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The window gave way without a sound.

Shred slipped through the frame like smoke, boots hitting industrial carpet while the stash house crew laughed at something downstairs. Three voices. Maybe four. Didn't matter. They wouldn't be laughing in sixty seconds.

He moved through the second-floor hallway, checking rooms with the efficiency that eight years of Marine Recon had burned into his bones. Empty. Empty. Bathroom with a leaking faucet. The product would be in the back room—always was in these shithole operations. Amateurs thought second floors meant safety. Amateurs thought a lot of things right up until they stopped thinking altogether.

The back room door was locked. Cheap deadbolt, cheaper frame.

Shred didn't bother with finesse. One kick and the door exploded inward, revealing three kilos of white powder laid out on a folding table like some asshole's idea of organization. Baggies. A scale. Cutting agents in mason jars. Everything a growing drug operation needed to poison a neighborhood.

He pulled the knife from his belt.

Downstairs, someone shouted. Footsteps pounded toward the stairs.

Shred worked fast—blade through every bag, powder scattering across the floor and table, contaminated beyond recovery. The cutting agents went next, jars shattered against the wall, chemicals mixing into something that would make the whole room toxic. Three kilos of product turned into three kilos of evidence that Creeping Death didn't play games with their borders.

The first runner hit the doorway just as Shred finished.

Kid couldn't have been more than twenty-two. Wide eyes. Shaking hands reaching for a piece tucked in his waistband. "What the fuck—"

Shred crossed the room in two strides, grabbed the kid's wrist before he could clear the weapon, and twisted until something snapped. The gun clattered to the floor. The kid screamed. Shred silenced him with an elbow to the temple, dropping him like a puppet with cut strings.

Two more appeared in the hallway. These ones were smarter—guns already drawn, fear already settling into their faces.

"You've got three seconds," Shred said, his voice flat as highway asphalt. "Run, or join your friend."

They ran.

He let them. Dead runners didn't carry messages, and the message needed to travel tonight. Creeping Death's territory ended where they said it ended, and anyone who crossed that line got shredded.

The ride back through Newark's warehouse district unwound the combat tension from his shoulders. V-twin rumble drowning out the container crane thunder from the port. Refinery flames painting the night sky orange and red. Chemical smell seeping through his helmet, familiar as his own heartbeat. This was his city—toxic, brutal, alive in ways that outsiders never understood.

He cut through the Ironbound on instinct, taking the long way because Tuesday meant his nephew's pickup from daycare, and his brother Isaac worked the late shift at the port. Little Stars Daycare closed at seven, and it was already quarter to.

The building rose from the residential block like something fighting to stay cheerful—bright yellow paint on aging brick, a small playground visible through chain-link, construction paper art taped in every window. Shred killed the engine and swung off his bike, aware of the looks he attracted in this neighborhood. Leather cut with the Creeping Death patch. Scarred hands. Eyes that had seen too much and forgotten how to hide it.

He walked through the front door into controlled chaos—kids being bundled into jackets, parents signing clipboards, the exhausted joy of end-of-day pickup. His nephew spotted him immediately.

"Uncle Tyler!" Four-year-old legs pumped across the room, and then thirty pounds of pure energy slammed into Shred's thigh.

He scooped the kid up without thinking, settling him on his hip while those tiny arms wrapped around his neck. "Hey, little man. You give Miss Dana trouble today?"

"I painted a motorcycle," his nephew announced. "It's red like yours but I made it red because they didn't have black."

"Good call. Black's harder to see coming."

The daycare manager appeared from somewhere in the chaos, his nephew's backpack in one hand and a tired smile on her face. Dana Cruz—he'd learned her name three months ago when Isaac first enrolled the kid, learned her competence in the weeks since. Five-four, dark hair in a practical ponytail, clothes chosen for surviving tiny hands and unpredictable spills. She moved through the remaining children like a general surveying her troops, calm authority in every gesture.

"Mr. Knox." She handed over the backpack, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. "He had a good day. The motorcycle painting is in the front pocket."

Shred studied her face. Something off in the set of her shoulders. Something tight around her mouth that hadn't been there last week. "Everything okay?"

"Fine." Too fast. "Just tired. Long day."

