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The bat connected with a satisfying crack, and Mark Deluca's kneecap went sideways in a way God never intended.

Pestilence stepped back as the man crumpled, screaming into the warehouse's concrete floor. Dust motes swirled in the single shaft of light cutting through the grimy windows, dancing around Deluca's thrashing form like they were enjoying the show.

"That's fifty thousand you owe Creeping Death," Plague said, crouching beside the writhing man. His voice carried that patient-zero calm that made smart people terrified. "The interest keeps climbing, Mark. Every week you don't pay, something else breaks."

"I'll get it—I swear to Christ, I'll get it—"

"You said that last month." Plague stood, brushing dust off his jeans like he'd just finished yard work instead of debt collection. "Pestilence."

The second swing took out the other knee.

Pestilence's hands remembered this—the weight of the bat, the angle needed for maximum damage without killing. Six years away and his body hadn't forgotten a goddamn thing. The violence moved through him like water finding its old channel, familiar and almost comforting.

Better than the alternative. Better than sitting in Danny's empty apartment, staring at the recliner where his brother had spent his last months coughing up pieces of his lungs.

"Two weeks," Plague told the sobbing mess on the floor. "Fifty thousand, or we start on the arms. You know we're good for it."

Outside, the Newark night hit Pestilence like a homecoming—refinery flames painting the sky orange, chemical smell threading through diesel exhaust, the constant rumble of the Turnpike in the distance. He'd forgotten how the city tasted. Three months burying Danny in Pennsylvania, another three settling the nothing his brother had left behind, and he'd almost convinced himself he could stay away.

Almost.

His bike waited in the loading dock shadow, chrome catching firelight from the distant stacks. He swung a leg over and felt the Harley settle under him, V-twin idling like a heartbeat he'd been missing.

"Rides like you never left," Plague said, mounting his own bike. His cut shifted with the movement, Creeping Death MC stark white against black leather. The grinning skull with its scythe had faded some over the years, but the threat remained fresh.

"Muscle memory." Pestilence flexed his hands on the grips. "Some things don't forget."

They rolled out of the industrial park, two bikes cutting through Elizabeth's decaying grid. Container cranes loomed against the sky like metal giants, and somewhere a train horn called across the port. Pestilence let the wind scour away the warehouse smell, let the engine vibration shake loose the tension still coiled in his shoulders.

Danny's funeral had been three months ago. The cemetery was quiet and green and absolutely nothing like his brother, who'd been loud and alive until the refineries stole his breath one cell at a time. Pestilence had stood there in a suit that didn't fit, watching dirt cover the coffin, and felt something inside him crack open.

The emptiness that followed was worse than grief. Grief you could feel. The emptiness was just... nothing. Weeks of staring at walls, eating food he couldn't taste, going through motions that meant exactly nothing.

Coming back was survival. If the rage didn't have somewhere to go, it would eat him from the inside.

The compound rose out of Newark's industrial corridor like it belonged there—converted chemical storage, two stories of concrete and steel, built to contain hazardous materials. These days it contained hazardous men. Chrome glittered in the lot, thirty bikes lined up like soldiers at attention. The gate swung open as they approached, prospect recognizing the cut and the man wearing it.

Inside, the clubhouse hit him with sound and warmth and the particular smell of motor oil, whiskey, and brothers who'd been riding all day. Thrash was behind the bar built from refinery salvage, pouring shots for Shred and a prospect whose name Pestilence didn't know yet. The big man looked up as they entered, face splitting into a grin.

"The prodigal horseman returns!" He slid two whiskeys across the scarred wood. "We're doing shots for every year you were gone."

"That's six shots."

"Did I stutter?"

Plague dropped onto a stool, reaching for his glass. "He handled Deluca like he never left. Knees went sideways just right."

"Told you." Thrash pointed at Pestilence with the bottle. "Some brothers, the violence just marinates. Ages like fine whiskey while they're gone."

Pestilence drank the first shot, let the burn settle. Around him, the clubhouse hummed with activity—brothers playing pool, old ladies gathered in a corner booth, the constant bass thrum of music that never quite stopped. He'd spent six years watching his brother suffocate inch by inch in a hospital room that smelled like antiseptic and failure. The clubhouse smelled like home.

"Church tomorrow," Plague said, working on his second shot. "Full table. Got some territory business that needs the original perspective."

