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The three men died thinking they had time.

Havoc watched them scramble for weapons they'd never reach, their bodies registering the threat three seconds too late. Thrash hit the first one low, driving him into the rust-eaten container wall with enough force to dent steel. Shred materialized behind the second like smoke given purpose, and the wet sound that followed was the only eulogy the man would ever get.

The third one—the talker, the one who'd spent the last ten minutes explaining why moving product through Elizabeth's port access was their right—finally got his hand on his piece.

Havoc broke his wrist before he cleared the holster.

The crack echoed off container mountains stacked three high around them, swallowed by the pre-dawn fog rolling off Newark Bay. The man screamed, high and sharp, until Havoc's other hand found his throat and squeezed the sound into a gurgle.

"You were told." Havoc's voice came out flat, empty of anything that might be mistaken for emotion. "Twice."

The man's eyes bulged, his good hand clawing uselessly at fingers that might as well have been steel cables. Behind him, Thrash finished his work with a final wet thud. Shred was already patting down the second body, efficient as a machine, pocketing anything useful.

"The docks—" the man wheezed.

"Belong to us."

Havoc held on for another three seconds, watching the light fade from eyes that had probably looked at a dozen people the same way before—that desperate, animal realization that death wasn't something that happened to other people anymore. Then he let go, and the body crumpled like a marionette with cut strings.

The silence settled over him like water.

There it is.

That hush inside his skull, the one that only showed up when destruction cleared out everything else. Some men meditated. Some men prayed. Havoc just needed the aftermath, that perfect calm where his brain finally stopped screaming and let him breathe.

"Three down." Thrash wiped his hands on the dead man's jacket, leaving dark smears. "Tide's coming in forty. They'll drift past Bayonne by noon."

Shred nodded, already moving bodies toward the water's edge. They worked without speaking, the choreography of disposal so practiced it didn't need coordination. Container cranes groaned in the distance. Somewhere out on the water, a barge horn sounded, low and mournful.

Havoc rolled his shoulders, feeling the tension drain out with each passing second. His hands were steady. They always were, after.

The ride back took them through Elizabeth's commercial streets as dawn cracked the horizon, turning the refinery flames from orange to pale gold. Havoc's Dyna ate up the cracked pavement, engine rumbling through industrial corridors that smelled like diesel and chemical burn. The sound was meditation, the vibration a heartbeat that matched his own.

They passed the garages first—auto shops and tire stores with security gates still down. Then the restaurants, dark at this hour, ethnic names in Polish and Portuguese competing for faded awning space. Corner bodegas with steel-barred windows. Laundromats. Check-cashing joints.

A bakery with a boarded-up front window.

Havoc's eyes caught it automatically, the way they caught anything wrong in blocks he'd been riding for eight years. Fresh plywood over what used to be glass. Display case still visible through the gaps, pastries arranged in neat rows despite the damage.

And behind the counter—

A woman. Moving like someone had worked her over recently, that careful hitch in her step that said cracked ribs or worse. She was hauling a tray of something, arms trembling with effort, face set in the kind of stubborn determination that came from having no other options.

Five-five, maybe. Sturdy build. Flour in her dark hair.

He filed it away without slowing, the image clicking into place alongside the dozen other wrong things he'd noticed in Elizabeth this month. Protection racket expanding, Turnpike had said. Someone squeezing businesses under club protection.

His protection.

The compound rose out of Newark's industrial sprawl twenty minutes later—converted chemical storage that had housed hazardous materials before it housed hazardous men. Shred peeled off toward the garage while Havoc and Thrash rolled through the main gate, past prospects doing morning security who nodded without making eye contact.

Church wasn't for another three hours. Havoc headed for the bar, already craving the particular burn of whiskey against the back of his throat. Thrash followed, because Thrash always followed—the man couldn't sit still long enough to do anything else.

"Clean work tonight." Thrash dropped onto a barstool, grabbing a bottle of something amber without checking the label. "Those assholes thought they could just roll through our docks like it was fucking open season."

"They thought wrong."

"Three months they've been pushing. Three months. Like they didn't know who runs Elizabeth."

Havoc poured two fingers, knocked it back, felt the calm inside him hold steady. "They know now."

"Dead men don't know shit, brother." Thrash grinned, all teeth. "That's the point."

The next few hours blurred into maintenance—weapons cleaned, cuts checked for blood that needed explaining, the careful documentation of turf defended that Plague would want for church. Havoc showered off the night's work in water hot enough to scald, watching rust-colored runoff circle the drain until it ran clear.

By the time brothers started gathering in the chapel, he'd been up for thirty-one hours and felt nothing but that bone-deep peace that bloodwork always left behind.

