good?"

Strain looked at his cousin—the man who'd taught him what these roads meant, what the patch meant, what earning your place meant. "Yeah. I'm good."

"Then get some sleep. Tomorrow, we start hunting."

But sleep felt far away as Strain headed for his quarters, the night's violence still singing in his blood. He kept seeing Morgan's face—the sharp tongue that kept people at distance, the way she moved like someone who'd walked through fire and come out changed. The new burns layered over old ones, and the carefully blank expression of a woman who'd learned that seeing nothing was survival.

Not anymore.

Pritchard's crew had made a mistake when they touched her. They just didn't know it yet.

Strain lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling while refinery flames painted shadows on the walls, and planned. Tomorrow, he was heading to the Turnpike.

And the roadhouse was his first stop.
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The roadhouse had been Morgan's life raft for two years, and she'd learned to love it the way you love anything that keeps you from drowning.

She stepped out the back door for air, the way she did every night around eleven when the truckers thinned out and the jukebox cycled through its sad country playlist for the third time. The Turnpike hummed in the distance, eighteen-wheelers hauling America's cargo through the dark, and the rest stop parking lot spread out behind the building like a concrete wasteland.

That's when she saw the truck.

Not a trucker's rig—a box truck, unmarked, backed up to the tree line where the security lights didn't reach. Two vehicles flanked it, men moving between them with the efficiency of people who'd done this a hundred times before. Cargo came out of the box truck in wrapped parcels, passed hand to hand, disappeared into waiting SUVs.

Morgan's feet stopped moving before her brain caught up.

Don't look. Go back inside. You didn't see anything.

But she was already cataloging details—the way the men moved, the shape of their faces in the dim light, the license plate on the nearest SUV that her firefighter's training had taught her to memorize automatically. Four seasons jumping into burning forests had wired her brain to assess, document, report.

Old habits. Dangerous habits.

She made herself turn around, made herself walk back inside like her heart wasn't hammering against her ribs. The bar looked the same as always—sticky floors, neon beer signs, three truckers nursing beers and watching a game nobody cared about. Normal. Safe.

Morgan reached for the phone behind the bar.

"I wouldn't do that."

The voice came from her left, and she turned to find two men seated at the corner of the bar where she could've sworn nobody had been sitting thirty seconds ago. One was tall, trucker-built, with the weathered face of someone who'd spent years on the road. The other was leaner, harder, watching her with eyes that had already calculated what she was worth.

The tall one smiled. It didn't reach his eyes.

"Morgan Foley, right? The bartender with the scars." He gestured to her left arm, where the burns from the Mendocino fire still mapped her skin in ridged pink territory. "Wildland firefighter. Four seasons. Lost half your crew in that burnover and walked away with those."

Ice water flooded her veins. "Who the hell are you?"

"Friends." The lean one stood, and something about the way he moved made her step back instinctively. "Friends who want to make sure you understand something."

"I don't know what you're—"

"You went outside for air." The tall one's smile widened. "Saw some things in the parking lot. Started reaching for phones."

Morgan's hand was still on the receiver. She made herself let go, fingers trembling. "I didn't see anything."

"That's good. That's real good." The lean one was closer now, close enough that she could smell cigarettes and motor oil. "But see, Mr. Pritchard likes to make sure people remember that they didn't see anything. Memories get fuzzy. People get brave. He finds that a little reminder helps keep everyone on the same page."

The tall one stood too, and suddenly the bar felt very small and very empty. The truckers were gone—when had they left?—and the jukebox had switched to something slow and mournful.

"We can do this quiet," the lean one said. "Or we can do it loud. Your choice."

Morgan ran.

She made it three steps before hands closed around her arms, yanking her backward hard enough to make her teeth snap together. The lean one had her left arm, the tall one her right, and they were dragging her toward the back door like she weighed nothing.

"Loud it is," the tall one said.

The parking lot was empty now—the truck and SUVs gone like they'd never existed, nothing but cracked asphalt and dying fluorescent lights. They hauled her toward a semi idling at the far end of the lot, its engine rumbling like a sleeping beast.

"Please—" The word tore out of her before she could stop it. "I didn't see anything. I won't say anything. Please—"

"We know you won't."

The lean one forced her arm toward the truck's exhaust manifold. The chrome gleamed in the parking lot lights, heat shimmering off the surface. Morgan understood then, with a clarity that felt like falling, exactly what they intended to do.

