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The dealer stopped screaming on day two.

Venom checked his watch, noted the time in the small notebook he kept for these jobs, and crouched beside the mattress where Hank Schramm lay curled like a question mark. The basement of the abandoned row house smelled like rust and fear-sweat and something chemical that Schramm probably couldn't identify but was definitely feeling.

"You cut product with fentanyl analogs," Venom said, his voice soft, almost friendly. "Two kids in the Ironbound. Thirteen and fifteen. Dead before the ambulance got there."

Schramm's eyes rolled toward him, bloodshot and desperate. His lips moved but nothing came out. The tremors had started eighteen hours ago—fine motor control going first, then the larger muscle groups. Venom had calibrated the compound carefully. Too fast and there was no message. Too slow and it felt like mercy.

This felt like exactly what it was.

"The thing about contaminated supply," Venom continued, settling onto his heels, "is that the dealer never thinks about bioaccumulation. The body stores toxins. Builds them up over time. You've been cutting for what—six months? Eight?" His mouth curved, the expression easy and warm, the kind of look that made people lean in before they realized what they were leaning toward. "Your liver's already compromised. Makes this go faster than it would for a healthy man."

Schramm made a sound that might have been a word. Might have been a prayer. Venom had stopped being able to tell the difference years ago.

He stood, brushed dust off his jeans, and pulled out his phone. The text to Thrash was brief: Twelve hours. Maybe less. I'll handle cleanup.

The response came back in seconds: Plague wants you at church tomorrow. Elizabeth situation.

Venom pocketed the phone and looked down at Schramm one more time. The dealer's hands were clenching and unclenching, fingers curling inward like dying spiders. The compound was working exactly as designed—attacking the nervous system in waves, each one worse than the last.

"For what it's worth," Venom said, "this is probably the most attention anyone's ever paid to your choices." He paused at the basement stairs, looked back over his shoulder. "I'll check on you tomorrow. See how you're progressing."

He climbed the stairs humming something he'd heard on the radio, a pop song about summer love that had been stuck in his head for three days.



The ride back through Elizabeth's industrial corridor cleared his head the way it always did—the V-twin's rumble vibrating through his bones, chemical burn from the refineries sharp in his nostrils, the Turnpike sprawl stretching out like a concrete promise. This was his territory. Jersey's toxic heart, pumping poison through every vein of the working class, and Venom knew exactly how it felt because he'd grown up breathing it.

Army Chemical Corps had just given him vocabulary for what Newark had already taught him.

He rolled past the port container yards, past the rail switching station where trains coupled and uncoupled all night, past the refineries with their constant flames burning off gas that the EPA pretended wasn't slowly killing everyone downwind. His mother had worked within sight of those flames for twenty-three years before her lungs started giving out. Emphysema, the doctors said. Like it was just bad luck. Like the yellow haze that settled over the neighborhood every morning was someone else's problem.

Venom pulled into the parking lot of a strip mall that had seen better decades, killed the engine, and swung off his bike. Razor's Edge occupied the corner unit—six chairs visible through the window, Thursday afternoon busy with women who'd been coming here since before Kira Novak bought the place.

His mother was in the third chair, foils in her hair, laughing at something one of the other clients said.

He didn't go in. Never did. Just waited by the bike, arms crossed, watching through the glass until she spotted him and waved. She'd be another forty minutes at least. He could wait.

The salon looked warm inside. Alive. Women talking over each other, hands gesturing, the particular chaos of a place where working-class Jersey came to feel human for an hour. Venom watched a stylist—blonde, moving with the efficiency of someone who'd done this ten thousand times—guide a client to the wash station. She had good hands. Steady. The kind of hands that knew what they were doing and didn't apologize for it.

He filed the observation away and lit a cigarette, settling in to wait.



His mother came out forty-five minutes later, hair freshly colored, smelling like the chemicals that passed for salon product in shops that weren't trying to be fancy. She was sixty-one and looked seventy, the years of factory work and refinery proximity carved into her face, but her eyes were still sharp and her grip was still strong when she squeezed his arm.

