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The Turnpike stretched out like a scar through Jersey's toxic gut, refinery flames painting the night sky orange and red. Fever rolled his throttle back, matching Scourge's pace as they swept past the container yards of Elizabeth, chrome catching firelight from the stacks that never stopped.

Six weeks back in Newark. Six weeks wearing the cut again after four years as a ghost. The weight of it still felt like coming home and being buried alive at the same time.

"Two o'clock," Scourge's voice crackled through the comm. "Black SUV. Third time we've seen that plate tonight."

Fever clocked the vehicle—late-model Suburban with tinted windows, moving too smooth through traffic. Not cops. Cops in Jersey drove Crown Vics held together with rust and prayer. This was private money. Military precision.

"They're tracking the port access roads," Fever said. "Same pattern as last week."

"Plague wants to know who's shopping in our territory."

The SUV turned onto a service road leading toward the container yards, and Fever committed the route to memory. Four years of running had taught him patience he'd never wanted to learn. Law enforcement task forces, rival clubs, three separate contracts on his head—he'd drawn fire away from the club and survived long enough to come back.

But watching wasn't the same as living. And waiting felt too much like dying slow.

They followed at distance, two more turns through the maze of warehouses until the Suburban pulled into a lot surrounded by chain-link and razor wire. Fever killed his lights, letting the bike coast to a stop behind a shipping container while Scourge took position fifty yards east.

Through the fence, Fever counted: eight men in tactical gear unloading equipment from a second vehicle. They moved like operators—former military, probably spec ops, definitely not the usual muscle that rolled through Newark looking for opportunities. These were professionals.

And professionals cost money. Serious money.

His phone buzzed. Scourge's text: Company name on the van. Tessaro Security.

Fever's jaw tightened. He'd heard whispers about Tessaro during his years underground—a private military contractor who'd built an empire recruiting veterans with skills the civilian world didn't value and clients who needed problems to disappear permanently. The kind of outfit that made government spooks look like crossing guards.

The restless energy in his blood kicked up a notch. It always did when he found a target worth chasing.



The compound rose out of Newark's corridor like something that had grown there instead of being built—converted chemical storage, all concrete and steel, constructed to contain hazardous materials. Now it contained hazardous men, which Fever figured was close enough.

He rolled through the gate at eleven, Scourge peeling off toward the garage while Fever headed for the clubhouse. The lot was half-full, chrome lined up in neat rows, brothers scattered around the fire pit trading cigarettes and bullshit. A few nodded as he passed. Most just watched.

Six weeks back, and he was still reading the room. Still figuring out where he fit after four years of fitting nowhere.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like motor oil and cheap whiskey—the same smell it had carried when he'd prospected fifteen years ago. The bar was refinery salvage and port container parts, ugly and functional and not apologizing for itself. Thrash was behind it tonight, sliding a bottle of bourbon toward a prospect who looked too young to shave.

"Church in ten," Thrash said without looking up. "Plague's been waiting on you."

"Traffic." Fever grabbed a beer from the cooler, twisted off the cap. "Plus some military types running surveillance on our port routes."

That got Thrash's attention. His pit-dog energy shifted, focus sharpening. "How military?"

"Tessaro Security. Private contractors. Eight operators I could see, probably more in the warehouse."

"Fuck." Thrash's fingers drummed the bar. "That's the same outfit Turnpike flagged last week. They've been sniffing around one of our operations."

The chapel door swung open, and Havoc's massive frame filled the doorway. "Fever. Inside. Now."

Fever drained his beer and followed.



Church was already full—Plague at the head of the table, Scourge and Turnpike flanking him, Havoc taking his seat at the Sergeant at Arms position. Shred leaned against the back wall, blade-thin and coiled, the kind of still that came before fast violence.

Fever dropped into his chair, feeling the eyes on him. Still the prodigal son. Still proving he'd earned the right to come back.

Plague's chemical burn scar caught the overhead light as he leaned forward. "Report."

"Tessaro Security is setting up in Elizabeth," Fever said. "I counted eight operators tonight, plus surveillance vehicles running our routes. They've got a warehouse near the port, and they're not hiding their presence."