She was wearing long sleeves despite the July heat. Shred noticed because noticing kept people alive, and because the temperature inside the daycare had to be pushing eighty. Old building. Shit air conditioning. Every other staff member was in short sleeves.

"Weather's hot for layers," he said.

Dana's smile flickered. "I run cold."

She was lying. The tension in her jaw, the way her eyes cut toward the window—she was lying, and she was scared, and Shred's instincts lit up like a warning flare.

He shifted his nephew to his other hip, freeing his right hand. "Anyone bothering you?"

"What?" The word came out too sharp. "No. Of course not. I'm just—it's been a long week."

A car slowed outside the daycare. Black sedan, tinted windows, two shapes visible in the front seats. It paused for three seconds—long enough to look, long enough to send a message—then rolled on.

Dana's face went pale.

"Miss Dana?" his nephew asked. "Are you sick?"

"I'm fine, sweetie." She reached out and ruffled the kid's hair, but her hand was shaking. "You be good for your uncle, okay? I'll see you Thursday."

Shred didn't push. Not here, not with kids still filtering out and parents within earshot. But he memorized the sedan's plates as it disappeared around the corner, filed away the fear in Dana's eyes, and added it to the list of things that needed handling.

"Say bye to Miss Dana," he told his nephew.

"Bye, Miss Dana! I'll make you a picture next time!"

She smiled—real this time, warm with the easy affection of someone who actually loved children. "I'd like that."

Shred carried his nephew to the bike, got him settled in the modified child seat that his brothers gave him endless shit about, and headed for his brother's place. The black sedan didn't reappear, but that didn't mean anything. Problems in this neighborhood had a way of creeping back around.

The compound rose from Newark's steel-and-concrete wasteland an hour later, converted chemical storage turned fortress, chrome glinting under security lights. Shred pulled into the lot, nodded at the prospect on gate duty, and headed inside.

Church had been called for eight. He'd made it with five minutes to spare.

The chapel was already filling—brothers taking their seats around the massive oak table that had survived three location changes and one fire. Plague sat at the head, chemical burn scar catching the overhead lights, eyes already calculating. Scourge on his right. Turnpike on his left. Havoc looming in his chair like destruction waiting for permission.

Shred took his seat beside Thrash, who was vibrating with barely contained energy as usual. The man never stopped moving—fingers drumming, knee bouncing, that pit-fighter restlessness that made him perfect for enforcement and terrible for surveillance.

"Border run?" Thrash asked.

"Handled. Three kilos shredded, message sent."

Plague rapped knuckles on the table. Instant silence.

"Brothers. Turnpike's got intel that needs ears."

The road captain leaned forward, spreading a worn map across the table. Newark streets marked in red and black—their territory, rival territory, the gray zones in between. "Drug distribution's expanding through the Ironbound residential blocks. Started three months ago, accelerated in the last six weeks. Runners using family neighborhoods for cover—foot traffic hides movement, stash houses blend in."

"Who's running it?" Scourge asked.

"Still working that. Network's careful. Routes change weekly, never the same patterns twice. But the product's consistent—high-grade stuff moving through working-class streets where cops don't look twice."

Shred studied the map. The Ironbound grid was highlighted, block by block, and something cold settled in his gut. "That's my nephew's neighborhood. His daycare's right there." He tapped the intersection of Ferry and Union.

Plague's eyes sharpened. "Little Stars?"

"Yeah. And something's wrong there. Manager's scared—hiding bruises, jumping at shadows, watching cars that drive too slow."

The room went quiet. Children meant civilians, and Creeping Death had rules about civilians. The MC might be outlaw, might handle problems with brutality and intimidation, but they protected their communities. The refineries poisoned the air and the corporations poisoned the water, but the club kept the streets clean of the shit that killed kids.

"Distribution routes match a network that's been growing for months," Havoc said, his voice that pre-strike calm that made prospects flinch. "Someone's embedding. Building infrastructure in residential blocks because it gives them cover."

"And now they're pressuring local businesses for access," Turnpike added. "A daycare backs up to an alley with constant foot traffic. Perfect for handoffs."

Shred's hands curled into fists under the table. Dana Cruz, with her tired smile and her hidden bruises and her forty kids depending on her. Someone was leaning on her, using those kids as leverage, and she was too scared or too smart to reach out for help.