"What kind of business?"

"Money laundering operation moving through Elizabeth. Some financial fixer named Stenner, been pressuring cash businesses into compliance. Using their storefronts to clean dirty money from half the criminal operations in North Jersey." Plague's jaw tightened. "He's been squeezing businesses in our territory. The kind of people we're supposed to be protecting."

Pestilence turned his glass in his hands. When they'd built this club fifteen years ago, it was about exactly this—protecting the neighborhoods the corporations poisoned, the communities the law forgot. Plague had lost his mother to refinery cancer. Pestilence had just buried his brother from the same slow death. The refineries killed people by inches, and nobody paid. Creeping Death made sure somebody always paid.

"How many businesses has he turned?"

"Turnpike's got a list. Dozen confirmed, maybe more scared to talk." Plague finished his second shot. "There's a pawn shop in Elizabeth, woman who runs it won't cooperate. Stenner's people have been on her hard. Broke into her apartment, smashed her place up. She's holding out, but she's running out of time."

Something flickered in the back of Pestilence's mind. Elizabeth pawn shop. Woman who wouldn't cooperate.

"What's her name?"

"Kowalczyk. Jenna Kowalczyk."

The name hit him like a fist to the chest.

Jenna. Five-seven with a fighter's compact build, hands that threw combinations fast enough to blur. He'd watched her on the Jersey circuit years ago, back when bare-knuckle meant blood and broken bones and crowds that bet on how long you'd stay standing. She'd been meaner than women half a foot taller, taking hits that would've dropped bigger fighters and coming back swinging every time.

He remembered the last fight he'd seen—some monster named Rosa who outweighed her by forty pounds. Jenna had taken a beating for three rounds, face swelling, ribs cracking, and then she'd found an opening and dropped Rosa with a liver shot that echoed through the warehouse. Standing over her opponent, blood dripping down her chin, she'd looked like something carved from violence and will.

Then she'd disappeared from the circuit. He'd heard something about a hand injury, career-ending damage. After that, nothing.

"I know her," Pestilence said slowly. "Fighter from the old days. Underground circuit, Jersey bare-knuckle. Toughest woman I ever watched work."

Plague's eyes sharpened. "She's holding out against Stenner's crew, but she can't do it alone. Not against the kind of muscle he's got."

"She won't ask for help." Pestilence remembered the set of her jaw, the way she'd spit blood and keep swinging. "Not in her nature."

"Then maybe she needs someone to show up before she asks." Plague stood, clapping him on the shoulder. "Get some sleep, brother. Tomorrow we talk about how to handle Stenner. But Elizabeth's in our territory, and that means Jenna Kowalczyk is our responsibility whether she knows it or not."

Pestilence watched him go, then turned back to his whiskey. The compound noise washed over him—brothers laughing, music thumping, the sounds of life he'd been missing for six years.

Danny was dead. Nothing would change that. Nothing would bring back the years Pestilence had spent watching him suffocate, helpless, unable to stop a single breath from escaping.

But this—this was something he could do. Stenner's operation threatening Elizabeth, threatening a woman who'd never learned how to stay down. The grief needed a direction or it would eat him alive. Maybe spreading death was better than drowning in it.

Thrash slid another shot across the bar. "You look like a man making plans."

"Something like that."

"Good." The big man grinned, all teeth and thrash-energy. "Been too quiet around here. We could use a founding member's rage pointed at something that deserves it."

Pestilence threw back the shot and felt the burn all the way down.

Tomorrow was church. Tomorrow was territory business and money laundering operations and a woman who wouldn't cooperate.

Tonight, he had whiskey and brothers and the particular comfort of violence still thrumming through his hands.

It was good to be home.
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The emerald ring was fake.

Jenna held it up to the light, watching the way the stone caught the fluorescent glow of her shop's overhead fixtures. Good fake—the kind that fooled most people. But most people hadn't spent five years reading tells across a fighting pit, learning to spot the lie in someone's stance before they threw.

"Sorry, Mrs. Patterson." She set the ring on the counter between them. "It's glass. Pretty glass, but glass."

The older woman's face crumpled. "My mother said it was real. She said my grandmother brought it from Warsaw—"

"Your grandmother probably believed that." Jenna gentled her voice, because some truths needed soft delivery. "Doesn't mean the man who sold it to her wasn't a liar."

