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The block had been bleeding for six weeks.

Outbreak stood in the shadow of a defunct textile warehouse, watching the corner of Frelinghuysen and Doane through eyes that tracked movement like a habit he couldn't break. Three dealers working the intersection. Two lookouts on the rooftops. A flow pattern that pulsed every eight minutes when customers rolled through in vehicles that never fully stopped.

Amateur hour. The crew running this stretch didn't understand how to hold territory. They clustered together, made themselves easy targets.

"Four minutes," Shred's voice came through the burner. "Turnpike's got the north sealed."

Outbreak didn't respond. He was counting bodies, mapping positions, calculating how fast panic would move once they hit. The previous occupants of this block—some upstart crew from Irvington who thought Newark's industrial corridor was open territory—had been pushing product without paying tribute. Worse, they'd been sloppy about it. Loud. Drawing attention that could bleed into club operations.

Time to shut it down.

He gave the signal—two clicks on the radio—and Creeping Death moved through the block like a wave that couldn't be stopped.

Havoc came from the east, moving with that terrifying calm that meant someone was about to stop breathing. Thrash materialized from a service alley, all coiled energy and forward momentum. Shred breached the warehouse's back entrance so fast the lookout inside didn't have time to reach for his weapon.

Outbreak walked straight down the center of the street.

The dealers saw him coming. Saw the cut, the patch, the death's head grinning from his chest. One of them reached for his waistband, and Outbreak was on him before the hand got halfway there—wrist locked, elbow hyperextended, the crack of cartilage loud in the night air.

"Wrong move." His voice came out flat, almost bored. "That's not going to end well for you."

The dealer screamed. His partners scattered—right into Havoc and Thrash, who shut down their escape routes with brutal efficiency. Within ninety seconds, all five targets were on their knees in the warehouse, the lookouts joining them courtesy of Shred's persuasive methods.

Outbreak crouched in front of the one who'd reached for a weapon. Kid couldn't be more than twenty-two, eyes wild with fear.

"This block belongs to Creeping Death now," Outbreak said. "You can accept that and relocate, or you can resist and become a cautionary tale. Ten seconds to decide."

The kid's jaw worked. His crew was bleeding, zip-tied, and very much aware that the men in cuts surrounding them weren't interested in negotiation.

"We'll go," the kid said. "We'll go, man. Just—"

"Good." Outbreak stood. "You've got until sunrise to clear your product and your people. After that, anything we find becomes a problem. And we handle problems permanently."

He turned to his brothers. "Lock it down. I want this block scrubbed by oh-four-hundred."



The compound rose out of Newark's industrial wasteland like a fortress built from the bones of dead factories. Converted chemical storage, concrete and steel, a chrome-filled lot where a dozen bikes gleamed under security lights. Outbreak pulled his Heritage through the gate, the rumble of his engine joining the chorus of brothers returning from the night's work.

Clean operation. No casualties, no complications. The Irvington crew would spread the word—Creeping Death was expanding, and resistance wasn't worth the cost.

His shoulder ached as he dismounted. Six months since a bar fight had left him with a rotator cuff that didn't rotate quite right. He'd been seeing a physical therapist in Elizabeth, a woman who asked no questions about how injuries happened and focused entirely on fixing what was broken. Practical. Efficient. The kind of person who understood that some things didn't need explanation.

He needed to schedule another appointment. The shoulder was functional, but functional wasn't the same as healed.

Inside the clubhouse, brothers were settling in for the night. Thrash was already at the bar, pouring whiskey with hands that had been breaking bones an hour ago. Shred was checking his phone, probably texting Dana—the man had gone soft since claiming his daycare owner, though nobody was stupid enough to say it to his face.

Outbreak grabbed a beer and dropped into a chair near the pool table, letting the compound's familiar sounds wash over him. Clink of bottles. Low conversation. The TV in the corner playing some late-night sports recap nobody was watching.

This was the part he was good at—the aftermath, the analysis, the satisfaction of an operation that went exactly as planned. Identify weak points, apply pressure, overwhelm resistance before it could organize. Simple logic applied to club business.

It was everything else that gave him trouble.

"You're thinking too loud." Plague dropped into the chair across from him, a bottle of dark rum in one hand. The President's chemical burn scar caught the light, a permanent reminder of the refineries that had killed his mother and built his rage. "Operation went clean. Stop running simulations."

