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Two months back, and the territory still tasted different.

Decay rolled his throttle, keeping pace with Plague as they carved through the refinery corridor south of Newark. Chemical burn hung in the air—that familiar Jersey perfume of diesel and processing plant runoff that coated your throat and never quite washed out. Eight years away, and his lungs remembered it like a homecoming.

The V-twin beneath him thrummed steady and patient, same as the man riding it. He'd forgotten how the Turnpike corridor felt at sixty miles per hour, forgotten the way container cranes loomed against the gray sky like metal dinosaurs guarding the port. Forgotten, or maybe just tried to.

Plague cut left onto a service road that hadn't existed when Decay left. New asphalt, fresh boundary markers, evidence of expansion he'd only heard about secondhand. The club had nearly died eight years ago—internal war, external pressure, bodies stacking up until Decay couldn't watch anymore. He'd walked away before the collapse finished, convinced himself he was preserving something by not being there when it all went to ash.

But ash makes good fertilizer. And what grew back was stronger than what burned.

They pulled off at an overlook above the container yards, engines idling down to that low rumble that felt like a heartbeat. Elizabeth port spread below them—mountains of shipping containers in reds and blues and faded greens, cranes swinging loads like mechanical arms conducting some industrial symphony. Plague's territory now. The club's territory.

"You're thinking too loud." Plague killed his engine and swung off his bike, leather creaking. The chemical burn scar across his neck caught the weak sunlight, a permanent reminder of the refinery work that had killed his mother slow and made him fast. "Two months back and you're still riding like you're visiting."

Decay dismounted, taking his time. Patience wasn't a choice anymore—it was armor. "Learning the new boundaries. Lot changed while I watched from outside."

"Lot died while you watched from outside." No judgment in Plague's voice, just fact. The president had never been one for sugarcoating. "Lot came back stronger, too. You seeing that part?"

Below them, a container ship was being unloaded, metal boxes swinging through the air with mechanical precision. Money moving. Product moving. The lifeblood of an operation that had survived when it should have collapsed.

"I'm seeing it." Decay pulled a cigarette from his cut, lit it with hands that stayed steady because steady was all he knew how to be anymore. "Seeing the expansion. Seeing the new blood wearing patches. Seeing brothers who weren't prospects when I left running enforcement now."

"Seeing a club that earned its survival." Plague moved to stand beside him, both men looking down at what they'd built—one from the beginning, one from the resurrection. "Question is whether you're back to observe or back to belong."

The smoke tasted like the refineries, like home, like something Decay had convinced himself he didn't need. "I'm back because what survived deserved me to come back. Took me too long to figure that out."

Plague's hand landed on his shoulder, heavy and certain. "Then stop riding like a tourist and start riding like a founding member. Territory assessment's done. You know the boundaries. Now act like they're yours to protect."

They mounted up and rode back toward Newark, the Turnpike opening up beneath their wheels like a concrete river flowing north. Decay fell into formation behind Plague's left shoulder—VP position, even though Scourge held that patch now. Old habits. The muscle memory of hierarchy that eight years hadn't erased.

The compound rose out of Newark's industrial corridor like a fortress built from the city's bones. Converted chemical storage facility, two stories of concrete and steel that had been designed to contain hazardous materials and now contained hazardous men. The chrome in the lot caught afternoon light—fifteen bikes lined up neat, brothers home and accounted for.

Plague parked at the front, president's privilege. Decay found his spot near the garage, same space he'd claimed fifteen years ago when they were breaking ground on something that shouldn't have worked. The club had been six men and a dream back then, riding through industrial wasteland and pretending they were building an empire.

Now the empire was real. Scarred and rebuilt, but real.

Inside, the clubhouse hit him with familiar sensory overload—beer and leather and the chemical undertone that seeped through the walls from whatever this building used to store. The bar was packed with brothers, afternoon turning toward evening and the day-shift guys mixing with the night crew.

Turnpike was holding court near the pool table, road captain's authority evident in how the younger brothers clustered around him. Former state trooper who'd learned that playing by the rules just meant losing slower—now he owned every road from Newark to the George Washington Bridge, and the club moved through his highway network like blood through veins.

"Decay." Turnpike broke off his conversation, crossing to clasp forearms. "Heard you and Plague did the southern sweep. Everything tight?"

"Tight enough. Container yard's running smooth. The expansion near Bayonne looks solid."