She bought the ring anyway, gave Mrs. Patterson forty dollars for something worth maybe five. The woman needed groceries more than Jenna needed profit margins, and the pawn shop would survive one mercy purchase.

The bell above the door chimed as Mrs. Patterson left.

Four men walked in.

Jenna's hand dropped below the counter, fingers finding the baseball bat she kept on the lower shelf. Her right hand—the one that didn't close all the way anymore, the one that had ended her fighting career when it shattered against Rosa Mendez's skull six years ago.

She recognized the man in front. Hard to forget someone whose nose you'd broken a week ago.

Derek Simms still had tape across the bridge, white medical adhesive stark against his face. He was dressed like a businessman—sport coat, pressed shirt—but he moved like what he actually was. Muscle with a corporate veneer. Behind him, three others spread out with the casual precision of men who'd done this before.

"Miss Kowalczyk." Simms stopped at the counter, close enough that she could see the bruising still yellowing around his eyes. "We need to have a conversation."

"We had a conversation last week. It ended with you bleeding on my floor."

"That was a negotiation." His smile didn't reach his eyes. "This is an explanation."

The three men behind him fanned out through the shop. One positioned himself by the door. Another drifted toward the back room. The third started examining a display case full of watches like he was shopping.

Jenna's grip tightened on the bat. "Get out of my shop."

"Mr. Stenner has been patient with you," Simms continued, as if she hadn't spoken. "He understands that some business owners need time to appreciate the benefits of partnership. But your window for appreciation has closed."

"I told your boss I'm not laundering money through my register. That hasn't changed."

"Everything changes, Miss Kowalczyk." Simms leaned on the counter, and she caught a whiff of cologne trying to cover the smell of something meaner underneath. "Your shop processes cash transactions. You report whatever numbers you want to the IRS. We bring you additional cash, you process it, we split the clean money. Everyone profits."

"Except when the feds come knocking and I'm the one holding the bag."

"Mr. Stenner has arrangements with people who ensure that doesn't happen." Simms tilted his head, studying her the way she used to study opponents before a fight. "You're not stupid. You know how this works. You've been around enough criminal operations to understand that cooperation is always better than resistance."

"I'm not around criminal operations anymore."

"No. You're running a pawn shop in Elizabeth, buying desperate people's jewelry for pennies and selling it back to different desperate people for dollars." His voice dropped, hardening. "You're already profiting off misery. Mr. Stenner is just offering you a chance to profit more."

The man by the watches picked up a display case and hurled it against the wall. Glass exploded across the floor, vintage timepieces scattering like roaches in light.

Jenna didn't flinch. Couldn't afford to.

"That's what happens to things that don't cooperate," Simms said, still casual. "Products. Furniture. Hands."

Her right hand throbbed at the mention, phantom pain shooting through knuckles that had never healed right.

"We'll be at your apartment tonight," Simms continued. "To discuss the terms of your cooperation. I recommend you be there. I recommend you be ready to say yes." He straightened, adjusting his sport coat. "Mr. Stenner doesn't enjoy making examples. But he's very, very good at it."

They left without another word. The bell chimed cheerfully as the door swung shut behind them.

Jenna stood frozen behind the counter, bat still clutched in her bad hand, heart hammering against her ribs. Glass glittered across the floor. The display case had held forty years of collected watches—some genuine antiques, most just pretty junk—and now they were scattered in the wreckage like broken promises.

She could call the cops. File a report. Watch nothing happen while Stenner's lawyers made everything disappear.

She could run. Pack a bag, drive until Elizabeth was a memory, start over somewhere these people couldn't find her.

She could fight.

Her hand tightened on the bat, bones grinding where they'd never set right. She'd fought her whole life—in foster homes, in gyms, in warehouses full of screaming crowds betting on blood. Fighting was the only thing she'd ever been great at, and it had been taken from her one shattered knuckle at a time.

The pawn shop was what she'd built from the wreckage. Proof that she could survive losing everything and still make something new.

If she let Stenner take it, she had nothing.



She went to her apartment anyway.

Not because Simms had told her to. Because she needed clothes, needed her laptop, needed to think somewhere that didn't smell like broken glass and failed defiance.

They were waiting in her living room.