"You're early," Marie Kelly said.

"Finished up faster than expected."

She didn't ask what he'd finished. Hadn't asked in years. That was the deal—he took care of her, she didn't look too closely at how. Some mothers might have struggled with that arrangement, but Marie Kelly had buried a husband who died of mesothelioma at fifty-four and a daughter who OD'd at nineteen. She'd run out of space for questions that didn't have answers she could live with.

"Kira did my color," she said as he helped her into his truck—the bike was for club business; he wasn't putting his mother on the back of a Harley. "She's good. Better than Donna was before she retired."

"That the blonde?"

"That's the owner. Bought the place three years ago, did all the renovations herself." His mother settled into the passenger seat with a small sigh of relief. Her knees were going, another gift from decades on factory floors. "Smart girl. Knows everybody's business because they tell her while she's cutting their hair."

Venom pulled out of the lot, heading toward the neighborhood where he'd grown up and where his mother still refused to leave. "You tell her mine?"

Marie snorted. "I tell her you're a mechanic who works too much and doesn't visit enough. Which isn't even a lie."

"I visit plenty."

"You lurk in parking lots. That's not visiting." She patted his arm anyway, the way she had when he was eight and scraping his knees on the same cracked sidewalks that were still cracked forty years later. "You should come inside next time. Get a haircut."

"My hair's fine."

"Your hair looks like you cut it yourself with a knife."

That pulled a genuine grin from him, nothing like the professional expression he wore for work. "Tactical efficiency."

"Tactical." She shook her head. "You and your words."

They drove in comfortable silence past the blocks where Venom had learned to fight, to steal, to survive. Past the house where his sister had lived before she'd died. Past the corner where his father used to wait for the bus that took him to the job that killed him. Elizabeth was a graveyard dressed up as a working-class neighborhood, and everyone who lived here knew it.

His mother dozed for the last few miles. He carried her groceries inside, checked that her prescriptions were filled, and left three hundred dollars in the coffee can where she kept emergency cash. She pretended not to know it came from him. He pretended not to know she knew.



The compound rose out of Newark's industrial corridor like something that had grown from the toxic soil—concrete and steel, built to contain hazardous materials and now containing men who were probably more dangerous. Venom parked his bike in the row of chrome that lined the front lot, nodded to Shred on gate duty, and pushed through the clubhouse doors into the familiar smell of motor oil, whiskey, and leather.

Church wasn't for another hour, but brothers were already gathering. Thrash was behind the bar, pouring something amber into glasses that hadn't been properly clean since the Clinton administration. Havoc sat in the corner running a whetstone along a blade with the focused attention of a man who found peace in edges. Turnpike was hunched over a laptop, satellite images spread across the screen—routes, probably, or territory surveillance.

"Venom." Plague's voice cut through the room's low rumble. The president was at the head of the main table, papers spread in front of him, his chemical burn scar catching the overhead light. "Schramm?"

"Twelve hours. Maybe less. Contaminated product's already compromised his system."

Plague nodded once. "Good. Sit. We've got Elizabeth business."

Venom grabbed one of Thrash's questionable whiskeys and dropped into a chair. The other brothers filtered in over the next twenty minutes—Scourge looking like he hadn't slept, which meant he probably hadn't; Shred coming off gate duty with the restless energy he never quite burned off; two prospects hovering near the door like they weren't sure they'd earned the right to breathe the same air.

When Church officially started, Plague didn't waste time on ceremony.

"Eddie Byrne." He slid a photo across the table. Venom picked it up, studied the soft-middle businessman with the collector's eyes. "Been running gambling through Elizabeth and the port towns for thirty years. Sports books, card games, high-interest loans to people who can't cover their losses."

"He paying tribute?" Scourge asked.

