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The trucking company owner's hand broke with a sound like green wood snapping.

Scourge didn't let go. He held the man's wrist steady while the fingers bent wrong, making sure the message landed somewhere permanent. "You let outside crews use your route. Without asking."

"I didn't—" The owner, Garrett something, choked on his own words when Scourge applied pressure to the already-shattered bones. "Jesus Christ, okay, okay—"

"Not a negotiation." Scourge released the hand and stepped back, letting Garrett crumple against the side of his own eighteen-wheeler. The diesel smell was thick in the pre-dawn air, mixing with fear-sweat and the chemical burn that never quite left this part of Jersey. "You knew whose roads these were. You knew the rules."

Behind him, Thrash bounced on his heels like a pit bull straining at a leash, all that combat medic energy looking for somewhere to go. Shred stood motionless by the lot entrance, watching the road, hands loose at his sides in a way that meant he could have a blade out in under a second.

Garrett cradled his ruined hand against his chest, tears cutting tracks through the grime on his face. "It was one time. One fucking shipment. They said—"

"Don't care what they said." Scourge crouched down, putting himself at eye level with the man. This close, he could see the burst capillaries in Garrett's eyes, the tremor in his jaw. Good. Fear meant the lesson would stick. "You want to run freight through Creeping Death turf, you run it our way. You let outside crews piggyback, that's a problem. Problems get solved."

"It won't happen again."

"No. It won't."

Scourge stood, rolling his shoulders to work out the tension that never quite left. The emptiness was creeping in at the edges—that hollow space where the action stopped and the thinking started. He pushed it back with motion, turning toward his bike, already calculating the next task.

"Thrash. Wrap his hand."

"Seriously?" Thrash was already moving, med kit appearing from his saddlebag. "We break it, then we fix it?"

"We break it so he remembers. We fix it so he can still sign checks." Scourge swung onto his Harley, the familiar weight settling something in his chest. "Club's got a financial interest in this route staying operational."

Shred materialized at his shoulder, voice low. "Clean exit. No witnesses, no complications."

"Then let's roll."

They left Garrett in the lot with his hand splinted and his future mapped out in terms he finally understood. The V-twin thunder swallowed the corridor as they rode, three bikes moving in formation through the gray Jersey morning.

Scourge led them along the waterfront, past container yards and refinery stacks belching flame against the lightening sky. This was his ground—Jersey City's rough edge, where the working class bled for corporations that didn't know their names. He knew every road, every shortcut, every shadow where business could be conducted without interruption.

They passed Moran's Boxing on the corner of Pacific and Monmouth, and Scourge's eyes tracked to the converted warehouse automatically. He'd been training there for two years, dropping in when patrols brought him to this side of the city. Good gym. Heavy bags that didn't complain, floor space that let him work combinations without some fitness influencer filming themselves in the mirror. The owner was solid—direct, no bullshit, treated him like any other fighter instead of tiptoeing around the cut.

He considered stopping. His shoulders could use the work, and there was something about putting fists to leather that quieted the noise better than anything else.

But the compound was waiting, and Plague would want a report.

The ride back took forty minutes, threading through traffic that was just starting to choke the Turnpike. By the time they rolled through the compound gates, full daylight had burned off the morning haze, turning the converted chemical storage facility into a concrete fortress baking in the sun.

Scourge killed his engine and sat for a moment, letting the quiet wash over him before he had to move again. It lasted three seconds—maybe four—before the emptiness started pressing in, and he dismounted and headed for the clubhouse.

Inside, the bar smelled like last night's whiskey and this morning's coffee. A few brothers were scattered around, nursing mugs and working on bikes in the attached garage. The place wasn't pretty—refinery salvage and port container parts welded into furniture, everything built to take a beating.

Plague was at the back table, phone pressed to his ear, chemical burn scar catching the overhead light as he turned. He held up one finger—wait—and finished his conversation in Portuguese that Scourge had picked up enough of to know involved money and a timeline.

"Done?" Plague asked, pocketing the phone.

"Garrett won't be lending out his route anymore."

"Good." Plague pulled out a chair with his boot, gesturing for Scourge to sit. "Got something else. Jersey City."