She fought.

Kicked, twisted, tried to bite, tried to scream. Four seasons of hauling equipment through burning forests had made her strong, but there were two of them and they'd done this before. The tall one pinned her against the truck's cab while the lean one positioned her arm, and when her scarred flesh met the exhaust manifold, Morgan's world became nothing but white-hot agony.

She screamed until her throat gave out.

The burning lasted seconds. It felt like hours. When they finally let her go, she crumpled to the asphalt, cradling her arm against her chest while the smell of her own cooked flesh filled her nostrils.

The lean one crouched beside her. "You didn't see anything tonight, Morgan. You don't know any faces. You don't remember any plates. And if anybody asks questions—cops, truckers, anyone—you were inside pouring drinks all night."

She couldn't speak. Could barely breathe.

"Nod if you understand."

Morgan nodded.

"Good girl." He stood, brushing off his jeans like he'd just finished a minor chore. "Mr. Pritchard appreciates cooperation. You keep cooperating, nothing else has to happen. But if you forget..." He gestured to her arm. "We know where you live. We know you don't have family. We know nobody's coming to save you."

They left her there in the parking lot, shaking and sick, new burns layered over old ones like her skin was just a canvas for other people's violence.

Eventually, she made herself stand.

Eventually, she made herself go home.

The apartment above the roadhouse was small and bare—a bed, a hot plate, a bathroom with a mirror she avoided. Morgan ran cold water over her arm until the shaking stopped, then wrapped it in gauze with hands that felt like they belonged to someone else.

The burns were bad. Second degree at least, maybe worse in the center where the manifold had been hottest. She should go to a hospital. Should report this. Should do any of the things a person was supposed to do when someone held them down and burned them.

But the lean one's words kept echoing in her skull.

We know where you live. We know you don't have family. Nobody's coming to save you.

He was right. She'd made sure of that after the Mendocino fire—cut ties, stopped calling, built a life that didn't require anyone to give a shit about her. Easier that way. Safer.

Look how well that had worked out.

Morgan lay in bed staring at the ceiling, cradling her arm, and waited for sunrise. Sleep didn't come. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the chrome manifold gleaming, felt the heat, smelled her own flesh burning. Some memories you carried forever. She already had a collection from the fire that killed her crew—their screams, the moment the burnover hit, crawling through ash with flames licking at her back.

Now she had a new one.



Her next shift started at four PM.

Morgan put on a long-sleeved shirt despite the July heat, the fabric rough against fresh gauze. She checked herself in the bathroom mirror—pale, hollow-eyed, but functional. She'd worn worse masks after the fire.

The roadhouse was the same as always. Sticky floors. Neon beer signs. The jukebox cycling through country songs about broken hearts and empty bottles. A few early truckers nursing coffees, waiting for their rigs to get serviced at the truck stop next door.

Morgan poured drinks.

She smiled when she was supposed to smile. Made small talk when truckers wanted to complain about dispatchers or ex-wives or the rising cost of diesel. Kept her left arm close to her body and pretended the throbbing was just muscle strain.

You didn't see anything. You don't know any faces. You were inside all night.

Around six, a guy came in wearing a Creeping Death cut—young, sharp-eyed, with the kind of energy that hadn't settled into itself yet. He'd been stopping by for months, always ordering coffee and leaving decent tips, watching her work with an intensity she'd told herself not to read into.

Strain. That's what his patch said.

"Coffee?" she asked, same as always.

"Yeah." He settled onto his usual stool, eyes tracking over her face like he was looking for something. "You okay?"

The question hit her like a punch to the gut. She made herself keep moving, reaching for the pot, pouring into a chipped mug that had seen better days.

"Fine. Why?"

"You look tired."

"It's a roadhouse off the Turnpike. Everyone looks tired."

He accepted the coffee, but he was still watching her with those sharp eyes, and Morgan felt suddenly exposed—like he could see straight through the long sleeves to the gauze underneath, through the gauze to the burns, through the burns to the fear that had taken up permanent residence in her chest.

Nobody's coming to save you.

She turned away to wipe down the bar, keeping her left arm tucked close. Just another shift. Just another night. Just a woman who hadn't seen anything, didn't know any faces, and had been inside pouring drinks the whole time.

The lie tasted like ash on her tongue.

But she kept pouring.
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