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Three months out, and Contagion still couldn't shake the feeling that freedom was something that could be revoked.

He rolled his throttle back, letting the Harley's growl settle into a rumble as he and Plague cruised the Turnpike corridor. Newark's industrial sprawl stretched around them—refinery flames licking the gray sky, container cranes moving like mechanical giants against the horizon. The chemical burn in the air hit the back of his throat, and for the first time since walking through those gates, he didn't mind the taste.

Inside, the air had been recycled hatred. Sweat and concrete and the particular staleness of men caged too long. This—diesel and smoke and the Turnpike's endless roar—this was home.

Plague rode point, cutting through traffic with the easy authority of a man who'd never doubted his place in the world. Contagion kept pace at his right, muscle memory handling the bike while his eyes tracked everything. Yard time had rewired his brain. Every car was a potential threat. Every shadow held someone waiting to collect on old debts.

They'd been riding for two hours. Territory assessment, Plague called it. Showing the roads that Contagion was back, letting anyone with eyes know that Creeping Death had its enforcer home again.

The truth was simpler. Plague knew what a long bid did to a man's head. Knew that the only cure was wind and chrome and the knowledge that nobody could lock the door behind you.

They pulled off near Elizabeth, stopping at an overlook where you could see the port spread out like a steel maze. Container ships waited at anchor. Trucks crawled toward the terminals. Money moving in ways that didn't show up on any legitimate books.

Plague killed his engine. Contagion did the same, and the silence felt louder than the bikes had.

"How's it feel?" Plague asked, not looking at him. Just watching the port, same way he watched everything—like he was calculating angles most people couldn't see.

Contagion rolled his shoulders, feeling the leather settle against the new muscle he'd built inside. Prison spread, they called it. Nothing to do but lift and wait and lift some more. He'd gone in hard and come out harder, his body armored against threats his mind kept manufacturing.

"Like I'm waiting for the alarm," he admitted. "You get used to the count. Wake up, count. Meals, count. Yard time, count. Now I wake up and there's nothing to count toward."

Plague nodded slowly. "Takes time. First month out, I couldn't sleep without the sounds. Had Ellie playing cell block audio off YouTube just so the quiet didn't eat me alive."

Contagion huffed something that wasn't quite a laugh. "You did eighteen months. Try six years of that training."

"Point stands." Plague finally turned, those calculating eyes landing on Contagion with the weight of full attention. "You're home, brother. Your silence bought us room to grow. Every man in that clubhouse knows what you did, what you didn't say. That kind of loyalty doesn't get forgotten."

The words should have helped. Mostly, they just reminded Contagion of everything he'd missed. The club expanding, brothers patching in, Creeping Death spreading through North Jersey like the plague they named themselves after. He'd heard about it through the pipeline—his brothers were eating territory, and nobody could stop them.

He'd missed all of it. Missed watching his brothers become the force they were now. Missed the rides, the church meetings, the violence that solved problems without courtrooms or lawyers.

All that time in silence, and his reward was feeling like a stranger in his own home.

"Your connections are already paying out," Plague continued. "Information from inside, debts getting called. Had three jobs last month go smooth because you knew which guards were dirty and which blocks had product moving."

"Those networks run deep." Contagion stared at the port, watching a crane swing a container onto a waiting truck. "Inside, reputation is the only currency that spends. I built years of reputation. Time to use it."

They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes. The wind off the water carried salt and industrial chemicals, mixing into something that smelled like Jersey. Like home.

Finally, Plague checked his phone and kicked his bike back to life. "Church in an hour. Got business to discuss."

Contagion followed him back onto the road, the familiar formation settling his nerves in ways nothing else could. Point and right. President and enforcer. The way it had been before, and the way it would be again.



The compound rose from Newark's industrial corridor like a fortress built from the bones of legitimate business. Converted chemical storage, concrete and steel, built to contain hazardous materials. Now it contained something more dangerous.

Contagion rolled through the gate, past brothers in cuts who nodded as he passed. Respect. Recognition. Men who remembered the enforcer who went in silent and stayed silent, no matter what the prosecutors offered.