Scourge dropped into the seat, already cataloging the tension in Plague's shoulders. The president didn't do small talk, and he didn't call meetings for problems that could wait. "What kind of something?"

"Shaughnessy's operation. Gambling outfit, been running books in Hudson County for twenty years. Word is they're pushing harder than usual lately. Three blocks into zones that fall under our protection."

The name rang a bell—Declan Shaughnessy, Irish family operation, the kind of old-school crew that had been bleeding Jersey City since before Scourge was born. He'd heard rumors over the years, but the Shaughnessy outfit had always stayed in their lane. "Pushing how?"

"Pressuring businesses. The kind of pressure that involves broken windows and building inspectors who suddenly find violations." Plague's eyes went flat, the way they did when he was calculating casualties. "Three businesses in the last two weeks. All in the zone we've been expanding into."

"They testing us?"

"Maybe. Or maybe they're just getting greedy." Plague leaned back, fingers drumming on the table in a rhythm that matched the refinery thrum outside. "Either way, it needs assessment. You know that area better than anyone."

Scourge was already standing. "I'll dig."

"Don't start a war. Not yet." Plague's voice carried the kind of command that didn't need volume. "Find out what Shaughnessy wants, how far he's willing to push, and what it'll take to push back. Then we decide together."

"Understood."

He was halfway to the door when Plague spoke again. "The gym you train at. Moran's Boxing."

Scourge turned. "What about it?"

"Heard it's one of the businesses getting squeezed."

Something tightened in Scourge's chest—not quite anger, not yet, but the precursor to it. The foundation that violence built itself on. "I'll start there."

Outside, the sun had climbed high enough to turn the compound into a heat trap. Brothers moved between buildings, working on bikes, hauling supplies, doing the daily business of keeping an outlaw operation running. Scourge walked past them without stopping, his mind already three steps ahead.

Shaughnessy. Twenty years bleeding Jersey City. Expanding into Creeping Death ground like he'd forgotten who owned these roads.

Predators pushing without permission was exactly what Scourge existed to handle.

He mounted his bike and kicked the engine to life, the V-twin roar drowning out the container crane thunder and the voice in his head that wanted him to slow down and think about what he was riding toward.

Slow was for people who had something to go home to.

Scourge had brothers, and purpose, and the next problem to solve. That was enough. That had to be enough.

He pointed the bike toward Jersey City and opened the throttle, letting speed fill the spaces where silence tried to creep in.
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The heavy bag swung back and Tessa met it with a right cross that sent shockwaves up her wrapped knuckles.

Ten PM. Gym empty. Just her and the equipment and the familiar smell of sweat worked into canvas that thirty years of fighters had left behind.

She threw another combination—jab, jab, cross, hook—letting muscle memory carry her through the exhaustion. The youth class had run late because Darnell kept dropping his guard, and she'd stayed an extra hour working with him until his elbows stopped flaring. Kid had potential. Just needed someone to show up for him consistently.

The front door opened.

Tessa caught the bag and turned, already forming the words we're closed when the first man stepped inside. Big. Shaved head. Knuckles that looked like they'd been broken more times than she could count.

Two more followed. One held the door while the other flanked wide, putting himself between her and the back exit.

"Moran's Boxing." The big one smiled, all teeth and no warmth. "You the Moran?"

"Gym's closed." She kept her voice flat, her stance loose. Counted exits. Calculated distance. "Come back tomorrow if you want to sign up."

"Not here to sign up." He moved deeper into the space, past the speed bags and the worn mats, eyes cataloging everything like he was pricing it for auction. "Mr. Shaughnessy needs your building. You've got two weeks to name a price."

Tessa's fingers tightened on the bag. She knew that name—everyone in Jersey City knew that name. Declan Shaughnessy had been running gambling operations through Hudson County since before she'd thrown her first punch. His collectors had circled the neighborhood for years, but they'd never come for her.

Until now.

"Building's not for sale."

"Everything's for sale." The big one was close now, close enough that she could smell whiskey and cigarettes on his breath. "Mr. Shaughnessy's being generous. Two weeks, fair price, everybody walks away happy."

"I said no."

He tilted his head, studying her like she was something that had crawled out from under the ring. "You understand who you're talking to?"

