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The Elizabeth port warehouses at 2 AM smelled like diesel, rust, and decisions that couldn't be undone.

Spore moved through shadows along the corrugated steel wall, boots silent on cracked concrete. Four weeks since he'd earned his patch, and the leather still felt new against his shoulders—but the watching, the reading of situations, the stillness before action? That was old. That was bone-deep.

Ahead, light bled from beneath a loading bay door. Wrong warehouse. Wrong time. Wrong everything.

He held position behind a rusted shipping container, counting breaths. Three guards where the intel said zero. Armed with cheap nines tucked into waistbands, cigarettes glowing like targets in the dark. Amateurs playing professional.

Shred's voice crackled through the earpiece. "You got eyes?"

"Three." Spore kept his voice flat. "Armed. Relaxed."

"Havoc says go hot or pull back. Your call."

His call. Four weeks patched and brothers trusted his read. That meant something in a club where trust got men killed or kept them breathing.

The guards laughed at something—loud, stupid, echoing off container stacks. One wandered toward the shadows to piss, and the geometry shifted. Two together, one isolated, and a window opening.

"Going hot," Spore said. "Thirty seconds."

He moved.

The pisser never heard him coming. Spore's arm locked around the man's throat from behind, cutting off sound and air simultaneously. The body sagged in eight seconds—unconscious, not dead. Club wanted intel, and dead men didn't talk.

He lowered the guard into shadow and drew his piece.

Twenty-two seconds.

The remaining two stood near the loading door, backs half-turned, still laughing about something that died in their throats when Spore stepped into the light.

"Hands," he said. One word. Flat.

The taller one reached for his waistband.

Spore put two rounds center mass before the fingers touched steel. The body dropped and the second guard froze, hands shooting skyward, cigarette tumbling from lips.

"On your knees."

The guard dropped like his strings got cut. "Man, I don't—I'm just—"

"Quiet."

Shred materialized from the darkness, blade already drawn, grin spreading across his face. "Clean work, brother." He secured the kneeling guard with zip ties, movements efficient from years of practice. "Havoc's bringing the van around."

Spore moved toward the loading bay door, listening. No alarms. No backup calls. These weren't professionals—they were bodies filling space, which meant whoever ran this operation thought muscle alone was enough.

Wrong.

The warehouse interior told a story for anyone willing to read it. Manifests stacked on a folding table didn't match the cargo containers lining the walls. Shipping schedules marked in red showed 3 AM arrivals—off the books, off the record, moving through Elizabeth's ports like a virus nobody was tracking.

Except now someone was.

Spore photographed everything. Dates. Container numbers. The logo on the manifest headers: SHAW LOGISTICS CONSULTING. A legitimate front for something that clearly wasn't.

"Spore." Shred's voice carried warning. "Time."

He pocketed his phone and moved. The surviving guard went into Havoc's van for a conversation he wouldn't enjoy, and the dead one stayed where he fell. Morning shift would find him. Questions would be asked. Answers wouldn't matter—by then, the club would have what they needed.

The ride back to the compound ate forty minutes of Turnpike darkness. Spore's Harley rumbled beneath him, vibration settling into his bones like a heartbeat he'd borrowed. Four weeks wearing the patch, and he still caught himself reaching to make sure it was real.

Jersey City kid. No military. No special training. Just a contaminated neighborhood and a front-row seat to watching people die slow while everyone else looked away.

He'd stopped looking away.



The compound rose from Newark's industrial corridor like a middle finger aimed at everything respectable. Converted chemical storage, the building had been built to contain hazardous materials. Now it contained hazardous men.

Spore pulled into the fenced lot alongside Shred, killing his engine as the garage bay rolled open. Inside, brothers moved with purpose—bikes getting serviced, weapons getting cleaned, the constant low hum of a machine that never stopped running.

"Church in twenty," Havoc said, passing them on his way to deal with their guest in the basement. "Plague wants everyone."

The clubhouse proper smelled like leather, motor oil, and the particular brand of cheap whiskey the club bought by the case. Spore grabbed coffee from the bar—Thrash's ungodly strong brew—and found a corner to settle in.

Twenty minutes. He'd spent years learning to be still. In Jersey City, stillness was the only option when chemical companies poisoned your block and lawyers told you proving it would take decades. He'd watched Mrs. Hernandez from 4B shrink to nothing over eighteen months. Watched her husband sell everything to afford treatments that didn't work. Watched the EPA send letters and the company send larger letters and nothing changing except the body count.

Stillness had felt like dying then.

Now it felt like preparation.