Plague sat at the head of the table, chemical burn scar livid against his neck, eyes tracking each man who entered. Scourge took his place at the President's right, radiating that epidemic intensity that made people cross the street when they saw him coming. Turnpike sprawled three chairs down, road maps spread across the table like battle plans.

"Port access is handled," Havoc reported when Plague's gaze found him. "Three problems. Won't be anymore."

"Good." One word. That's all it ever took with Plague. The man didn't waste breath on questions when his brothers gave him answers. "Turnpike, what else?"

Turnpike leaned forward, finger tapping a section of map that covered Elizabeth's commercial districts. "Protection racket. Been hearing about it for weeks—Carl Dunne's operation, expanding from the docks into blocks we protect. Old-school extortion, monthly payments, vandalism and beatings for anyone who doesn't cooperate."

"Dunne." Scourge said the name like it tasted bad. "Thirty years squeezing small businesses. Dock connections, disposal options. Thought he knew better than to push into our streets."

"Apparently not." Turnpike traced a line down the map. "His collectors hit four businesses on this block last week. Three paid. One didn't."

Havoc's mind supplied the image before he could stop it—the bakery with the boarded window. The woman moving like her ribs were held together with tape and willpower.

"Which one?" he asked.

"Bakery. Kowalski's." Turnpike glanced at his notes. "Owner wouldn't pay. They made a point."

"I saw it this morning." Havoc's voice stayed flat, but something shifted in his chest—that pre-destruction stillness his brothers knew better than to interrupt. "Woman behind the counter was moving like they'd worked her over."

Plague's eyes sharpened. "They touched someone under our protection."

"Looks like."

Silence stretched around the table, heavy with implications. The club had rules about the blocks they claimed—lines that didn't get crossed without consequences. Elizabeth's commercial streets had been under Creeping Death protection for years, an arrangement that kept businesses safe and kept club enemies from establishing footholds.

Dunne was testing those lines. Pushing to see what he could take.

"Someone needs to dig into this." Plague's gaze swept the table, calculating assets and assignments. "Find out how far Dunne's spread, what he's planning—"

"I'll handle it." Havoc didn't wait for permission. Elizabeth was his ground before it was anyone else's, the docks and the refineries and the immigrant neighborhoods that smelled like his grandmother's kitchen. "Dunne's squeezing businesses we protect. That's exactly the kind of problem I was built to solve."

Plague studied him for a long moment—reading something in his Sergeant at Arms that others might miss. Then he nodded once.

"Find out what we're dealing with. Report back before we move."

"Done."

Church broke with the usual ritual—fists on table, brotherhood affirmed, business concluded. Brothers filtered out toward the bar and the garage and the various corners of compound life that needed attention. Havoc stayed seated, staring at the map Turnpike had left behind.

The bakery sat square in the middle of their protected blocks. A woman with cracked ribs and a boarded-up window, still making pastries at dawn because that's what survival looked like when nobody was coming to save you.

Dunne had made a mistake. He just didn't know it yet.

Havoc pushed back from the table, already calculating routes and reconnaissance. Elizabeth was twenty minutes away, and he had someone to check on—whether she wanted him to or not.

Four days, he thought. That's how long he'd give himself to understand the scope of Dunne's operation before he started dismantling it piece by piece.

The bakery first. The woman with flour in her hair and pain in her movement.

Then the men who put it there.
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The ice pack had gone warm an hour ago, but Rachel kept it pressed against her ribs anyway.

Four in the morning. Pączki dough rising in bowls she could barely lift. The bakery dark except for the kitchen lights, the street outside empty except for the ghosts of her grandmother's voice telling her suffering is just work that hasn't paid off yet.

Easy for Babcia to say. She'd survived the war, survived the camps, survived building a life in a country that couldn't pronounce her name. Cracked ribs from dock workers who thought they owned Elizabeth would've been a Tuesday for her.

Rachel shifted on the stool and bit back a groan. The pain was a living thing now, wrapping around her torso like a vice that tightened every time she breathed wrong. Three days since Tommy Vance and his friends had cornered her behind the dumpsters, and she still couldn't take a full breath without seeing stars.

Two thousand a month, Tommy had said, smiling like they were discussing the weather. Or next time, it's not just ribs.

She'd told him to go to hell.

The first punch had knocked the wind out of her. The second had dropped her to her knees in the alley grime, gasping while Tommy's boot found her ribs with surgical precision. Not her face—nothing that would show. Just her body, hidden under aprons and flour-dusted shirts, damage that customers wouldn't see.

Professional. That's what it had been. A professional beating from men who'd done this a hundred times before.

The dough needed punching down. Rachel forced herself off the stool, ice pack abandoned, and crossed to the prep table where her grandmother's recipes lived in muscle memory. Flour, yeast, eggs, sugar. The smell of rising bread was the only thing that still felt safe.

