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The refinery flames painted the night sky orange and sick yellow, the same colors Blight remembered from twenty years ago when five men with nothing but rage and Harleys decided Newark needed a plague it couldn't cure.

He rolled his throttle back, letting Plague pull ahead on the access road that cut between container yards. The V-twin thunder beneath him felt like coming home—if home was a toxic wasteland where the air tasted like diesel and broken promises.

Three weeks back in Newark. Three weeks of relearning territory that had shifted while he was gone, watching his daughter fight for her life in a hospital bed that cost more than most people's houses.

She'd won. Cancer zero, Lily Porter one.

Now she was starting her freshman year at Rutgers, healthy and whole and calling him twice a week to complain about her roommate's boyfriend who apparently didn't understand the concept of headphones. Normal kid problems. The kind of problems he'd prayed for during those endless nights in the chemo ward.

Plague's brake light flared red, and Blight eased up beside him at the edge of the container yard. The President killed his engine, and the sudden silence felt like pressure against Blight's eardrums.

"Used to be ours all the way to that crane." Plague pointed toward the port, where metal giants moved containers like building blocks. "Castellanos crew pushed in about two years back. We pushed back harder."

Blight studied the territory with eyes that had helped map it in the first place. The container stacks created canyons of rusted steel, perfect for ambush, terrible for escape. He'd designed three different assault routes through here back when they were still figuring out what Creeping Death would become.

"They still hold anything?"

"Nothing worth taking." Plague's chemical burn scar caught the refinery light, the mark he'd carried since his mother's funeral—same refineries that killed her, same ones that painted the sky every night like a reminder. "We spread through their whole operation in about six weeks. Fast and final."

That was the Creeping Death way. No warnings, no negotiations, no mercy. Death that came quick and didn't stop until the job was done.

They rode the perimeter for another hour, Blight cataloging changes the way a surgeon catalogs scars. New fencing here, abandoned checkpoint there, a burned-out warehouse that used to run protection money through their accounts. The bones of the territory were the same, but the flesh had shifted.

Five years was a long time to be gone.

The compound rose out of Newark's industrial corridor like a fortress built from bad decisions and worse intentions. Converted chemical storage, concrete and steel, built to contain hazardous materials. Now it contained something far more dangerous.

Blight pulled into the lot behind Plague, the chrome around them catching light from a dozen bikes already parked. Brothers in cuts moved between the garage bays, the smell of motor oil and welding smoke mixing with the ever-present chemical tang that Newark residents stopped noticing after the first decade.

Inside, the clubhouse hit him with noise and heat and the particular energy of men who'd chosen violence as a lifestyle. The bar stretched along one wall—refinery salvage and port container parts welded into something that shouldn't work but did. Like everything else here.

"Blight!" Thrash appeared out of the crowd, pit energy vibrating off him even standing still. The enforcer grabbed Blight's hand and pulled him into a back-slapping embrace. "Heard you rode perimeter tonight. Anything try to kill you?"

"Not yet."

"Night's young." Thrash grinned, scars pulling at his face. "Beer?"

"After church."

Plague had already moved toward the chapel, and the brothers fell in behind him with the automatic discipline of men who understood hierarchy. Blight found his seat at the table—same chair he'd occupied during founding days, now worn smooth by other asses during his absence.

The chapel door closed, and the noise cut off like someone had thrown a switch.

"Scourge," Plague said. "Rundown."

The VP didn't waste words. "South Ward crew's been pushing boundaries. Corner operations moving into disputed blocks—nothing we've formally enforced, but they're testing."

"Cole's people?" Turnpike asked from his seat near the door.

"Darren Cole." Scourge pulled up something on his phone, slid it across the table. Blight caught a glimpse of a hard face, corner-dealer edges, the kind of eyes that calculated worth in dollars and bodies. "Runs about twenty-five soldiers out of Newark's South Ward. Drugs, robbery, expansion. Been more aggressive lately."

"Aggressive how?" Plague's voice carried the patient-zero calm that meant violence was already being calculated.