"That's the problem. He's not. And he's been expanding." Plague's jaw tightened. "Three businesses in our territory got visits last month. Pay Byrne's vig or bad things happen to their storefronts."

"We know these businesses?" Havoc's voice was flat, but his hand had stopped moving on the whetstone.

"Two of them. Louie's garage on Ferry Street, Mandy's bakery in the Ironbound." Plague paused. "And he's been squeezing some places in Elizabeth. Businesses that should be under our umbrella whether they know it or not."

Turnpike pulled up something on his laptop. "Eddie's crew is ex-cons and dock muscle. Twenty guys, maybe a few more for collection runs. They've been more aggressive lately—collecting on debts that should've been written off, pressuring people who've already paid. Word is he's trying to consolidate before retirement."

"Retirement," Thrash said, and laughed. It wasn't a pleasant sound.

"He's got no affiliation," Plague continued. "No bigger club, no family backing him up. Just local operation, local muscle, local problem."

"Local solution," Venom said quietly.

Every eye turned to him. His lips quirked, pleasant and warm, the expression that made people nervous once they realized what they were looking at.

"Elizabeth's territory worth watching," he said. "And gamblers who don't pay are problems worth solving. When do you want it handled?"

Plague held up a hand. "Not yet. We watch first. Turnpike, get eyes on his operation—where he runs games, where his collectors drink, who his lieutenants are. Venom, you know Elizabeth. Your mother's out there every week."

"Razor's Edge," Venom confirmed. "Same salon for fifteen years."

"Keep your ears open. People talk to barbers. They talk to people who wait for their mothers outside barber shops." Plague gathered his papers, the gesture signaling the meeting's shift from discussion to decision. "Eddie Byrne thinks he can squeeze our territory without consequence. We're going to educate him on how wrong he is. But we do it smart, and we do it thorough."

"And when the education starts?" Havoc asked.

Plague's smile was thin and sharp, a blade of its own. "Then we do it fast, and we don't stop until there's nothing left of his operation but a cautionary tale."

The meeting broke with brothers moving toward the bar, toward the garage, toward whatever occupied them between missions. Venom stayed in his chair, studying the photo of Eddie Byrne, memorizing the face of a man who didn't know yet that he'd made a fatal mistake.

Elizabeth was territory worth protecting. And whatever was happening in his mother's neighborhood—the gambling operation expanding, the businesses being squeezed, the working-class people getting bled dry by a predator in a businessman's suit—that was a problem Venom intended to solve.

Some solutions just took time to work.

He pocketed the photo and headed for the door. Schramm would be dead by morning, and there was a dealer's body to dispose of before the smell became a problem. After that, he'd start watching Eddie Byrne's territory the way he'd learned to watch chemical reactions—patient, clinical, waiting for the moment when everything became inevitable.

The refinery flames lit the horizon as he rode out, painting the sky in toxic orange. Somewhere in Elizabeth, a gambling operation was getting comfortable in territory it hadn't earned.

Venom smiled into the wind and let the night swallow him whole.
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Kira had Linda Martinson's hair wrapped in foils and was mixing the second bowl of color when the front door opened and four men walked in.

She knew immediately they weren't customers.

It wasn't just that they were men — she got male clients occasionally, walk-ins who'd heard she did good fades. It was the way they moved. The way the first one locked the door behind them and flipped her OPEN sign to CLOSED. The way the biggest one positioned himself between her and the back exit like he'd done this a hundred times before.

"We're not open for walk-ins today," she said, keeping her voice steady. "I can book you for next week."

The one who'd locked the door stepped forward. He had dead eyes and a collector's build — six feet of muscle that had gone slightly soft around the middle but hadn't forgotten how to hurt people. "Kira Novak?"

"Who's asking?"

"Eddie Byrne." He pulled out his phone, scrolled to something, turned the screen toward her. "Your husband owes Mr. Byrne one hundred twenty thousand dollars."

Kira's hands went still in Linda's hair.

"Ex-husband," she said automatically. "We've been divorced for eight months."