"Not simulations." Outbreak took a pull of his beer. "Projections. That crew will talk. Word gets out that we're expanding south, other players start calculating whether to resist or relocate."

"And?"

"Most will relocate. A few might test us." He shrugged, and his shoulder protested. "Predictable patterns. We handle what needs handling."

Plague studied him with eyes that missed nothing. "You know what your problem is, brother?"

"Enlighten me."

"You spend so much time analyzing threats that you forget to live." Plague leaned forward. "People. Connections. The shit that actually makes this life worth riding for. You can't strategize your way through everything."

Outbreak didn't answer. He'd heard variations of this speech before—from Plague, from the club therapist they'd all been required to see after that business with the Albanians, from the parade of women who'd gotten close enough to see the distance behind his eyes and decided they didn't want to bridge it.

He'd learned a long time ago that the best way to survive was to see problems before they became catastrophes. The Army had taught him threat assessment. Watching his cousin's corner get taken by a crew that moved faster than anyone could stop—that had taught him the cost of being too slow.

Be the one moving fast. Be the one who sees it coming. The alternative was getting buried.

"Church tomorrow," Plague said, standing. "Ten sharp. Got some business in Elizabeth that needs discussion."

"What kind of business?"

"Prescription networks. Someone's pushing pills through the medical district without paying tribute." Plague's mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Thought you might have some insight, seeing as you've been getting treatment in that area."

Outbreak went still. "My PT's clinic is in Elizabeth."

"Yeah." Plague headed for the stairs to his quarters. "Might want to keep your eyes open next time you're in that grid. See what's moving."



Outbreak stayed at the bar until the compound quieted, nursing a second beer he didn't really want.

Prescription networks meant corrupted doctors, compliant pharmacies, pills flowing to corners and killing people slowly instead of fast. The kind of operation that hid behind legitimate channels, used medical infrastructure to move product. Hard to shut down because it looked legal on paper.

And it was operating in Elizabeth. In the same area where Natalie Carter ran her physical therapy clinic.

He pulled up her contact on his phone, staring at the number he'd programmed in after his second appointment. She was direct, practical, zero patience for games. Warm with patients who put in the work. Her hands knew exactly where to apply pressure to fix what was broken, and she didn't flinch when she worked on injuries that obviously hadn't come from workplace accidents.

He'd told her he'd gotten hurt breaking up a bar fight. She'd looked at his knuckles, looked at the defensive wounds on his forearm, and said I don't need the story, I just need you to do your exercises.

Professional. Businesslike. Exactly the kind of boundary he understood.

But if prescription networks were moving through her territory, she might already be on someone's radar. Medical professionals who didn't cooperate with pill operations had a way of becoming targets.

Outbreak filed the thought away and headed for his quarters. Church meeting tomorrow. He'd see what intel Turnpike had gathered, assess the situation, determine whether action was necessary.

And he'd keep his appointment with Natalie Carter. His shoulder still needed work.

If something was threatening Elizabeth's medical district, he'd rather know about it before it reached anything worth protecting.



His room was sparse—bed, desk, whiteboard covered in territorial maps and operational notes. The walls were concrete, undecorated except for a single photograph tucked into the corner of his mirror. His cousin Nelson at sixteen, grinning in front of a lowrider he'd spent six months restoring.

Nelson had been dead by seventeen. The crew that took his corner hadn't hesitated—they'd just swept through the neighborhood, burning everything they touched. By the time Outbreak got home from his second deployment, there was nothing left to save.

He'd learned from that. Studied how to see threats coming, how to move first, how to make sure his people never got caught flat-footed. It kept him alive, kept his brothers protected, kept the club's territory secure.

It also kept him at arm's length from everything else. Analyzing situations instead of living them. Watching patterns instead of making connections.

Plague wasn't wrong. He spent so much time preparing for threats that he'd forgotten how to exist without them.

But he'd built those walls for a reason. Letting them down meant exposure. Vulnerability. Getting close to something that could be taken away.

He'd tried that once. It hadn't worked out.

Outbreak stripped off his cut, hung it on the hook by the door, and stretched out on the bed. The shoulder throbbed, a low burn that reminded him he wasn't whole.

Tomorrow. Church meeting, intel briefing, and an appointment in Elizabeth with a physical therapist who didn't ask questions.

He'd keep his eyes open. See what was happening in that grid.

And if something threatened his PT's territory, he'd handle it the way Creeping Death handled everything—fast, brutal, and final.

Some situations called for patience.

Others called for violence.