"I'll dig," he said.

Plague nodded. "Do that. But quiet—we don't know how big this network is yet. If they've embedded in the Ironbound, they've got eyes everywhere."

"Understood."

Church broke twenty minutes later, brothers filtering out to the bar, to the garage, to whatever business called them. Shred stayed in his seat, staring at the map, memorizing the streets where distribution had taken root.

His sister had died because no one watched the territory. Because product flowed through streets where kids played and families struggled and nobody with power gave a shit. He'd joined Creeping Death to make sure it didn't happen again, to watch the borders, to shred the operations before they could dig in.

And now someone was threatening forty children to build their drug routes.

Shred stood, rolling his shoulders, feeling the combat readiness settle into his bones. Afternoon pickup was in three days. He'd be there early, watching. Waiting.

Whatever was happening at Little Stars Daycare was about to meet its end.
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The last parent pulled out of the lot at 7:14, and Dana finally let her shoulders drop.

Twelve hours. Forty kids. Three meltdowns, one skinned knee, and a finger-painting incident that had required an emergency change of clothes for both the artist and his canvas. Just another Tuesday at Little Stars.

She locked the front door, set the alarm, and headed for her Honda in the staff lot behind the building. The summer heat had finally broken, evening air carrying the familiar mix of restaurant smells from Ferry Street—garlic and grilled meat and something sweet from the bakery two blocks over. The Ironbound at dusk, her neighborhood settling into its nighttime rhythm.

Two men materialized from the shadows beside her car.

Dana's keys bit into her palm. She stopped walking, calculating the distance back to the door. Too far. The alarm code would take too long.

"Miss Cruz." The one who spoke had a face built for intimidation—hard angles, flat eyes, a smile that didn't pretend to be friendly. "Mr. Medina sends his regards."

"I don't know any Mr. Medina."

"Sure you do." The second man was younger, broader, positioned to block her path to the street. "He's a community investor. Helps local businesses. You run a business, don't you?"

Dana's heart hammered against her ribs. "I run a daycare. We're nonprofit. We don't need investors."

"Everyone needs help." The first man—Jorge, she'd learn later, though right now he was just a threat with teeth—took a step closer. "Nice building you got here. Old, though. Fire hazards everywhere. Lots of little kids who'd panic in an emergency."

"What do you want?"

"Mr. Medina wants to use your back alley. Nothing complicated—just some foot traffic during business hours. You keep the rear entrance accessible, don't ask questions, maybe look the other way when packages change hands." He shrugged like he was discussing a catering order. "In return, you get protection. Support. Nobody bothers Little Stars."

"And if I say no?"

Jorge's smile widened. "Why would you say no?"

"Because I have forty children in that building." Dana's voice came out steadier than she felt. "Because I'm not letting drug runners use my daycare as cover for their operations."

The silence stretched.

"That's disappointing." Jorge moved faster than she expected—one hand closing around her arm, fingers digging in hard enough to grind bone. Dana gasped, tried to pull away, but he held her like she weighed nothing. "See, Mr. Medina doesn't like disappointment. Makes him creative."

"Let go of me."

"Those forty kids you mentioned?" He leaned close, breath hot against her ear. "Accidents happen. Gas leaks. Electrical fires. Some tweaker wanders in during recess looking to score. Terrible things, but they happen all the time in old buildings with underpaid staff."

Dana stopped struggling. The threat landed exactly where he'd aimed it—square in the center of her chest, where every protective instinct she'd developed in eleven years of childcare lived and breathed.

"Think about it." Jorge released her arm, and she stumbled back against her car. "Mr. Medina's a patient man. He'll give you a few days to reconsider."

They walked away. Casual, unhurried, like they hadn't just threatened to murder children. Dana watched them disappear around the corner, then fumbled her keys into the lock with hands that wouldn't stop shaking.

She made it three blocks before she had to pull over and throw up.



The photos were waiting under her apartment door when she got home.

Dana saw the envelope first—plain white, no markings, too thick to be a bill. She picked it up with numb fingers and carried it inside before opening it.