The chapel doors opened and brothers filed in. Plague at the head of the scarred wooden table, Scourge at his right hand, Turnpike and Havoc filling their seats. Spore took his spot near the back—new patch, new position—and listened.

"Shaw," Plague said, the name hitting the table like a dropped knife. "Someone want to tell me how we missed a smuggling operation running twenty warehouses through our territory?"

Silence. Then Turnpike leaned forward, pulling up his phone.

"Because Shaw's smart. Former port authority consultant, knows the system inside out. He's not moving product through main channels—he's using compromised security at secondary facilities. Night shifts. Skeleton crews. Guards on payroll or too scared to talk."

"Until tonight." Havoc cracked his knuckles. "Boy in the basement's telling me Shaw's got twenty men, mix of dock workers and hired muscle. Been expanding for eighteen months while everyone watched the big players."

Plague's eyes swept the table. "What's he moving?"

"Everything." Turnpike scrolled through something on his phone. "Contraband's contraband to Shaw. Pills, guns, stolen cargo. Man doesn't care what's in the containers as long as his cut comes through clean."

"And now he's expanding into our port access." Scourge's voice carried the flat promise of violence deferred. "Three of our usual channels dried up last month. Thought it was heat. Turns out it was Shaw squeezing them quiet."

The room shifted. Spore felt it—the temperature dropping, focus sharpening. This wasn't about territory on a map. This was about respect, about the creeping knowledge that someone had been operating in their shadow without permission or consequence.

"We're mapping his operation," Plague said. "Every warehouse, every guard, every shipment schedule. When we move, it's not a strike—it's an eradication. Creeping Death doesn't leave infections to spread."

Spore spoke before he decided to. "There's a security guard."

Heads turned. Plague's gaze landed on him, steady and assessing.

"Adjacent facility to the one we hit tonight." Spore kept his voice level, reporting facts. "Night shift, same hours as Shaw's 3 AM runs. She's been documenting. I've seen her through the fence, taking notes, photographing trucks that aren't on any schedule."

"She law?" Havoc asked.

"No patch. No badge posture. Moves like someone who's trained to notice things and is noticing too much." He paused. "Shaw's people will have made her by now. Security guard asking the wrong questions at the wrong times—that's a liability he won't let walk."

Plague considered. "You know her?"

"Seen her. Haven't made contact."

"Then make contact." Plague's eyes held that flat calculation that made men either follow him or run from him. "If she's got intel, we need it before Shaw puts her in a container. If she's a problem, we need to know that too."

Spore nodded once. "I'll handle it."

"Turnpike." Plague shifted focus. "I want everything on Shaw's logistics by end of week. Shred, Havoc—maintain pressure on his outer operations. Make him feel us watching."

The meeting broke with brothers moving to their assignments. Spore stayed seated, finishing his coffee, letting the information settle.

A security guard documenting patterns. Shaw's operation bigger than anyone knew. And somewhere in Elizabeth, a woman who'd seen too much and didn't understand yet what that meant.

He understood. He'd grown up surrounded by people who saw things that were killing them and couldn't make anyone listen. Couldn't make anyone act. Couldn't make anything change.

The club had changed him. Given him brothers who moved when movement mattered. Given him a place where stillness wasn't paralysis—it was coiled potential.

He set down his empty cup and headed for his bike. Elizabeth wasn't far, and dawn was still hours away. Plenty of time to find the woman who noticed too much before Shaw's people found her first.

The Turnpike stretched ahead, refinery flames painting the sky orange against black. Spore opened the throttle and let his Harley eat the miles, moving toward a problem he hadn't created but intended to solve.

Some conditions, you had to make right yourself.
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The 3 AM trucks didn't match the manifest.

Nina Volkov stood in the shadows of the security booth, watching a semi back into Bay 7 while her brain did what it always did—cataloged, compared, calculated. Third Tuesday in a row. Same driver. Same unmarked trailer. Same two sedans flanking the route like an escort detail nobody ordered.

She shouldn't care. That was the whole point of this job—mindless night shifts at a nothing warehouse in Elizabeth, watching screens instead of drone feeds, documenting arrivals instead of deaths. Eight months of forcing her brain to stop connecting dots that led to casualties.

Her brain didn't listen.

The notebook in her pocket held three weeks of observations. License plates that repeated too often. Faces that showed up at the adjacent Shaw facility when the cameras conveniently glitched. Shipping schedules that made no sense unless you assumed half the cargo wasn't cargo at all.

Old habits. The kind that got people killed from ten thousand feet away.

Nina finished her rounds, locked the security booth, and headed for the employee lockers. Dawn bled gray through the warehouse skylights, and she wanted coffee, a shower, and approximately twelve hours of not thinking about anything.