He'd figure out which one this was soon enough.
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The crime scene tape was the first thing Natalie saw.

Yellow plastic stretched across the front door of her clinic like a warning she'd already failed to heed. She stood on the sidewalk with her coffee growing cold in her hand, watching two Elizabeth PD officers talk to her building manager while her entire life lay scattered across the floor inside.

Not scattered. Destroyed.

She ducked under the tape before anyone could stop her. The waiting room looked like a tornado had torn through—chairs overturned, magazines shredded, the framed photos of recovered patients ripped from the walls and stomped into broken glass. But that wasn't what made her stomach drop.

The treatment rooms. All six of them, gutted.

Her ultrasound machine lay on its side with the screen shattered. The electrical stimulation units had been smashed with something heavy—a bat, maybe, or a crowbar. Treatment tables slashed, foam spilling out like wounds. Patient files carpeted the floor, six years of medical histories scattered like confetti at a parade nobody wanted.

Natalie's hands started shaking. She set down the coffee before she dropped it.

"Ma'am, you can't be in here." One of the officers, young, apologetic. "This is an active—"

"It's my clinic." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "I own it."

The officer's expression shifted to something worse than suspicion. Pity. "I'm sorry. The building manager called it in around six this morning. Looks like they came in through the back sometime overnight."

"They?" She turned in a slow circle, cataloging damage. Tens of thousands of dollars in equipment. Months of patient records that would need to be reconstructed. The portable massage table her father had bought her when she opened the practice, now kindling. "Who's they?"

"That's what we're trying to determine. Is there anyone who might want to—"

"No." The lie came automatically. "I'm a physical therapist. I help dock workers with bad backs. I don't have enemies."

But she did. She'd made one three weeks ago, when a man in an expensive suit had walked into her clinic and suggested she could double her revenue by writing referrals to a specific pharmacy network. When she'd asked what kind of referrals, he'd smiled like she'd told a joke and said the kind that keeps everyone happy.

She'd reported him to the medical board the next day.

The officer was still talking—something about filing a report, contacting insurance, whether she had security cameras. Natalie answered on autopilot while her eyes found what she'd been dreading.

A note. Centered on her desk, weighed down by a paperweight that had survived the destruction. Pristine white paper, crisp black text.

Mr. Weston hopes you'll reconsider his partnership offer.



Two days later, Natalie was treating patients in a borrowed space half the size of her clinic, using equipment she'd begged from a colleague across town.

It wasn't enough. It was never going to be enough.

Mrs. Okonkwo needed ultrasound therapy for her frozen shoulder, but the borrowed unit had a six-week waiting list. Tommy Reyes, nineteen years old with a torn ACL from his warehouse job, needed electrical stimulation she couldn't provide. Dockworker after dockworker with compressed spines and repetitive stress injuries, and all she could offer was manual therapy and exercises they could do at home.

"You're pushing too hard." Her colleague, David Huang, stood in the doorway of the cramped treatment room. "You've been here since six AM."

"My patients don't stop needing help because someone trashed my equipment."

"Nat." David stepped inside, lowering his voice. "The cops said this wasn't random. Someone targeted you specifically. Maybe you should take some time, let things cool down—"

"And do what? Hide?" She stripped off her gloves with more force than necessary. "I have sixty-three active patients. Half of them are dock workers whose employers will fire them the second they can't perform. The other half are refinery employees breathing chemicals that are eating their joints from the inside out. If I stop treating them, who picks up the slack?"

David didn't have an answer for that. Nobody ever did.

The system was designed to fail people like her patients. Insurance companies that denied claims until people gave up. Employers who treated injuries as inconveniences. A healthcare industry that scheduled endless sessions for billing purposes instead of actually fixing what was broken.

She'd watched it destroy her father. Watched him file claim after claim for his back injury until the rejection letters broke something in him that she couldn't repair. He'd stopped fighting. Stopped trying. Spent the last three years of his life in a recliner because the system had taught him that his pain didn't matter.

Natalie had built this clinic as proof that it didn't have to be that way. Healthcare that actually healed. Practitioners who gave a damn. A place where working-class people could get treatment without being bled dry by a machine that profited from their suffering.

And now someone was trying to take it from her.

"I'm fine," she told David. "I just need to rebuild."

She didn't mention the note. Didn't mention the name Weston that she'd been researching obsessively for two days, finding nothing concrete but plenty of whispers. A pharmaceutical consultant who helped medical practices "maximize revenue." A network of doctors who wrote suspicious prescriptions. Pharmacies that filled them without questions.

