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The warehouse gym on the Elizabeth docks smelled like sweat, rust, and ambition—three things Battery understood in his bones.

He pushed through the industrial door with Thrash and Virus flanking him, the Creeping Death cuts drawing eyes from every corner of the space. Heavy bags swung from chains bolted to exposed rafters. A makeshift ring dominated the center, ropes fraying where too many desperate men had grabbed them on their way down.

Three weeks since he'd earned his patch. Three weeks since he'd stopped being Vincent Rossi, amateur fighter from Elizabeth, and became Battery—the brother who spread the club's influence through every gym and fight circuit in North Jersey.

Tonight, he was here to collect.

"There he is." Marco Diaz spotted him first, dropping the jump rope he'd been working. Twenty-three, hungry eyes, fast hands. Battery had been cultivating him for six months. "Thought you forgot about us."

"Never forget talent." Battery moved through the space like he belonged there—because he did, because every gym in this territory was his recruitment pool, and these men just didn't know it yet. "Got your boys ready to talk business?"

Two more fighters materialized from the shadows. Danny Reyes, built like a tank with surprising footwork. Carlos Vega, lean and mean with a ground game that could submit opponents twice his size. All three had been circling Battery's orbit for months, drawn in by the same gravity that pulled everyone toward him eventually.

That was his gift. His curse. People followed him before they understood where he was going.

"We've been thinking about your offer," Danny said, arms crossed over his chest. "Moving product, providing muscle. Club work."

"Not just club work." Battery smiled, and he felt Thrash shift behind him—his brother recognizing the pitch about to drop. "A family. Brotherhood. Something bigger than fighting for purses that barely cover your rent."

Carlos exchanged a look with the others. "We've heard stories about what Creeping Death does to enemies."

"Good. Means you understand what we do for brothers." Battery spread his hands, the gesture inclusive, magnetic. "I'm not here to sell you anything. I'm here because I see what you could be. Same thing I saw in myself before Plague gave me a cut and a purpose."

The warehouse door crashed open.

Eight men poured through—leather vests with no patches, just the kind of crew colors that screamed hired muscle. The leader was a thick-necked enforcer type with a shaved head and a sneer that said he'd already won this fight in his mind.

"Well, well." He cracked his knuckles, theatrical and stupid. "Creeping Death, recruiting in Razor territory. That's a problem."

Battery didn't move. Didn't tense. Just let that infectious calm spread through his limbs, the same stillness he'd felt before every amateur bout that ended with his opponent on the canvas.

"Razor doesn't have territory," Thrash growled from behind him. "Razor has the blocks his crew can hold, and that changes weekly."

"Not anymore." The enforcer jerked his chin toward the three fighters Battery had been cultivating. "These boys work for us now. We've got a deal with the promoters. Every gym in Elizabeth pays tribute or closes down."

Marco's jaw tightened. Danny and Carlos shifted their weight, reading the room, calculating odds.

Eight against three Creeping Death brothers—plus three fighters who hadn't committed to anything yet.

Battery laughed.

The sound echoed through the warehouse, bouncing off concrete and heavy bags and the rusted chains holding everything together. It wasn't theatrical. It was genuine. Because these idiots had walked into a recruitment pitch and handed him the perfect demonstration.

"Here's what's going to happen," Battery said, his voice carrying that effortless projection that made people lean in even when they should be running. "You're going to leave. Or you're going to learn why they call me Battery."

The enforcer lunged.

Battery was already moving—not away, but into the attack, closing distance before the bigger man could use his reach advantage. His fist connected with the enforcer's throat, a strike that turned the man's war cry into a wet gurgle. Follow-through took him to the second attacker, an elbow to the temple that dropped him like a bad habit.

Behind him, Thrash and Virus exploded into motion.

The warehouse became a symphony of violence—fast, efficient, brutal. Battery moved through Razor's crew like a virus spreading through a weak immune system, each strike infecting the next target with the same message: you picked the wrong fight.

A haymaker came from his left. He ducked, drove his shoulder into the attacker's gut, and used momentum to throw the man into a heavy bag hard enough to snap the chain. Another one grabbed for him—Battery caught the wrist, twisted, and felt bones grind as the enforcer screamed.

Ninety seconds. Maybe less.

Four of Razor's crew were down and groaning. Two more were backing toward the door, suddenly remembering urgent appointments elsewhere. The remaining two faced Thrash, who hadn't even broken a sweat yet.

The thick-necked leader crawled toward the exit, one hand pressed against his crushed throat, making sounds that might have been threats if he could breathe properly.

Battery stepped on his ankle. Not hard enough to break. Just hard enough to make a point.