Her locker door hung open.

She stopped. Processed. The padlock lay on the bench, cut clean through. Her jacket hung undisturbed. Her bag sat where she'd left it.

The notebook was gone.

"Looking for something?"

Nina turned. Derek Walsh stood at the end of the locker row—dock foreman at Shaw Logistics, though she'd never seen him actually work a dock. Forties, weathered face, eyes that assessed her like she was cargo waiting to be sorted.

"Private property." She kept her voice flat. "Whatever you think you found—"

"Three weeks of surveillance on a legitimate business operation." Walsh flipped through her notebook, not reading it, just making sure she saw him holding it. "Times, dates, license plates. Very thorough."

"I'm security. Documenting unusual activity is literally my job."

"At our facility?" He smiled, and it didn't reach anywhere near his eyes. "See, that's where it gets complicated."

Two men materialized behind her. She hadn't heard them approach—sloppy, she'd let herself get cornered—and when she turned, she recognized them from the 3 AM arrivals. Muscle. The kind of muscle that solved problems permanently.

"Ms. Volkov." Walsh tucked her notebook into his jacket. "Let's take a walk."



The parking lot sat empty except for Nina's decade-old Honda and a black sedan that hadn't been there when her shift started. Walsh positioned himself between her and the car while his men flanked her—standard intimidation geometry. She'd studied enough threat scenarios to recognize the setup.

"You served," Walsh said. "Army intelligence, five years. Honorable discharge, though I'm guessing the story behind that is more interesting than the paperwork suggests."

They'd researched her. Of course they had.

"You took this job eight months ago," he continued. "Night shift at a warehouse that barely requires a pulse. Woman with your background, your training—that's either hiding from something or looking for something."

"I wanted quiet." True. Also irrelevant now.

"Quiet doesn't keep notes." Walsh pulled out a cigarette, lit it, let the smoke curl between them. "You've got a gift, Ms. Volkov. Reading patterns, seeing what's there before anyone else. It's the same gift that made you useful to the Army. Same gift that's making you a problem now."

"I haven't reported anything."

"Yet." Walsh took a long drag. "Mr. Shaw appreciates talent. He's built his operation by recognizing people who see more than they should and finding ways to make that useful rather than... inconvenient."

"And if I'm not interested in being useful?"

The men behind her moved closer. She felt body heat, smelled cheap cologne, and understood exactly where this conversation ended if she gave the wrong answer.

"Then we're having a different discussion." Walsh dropped his cigarette and ground it under his heel. "One that ends with you becoming cargo instead of an asset. Your choice."

Nina's training kicked in—threat assessment, exit analysis, probability calculation. Two men behind her, one in front, open parking lot with no witnesses, her car twenty feet away with keys in her pocket. She could run. They'd catch her. She could fight. They'd win.

She could comply. And disappear into whatever Shaw needed her for until she became inconvenient anyway.

"What do you want?"

"Right now? Your cooperation." Walsh reached out and gripped her wrist—hard, deliberately painful. "We're going to have some conversations about what you've observed, what you've documented, and what you're going to do about it going forward. Consider this your orientation."

He pressed something against her forearm. Metal. Hot.

Nina bit through her lip to keep from screaming as the cigarette lighter seared into her skin. The smell of burning flesh—her flesh—filled her nostrils while Walsh held her steady, his expression bored, clinical.

"That's so you remember." He released her, and she stumbled back, clutching her arm. "Mr. Shaw will be in touch about your new responsibilities. Until then, you keep coming to work, you keep your mouth shut, and you don't make any more notes. Understood?"

She nodded. Speaking wasn't possible.

"Good." Walsh climbed into the sedan, his men following. The engine started, headlights flared, and they pulled away like nothing had happened.

Nina stood in the empty parking lot, arm throbbing, watching the taillights disappear toward the port. Her breath came in sharp gasps. Her hands shook. The pain was secondary to the realization crashing through her—she'd spent five years reading threat assessments, understanding operations, recognizing patterns that killed people.

Now she was in one.



Her apartment looked the same as she'd left it. Small, clean, deliberately anonymous. The kind of place someone lived when they were trying not to exist.

Nina locked the door, then locked it again. Checked the windows. Drew the blinds.

Then she went to the bathroom and looked at her arm.

The burn formed a rough circle, edges blistered and weeping. Second degree, maybe worse at the center. She'd seen burns like this on bodies in drone footage, the aftermath of strikes she'd called in from air-conditioned trailers half a world away.

Now she wore one.

She cleaned the wound with shaking hands, applied antibiotic ointment, wrapped it in gauze. Clinical actions while her mind raced through scenarios.