He parked his bike in the row of chrome and dismounted, pulling off his gloves as he headed for the clubhouse door. The familiar sight hit him fresh every time—the bar built from refinery salvage, the port container parts welded into furniture, the industrial aesthetic that didn't apologize for what it was.

Home. Even after all this time, still home.

Havoc was at the bar, nursing something amber and watching the door. The Sergeant at Arms had gotten bigger while Contagion was inside, if that was possible. Six-three and built like destruction incarnate, his face locked in that pre-violence stillness that was somehow worse than rage.

"Brother." Havoc raised his glass an inch. "Ride go smooth?"

"Smooth enough." Contagion grabbed a beer from behind the bar, the casual gesture grounding him in the present. "Plague wanted to show me how the territory's grown."

"Grown like a fucking tumor." Havoc's mouth curved into something too sharp to be a smile. "Newark to Jersey City, Elizabeth port access, Turnpike corridor locked down. We spread while you sat, but your silence is what let us spread."

The other brothers filtered in over the next half hour. Thrash, vibrating even when standing still, six-four of pit energy and combat medic skills. Shred, blade-fast and watching everything, still hunting for the dealers who'd killed his sister. Turnpike, the former trooper who'd traded his badge for a cut when the system proved too corrupt to work from inside. Scourge, relentless and everywhere at once, enforcing Plague's will without hesitation.

And then the others—enforcers and soldiers, the men who made Creeping Death the force it was. Contagion knew most of them, had ridden with them before he went in. The new faces watched him with curious respect, having heard the stories.

Years of silence. That kind of loyalty became legend inside these walls.

Church started at seven, brothers filing into the chapel—former hazmat storage with reinforced walls, table scarred from years of decisions made in blood and smoke. Contagion took his seat, feeling the wood under his palms, the weight of the room settling around him.

Plague stood at the head, commanding attention without demanding it. "Business first. Turnpike, what've you got on that Route 1 situation?"

Turnpike leaned forward, spreading a map across the table. "Drug network moving product through the motels and truck stops. Professional operation. They're using businesses as storage and distribution points, rotating locations to avoid patterns."

"Who's running it?" Havoc asked.

"Name's Harry Walker. Did ten years, came out about eighteen months ago." Turnpike tapped a location on the map. "Crew built behind bars, every one of them. Built his network during his bid and brought it outside."

Contagion felt his spine straighten. Walker. He knew that name.

"I know him," he said, and the table went quiet. "We weren't friends inside, but we had an understanding. Ran different blocks, stayed out of each other's business. Smart, patient, builds loyalty through shared time. His crew are all men who proved themselves during their bids."

Plague's eyes sharpened. "What's his play?"

"Control." Contagion pulled the map closer, studying the marked locations. "Inside, territory is everything. Food, protection, commissary—it all flows through whoever controls the block. He's running the same game outside. Controls the motels, controls the truck stops, controls the distribution. Anyone who pushes back becomes an example."

"He's in our territory," Scourge growled. "Route 1's ours."

"He doesn't see it that way." Contagion sat back, memories surfacing. Walker in the yard, talking to his people, always talking. Building something. "Inside, Walker had a reputation. COs who crossed his crew didn't last. Witnesses disappeared. Not threats—just facts. When Walker wanted something handled, it got handled."

The brothers exchanged looks. This wasn't a corner dealer or a small-time operation. This was organized, patient, hardened by years behind bars.

"He's using the motels for more than storage," Turnpike added. "One of them's a place called the Crossroads, out on Route 1. Manager there has been making noise—tried to kick his people out. Word is Walker's applying pressure."

Contagion filed that away. Pressure meant someone was fighting back. In the logic he'd learned inside, that meant an example needed to be made. And Walker always made his examples brutal enough that nobody needed a second demonstration.

"What do we know about the manager?" Plague asked.

"Nothing yet. Just that they're not cooperating."

The meeting moved on to other business—territory reports, collection schedules, upcoming runs. Contagion listened with half his attention, the other half turning over Walker's operation in his mind.

Business from inside had a way of following you out. He'd known that when he walked through those gates three months ago. Had expected old debts to surface, old connections to require payment.

What he hadn't expected was Walker building an empire in territory that touched his brothers. That made it club business. And club business meant Walker's crew was about to learn that the rules changed when you came home to Newark.