"Tell Razor—" He leaned down, his voice dropping to something intimate, almost friendly. "Tell him Elizabeth gyms belong to Creeping Death now. Tell him these fighters are under our protection. And tell him if I see his colors in my recruitment pool again, I won't leave anyone standing to deliver messages."

He lifted his boot. The enforcer scrambled away, dignity abandoned somewhere between the first punch and the door.

Silence settled over the warehouse.

Marco, Danny, and Carlos stood exactly where they'd been, but everything about their posture had changed. They weren't calculating odds anymore. They were looking at Battery the way people always looked at him after they understood what he carried.

"So." Battery straightened his cut, rolling his shoulders to settle the leather. "About that business we were discussing."

"We're in," Marco said immediately.

Danny and Carlos nodded, something like awe mixing with the hunger in their eyes.

That was the thing about Battery—about the gift and curse of being someone people followed. He drew them in before they fully understood what they were joining. But these three had just watched him work. They knew exactly what they were catching.

"Good." He clapped Marco on the shoulder, feeling the connection take hold. "Thrash will give you details. You start moving product next week. Show up, do the work, keep your mouths shut—and in six months, we talk about prospecting."

The ride back to the compound took them through Newark's industrial corridor, past refinery flames that painted the night sky in shades of toxic orange. Battery breathed deep, letting the chemical air fill his lungs. Home. Territory. The landscape that had raised him and the brotherhood that had claimed him.

The Creeping Death compound rose out of the wasteland like a fortress—converted chemical storage, concrete and steel built to contain hazardous materials. The lot was full of chrome when they rolled in, brothers gathering for evening business.

Battery killed his engine and swung off the bike, Thrash and Virus flanking him as they headed for the clubhouse. The bar was crowded—brothers drinking, prospects serving, the usual Thursday energy of men unwinding from territory work.

Plague sat at his usual table, Scourge and Turnpike flanking him. The President's eyes tracked Battery across the room, and something in that gaze made him change course from the bar.

"Elizabeth?" Plague asked when Battery reached the table.

"Handled. Three new recruits, Razor's crew got a lesson in territory boundaries." Battery grabbed an empty chair, spinning it around to straddle. "They'll be ready for product runs by next week."

"Good." Plague nodded, but the tension in his shoulders didn't ease. "Church in twenty. We've got a problem."

The chapel was a converted hazmat storage room with reinforced walls—built to contain chemical spills, now containing the business of running an outlaw motorcycle club. Brothers filed in, taking their seats around the heavy table that dominated the space.

Plague didn't waste time on pleasantries.

"Turnpike's been tracking movement in the gym circuits," he said, nodding to the Road Captain. "Show them."

Turnpike spread a map across the table—North Jersey, dotted with red marks. "Twenty gyms. Elizabeth, Jersey City, Newark, all through the corridor. Someone's been running a PED operation through them. Steroids, HGH, harder shit for fighters who want an edge."

"Performance drugs aren't new," Havoc said from his position against the wall. "Half the amateur circuit is juiced."

"This is different." Turnpike tapped one of the red marks. "They expanded into recreational product. Using gyms as distribution points, fighters as dealers. And they're not being careful about quality."

Scourge leaned forward. "How bad?"

"Three deaths in the last two months. Bad batches cutting through the circuit." Turnpike's jaw tightened. "Including a kid last week. Nineteen years old, found in a gym bathroom with a needle in his arm."

Battery felt something cold settle in his chest. He knew those gyms. Had recruited from half of them. These were his people—fighters he'd trained with, fought against, cultivated for the club.

"Someone's poisoning our recruitment pool," he said.

"And threatening trainers into silence." Plague's voice carried that patient zero calm that meant violence was inevitable. "The kid who died—a trainer at his gym tried to talk to cops. Her car burned that night."

"Who's running it?" Battery asked.

"Working on that." Turnpike gathered his map. "What we know: it's coordinated, it's aggressive, and whoever's behind it thinks gym muscle is enough to protect their operation."

Plague's eyes found Battery across the table. "You know those circuits better than anyone. Those are your gyms, your fighters. I want you on this."

"Already on it." Battery felt the infection spreading—that sense of purpose that came with having a target, a mission, something to contaminate. "The trainer who tried to talk. She still alive?"

Turnpike nodded. "Leah Marchetti. Former kickboxer, runs a gym in Jersey City. Car's gone, but she's still showing up to work."

"Then that's where I start." Battery stood, already calculating routes, approaches, the best way to make contact without spooking a woman who'd been threatened into silence. "Someone's contaminating our territory with poison. Time to show them what real infection looks like."