"Because they don't think we're a threat." Plague's voice was fast, words hitting like jabs. "Turnpike. What do we know?"

Turnpike spread a folder across the table—surveillance photos, vehicle registrations, corporate paperwork. "Private military contractor, officially licensed for security work. Unofficially, they take contracts that cross every legal line there is. Protection becomes elimination. Recruitment becomes coercion. Their client list includes Fortune 500 companies who need problems solved without paperwork."

"And they're in our territory because?"

"Two things." Turnpike tapped a photo—a facility on Frelinghuysen Avenue. "First, they've been hired by someone who wants our operation gone. We've been undercutting their distribution, and they brought in professionals to handle it."

"Second?" Plague asked.

Turnpike slid another photo across the table. A woman—dark hair, lean build, sharp eyes that looked like they'd seen too much. The background was pine trees, a cabin barely visible through the brush.

"They're recruiting," Turnpike continued. "Tessaro specializes in acquiring veterans with specialized skills. This woman turned him down three times. Now he's not asking anymore."

Fever picked up the photo, studied the face. Something about her stillness reminded him of snipers he'd known—the economy of movement, the patience that came from hours of waiting for shots that couldn't miss.

"What's her specialty?"

"Scout sniper. Seventeen confirmed kills in theater. She came home and disappeared into the Pine Barrens. Works as a hunting guide, picks up private security contracts when she needs money. Lives alone because—"

"Because she's like us," Fever finished. "Doesn't fit anywhere else."

Plague's eyes narrowed. "She's leverage Tessaro can use against us. A shooter that good, forced to work for contractors who want us eliminated? That's a problem."

"More than that." Turnpike leaned back. "If Tessaro takes her, they've got intelligence resources that rival government agencies. They'll find everything she knows about the Barrens, every contract she's worked, every vulnerability in South Jersey security. And then they'll start recruiting harder, using her as an example of what happens when you say no."

The room went quiet. Fever felt the familiar urgency building—the drive that had kept him alive through years of running and hiding. The restlessness that demanded direction.

"I'll find her," he said.

Every head turned.

Plague's expression didn't change. "You've been back six weeks. Half the brothers still don't know if you're staying."

"I'm staying." Fever met his president's eyes. "I spent four years drawing fire away from this club. Law enforcement, rival clubs, contracts on my head from three sources. I survived long enough to come back because I'm not built to stop moving."

"And now?"

"Now I need a target." Fever set the photo down. "Let me point at these operators. Let me find this sniper before Tessaro does."

Scourge shifted in his chair. "Kid's got a point. We need intel on Tessaro's operation, and we need that shooter on our side or off the board. Fever's got experience running quiet."

"Running quiet is how he survived," Havoc rumbled. "Doesn't mean he can extract an asset from a company full of ex-military."

"I'm not extracting anyone." Fever's voice carried an edge. "I'm making contact. Giving her options. Whatever Tessaro's got on her, we can help solve."

Plague was silent for a long moment, calculating in that fast, lethal way that had built Creeping Death from nothing. Finally, he nodded.

"Go south. Find her before they do. Make her understand that we're the better option." His eyes hardened. "And Fever? If Tessaro's people get in your way, put them down. No warnings. No mercy."

Fever stood, the restless energy in his blood finally settling into purpose. "Wouldn't have it any other way."

"Church dismissed." Plague rose, and the brothers followed. "Fever—ride at dawn. Take what you need from the armory."

The chapel emptied, but Fever lingered, studying the photo of the woman in the Pine Barrens. She didn't know it yet, but her quiet life was already over. Tessaro had made sure of that the moment he decided she was an asset to acquire.

The only question was whether she'd let Fever show her another path—or whether she'd have to learn the hard way that some people didn't stop until everything around them was ash.

He tucked the photo into his cut and headed for the armory.

He had direction now. And these operators were about to learn whose territory they'd wandered into.
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The Pine Barrens held their silence like a secret, and Zara Hassan had learned to listen.

She'd been tracking a buck for two hours through scrub pine and cedar, moving slow enough that the forest forgot she was there. October had stripped the underbrush thin, but she knew these woods the way she'd once known Helmand Province—every shadow, every sightline, every place a threat could hide.

The buck froze thirty yards out. Zara froze with him.