"Should be. Took us two years to lock that down after—" Turnpike stopped himself, but Decay heard the rest anyway. After you left. After everything collapsed. After we rebuilt without you. "Port authority's still bought, same guys from my trooper days. Some things don't change."

"And some things do." Decay nodded toward the chapel, where Plague was disappearing through the reinforced door. "Meeting?"

"Quick one. Intel came in this morning—something Plague wanted eyes on before dinner."

The chapel hadn't changed much. Same long table, same patches on the walls representing the dead and the honored, same industrial lighting that made everyone look harder than they already were. Decay took a seat near the middle—not at the officer end, not with the newer members. Somewhere between past and present.

Plague stood at the head, Scourge on his right, Havoc looming behind them like barely contained destruction. The other officers filtered in—Thrash vibrating with that pit energy he never could turn off, Shred moving blade-fast even when he was just finding a chair.

"Quick business before we eat." Plague didn't waste time on preamble. Never had. "Turnpike, what'd your guys pick up this morning?"

Turnpike spread a handful of photographs across the table—surveillance shots, grainy but clear enough. "Cartel activity in Hoboken. Small crew, maybe fifteen men. Operating out of a warehouse near the waterfront."

"Cartel?" Scourge leaned forward, epidemic build tensing like a virus looking for hosts. "We don't have cartel problems. Cartels know better than to set up in our turf."

"These aren't establishing. They're hunting." Turnpike tapped one of the photos—a woman's face, taken from distance, probably without her knowledge. "Former DEA. Spent eight years undercover in cartel operations, helped dismantle a major network five years back. The crew in Hoboken? They're what survived. And they're here for her."

Decay studied the photograph. Mid-thirties, forgettable in the way undercover agents learned to be, but something sharp in her eyes even through the grainy image. Watchful. The look of someone who'd spent years pretending to be other people.

"Revenge operation," Plague said. "Personal grudge against a woman who burned their organization."

"Not our problem." Havoc's voice was calm, which made it worse. "Let the cartel have their vendetta. Keep the streets clean for us."

"It becomes our problem when cartel remnants start operating in club-adjacent territory." Plague's eyes moved to Decay, holding there. "Hoboken's close enough to Jersey City that their shit could splash on our expansion. Revenge operations burn hot. They spread. Exactly the kind of rot that infects healthy territory if you don't cut it out."

Decay understood why Plague was looking at him. Patient assessment. Understanding cycles of decay and what fed them. He'd watched things collapse before, watched rot spread until nothing survived.

"Fifteen men, cartel-trained," he said slowly, turning the information over. "Here for one woman. They won't stop until they get her, and they won't be quiet about it. That kind of operation—it draws attention. Law enforcement attention. Attention we don't want near our territory."

"So we're taking this on?" Thrash asked, leg bouncing under the table. "Finding this woman before they do?"

"We're assessing." Plague nodded at Decay. "Brother's got the patience for surveillance. Knows how to watch things develop before acting. Turnpike gives him the location intel, he goes to Hoboken, finds out how close this crew is to their target. We decide next steps once we know what we're actually dealing with."

Decay met the president's eyes across the table. A test, maybe. Or an opportunity—a chance to prove he was back to belong, not just observe. Either way, the answer was the same.

"I'll head out tonight. See what's growing in Hoboken."

"Good." Plague straightened, signaling the meeting's end. "Rest of you—regular operations. Don't need everyone distracted by cartel bullshit until we know it's our bullshit to handle."

The brothers filed out toward the bar, toward food, toward the evening rituals that Decay was still relearning. He stayed behind, studying the photographs Turnpike had left on the table. The woman's face. The warehouse locations. The surveillance notes in Turnpike's precise handwriting.

Cartel remnants hunting a former DEA agent. Revenge operation burning hot in territory the club was still securing. The kind of situation that could decay into something worse if nobody acted—or the kind of situation that could feed something new if handled right.

Decay gathered the photographs and headed for his bike.

Time to see what was rotting in Hoboken.
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The photograph was waiting for her when she opened the shop.

Vera saw it the moment she unlocked the door—a rectangle of white against the worn hardwood, slipped through the gap like a love letter from hell. She didn't pick it up immediately. Eight years undercover had taught her that the thing you reach for first is usually the thing that gets you killed.

She stepped over it, scanning the bookstore's shadows. Morning light filtered through dusty windows, illuminating spines she'd memorized over three years of building this quiet life. Poetry in the corner. True crime by the register—irony she'd stopped finding funny. The back room where she kept inventory and a loaded Glock in a hollowed-out copy of War and Peace.