Plague smiled—slow, patient, deadly. "Spread it, brother."

The meeting broke with brothers filing out, conversations fragmenting into smaller groups. Battery stayed behind, studying the map Turnpike had left on the table. Twenty gyms. Fighters dying from bad product. A trainer brave enough to try talking and stupid enough to think that would protect her.

He traced the route to Jersey City with one finger.

Tomorrow, he'd find Leah Marchetti. Find out what she knew. And then he'd start spreading Creeping Death through every gym that had been poisoned by this operation.

Because that's what Battery did. He drew people in. Made them follow. Infected them with whatever he was carrying.

Time to carry something worth catching.
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The kid's name was Tyler.

Leah knew this because he'd introduced himself six weeks ago, bouncing on his toes like he couldn't contain the energy inside him. Nineteen years old, wanted to go pro, asked her about training rates with hope bleeding through every word.

She'd told him to come back when he had steadier footwork. Gave him drills to practice at home. Smiled when he thanked her like she'd handed him a winning lottery ticket.

Now Tyler was on the bathroom floor with a needle in his arm and his eyes staring at nothing.

Leah's knees hit tile before her brain caught up. Her fingers found his throat—no pulse, skin already cooling, that terrible stillness that meant gone. She'd seen death before. Fighters who pushed too hard, accidents in the ring, the car crash that killed her father when she was sixteen.

This was different.

This was a kid who'd asked her for help, dead in her gym's bathroom, and she hadn't even known he was using.

"Tyler." Her voice cracked. Stupid—he couldn't hear her. "Tyler, come on."

Nothing. Of course nothing.

She fumbled for her phone, fingers slick with sweat that had nothing to do with the evening's training sessions. 911. The numbers blurred, but she punched them in anyway.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"There's a—" She swallowed hard. "There's a body. A kid. He's dead, I think he overdosed, I found him in the bathroom—"

"Ma'am, I need you to stay calm. What's your location?"

Leah gave the address. Answered questions. Stayed on the line like the operator asked. The whole time, Tyler stared at the ceiling with eyes that had been so alive six weeks ago.

She was still on the phone when the bathroom door opened.

Two men stepped through. Not paramedics—the ambulance wasn't here yet. These were gym types, thick with muscle, but something in their eyes killed any thought that they were here to help.

"Hang up," the first one said. Shaved head, neck like a tree trunk, casual cruelty in every line of his face.

Leah's grip tightened on her phone. "I'm on with 911."

"I know." He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. "Hang up anyway."

"Ma'am?" The operator's voice buzzed in her ear. "Ma'am, are you still there?"

"I'm here," Leah said, not breaking eye contact with the man in front of her. "Two men just entered. I don't know who they are."

The second man—taller, boxer's build gone soft around the middle—sighed like she was being difficult. "Look, sweetheart. You didn't see anything tonight. Kid came in after hours, let himself in somehow, tragic accident. You weren't even here."

"I'm looking at him right now."

"No." The first man stepped closer, and Leah forced herself not to back up. Former kickboxer. Regional champion. She'd faced down opponents who wanted to take her head off, and she hadn't flinched. "You're not. Because if you were here, if you saw something, that would be a problem. And problems get solved in ways you wouldn't like."

The operator was asking questions again. Leah heard sirens in the distance—finally, finally—and something in her chest loosened just enough to let the anger in.

"Get out of my gym."

"Your gym?" The man laughed. "Honey, you don't own anything that matters. You rent space and train housewives. The people who actually run things in this neighborhood? They're telling you to forget what you saw."

"I don't care what they're telling me." Leah stood, her legs steadier than they had any right to be. "A kid is dead. I'm talking to the cops."

The two men exchanged a look. Something passed between them—calculation, decision, the cold math of consequences.

"Your choice," the first one said. "But choices have prices."

They left before the ambulance arrived.



The cops asked questions for two hours.

Leah answered every one. Described the men—shaved head, tree trunk neck, boxer's build, the casual way they'd threatened her like it was routine. She gave them Tyler's name, told them about the drills she'd assigned him, watched their faces stay carefully blank when she mentioned the needle.

"PEDs are a problem in the fight circuit," one detective said. Not unkindly. "Kids trying to get an edge, not knowing what they're putting in their bodies."

"This wasn't steroids." Leah's hands had started shaking somewhere around hour one. She gripped her knees to hide it. "I've seen guys on gear. This was something else."

"We'll look into it."

They wouldn't. She could see it in their eyes—another OD, another dead kid, another case that would get filed and forgotten while the men who supplied the poison kept operating.

She gave her statement anyway. Signed papers. Watched them load Tyler's body into a van and drive away.