"I understand you're in my gym uninvited and I told you we're closed."

"Kieran." One of the others, the door-holder, sounded almost bored. "Clock's ticking."

The big one—Kieran—nodded slowly. "Here's the thing, sweetheart. Mr. Shaughnessy doesn't hear 'no.' It's not a word that means anything to him. So I'm going to give you a minute to think about your answer, and then—"

"My answer's the same. Get the fuck out of my gym."

Something shifted in Kieran's face. The fake patience cracking to show what lived underneath.

"Wrong answer."

He moved fast for a man his size. Tessa got her hands up, managed to slip the first grab, but he wasn't trying to fight clean. He caught her by the shoulder and spun her, using momentum to slam her face-first into the heavy bag hard enough to rattle her teeth.

Pain exploded across her mouth. She tasted copper, felt her lip split against the canvas.

Kieran held her there, one hand fisted in the back of her shirt, pressing her cheek into the bag while he leaned close. "Two weeks. That's generous. You make us come back, it won't be your face I'm rearranging."

He shoved her away and she stumbled, catching herself on the ropes of the practice ring. Blood dripped down her chin, splashing onto the mat her father had installed the year she was born.

"Think about it," Kieran said, already heading for the door. "Mr. Shaughnessy's a patient man. But patience runs out."

They left.

The gym went quiet except for the creak of chains where the heavy bag still swung from the impact.

Tessa stood there for a long moment, breathing through the pain, letting the rage build in her chest like pressure in a boiler. Her hands were shaking—not fear, fury—and she pressed them flat against her thighs until they stopped.

Her father had built this place with his own hands. Thirty years of fighters. Three Golden Gloves champions. One Olympic qualifier. A youth program that kept a dozen neighborhood kids off corners where they'd end up dead or dealing.

Two weeks to name a price.

"Fuck your price," she said to the empty room.

She grabbed ice from the back office and pressed it to her swelling lip, running through options that all came up empty. Cops would ask questions and do nothing—Shaughnessy had half of them on payroll anyway. A lawyer would cost money she didn't have and take time she wasn't going to get. She could board up and hope they lost interest, but men like Kieran didn't lose interest. They escalated.

The windows exploded at 2 AM.

Tessa was still in the back office, too wired to sleep, when the crash of breaking glass brought her to her feet. By the time she made it to the main floor, there was nothing but taillights disappearing down Pacific and her front windows reduced to jagged teeth in their frames.

She stood in the glass and the night air and the silence that followed, blood still crusted at the corner of her mouth, and didn't bother calling anyone.

No one was coming.



The building inspector showed up at eight the next morning.

Tessa was on her knees sweeping glass into a dustpan, plywood already nailed over the empty window frames, when the knock came. She straightened, expecting another Shaughnessy crew, and found a small man in a wrinkled suit holding a clipboard like it was a weapon.

"Ms. Moran? I'm Harold Finch, city building inspection office."

She stared at him. "Little early for a random inspection."

"This isn't random." He was already past her, moving through the gym with his pen scratching notes. "We've received complaints. Code violations. I'll need to do a full assessment."

"Complaints from who?"

Finch didn't answer. He photographed the plywood, the equipment, the mats. He tutted at outlets and frowned at ceiling tiles. By the time he was done, his clipboard held three pages of violations she'd never heard of and never had.

"Fire safety issues with your emergency exits. Electrical problems in your back office. Structural concerns regarding load-bearing capacity in the main training area." He ripped off a yellow copy and held it out. "You have thirty days to address these violations or the building will be condemned."

"This is bullshit."

"Ma'am—"

"This gym has passed every inspection for thirty years. My father kept this place up to code when code meant something. You're telling me suddenly there's three pages of problems the day after Declan Shaughnessy's men break my windows?"

Finch's face went carefully blank. "I don't know anyone by that name."

"Sure you don't."

"Thirty days, Ms. Moran. I'd suggest you contact a contractor." He stepped past her toward the door, pausing with his hand on the frame. "Some situations, it's better to know when you're beat. Easier for everyone."

He left.