Something was wrong.

Not the deer. The deer was just being a deer. But something in the pattern of bird calls had shifted, and her body recognized danger before her brain caught up. Seventeen confirmed kills had wired her nervous system for survival, and right now every wire was screaming.

She abandoned the hunt and took the long way back to her cabin, circling wide through terrain that would punish anyone trying to follow. Two hours of careful movement, checking her six every hundred yards.

The cabin sat exactly where she'd left it—weathered cedar, solar panels on the roof, her truck parked in the gravel drive. Nothing moved. Nothing out of place.

But the front door was unlocked.

Zara never left the door unlocked.

She drew the Glock from her hip holster and cleared the cabin room by room, muscle memory taking over. Kitchen. Clear. Bedroom. Clear. Bathroom. Clear.

Empty. No hostiles. No signs of struggle.

Just a manila folder sitting on her kitchen table like it had every right to be there.

Her blood went cold.

Someone had entered her home, bypassed her security, and left without a trace. Not amateurs—professionals. The kind who moved like ghosts because they'd been trained by the same people who'd trained her.

Zara holstered her weapon and approached the table.

The folder was thick. She flipped it open and felt her world crack down the middle.

Photographs. Surveillance shots from operations that didn't officially exist—her in desert camo, rifle scope pressed to her eye. Mission briefings stamped CLASSIFIED in red ink. After-action reports listing kills she'd been told would never see paper.

Seventeen faces. Seventeen names. Seventeen moments she'd thought were buried in government black sites and her own nightmares.

At the bottom of the stack, a handwritten note on expensive cream paper:

Ms. Hassan—

Mr. Tessaro hopes you'll reconsider his offer. Your skills are wasted in these woods. The attached materials are, of course, completely secure in our hands. We'd hate to see them reach the wrong parties.

We'll be in touch.

No signature. No return address. Just the implicit threat wrapped in corporate politeness.

Zara's hands didn't shake. She'd trained that reflex out of herself years ago, lying in the dirt for hours waiting for shots that would end lives halfway across a valley. But something deeper than her hands was shaking—something in her chest that felt like the foundation of her careful, quiet existence crumbling.

She'd built this life to disappear. To become nobody, want nothing, owe nothing. The Barrens were supposed to be her reward for surviving a war that still screamed in her head every night.

And now Frank Tessaro had found her anyway.



Three days.

Three days of checking her perimeter every four hours. Three days of sleeping in two-hour shifts with her rifle within arm's reach. Three days of knowing they were coming back and not knowing when.

She'd researched Tessaro Security on a laptop she kept offline—what little information existed in public records. Private military contractor. Founded by Frank Tessaro, former CIA operations officer who'd discovered private sector money solved problems government oversight created. Officially, they provided security services to corporations and high-net-worth individuals.

Unofficially, they were mercenaries with better branding.

She'd turned Tessaro down three times over the past two years. Polite inquiries through intermediaries, suggesting her skills would be valued, compensation would be generous, benefits would include certain legal protections. Each time she'd said no. Each time she'd thought that was the end of it.

Apparently, Frank Tessaro didn't accept no.

The SUVs arrived on day three, just after noon.

Zara watched them through her scope from a concealed position in the tree line—two black Suburbans rolling up her gravel drive like they owned the place. Six men emerged. Tactical gear, sidearms visible, moving in patterns that screamed former military.

She could drop three of them before they reached cover. Maybe four, if she was fast.

But that would make her a murderer instead of a veteran, and whatever was left of her life would burn to ash.

So she waited.

One of them approached the cabin door—tall, easy manner, the kind of handsome that worked well in recruitment videos. He knocked like a salesman.

Zara let him knock twice before emerging from the trees, rifle slung across her back, Glock in hand.

"That's far enough."

Six weapons came up. Six sets of eyes found her. The handsome one raised a hand, and his men held position.

"Ms. Hassan." His smile was warm, professional, utterly false. "Kyle Tatum. I work for Mr. Tessaro. I believe you received our message."

"I received a threat." Zara kept her Glock level, though she knew it wouldn't matter if they decided to end this here. "Same answer as before. No."