Her arms shook as she worked the dough. Fifty-pound flour sacks had never felt heavy before—now they might as well have been filled with concrete. Every knead sent fire through her ribs, but stopping wasn't an option. The pączki had to be ready by six. The rye bread by seven. The display case filled by the time Mrs. Kowalczyk came in for her morning coffee and complained about her daughter-in-law.

That was the deal. That had always been the deal.

You showed up. You worked. You didn't let the bastards see you bleed.

The boarded window caught her eye through the kitchen doorway—plywood where glass used to be, installed last week after she'd refused Tommy's first visit. Think about it, he'd said then, all friendly menace. Nice place you got here. Shame if something happened to it.

Something had happened. A brick through the front window at 2 AM, shattering the display case her grandfather had built with his own hands. She'd swept up the glass, boarded the hole, and opened at six like nothing was wrong.

Because what else was she supposed to do?

The police wouldn't help. She'd called after the brick, sat in a plastic chair at the Elizabeth precinct while a detective who couldn't have been older than twenty-five took notes he'd never look at again. We'll look into it, he'd said. These things are hard to prove.

These things. Like her grandmother's legacy being destroyed was just one of those things.

Rachel shaped the pączki with hands that knew the work better than her brain did, dropping them into hot oil that popped and hissed. The smell filled the kitchen—sugar and dough and the faint char of something she'd let cook too long because she couldn't move fast enough to catch it.

She couldn't afford the two thousand. Not even close.

Seven years of 3 AM starts, and Kowalski's Bakery still operated on margins thinner than phyllo dough. Rent ate half her income. Supplies took another quarter. What was left covered utilities, repairs, and the occasional luxury of a meal that didn't come from day-old inventory.

Two thousand a month meant closing.

Two thousand a month meant her grandmother's recipes dying with the business, the old-timers who came in speaking Polish losing the last corner of Elizabeth that still tasted like the old country. It meant admitting that the Kowalski family had survived the war, survived immigration, survived building something from nothing—only to be broken by dock workers with too much muscle and not enough conscience.

Not happening.

The first batch of pączki came out golden, perfect despite everything. Rachel set them on the cooling rack with hands that wouldn't stop trembling, then started the next batch because stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant feeling, and feeling meant acknowledging that she had no idea how to survive this.

Dawn crept through the boarded window in slivers of gray light. Rachel moved through the morning prep like her body was made of glass—careful, slow, aware that one wrong twist could shatter something that might not heal right. The rye bread went into the oven. The kolaczki got their fruit filling. The coffee maker gurgled to life because Mrs. Kowalczyk would be here in forty minutes and God help anyone who made her wait for her morning cup.

By six, the display case was full. Rachel had changed into a clean apron, washed the flour from her hair, and practiced her smile in the bathroom mirror until it looked almost real.

The regulars started trickling in at 6:15.

Mr. Jankowski, eighty-three and convinced that Rachel's rye bread was the only thing keeping him alive. He studied her face while she bagged his usual order, eyes sharp despite the cataracts.

"You look tired, kochanie."

"Early morning." Rachel kept her voice light, her movements careful. "You know how it is."

"I know how it isn't." He took the bag, fingers brushing hers with papery gentleness. "You need help, you ask. That's what neighbors do."

What neighbors do. As if Mr. Jankowski and his walker could do anything about men who broke ribs for a living.

"I'm fine," she said. "Just clumsy. Tripped over a flour sack yesterday."

The lie came easier than it should have.

Mrs. Kowalczyk arrived at 6:47, right on schedule, and launched into her usual monologue about her daughter-in-law's cooking while Rachel poured coffee and nodded in the right places. Two construction workers grabbed pączki to go, leaving a mess of powdered sugar on the counter that Rachel wiped up with movements that made her ribs scream.

The morning rush hit at 7:30—a wave of commuters grabbing breakfast before work, regulars who'd been coming since her grandparents' time, a few new faces who'd heard about the Polish bakery from someone who'd heard from someone else. Rachel worked the counter alone because she'd always worked alone, because hiring help meant money she didn't have, because this was her bakery and her grandmother's legacy and she'd be damned if she let anyone else touch it.

By nine, the rush had faded. Rachel leaned against the counter, breathing shallow because deep breaths were a luxury she couldn't afford, watching the street through the gaps in the boarded window.

Normal morning. Normal customers. Normal lies.

I'm fine. Just clumsy. Just tired.

Mrs. Delgado from the flower shop two doors down popped in for a coffee and a worried look. "Rachel, honey, you're pale as a ghost. You eating enough?"

"Always." Rachel smiled the smile she'd practiced. "Just busy. You know how summer gets."