"Congratulations." The dead-eyed man — Nicky, one of the others called him — pocketed his phone. "Doesn't change the math. Derek Novak signed markers totaling one-twenty. Then he disappeared. Which means the debt transfers."

"That's not how debt works."

"That's exactly how Mr. Byrne's debt works." Nicky's voice was patient, almost bored. Like he'd had this conversation so many times it had stopped being interesting. "Markers were signed. Payment is owed. We're here to collect."

Linda was trembling in the chair, foils crinkling. Two of Kira's other stylists — Yolanda and Bree — had frozen at their stations, shears suspended mid-cut. The whole salon had gone silent except for the pop music still playing from the speakers, some cheerful song about summer that suddenly sounded obscene.

"I don't have a hundred and twenty thousand dollars," Kira said. "I don't have a tenth of that. And even if I did, it's not my debt. I divorced him the week I found out about the gambling."

"Should've divorced him before he signed the markers."

"I didn't know about the markers!"

Nicky shrugged. One of his men had wandered over to her reception desk, picking through appointment books with thick fingers. Another was examining the product shelves like he was shopping.

"Here's how this works," Nicky said. "Mr. Byrne is a reasonable man. He understands that one-twenty is a lot of money for a hair salon. So he's willing to be flexible." He glanced around the space — the six chairs she'd spent three years paying off, the exposed brick she'd uncovered herself with a rented masonry saw, the vintage mirrors she'd found at estate sales and restored on weekends. "This building. You own it outright, according to county records. Sign it over to Mr. Byrne, debt's clear. Everyone walks away happy."

"This building is my life."

"Then you've got a problem." Nicky checked his watch like he had somewhere else to be. "Mr. Byrne's giving you one week to figure out payment. Cash or deed, makes no difference to him. But one week from today, somebody's collecting." He paused. "Consider this a courtesy visit. So you understand what's at stake."

He nodded to the man by the product shelves.

What happened next took maybe ninety seconds.

The man swept the shelves with his forearm, sending two hundred dollars worth of shampoo and conditioner crashing to the floor. Another grabbed a styling chair and hurled it into the wall of mirrors — seven years of careful estate sale hunting exploding into shards that scattered across the salon like shrapnel. The third went for the stations themselves, ripping drawers from their moorings, stomping on shears and combs and the ceramic flat irons Kira had saved three months to buy.

Linda screamed. Yolanda tried to run and got shoved into a wall. Bree just stood frozen, watching her station get destroyed with tears streaming down her face.

Kira didn't move.

She stood in the center of her salon with foil developer dripping from her gloved hands and watched everything she'd built get dismantled by men who didn't even look like they were enjoying it. This was just a job to them. Tuesday afternoon, terrorize a hair salon, be home for dinner.

The one called Nicky grabbed her arm — hard enough to leave marks, she'd realize later — and pulled her close enough that she could smell the onions on his breath.

"One week," he said. "Money or deed. Don't make us come back for a real conversation."

He released her with a shove that sent her stumbling into the ruined reception desk. Then they left, the door chime ringing cheerfully behind them like nothing had happened.

The pop song ended. Another one started. Linda was crying in the chair, foils still in her hair, the color probably processing wrong because Kira had lost track of time.

Kira pulled off her gloves with shaking hands and started picking up shards of mirror.



It took three hours to get the salon cleared enough to walk through without stepping on glass.

She'd sent everyone home — Linda with her hair rinsed and styled as best Kira could manage under the circumstances, Yolanda and Bree with promises that she'd figure this out, that the salon would reopen, that everything would be fine.

Lies, probably. But they were the kind of lies people needed to hear.

Alone in the wreckage, Kira methodically sorted destruction from salvage. Two chairs were total losses, legs snapped. Three stations were destroyed. The mirror wall was gone entirely, seven frames of vintage glass reduced to glittering debris that got into everything — her shoes, her hair, the cuffs of her jeans.