"Leaving bodies instead of witnesses." Havoc spoke from his position near the wall, arms crossed, face locked in that pre-violence stillness. "Three in the last month. All in disputed territory."

Blight had been quiet, processing. But something Turnpike had mentioned earlier—before they'd left for the perimeter ride—kept circling back.

"The EMT," he said.

Heads turned toward him.

"Turnpike mentioned a South Ward crew running an EMT for medical services. That Cole's operation?"

Turnpike nodded slowly. "Tracked it about two weeks ago. Cole's crew had a shooting near the port—should've been a fatality, but the vic walked out of a warehouse three days later. Word is they've got a medic on call."

"Voluntary?"

The question hung in the air. Blight watched his brothers exchange looks, the kind that said they knew the answer but hadn't thought to ask the question.

"Followed her last night," Blight continued. "After a call. Woman, maybe early thirties. Came out of one of Cole's buildings with blood on her scrubs and nothing in her eyes."

"Nothing in her eyes?" Plague raised an eyebrow.

"Hollow." Blight had seen that look before. In hospital waiting rooms, on soldiers coming home, in mirrors during the worst of Lily's treatment. "Operating under threat. Someone's got her leash, and they're pulling it hard."

"And this matters to us because?" Havoc's question wasn't dismissive—just practical. The Sergeant at Arms dealt in elimination, not rescue.

Blight leaned back in his chair, feeling the weight of two decades at this table even with the five-year gap. "Because useful people get used up. And when they break, whoever's using them finds new useful people. That's how rot spreads."

He'd learned patience watching chemo drip into his daughter's veins. Learned that some plagues worked slow, that you couldn't always rush the kill. But he'd also learned to recognize the early symptoms—the signs that something was going to fall apart if you didn't intervene.

This woman was a symptom. Cole's whole operation was the disease.

"Cole's been expanding," Scourge said. "Pushing into blocks we've let sit neutral because they weren't worth the bodies. But if he keeps moving north—"

"He hits our distribution routes," Plague finished. "Turnpike?"

"Three weeks, maybe four, before he's close enough to matter."

Plague was quiet for a moment, and Blight could see him calculating the spread—the same tactical mind that had built Creeping Death from five angry men into a plague that covered North Jersey. Finally, he nodded.

"Blight. The medic. Find out what she knows, what she's doing for Cole, whether she's an asset or a liability."

"And Cole?"

Plague's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Death comes for everyone. We just speed up the schedule. But we do it smart—learn the operation before we burn it down."

The meeting broke up with the scrape of chairs and the resumption of noise from the main room. Brothers clapped Blight's shoulder as they passed, the physical contact of men who'd missed him and didn't have words for it.

Turnpike hung back, waiting until the chapel was mostly empty.

"The medic," he said quietly. "Mira Okonkwo. Night shift EMT, runs out of University Hospital. Combat medic before that—two deployments."

"How'd you get her name?"

"Same way I get everything." Turnpike's former-trooper instincts hadn't died when he'd turned in his badge; they'd just found new employment. "Her partner was killed six weeks ago. Shooting call that went wrong, or went exactly right depending on whose side you're on."

Blight felt something cold settle in his chest. "Cole killed her partner."

"Cole's people. And now she patches their crew, doesn't ask questions, and shows up whenever they call because they made the alternative very clear."

"Family?"

"Mother on Hawthorne Street. Sister at University Hospital, day shift."

Leverage. Cole had leverage, and he was using it to own a woman who'd survived two combat deployments only to become property in her own city.

Blight thought about his daughter, healthy and complaining about headphones. Thought about the five years he'd spent away from this life, learning patience in waiting rooms, watching the slow creep of medicine fight the faster creep of death.

Some plagues worked slow. But this one needed to end fast.

"I'll find her tomorrow," he said. "After her shift."

Turnpike nodded and headed for the bar. Blight stayed in the chapel for another moment, staring at the table where he'd helped build an empire of violence and loyalty.