By the time she left the gym, it was past midnight.

Her car was parked in the alley behind the building. Same spot she'd used for three years, ever since she'd taken over the lease and turned a failing fitness center into something worth protecting.

The car was on fire.

Leah stood in the alley and watched flames devour the Honda she'd bought with her first real paycheck as a trainer. Insurance money from a career-ending knee injury, channeled into independence. Three years of reliability, of freedom, of proof that she'd rebuilt her life after losing everything she'd trained for.

Gone.

She didn't scream. Didn't cry. Just stood there with the heat washing over her face, memorizing the message.

You talked. This is what happens.



The note appeared in her locker at 6 AM.

Leah had come in early—couldn't sleep, couldn't stay in her apartment staring at walls, couldn't do anything except keep moving. The gym was her second chance. If she stopped showing up, they won.

She opened her locker to grab her training gloves.

A folded piece of paper fell out.

Accidents happen in gyms.

Four words. No signature. Nothing else needed.

Leah read it three times, feeling each word land like a body shot. Her hands trembled—the same hands that had held regional championship belts, that had rebuilt her body through spite and physical therapy, that had pulled her out of the darkest hole she'd ever fallen into.

She crumpled the note and threw it in the trash.

Then she taped her hands, walked onto the training floor, and waited for her first client.



The morning passed in a blur of drills and corrections.

"Keep your guard up—there, that's better." Leah adjusted Michelle's stance, a forty-something accountant who'd signed up for self-defense classes after a parking garage scare. "Now throw the combination again."

Michelle threw. Leah watched her form, gave feedback, moved through the motions of a normal day.

Inside, she was screaming.

Tyler's face kept flashing behind her eyes. Nineteen years old. Dead on her bathroom floor. And the men who'd threatened her—they hadn't even seemed worried. Like killing witnesses was so routine it barely registered as inconvenient.

"Leah?" Michelle had stopped mid-combination. "You okay? You look pale."

"I'm fine." The lie came easy. Three years of smiling through pain, through the knee that ended her career, through insurance battles and bankruptcy scares and the slow grind of building something from nothing. "Let's work on your footwork."

She demonstrated a pivot, felt her body move through familiar patterns. Fighting had been her whole life before the injury. Kickboxing since she was fourteen, regional championships by twenty-two, a career trajectory that pointed straight up—until her knee buckled during a title match and everything stopped.

Six months of surgery and recovery. Another six of physical therapy that felt like torture. A year of depression so thick she'd forgotten what daylight looked like.

And then this gym. This second chance. Proof that losing one fight didn't mean losing the war.

Now someone was threatening to take it from her.

Her next client was a college wrestler named Devon who wanted to improve his striking. Leah ran him through pad work, absorbing the impacts, channeling every hit into something that wasn't fear.

"Harder," she told him. "You're pulling your punches."

Devon threw harder. The pads cracked against her forearms.

Better.

The afternoon brought more clients. A lunch rush of office workers burning stress. A teenager whose mother wanted her to learn self-defense. Two brothers training for an amateur bout, eager for any edge she could give them.

Leah coached them all. Smiled when expected. Kept her voice steady and her corrections sharp.

And underneath it all, her hands shook.

Not obvious—she'd learned to hide weakness during her fighting career. But there, trembling against the training pads, twitching when she reached for her water bottle. Every time she blinked, she saw Tyler's empty eyes. Every time the gym door opened, she tensed for the shaved-head man to walk back through.

They knew her name. Knew where she worked. Had burned her car while she was inside giving statements to cops who would do nothing.

Accidents happen in gyms.

Leah finished her last session at seven. Locked up the equipment. Walked through the bathroom where she'd found Tyler and made herself look at the spot where his body had been.

Clean now. Someone had mopped. But she could still see him—sprawled on tile, needle in arm, hope extinguished.

She'd told the cops everything. That was supposed to be the right thing. Report what you see, trust the system, let justice handle the monsters.

The system had given her a burning car and a death threat.

"Okay," she said to the empty gym. Her voice sounded strange in the silence—hoarse, tired, but steady. "Okay. So that's how it is."

She didn't know what came next. Didn't know who those men worked for, or how far they'd go, or whether talking to the cops had signed her death warrant.

But she knew one thing.

She wasn't going to run. Wasn't going to quit. Three years ago, she'd rebuilt her life from wreckage through spite and work. She could do it again.

Leah grabbed her bag, hit the lights, and walked out into a night that felt darker than it should.

Somewhere in Jersey City, men who poisoned kids thought they'd scared her into silence.

They were about to learn they'd miscalculated.
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