Nothing moved. Nothing breathed except her.

Only then did she go back for the photograph.

Her own face stared up at her. Yesterday's clothes. Yesterday's coffee cup in her hand. Taken from across the street, maybe from the bodega awning or the apartment building entrance. Close enough to see the gray in her hair she'd stopped bothering to dye.

A red X slashed across her face in what looked like lipstick.

She flipped it over. Spanish, handwritten in neat block letters: Perra traidora. Te encontramos.

Traitor bitch. We found you.

Vera's hands didn't shake. They'd stopped shaking somewhere around year three of living inside cartel operations, sleeping next to men who would've skinned her alive if they'd known who she really was. The shaking came back later, in the quiet moments. Never when it mattered.

She tucked the photograph into her back pocket and opened the shop like it was any other Tuesday.

The morning passed in a haze of customers she barely registered. A college kid looking for Hemingway. An older woman who came in every week for romance novels and stayed to chat about her grandchildren. A man in a business suit who browsed military history and left without buying anything.

Vera watched them all with eyes that couldn't stop cataloging. Threat assessment had become as automatic as breathing during her years under. She'd hoped running a bookstore would quiet that part of her brain—surround herself with paper and silence instead of product and paranoia.

Hope was for people who hadn't testified against Ricardo Fuentes.

She closed at six, same as always. Walked to her car in the small lot behind the building, keys threaded through her fingers like weapons because old habits were the only ones that kept you alive. The Civic was ten years old, chosen for forgettability. Nothing flashy. Nothing memorable. The car of a woman who'd learned that standing out got people killed.

The driver's side window was shattered.

Glass glittered across the seat like scattered diamonds. No note this time—they didn't need one. The message was clear enough.

We know where you park.

Vera stood in the dying light, staring at the destruction. She could call the cops. File a report. Watch them shrug about vandalism while Fuentes's men tightened the noose. The system she'd served for fifteen years had taught her exactly how much protection it provided to burned agents: none.

She swept the glass off her seat with a folded newspaper from the recycling bin and drove home with wind cutting through the broken window.

Her apartment was a third-floor walkup in a building old enough to creak. She'd chosen it for the fire escape access and the clear sightlines from the windows. Defensible. The kind of thinking that used to make her feel paranoid and now made her feel smart.

She ate leftover Chinese standing at the kitchen counter, not tasting it. Ran through the mental list she'd kept updated since the day she'd walked away from the DEA: go bag in the closet, cash in three separate hiding spots, two IDs good enough to survive casual inspection.

Four years of relocations. Four different cities. Four different versions of herself, each one a little more hollowed out than the last.

And Fuentes had found her anyway.

She'd known he would, eventually. The testimony that put away twelve of his men and got three more killed—that wasn't something a man like Ricardo Fuentes forgot. He'd been mid-level when she'd infiltrated his organization. Logistics, distribution routes, the boring machinery that kept product flowing. Not a kingpin. Not even close.

But the bust had changed that. The men above him died or went to prison. The men below him scattered. And Fuentes—patient, methodical Fuentes—had spent four years gathering the survivors and hunting the woman who'd cost him everything.

Vera had read the reports before she'd quit. Knew the names of the men who'd escaped prosecution. Miguel Santos, the enforcer who'd once shown her pictures of his daughter while discussing the best ways to dispose of bodies. Carlos Reyes, the logistics coordinator whose brother had died in the raid. Diego Vargas, the interrogation specialist whose work she'd witnessed once and still saw in her nightmares.

They were all out there. And now they were here.

Sleep didn't come easy, but she'd stopped expecting it to. She lay in the dark with her Glock on the nightstand and her eyes tracking shadows across the ceiling. Every creak of the old building was footsteps. Every car passing below was surveillance.

This was the part they didn't tell you about when you signed up for undercover work. The after. The years spent waiting for the past to catch up, knowing it would, knowing there was nothing you could do but run and run and run until you couldn't anymore.

Vera was tired of running.



The cat was waiting for her at the shop.

She'd arrived early, 6 AM, hoping to catch them in the act. Instead she found the door unlocked and the smell hitting her before she'd taken three steps inside.

It was gray, a tabby that might have been someone's pet once. Now it was gutted and splayed across her counter, blood soaking into the wood she'd refinished herself during those first hopeful months of building something honest.

The note was pinned to its chest with a kitchen knife.

Recordamos lo que hiciste.

We remember what you did.