Shaw's operation was bigger than smuggling—it had to be, to justify this level of enforcement. Walsh had mentioned making her useful, which meant they wanted her skills, her training, her ability to see patterns. They'd use her until she wasn't useful anymore, and then she'd become one of those 3 AM shipments that didn't match the manifest.

She couldn't go to the police. Port authority, local PD—Walsh's confidence suggested Shaw had people everywhere. Her notes were gone. She had no evidence, no allies, no options.

You could run.

She'd thought about running for eight months. Different cities, different names, a life spent moving before anyone looked too closely. But running meant admitting she couldn't handle what she'd seen, couldn't process what she'd done, couldn't face a world where her skills only seemed to hurt people.

Running felt too much like dying slowly.

You could fight.

With what? Against who? Shaw had twenty warehouses, a crew of dock workers and enforcers, and a decade of making problems disappear. She was one former analyst with a burned arm and no backup.

Nina sank onto her bed, staring at the ceiling. The pain pulsed through her forearm in waves, each beat reminding her how thoroughly she'd miscalculated. She'd taken this job to stop seeing patterns. Instead, she'd seen one that might get her killed.

Find a way out.

The thought surfaced like survival instinct, clear and cold. She didn't know what it looked like yet—escape, leverage, someone else who'd noticed what she had. But staying meant dying, and running meant dying slower, which left fighting as the only option that kept her breathing.

She needed information. Allies. A path through this that didn't end in a shipping container.

She needed to be very, very careful.

The sun rose outside her window, painting her walls gold, and Nina lay still, calculating odds she didn't like while her arm burned with the promise of worse to come.
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Twenty-four hours of digging, and Shaw's operation looked worse than anyone had guessed.

Spore sat in the chapel with his brothers, the scarred wooden table covered in printouts Turnpike had been assembling since dawn. Maps marked with warehouse locations. Shipping schedules cross-referenced against port authority records. Photos of men who moved through Elizabeth like they owned it.

Shaw thought he did own it. That was about to change.

"Twenty warehouses confirmed." Turnpike spread the map flat, tapping locations circled in red. "All secondary facilities—places with skeleton crews and security guards making twelve bucks an hour. He's not bribing port authority brass. He's buying the night shift at buildings nobody's watching."

"Smart." Plague leaned back, arms crossed. "Invisible."

"Was invisible." Havoc cracked his neck, restless energy barely contained. "Now we're watching."

The basement conversation with their captured guard had been productive. Spore hadn't participated—Havoc handled interrogations with an efficiency that made questions unnecessary—but the intel flowed upward. Shaw had been running product through Elizabeth for eighteen months. Pills, weapons, stolen cargo. The man didn't specialize because specialization meant vulnerability. He moved whatever paid and let the port's natural chaos cover his tracks.

"He's got a coordinator," Turnpike continued. "Carl Novak, former customs agent. Handles manifests, bribes, scheduling. Makes sure paperwork matches cargo when inspectors come around—which isn't often, because Shaw knows which inspectors to avoid."

"And muscle?" Scourge's voice carried an edge. He'd been quiet since learning Shaw had choked three of the club's port contacts without anyone noticing.

"Derek Walsh runs enforcement. Dock foreman by day, problem solver by night." Turnpike pulled up a photo—weathered face, cold eyes, the look of a man who'd stopped caring about consequences. "When guards ask questions, Walsh provides answers. When witnesses get nervous, Walsh calms them down. Permanently, if needed."

Spore thought about the woman at the adjacent warehouse. The one who documented too much, moved like she'd been trained to notice patterns. If Walsh knew about her—

"There's someone else."

Heads turned. Plague's gaze landed on him, patient and waiting.

"Security guard at a facility bordering Shaw's main warehouse." Spore kept his voice level. "Night shift, same hours as the 3 AM runs. She's been taking notes. Photographing vehicles. Documenting arrivals that don't match any schedule."

"Law?" Havoc asked.

"Former military, maybe. Moves like someone who was trained to observe and report." He paused, choosing words carefully. "Shaw's people will have spotted her by now. A guard asking the wrong questions is a liability he won't tolerate."

Thrash snorted. "So? One less witness."

"One less witness with intel we need." Spore met his brother's eyes. "She's been watching Shaw's operation for weeks. Documenting patterns nobody else noticed. That information disappears when Walsh puts her in a container."

The room went quiet. Plague's fingers drummed against the table—three taps, considering.

"You've seen her," he said. Not a question.

"Through the fence. She works nights, same schedule I've been running surveillance. Keeps to herself, doesn't interact with Shaw's people, just
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