He was back. The fight that had made his daughter sick—the refineries, the pollution, the corporations that poisoned neighborhoods and called it progress—that fight was still here. But now there was a new front: a woman being used up by a crew that thought fear was the same as loyalty.

Blight knew better. Fear broke people. Loyalty was something else entirely—something you built in blood and brotherhood, not threats and leverage.

Tomorrow, he'd start teaching Cole the difference.

He walked out of the chapel and into the noise of his brothers, the smell of beer and exhaust and chemical burn, the particular chaos of men who'd chosen this life and didn't apologize for it.

Three weeks back in Newark.

Time to get to work.
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The knife had gone in just below the ribs.

Mira pressed gauze against the wound, her hands steady even as the man beneath them cursed and thrashed against the restraints his own crew had put on him. Warehouse lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that sick fluorescent yellow that made blood look black instead of red.

"Hold him," she said.

Two of Cole's soldiers leaned harder on the man's shoulders. He screamed through the rag they'd shoved in his mouth, and Mira didn't flinch. Couldn't afford to flinch. Flinching meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering why she was here.

Six weeks since Floyd died.

Five weeks since she became property.

"How bad?" The voice came from behind her—Jerome Hayes, Cole's primary enforcer, the man who'd pulled the trigger on her partner and smiled while he did it.

Mira didn't turn around. "Missed the kidney. He'll live if he doesn't get infected."

"Make sure he doesn't."

She cleaned the wound with saline that had probably expired six months ago, working by the glow of a camping lantern someone had set up on a crate. No sterile field. No proper instruments. Just her hands and whatever supplies she could steal from the ambulance without anyone noticing.

The stitches went in fast—neat, efficient, the muscle memory of two deployments doing what her conscious mind refused to engage with. In Afghanistan, she'd patched soldiers who'd catch bullets saving children. Here, she was saving men who probably deserved the knife.

Didn't matter. The job was the job was the job.

When she tied off the last suture, her hands finally trembled. Just once. Just enough that she had to grip the edge of the table to make it stop.

"Done." She stripped off her gloves, the snap of latex loud in the sudden quiet. "Keep the wound clean. Antibiotics twice a day for a week—I left them on the table. If he spikes a fever, call me."

She didn't say or take him to a hospital. They both knew that wasn't an option. Cole's crew didn't do hospitals. Hospitals meant questions, and questions meant cops, and cops meant problems nobody wanted.

That's what she was for.

Mira grabbed her jacket off a hook near the door—her EMT jacket, the one with the patches that used to mean something—and pushed out into the Newark night. The air hit her like a wall, thick with refinery stink and the distant rumble of the Turnpike. She breathed it in anyway. Anything was better than the smell of blood and fear.

Footsteps behind her. Heavy, deliberate, not bothering to hide.

"I'll walk you to your car."

Jerome fell into step beside her, and Mira's skin crawled. He was tall, built like someone who'd learned violence young and never stopped practicing. The kind of man who smiled when he hurt people—not because he was crazy, but because he genuinely enjoyed his work.

She'd watched him shoot Floyd in the head.

Keep walking. Don't react. Don't give him anything.

"Cole's happy with you," Jerome said, conversational. Like they were coworkers chatting after a shift. "You're good at what you do. Fast. Quiet. Don't ask questions."

"I patch people. That's it."

"That's everything." He smiled, teeth white in the darkness. "You know how hard it is to find a medic who doesn't have a conscience? Hospitals ask questions. Street docs want too much money. But you—you just show up, do the job, go home."

Her car was fifty feet away. Forty. Thirty.

"Your mother doing okay?"

Mira's step faltered. Just half a beat, but Jerome noticed. He noticed everything.

"Hawthorne Street, right? Nice little house. She gardens on the weekends—tomatoes, I think. Maybe peppers." His voice was soft, almost friendly. "Your sister works days at University Hospital. ER, right? Tough job. Long hours. I hear the parking garage there gets dark at night."

Twenty feet.

"What do you want, Jerome?"