Tessa stood in the middle of her father's gym, surrounded by glass dust and violation notices and the ghost of everything she was about to lose. Her lip throbbed. Her hands ached from gripping the broom too hard.

This wasn't a negotiation.

It was a siege.

And she was standing alone on walls that were already starting to crumble.
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Church was already filling when Scourge walked in.

The chapel occupied what used to be the hazmat storage room—reinforced walls, no windows, a heavy door that sealed tight enough to contain chemical spills. Now it contained secrets instead. The long table at the center was scarred from a decade of fists and blades and decisions that had shaped North Jersey's underground.

Plague sat at the head, fingers steepled, watching his brothers file in with eyes that missed nothing. Havoc claimed the seat to his right, radiating that pre-violence stillness that meant he hadn't hit anything in too long. Turnpike dropped into a chair across from him, road maps practically visible behind his eyes as he calculated routes for whatever came next.

Thrash bounced through the door with Shred on his heels, both of them still carrying the smell of motor oil from the garage.

Scourge took his seat at Plague's left. Vice President's chair. The position he'd earned through years of spreading club operations into territories that used to belong to other people.

"Lock it up," Plague said.

Shred pulled the door shut. The room went quiet except for the industrial hum bleeding through concrete walls.

"Shaughnessy." Plague laid the name on the table like a weapon. "Most of you know the outfit. Gambling operation running Hudson County for twenty years. What you don't know is they've been pushing hard into our expansion zones for the past two weeks."

Turnpike leaned forward. "I've been tracking it. Three businesses so far—dry cleaner on Grove Street, a bodega near the waterfront, and that gym on Pacific. All got visits from Shaughnessy's muscle. Windows broken, inspectors showing up with violations that didn't exist yesterday."

"Classic squeeze play," Havoc said, his voice flat as concrete. "Pressure until they sell or break."

"The bodega already folded." Turnpike pulled a folded paper from his cut and spread it on the table—a hand-drawn map of Jersey City with X marks and annotations. "Owner took a buyout three days ago. Dry cleaner's holding on, but they've got family back in Seoul they're thinking about visiting permanently."

Scourge studied the map. The marked locations formed a rough triangle, and he didn't need Turnpike to tell him what sat in the center of it. "The gym's the anchor. Whoever controls that corner controls access to three blocks of waterfront property."

"Got it in one." Plague's eyes met his. "Shaughnessy's not just squeezing. He's building. Word is he wants to open a betting parlor—central location, easy parking, defensible entrances."

"And the gym's sitting exactly where he needs it." Scourge felt that tightening in his chest again, the one he'd noticed yesterday when Plague first mentioned Moran's Boxing. "What do we know about the owner? She folding?"

"She." Thrash's eyebrows rose. "You train there, right? What's her deal?"

"Tessa Moran." The name felt different in his mouth than it had before, back when she was just the woman who ran the gym where he worked combinations. "Inherited the place from her father. Fought amateur welterweight until her shoulder gave out. Runs a youth program, keeps neighborhood kids off corners."

"Sounds like someone who won't fold easy," Shred observed.

"She won't fold at all." Scourge didn't know why he was so certain, but he was. He'd seen her break down a fighter's form with clinical precision and build it back up better. Watched her take hits during sparring that would've put lesser people on their backs. Whatever Shaughnessy threw at her, she'd take it standing.

Which meant Shaughnessy would escalate until she couldn't stand anymore.

"Here's the problem," Plague said, pulling attention back to the head of the table. "Shaughnessy's been operating in Hudson County longer than we've been a club. He's got cops on payroll, inspectors in his pocket, and twenty years of favors to call in. If we move on him without knowing his full operation, we're swinging blind."

"So we gather intel." Havoc cracked his knuckles, the sound sharp in the enclosed space. "Follow his collectors, map his network, find the soft spots."

"That's exactly what we do." Plague nodded. "Turnpike, I want surveillance on his known locations. Shred, reach out to our contacts in the port—Shaughnessy's money has to be flowing somewhere, and the docks see everything. Thrash, Havoc, you're on standby for whatever we kick loose."

The assignments rolled out with the efficiency of men who'd done this before. Scourge waited, knowing what was coming.

"Scourge." Plague turned to him last. "Jersey City's
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