Church ended with the gavel, brothers pushing back from the table and heading for the bar. Contagion stayed seated, still looking at the map.

Route 1. The Turnpike corridor. Walker's network spreading through motel rooms and truck stop parking lots, product moving in ways that would eventually bring attention nobody wanted.

And somewhere in that network, a motel manager who didn't know how much danger they were in.

Plague stopped beside him. "You're thinking loud."

"Walker's not the type to negotiate," Contagion said. "Inside, he built loyalty through fear and favors. The men who ride for him would die for him because he kept them alive during their bids. That kind of loyalty doesn't break easy."

"Neither do we."

Contagion looked up at his president. "His crew are all hardened. They know how to fight dirty, how to make people disappear, how to coordinate violence through channels that don't leave evidence. This won't be fast."

Plague's mouth curved. "Good thing we've got time. And networks of our own."

He walked away, leaving Contagion alone with the map and the weight of everything Walker represented. Ten years inside had built the man into something patient and dangerous. Eighteen months outside had given him room to spread.

But Contagion had spent his own years in the same system. Knew the same rules. Had his own network of debts and loyalties and men who owed him favors that couldn't be measured in commissary.

Walker was spreading through Route 1 like he owned it.

Time to remind him that Creeping Death didn't share.

Contagion pushed back from the table and headed for the bar, where his brothers were already raising glasses and trading stories. Tomorrow he'd ride out to Route 1, assess what Walker had built, start gathering intelligence from the connections who still owed him.

Tonight, he'd drink with his brothers and remember what freedom tasted like.

The compound's familiar chaos wrapped around him—music from the jukebox, laughter from men who'd kill for each other without hesitation, the smell of leather and whiskey and home. Thrash handed him a shot without being asked, and Contagion threw it back, feeling the burn settle his nerves.

"Missed you, brother," Thrash said, already pouring another.

"Missed this." Contagion looked around the room, at the brothers who'd grown the club while he sat in silence. "All of it."

Thrash's grin was all teeth. "Walker doesn't know what's coming for him."

No, Contagion thought. He doesn't.

But he was about to learn.
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The Crossroads Motel wasn't much, but it was hers.

Adrienne Cross stood behind the front desk, running a credit card for a long-haul trucker who smelled like diesel and coffee and thirty hours without sleep. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that particular yellow that made everyone look half-dead. Outside, Route 1 hummed with the endless pulse of trucks and commuters, the sound so constant she'd stopped hearing it months ago.

"Room 14," she said, sliding the key card across the counter. "Ice machine's at the end of the building, vending's next to it. Checkout's eleven."

The trucker grunted something that might have been thanks and shuffled toward the door. Adrienne watched him go, already reaching for the paperwork that needed filing.

Eight years as a corrections officer at East Jersey State. Eight years of pat-downs and cell checks and learning to read violence in a man's shoulders before it reached his hands. She'd walked away from all of it two years ago, bought this motel with her father's life insurance, and built something that didn't require her to lock anyone in a cage.

It wasn't glamorous. Half the rooms needed updating, the pool had been drained for three years, and her clientele ran toward truckers, affair partners, and people who paid cash because their names couldn't show up on credit card statements.

But it was honest. Clean money, clear conscience.

The door chimed.

Adrienne looked up from her paperwork, and her blood went cold.

She knew that face. Knew it from incident reports and disciplinary hearings and two separate write-ups that should have added time to his sentence. Devon Price. Six feet of yard-built muscle and mean eyes, the kind of inmate who'd learned to smile while planning violence.

He was smiling now.

"Officer Cross." He said it like they were old friends, like the counter between them was a cell door he'd finally walked through. "Been a long time."

Her hand drifted toward the panic button under the register. Old instincts, never quite buried.

"I'm not Officer anything anymore." She kept her voice flat, the tone she'd perfected for inmates who wanted a reaction. "And this is private property."

Devon's smile widened. He strolled closer, casual as a man browsing a gift shop, and planted both hands on the counter. The tattoos on his knuckles spelled out words she'd seen on a dozen men inside. HARD TIME.

"Mr. Walker wanted me to express his appreciation," Devon said. "For your hospitality."