Tatum's smile didn't waver. "That's not really an option anymore. Mr. Tessaro has invested significant resources in your recruitment. He doesn't like negative returns."

"Then he should've invested elsewhere."

"He did." Tatum took a step closer, hands visible, posture non-threatening in a way that felt rehearsed. "He invested in information. Seventeen confirmed kills, Ms. Hassan. Some of those targets had families. Some of those families might be very interested in learning who pulled the trigger."

The words hit like a punch to the chest, but Zara didn't let it show. "Those kills were sanctioned. Legal under rules of engagement."

"Legal in a war zone. But wars end, and paperwork has a way of getting... reinterpreted." Tatum shrugged. "It would be unfortunate if certain interested parties—foreign governments, journalists, grieving relatives—received anonymous tips about a war criminal living in the New Jersey Pine Barrens."

War criminal.

The phrase sat in her mouth like poison. She'd followed orders. She'd done what her country asked. She'd come home with a head full of faces and built a life that hurt no one.

And this smiling bastard was going to turn her into a monster because she wouldn't play assassin for his boss.

"What does Tessaro want?" Her voice came out flat. Dead.

"Simple contract work. There's a target in Newark—someone causing problems for one of our clients. We need your particular skills to resolve the situation." Tatum's smile widened. "One job. After that, we can discuss a more permanent arrangement."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then your file goes public, your quiet life ends, and you spend the rest of your days either running or sitting in a cell." He spread his hands. "Mr. Tessaro prefers cooperation to coercion, but he's practical about getting results."

Zara's finger rested against the Glock's trigger guard. She could feel the weight of her rifle on her back, the familiar comfort of weapons that had never betrayed her.

But Tatum wasn't wrong. If those files went public, she was done. The government would deny everything, leave her hanging in the wind while politicians distanced themselves from "rogue operators." She'd be painted as a murderer, a monster, a cautionary tale about the psychological damage of combat.

Everything she'd survived would mean nothing.

Tatum watched her calculate, and his smile turned satisfied. "Take some time. Think it over. We'll be back in a few days for your answer." He nodded toward the cabin. "Nice place you've got here. Shame if something happened to it."

He turned and walked back to the SUVs, his men falling into formation around him. Professional. Disciplined. Absolutely certain they'd won.

Zara stood in her driveway and watched them leave, dust rising behind their tires, the Barrens swallowing the sound of their engines until silence returned.

She was still holding the Glock.

Her hand still wasn't shaking.

But inside, where seventeen faces lived alongside the woman she used to be, something was burning. Not panic—she'd trained panic out of herself alongside the shaking hands. This was different. Colder.

This was rage.

She walked back into her cabin, set the Glock on the kitchen table next to the folder full of her sins, and started planning.

Tessaro thought he could acquire her like a piece of equipment. Tatum thought his smile and his threats would break her resolve.

They didn't know what she'd survived. They didn't know what she was capable of when the alternative was losing everything.

And they were about to learn.
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Church started at ten, and Fever was in his seat by nine-forty-five.

The chapel smelled like cigarette smoke and old leather, morning light cutting through the high windows and painting stripes across the table where Creeping Death made its decisions. Fever had sat in this room a hundred times before his years away, but now every meeting felt like proving ground. Like the brothers were still deciding if he belonged.

Maybe they were. Maybe he was too.

Shred dropped into the chair beside him, coffee in hand, looking like he hadn't slept. "You find anything useful last night?"

"Tessaro's got a staging warehouse in Elizabeth. Eight operators minimum, probably more rotating through." Fever kept his voice low as other brothers filtered in. "They're not hiding. They want us to know they're here."

"Cocky bastards."

"Cocky bastards with military training and deep pockets." Fever leaned back. "Which means we need to hit them before they're ready, not after."

The chapel door swung open and Plague walked in, Scourge and Havoc flanking him like bookends made of violence. The room went quiet. Brothers who'd been talking found their seats. Even the air seemed to hold still.

Plague took his chair at the head of the table, chemical burn scar catching the light. His eyes swept the room once—counting, assessing, making sure everyone who should be here was.

"Church is in session." His voice was fast, clipped, every word a bullet. "Turnpike. Start with the contractors."

Turnpike stood, spreading surveillance photos across
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