"Just checking in." He stopped beside her car, leaning against the driver's door like he owned it. Like he owned everything. "Making sure you understand how this works. You're useful, Mira. Cole likes useful. But useful people stay useful because they remember who's holding the leash."

She met his eyes because looking away would be worse. "I remember."

"Good." He pushed off the car, patted the roof twice. "Get some sleep. You look tired."

He walked away, back toward the warehouse, and Mira stood frozen beside her car until her hands stopped shaking enough to unlock the door.

The drive home was autopilot. Newark streets she'd known her whole life, now mapped by threat instead of memory. That corner was where Cole's crew ran product. That alley was where Jerome had killed a witness last month—she'd heard about it through the crew, casual as gossip. That block was neutral territory, for now, until Cole decided he wanted it.

Everything belonged to someone. Including her.

Her apartment was a third-floor walkup in a building that had seen better decades. She climbed the stairs without turning on the hall lights, keys already in her hand, back against the wall as she unlocked her door because habits from deployment didn't die just because you came home.

Inside, she locked the deadbolt, the chain, and the secondary lock she'd installed two weeks after Floyd died. Then she stood in the darkness and breathed.

Six weeks.

Floyd had been her partner for three years. Steady hands, bad jokes, the kind of guy who brought donuts on night shifts and remembered everyone's coffee order. They'd responded to a shooting near the port—routine call, or what passed for routine in Newark's worst neighborhoods.

The shooter was still there when they arrived.

Jerome Hayes, standing over a body with a gun still smoking, looking up at the ambulance like it was Christmas morning. Floyd had reached for the radio to call it in. Jerome had reached for his weapon.

Mira still heard the shot when she closed her eyes.

She should have run. Should have screamed, fought, done something other than freeze while Jerome walked toward the ambulance with her partner's blood on his shoes. But she hadn't. She'd frozen, and then Jerome had smiled, and then Cole had appeared from somewhere—the shooting had been planned, the ambulance response tracked, all of it a setup to acquire exactly what Cole needed.

A medic. On call. No questions.

Your mother lives on Hawthorne Street. Your sister works days at University Hospital.

The threat didn't need to be spoken. It lived in every silence, every casual mention of family, every reminder that Mira's usefulness was the only thing keeping the people she loved alive.

She turned on the shower without bothering to undress, stepping under the spray in her scrubs. The water ran pink, then clear, but she kept scrubbing anyway. Hands that had saved a man who probably deserved to die. Arms that had held pressure on wounds caused by people she should have let bleed out.

The water turned cold.

She stood under it until her teeth chattered, until her body forced her to move because hypothermia was a real risk and the medic part of her brain wouldn't let her die that stupidly.

Towel. Dry clothes. Bed.

She lay in the darkness, staring at a ceiling she couldn't see, and waited for sleep that wouldn't come.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Floyd. The surprise on his face when the bullet hit. The way he'd reached for her, like she could save him. The exact moment the light left his eyes while Jerome laughed and Cole explained what her life would look like now.

Property.

That's what she was. A useful piece of property that patched wounds and didn't ask questions and showed up whenever Cole's crew called because the alternative was a phone call to Jerome and an accident on Hawthorne Street.

Her mother had no idea. Neither did her sister. Mira smiled through family dinners and deflected questions about why she looked tired and lied about picking up extra shifts when really she was elbows-deep in some gangbanger's guts in a warehouse that smelled like death.

This is your life now.

This is your life until Cole decides you're not useful anymore, and then Jerome comes to tie up loose ends, and your mother finds out what happened to you when the police knock on her door.

Mira pressed her palms against her eyes until she saw stars.

She'd survived two deployments. Patched soldiers under fire, held men together with gauze and prayer and sheer stubborn refusal to let them die. She'd come home thinking the worst was behind her.

Newark had laughed at that assumption.

The clock read 3:51 AM. Her shift started at seven. Four calls on the books already, legitimate ones that meant legitimate work, the kind where she could pretend she was still the person she used to be.

Three hours.

She could stare at the ceiling for three more hours
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