The product shelves could be restocked. The equipment could be replaced. The mirrors—

She stopped, broom in hand, staring at the empty wall where her grandmother's art deco frame had hung. That one had been her mother's before it was hers, salvaged from a condemned salon in Union City forty years ago. Her mother had done her first professional haircut reflected in that glass.

Now it was scattered across her floor in pieces too small to sweep.

Kira sat down on the one intact chair and let herself have five minutes. Not crying — she'd spent all her tears on Derek during the divorce, when she'd discovered that the charming man she'd married had been hiding a gambling addiction that had emptied their joint accounts and maxed out credit cards she hadn't known existed. She'd rebuilt from that. Credit score in the toilet, savings gone, starting over at thirty with nothing but a rented station and a plan.

Five years later, she owned this building.

And now a man she'd never met wanted to take it for a debt she'd never agreed to.

She pulled out her phone. Googled "Eddie Byrne Elizabeth gambling" and got nothing useful. Searched for legal aid, debt collection laws, whether a spouse could be held liable for gambling debts incurred before divorce.

The answers weren't encouraging.

New Jersey was an equitable distribution state. Debts incurred during marriage could be assigned to either spouse during divorce proceedings. But she and Derek had done the divorce fast and cheap, no lawyers, no asset division because there weren't any assets left to divide. The gambling debts hadn't come up because she hadn't known about them.

Because he'd hidden them. Hidden everything, the way he'd hidden it for their entire marriage, smiling at her across the breakfast table while he poured their future down a poker table's drain.

She'd thought leaving him was the hard part. Starting over, rebuilding her credit, buying this building with cash she'd saved one haircut at a time — she'd thought that was the triumph.

Turned out Derek's mess wasn't finished with her yet.



At midnight, Kira was still at the salon.

She'd swept up the glass, bagged the destroyed equipment, made lists of what needed to be replaced and what could be salvaged. The numbers weren't encouraging. Even with insurance — and she wasn't sure this would be covered, since she hadn't called the police, since calling the police felt like a fast way to make things worse — she was looking at fifteen thousand dollars in damage.

And that was before the hundred and twenty thousand Derek had apparently signed away to a man named Eddie Byrne.

Her phone sat on the reception desk, dark and useless. She'd thought about calling her mother in Florida, but what would she say? Hey Mom, remember how you always said I could do anything I set my mind to? Turns out a man I haven't seen in eight months might take everything anyway.

She thought about calling Derek. She still had his number, though she'd deleted his contact info months ago. Thought about screaming at him, demanding to know how he could have done this, why he'd left her holding a bill she didn't know existed.

But Derek was gone. Disappeared, Nicky had said. Probably running from Eddie Byrne the way he'd run from every other consequence in his life, leaving Kira to pick up the pieces the way she'd always picked up the pieces.

Her hands had finally stopped shaking.

That was something, at least.

She opened her laptop, started sending emails. So sorry, appointment canceled due to emergency repairs. Copy, paste, personalize, send. Forty-three appointments over the next two weeks, forty-three women who counted on her for something as simple as feeling good about their hair. Forty-three conversations she'd have to have eventually, explaining why Razor's Edge was closed without explaining why Razor's Edge was really closed.

The one thing she wouldn't do was sign over the building.

Five years of saving. Nights spent scraping wallpaper and refinishing floors instead of sleeping. Every tip jar quarter and tax refund dollar poured into something that was hers and only hers, something nobody could take away.

Except apparently they could.

Apparently all it took was a gambling addict's signature and a man who thought debts transferred like property.

Kira closed her laptop and looked around the ruined salon. Broken chairs casting shadows. Empty mirror frames like wounds in the wall. Glass dust still glinting on surfaces she'd already wiped three times.

One week.

She had one week to come up with a hundred and twenty thousand dollars, or a plan, or something — anything — that wasn't signing away the only thing she'd ever owned.

She picked up the

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
;El;léﬁl's \

CREEPING DEATH MC .





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