Walker. The name landed like a punch.

"I don't know any Walker."

"Sure you do." Devon reached into his jacket—slowly, making sure she saw every movement—and pulled out his phone. "Runs things around here now. Been using a few of your rooms for business meetings. Figured you knew, but maybe you didn't notice the extra cash in your drop box."

Adrienne's stomach dropped. The cash. She'd found envelopes twice in the past month, hundreds in twenties, no note. She'd assumed it was some kind of mistake, maybe a guest overpaying, maybe—

"That's not mine," she said. "I didn't agree to anything."

"Thing is, Officer Cross, agreement's not really what Mr. Walker's looking for." Devon swiped through his phone, then turned the screen toward her. "He's looking for cooperation."

The photo showed her mother's house. The little Cape Cod in Edison, with the flower boxes her mother planted every spring. The angle was from across the street—someone had been watching.

"Nice place," Devon said. "Your mom still do that garden club thing on Tuesdays? She's real consistent. Same time every week."

The world narrowed to a point. That house. Her mother, sixty-three years old and still hanging rosaries in every window.

"What do you want?" The words came out steady, but her hands had started to shake.

"Mr. Walker wants the whole motel. Not just a few rooms—everything. Storage, distribution, whatever he needs." Devon pocketed his phone, still smiling that empty smile. "You keep running the desk, keep everything looking normal. Nobody gets hurt."

"And if I say no?"

Devon's smile flickered. For just a second, she saw the man she remembered from East Jersey—the one who'd put another inmate in the infirmary with a broken jaw over a commissary debt.

"You remember Jackson? Block C, two cells down from mine?"

She remembered. Young kid, barely twenty, in for robbery. Had tried to testify against Walker's operation inside.

"Funny thing about Jackson," Devon continued. "He got transferred right before his release date. Never made it to his new facility. Transport van had some kind of accident." He shrugged. "Witnesses disappear around Mr. Walker. It's not a threat, Officer Cross. It's just how things are."

Adrienne's hand found the panic button, but she didn't press it. What would it do? Bring local cops who'd take a report and leave her alone with men who made people vanish from prison transport vans?

"You've got until Monday," Devon said, pushing back from the counter. "That's three days to make peace with it. Mr. Walker likes to give people time to think."

He walked toward the door, then paused, looking back over his shoulder.

"Don't make this hard. You spent eight years watching what happens to people who make things hard. You know better."

The door chimed as he left.

Adrienne stood frozen behind the counter, heart pounding against her ribs like it was trying to escape. Through the window, she watched Devon climb into a black SUV, where two other men waited. Men with that same build, that same watchful stillness.

The SUV pulled away, and she was alone.



Three hours later, she locked the office door and checked every room in the motel.

Four of them showed signs of recent use she hadn't authorized. Room 8 had a new deadbolt installed. Room 12 smelled like chemicals she didn't want to identify. Room 19 had blackout curtains that weren't hers and a mattress stained with something she refused to examine.

Walker's people had been here for weeks. Maybe months.

Using her motel. Her property. The life she'd built after walking away from corrections.

She stood in the parking lot as the sun went down, watching Route 1's endless traffic blur past. Eight years inside East Jersey had taught her exactly what men like Walker were capable of. She'd seen the aftermath. Processed the incident reports. Watched inmates who crossed the wrong people get transferred to facilities that might as well have been shallow graves.

And now that world had followed her home.

Her phone buzzed. A text from a number she didn't recognize:

Monday. We'll be in touch about the details.

Below it, another photo of her mother's house. This one taken from a different angle, closer to the front door.

Adrienne's hands shook as she deleted the messages. Deleted them like that would change anything, like Walker's crew didn't have copies, like she wasn't already trapped in something that had been closing around her without her knowledge.

She went back to her apartment—the converted unit behind the office—and pulled her service weapon from the lockbox in her closet. Glock 19, standard corrections issue, the one thing she'd kept from her old life. She'd told herself it was for emergencies. Protection against the occasional meth-head trying to rob the register.

Not this.

Never this.

She sat on the edge of her bed, the weight of the gun familiar in her hands, and tried to think through her options.

Go to the cops? Walker's crew had connections inside the system
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