Vera stared at the destruction—at the violence done to an innocent animal just to make her afraid. And something shifted inside her. Something that had been curled up and quiet for three years, hibernating under layers of book dust and pretend normalcy.

She wasn't afraid.

She was pissed.

These men had chased her across four states. They'd destroyed her peace. They'd killed a goddamn cat to prove a point.

And they expected her to run again.

Vera pulled on the latex gloves she kept under the counter—leftover paranoia from years of never leaving prints—and cleaned up the mess with methodical efficiency. Bagged the cat. Bleached the counter. Disposed of the evidence in a dumpster three blocks away because she wasn't about to let anyone trace this back to her shop and start asking questions.

By the time she was done, the sun was properly up and her hands still weren't shaking.

She locked the shop and went back to her apartment. Pulled the go bag from the closet. Checked the cash in hiding spot one, then two, then three.

But she didn't pack. Not yet.

Instead, she sat at her kitchen table with her father's old service weapon—the Glock she'd inherited when he died, the one piece of her past she'd never been able to leave behind—and field-stripped it with the muscle memory of a thousand repetitions.

Four years of running hadn't saved her. Four cities, four names, four increasingly desperate attempts to disappear.

Fuentes had found her anyway.

Which meant running again would just delay the inevitable. He'd find her next month, or next year, or in ten years when she'd finally let herself believe she was safe. And he'd kill her. Slowly, if Diego Vargas had anything to say about it.

Vera reassembled the Glock with steady hands. Loaded it. Checked the chamber.

She didn't know what came next. Didn't have a plan beyond surviving the night and figuring out her options in the morning.

But she was done being prey.

If Fuentes wanted her, he was going to learn that some targets bite back.
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Church was called for noon, which meant something had escalated overnight.

Decay rolled into the compound lot at eleven-forty, finding half the brotherhood already there. Bikes lined up in formation, chrome catching weak autumn sun. The chemical smell from the refineries hung thick today—wind blowing wrong, pushing all that industrial poison straight into Newark's lungs.

Inside, the clubhouse hummed with that particular energy that came before violence. Brothers clustered in groups, conversations dropping to murmurs when Decay passed. He caught fragments: cartel, Hoboken, moving fast.

Plague stood near the chapel door, arms crossed, watching his men the way a general watches troops before battle. His eyes tracked to Decay and held.

"You do any surveillance last night?"

"Drove through Hoboken twice. Spotted their warehouse—waterfront, north end. Counted six men on visible rotation." Decay kept his voice low. "They're not hiding. Either they're stupid or they think nobody's watching."

"Or they want her scared enough to run into their arms." Plague's jaw tightened. "Church. Now."

The chapel filled fast. Decay took the same seat as yesterday—middle of the table, between past and present. Scourge claimed the VP chair with that restless energy he carried everywhere, fingers drumming against the wood. Havoc loomed behind Plague like a threat made flesh. Turnpike had spread fresh intel across the table: more surveillance photos, a map with locations circled in red.

"Alright." Plague didn't sit. Never did during war councils. "Scourge, tell them what your guys found this morning."

Scourge leaned forward, epidemic build coiled tight. "Cartel remnants. Not a new operation—these are survivors from a network that got dismantled five years back. DEA sting, major bust, twelve convictions and three bodies." He tapped the map. "The men who scattered have been regrouping. Fifteen soldiers, maybe more. All cartel-trained, which means they fight different than street crews."

"They're not here for territory," Turnpike added. "Not moving product, not establishing routes. Every piece of intel points to one thing: they're hunting."

"The woman." Thrash's leg bounced under the table, pit energy demanding release. "The one from the photos yesterday."

"Former DEA." Scourge's voice carried an edge—the brotherhood's automatic distrust of anything law enforcement. "Spent eight years undercover in cartel operations. Her testimony is what put those twelve men away and got the other three killed. The crew hunting her? They lost everything because of her."

Shred shifted in his seat, blade-fast even when sitting still. "So let them have her. She's a fed. Was a fed. Not our problem."

"She's not a fed anymore." Decay spoke without planning to, the words coming from somewhere patient and certain. "She quit. Runs a bookstore in Hoboken now."

Every eye in the room turned to him.

"You know this how?" Plague's question wasn't accusation—it was assessment.

"Did my homework last night. After the drive-through, I pulled what I could on the target." Decay met the president's gaze steadily. "Vera Caldwell. Thirty-seven. Retired from DEA three years ago after her cover got blown and
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