A pill pipeline disguised as legitimate medicine.

And she'd threatened it by going to the medical board.



The parking garage was nearly empty by the time she left.

Natalie walked toward her Honda with her keys already in her hand, muscle memory from years of city living. Check the back seat before unlocking. Stay aware of your surroundings. Don't get so lost in your phone that you miss the guy lurking between cars.

She saw him too late.

"Dr. Carter." The voice came from her left, smooth and professional. "Working late?"

He stepped out from behind a concrete pillar—six feet, clean-shaven, dressed like a pharmaceutical sales rep heading to a business dinner. The smile on his face was the kind that didn't reach his eyes.

"I'm not a doctor." She kept her voice steady, keys positioned between her fingers. "And you're blocking my car."

"My apologies." He didn't move. "I'm Kevin Marsh. I work with Mr. Weston. He was disappointed to hear about your clinic. Such a tragedy."

"Was it?"

The smile flickered. "Excuse me?"

"Was it a tragedy?" Natalie's heart was pounding, but anger had always been louder than fear. "Or was it a message?"

Kevin Marsh studied her for a long moment. Something in his expression shifted—amusement giving way to something colder, more honest.

"You reported us to the medical board," he said. "That was a mistake."

"I reported suspicious activity. That's my legal obligation."

"Your legal obligation." He laughed, soft and ugly. "Let me tell you about obligations, Dr. Carter. You have patients who depend on you. Elderly patients. Vulnerable patients. Patients who come to your clinic because they trust you to help them."

He took a step closer. Natalie held her ground.

"Mr. Weston's operation has been running smoothly for a decade. We have relationships with practitioners across North Jersey who understand how business works. They write the referrals we need, and in return, nobody bothers their patients. Nobody shows up at their clinics with baseball bats. Nobody has accidents."

"Are you threatening me?"

"I'm explaining consequences." Another step. He was close enough now that she could smell his cologne—something expensive, probably designed to make him seem trustworthy. "You made a complaint. We made a response. That should have been the end of it. But you're still working, still treating patients, still acting like you have options."

"I do have options."

"No." His voice went flat. "You don't. You have one option. You cooperate with Mr. Weston's network, or things get worse for the people who trust you to keep them safe."

Natalie's jaw clenched. "Get out of my way."

"Think about it, Dr. Carter." He stepped aside, gesturing toward her car with mock courtesy. "Your patients are counting on you to make the right decision. Mrs. Okonkwo with the shoulder injury. Tommy Reyes with the torn ACL. That big guy who comes in every couple weeks for his rotator cuff—the one with the motorcycle and the tattoos."

Her blood went cold. They'd been watching her. Watching her patients.

"You have until the end of the week." Kevin Marsh was already walking away, his footsteps echoing off concrete. "After that, Mr. Weston stops being patient. And when that happens, people you care about start getting hurt."

He disappeared around a corner.

Natalie stood frozen next to her car, keys still clutched between her fingers, heart slamming against her ribs.

They knew her patients. They knew her schedule. They knew about the man with the motorcycle who came in for his shoulder, the one who looked at her like he was trying to figure something out.

She'd built this clinic to prove the system didn't have to destroy people.

Now the system was coming for her. And it was threatening everyone who'd trusted her to keep them safe.

Natalie got in her car, locked the doors, and sat in the darkness of the parking garage for a long time.

She didn't know how to fight this. Didn't know who to call. The police had been useless—what were they going to do, arrest a man for making vague threats about partnerships? The medical board complaint was still pending, buried in bureaucracy while Weston's people operated freely.

But she knew one thing with absolute certainty.

She wasn't going to cooperate. She wasn't going to become part of a pipeline that pushed pills to people who didn't need them, that profited off addiction and suffering, that treated vulnerable patients as revenue streams instead of human beings.

Her father had given up when the system crushed him.

Natalie wasn't her father.

She started the car and drove home through streets that suddenly felt less safe than they had that morning. The man with the motorcycle flickered through her mind—broad shoulders, intense focus, the way he'd watched her work on his rotator cuff like he was cataloging every movement.

He was supposed to come in for his next appointment in two days.

She wondered if he'd still show up. Wondered if Weston's people were watching him too.

Wondered, for one irrational moment, what it would feel like to have someone like that standing between her and the men who wanted to break her.
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