Three of them this time—not Simms, but the same type. Big men in cheap suits, positioned around her space like they owned it. The door hadn't been forced; they'd picked the lock or had a key. Either way, the violation was complete before she'd even walked in.

"Miss Kowalczyk." The one on her couch stood up. Taller than Simms, broader, with the flat affect of someone who'd disconnected emotion from action a long time ago. "Thank you for joining us."

"This is my apartment."

"For now." He gestured at the armchair across from him. "Sit."

"I'll stand."

The two others moved before she could react. One grabbed her arms, pinning them behind her back. The other produced a knife—not threatening, just present. A visual aid.

"Sit," the tall one repeated.

They forced her into the armchair. The one with the knife drifted toward her kitchen, casual, running the blade along her countertops. The other kept her arms pinned, fingers digging into her biceps hard enough to bruise.

"Mr. Stenner wanted us to help you understand the situation," the tall one said. He picked up her TV—forty-two inches, the nicest thing she owned—and hurled it through the window. Glass crashed. The night air rushed in, carrying car horns and distant sirens.

"That's property damage." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Police might actually care about that."

"Police care about what Mr. Stenner tells them to care about." He kicked her coffee table. It splintered against the wall. "This is Elizabeth. Half the force is on retainer. The other half knows better than to ask questions."

The one with the knife moved to her bookshelf. Started pulling books down, slicing through covers, scattering pages across the floor. Her grandmother's cookbook. The self-defense manual she'd bought after her hand healed. A paperback romance she'd been meaning to finish.

"Stop." The word ripped out of her before she could hold it back. "Just—stop."

"We'll stop when you cooperate."

The man behind her shifted his grip, grabbed her right hand. Her bad hand. He bent her fingers back, not quite far enough to break, but enough to send lightning bolts of pain shooting up her arm.

"This is the hand, right?" The tall one leaned in close. "The one that ended your career. The one you broke on Rosa Mendez's face." He smiled, and it was worse than Simms's corporate emptiness. This was a man who enjoyed his work. "I watched that fight, you know. Watched you go down swinging. Very impressive. Very stupid."

He nodded at the man holding her, and the pressure on her fingers increased.

Jenna bit through her lip to keep from screaming.

"Next time we come," the tall one said softly, "we finish what the circuit started. Every finger. Every knuckle. Everything you use to count money and write receipts and pretend you're something other than a broken fighter running out of options."

He held her gaze for a long moment, letting the threat settle.

Then he stood. The pressure on her hand released. The men filed out of her apartment, stepping over broken glass and scattered pages, leaving her alone in the wreckage of the second life she'd built.

Jenna sat in the armchair for a long time. Her hand throbbed. Her lip bled. Outside, through the shattered window, Elizabeth hummed with the sounds of a city that didn't care what happened in its apartments.

She couldn't stay here. Couldn't sleep in a space they'd violated, waiting for them to come back and make good on promises she knew they'd keep.



The pawn shop was cold at night.

Jenna had cleaned up the broken display case, swept the glass into a pile she'd deal with tomorrow. Now she sat behind the counter with a crowbar across her lap, watching the door and running through options.

She could cooperate. Let Stenner use her shop, take the money, keep her head down until someone else became the example.

She could run. But she'd already run once—from the circuit, from the only life she'd known. Running again felt like admitting she'd never stop.

She could fight. But fight who? Fight how? Her hand was ruined, her connections were gone, and Stenner had an army of men who'd already proven they could walk into her life whenever they wanted.

The crowbar was cold under her fingers.

Five years on the bare-knuckle circuit had taught her one thing: there was always someone bigger, stronger, meaner. The only way to survive was to be smarter, faster, more willing to take damage than the other person.

But she wasn't fighting one person. She was fighting an organization. A network. A man with money and muscle and the kind of patience that ground people down.

She had a pawn shop and a bad hand and a stubbornness that had never known when to quit.

The night stretched on, cold and dark and full of options that all ended the same way.

Her, broken. Her shop, gone. Everything she'd built from the ashes of her fighting career, reduced to nothing.

Unless something changed.

Unless someone showed up who could fight the kind of war she couldn't win alone.

Jenna adjusted the crowbar and settled in to wait for morning.
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TEAGAN SINCLAIR

CREEPING DEATH MC





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