"You work too hard." Mrs. Delgado shook her head, silver hair catching the light. "Your grandmother would tell you to slow down."

My grandmother would tell me to fight, Rachel thought. She just never explained how to fight men who don't care that you're half their size.

"I'm fine," she said again. "Really."

The words tasted like ash.

Mrs. Delgado left with her coffee and her concern, and Rachel was alone again with the smell of bread and the ache in her ribs and the weight of a debt she couldn't pay to men who would come back to collect.

Three days since Tommy Vance had left her gasping in the alley.

He'd be back. They always came back.

And Rachel had no idea what she was going to do when he did.
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Church smelled like gun oil and bad decisions.

Havoc took his seat at the table, the carved wood worn smooth by years of brothers who'd sat here before him—some dead, some in prison, some just gone. The chapel walls were reinforced concrete that had once held chemicals capable of melting skin. Now they held secrets that could do worse.

Plague sat at the head, patient zero himself, the source of everything Creeping Death had become. His chemical burn scar caught the overhead light, a permanent reminder of the refineries that had killed his mother and made him what he was.

"Port situation's handled," Plague said without preamble. "Havoc, Thrash, and Shred cleaned it up four nights ago. Bodies drifted to Bayonne."

Nods around the table. Scourge drummed his fingers against the wood, restless energy looking for a target. Turnpike had maps spread across his section, marked in red and black like a general planning a campaign.

"That leaves the other problem." Plague's eyes swept the room. "Turnpike."

Turnpike straightened, tapping the map. "Carl Dunne. Fifty-one, runs a protection racket out of the Elizabeth docks. Been squeezing businesses in the commercial districts for thirty years."

"Old news," Scourge said. "Dunne's been shaking down shops since before some of us could shave."

"Old news that's becoming our problem." Turnpike traced a line through Elizabeth's streets. "He's expanding. Moving into blocks that fall under our protection. Started three months ago—subtle at first, testing boundaries. Now he's not bothering to be subtle."

Havoc watched the line Turnpike drew. It cut right through the heart of Elizabeth's immigrant neighborhoods—the Polish bakeries and Portuguese restaurants and Korean grocers that had been paying club dues for years in exchange for being left alone.

His blocks. His people.

"How many businesses hit?" Plague asked.

"Confirmed? Twelve in the last month. Probably more who haven't talked." Turnpike pulled out a list. "He's demanding two grand a month from each. Those who don't pay get vandalized first. Then they get visited."

"Visited," Thrash repeated, making it sound like a curse. "That what we're calling it now?"

"That's what Dunne's boys call it. They show up, explain the situation, leave the owner needing a hospital trip they can't afford." Turnpike shook his head. "Professional operation. No faces, no names, no witnesses willing to talk."

Scourge leaned forward. "And the cops?"

"What cops? Elizabeth PD knows Dunne owns half the dock union. They're not touching this."

The silence around the table was heavy, charged with the kind of tension that usually preceded someone getting hurt. Havoc felt it settle into his bones—that pre-battle hum that made his head go quiet and his hands go steady.

"Four nights ago," he said, voice flat. "Riding back from the port job. Passed a bakery on Kowalski's block. Window boarded up, woman behind the counter moving like she'd been worked over."

Every eye at the table shifted to him.

"You sure?" Plague asked.

"Cracked ribs at minimum. Maybe worse." Havoc could still see her—flour in her hair, arms trembling as she hauled trays she shouldn't have been lifting. That stubborn set to her jaw, like she'd die before she quit. "She was hiding it, but I've seen enough people try to work through damage to know what it looks like."

Turnpike checked his list. "Kowalski's Bakery. Polish place, been there forever. Owner's name is Rachel Kowalski. She refused to pay."

"So they beat her." Thrash's voice had gone cold, the pit bull energy focused into something sharper. "One woman against Dunne's whole fucking crew, and they beat her for saying no."

"That's how Dunne operates." Turnpike tossed the list onto the table. "He doesn't negotiate. You pay or you suffer. You keep suffering until you pay or you close."

Havoc's hands curled into fists under the table. The woman—Rachel—hadn't looked like someone planning to close. She'd looked like someone planning to die on her feet before she gave an inch.

His blocks. His responsibility. And some dock rat with delusions of power was hurting people Havoc was supposed to protect.

"Dunne's got muscle," Scourge said, thinking out loud. "Fifteen, twenty guys minimum. Dock workers mostly—hard men who don't mind getting their hands dirty. Plus whatever connections he's got at the port."

"Disposal options," Plague added. "Containers that don't get inspected. Bodies that don't get found."

"So he's not just some small-time shakedown artist." Thrash cracked his knuckles. "He's a problem."

"He's a problem that's been operating in our
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