Forty photographs. Forty children at recess, shot through the chain-link fence with a telephoto lens. Each face clear and identifiable. Each photo timestamped from that afternoon, hours before Jorge had cornered her in the parking lot.

They'd been watching. While she supervised snack time and mediated sharing disputes and wiped runny noses, someone had been photographing her kids through the fence.

A handwritten note fell out of the stack: Accidents happen. Think carefully.

Dana sat on her kitchen floor until 3 AM, photographs spread around her, memorizing faces she already knew by heart. Maria, who was finally learning to share. DeShawn, whose single mom worked double shifts to afford tuition. Little Aiden Knox, who painted motorcycles and ran to his uncle like the man hung the moon.

She couldn't go to the cops. Even if she trusted them—and she'd grown up in the Ironbound long enough to know better—what would she say? Two men threatened me, here are some photos, please protect forty children from a criminal organization I can't identify. They'd file a report and tell her to install cameras.

She couldn't tell the parents. Mass panic would empty the daycare in a week, and then those families would lose the childcare that let them keep their jobs. The whole fragile ecosystem that kept working-class Newark functioning would collapse because she couldn't figure out how to handle one threat.

She couldn't run. Little Stars was the only affordable option for miles. If she closed, those forty families had nowhere else to go.

By dawn, Dana had made a decision. She would stall. Buy time. Figure out who this Medina was and what it would take to make him go away. There had to be a solution that didn't involve letting drug dealers use her building or letting children get hurt.

There had to be.



Thursday morning arrived with the particular cruelty of a day that demanded normalcy.

Dana put on long sleeves to cover the finger-shaped bruises on her arm. Applied concealer under her eyes to hide the sleepless hollows. Pulled her hair back, pinned on a smile, and walked into Little Stars like nothing had changed.

The children noticed anyway.

"Miss Dana, you look tired," announced Sophie Marchetti, five years old and incapable of tact. "My mom looks like that when she has a headache. Do you have a headache?"

"Just a little one, sweetie. Nothing some juice and crackers won't fix."

"My mom drinks wine for headaches."

"That's... one approach."

The morning crawled. Dana jumped every time a car slowed outside the windows. Her assistant manager, Carmen, asked twice if she was feeling okay. Parents dropping off kids got clipped responses instead of her usual warmth.

She couldn't stop looking at the children.

Maria sharing crayons without being asked. DeShawn building an elaborate block tower with the concentration of an architect. Aiden Knox painting another motorcycle—this one blue, apparently for variety. Forty small lives that depended on her to keep them safe, and she had no idea how to do it.

At eleven, a black sedan rolled past the daycare. Slow. Deliberate. Dana's coffee cup slipped from her fingers, shattering against the floor and sending ceramic shards across the reading corner.

"Whoa!" Carmen rushed over with paper towels. "Dana, what's going on? You've been jumpy all morning."

"Nothing. Butterfingers." Dana forced a laugh that sounded wrong even to her own ears. "Can you handle story time? I need to clean this up."

She spent fifteen minutes in the supply closet, palms flat against the shelving unit, breathing through the panic attack that wanted to swallow her whole. Forty children. Forty families. One woman against a criminal organization with photographers and enforcers and creative ideas about accidents.

When she finally emerged, her hands had stopped shaking.

But only because she'd balled them into fists.



The afternoon brought small mercies. No more slow-rolling sedans. No strangers at the fence. Just the normal chaos of toddlers and pre-K kids burning off energy in the July heat.

Dana stood at the edge of the playground, watching the children play, cataloging every face she'd seen in those photographs. She knew their parents, their allergies, their favorite books, their comfort objects. She knew which ones needed extra hugs and which ones needed space. She knew who was struggling at home and who lit up the room just by walking in.

She was responsible for all of them.

The weight of it pressed down on her shoulders like something physical, something with teeth. She'd spent eleven years caring for other people's children, nine of them at Little Stars. She'd handled difficult parents, impossible budgets, licensing inspections, and the pandemic. She'd thought she understood pressure.

She'd been wrong.

This was pressure. This was a man named Medina who saw forty children as leverage and a back alley as a business asset. This was photographs through chain-link and bruises under long sleeves and the sick certainty that nobody was coming to help.

Carmen called the kids in for afternoon snack. Dana followed, making sure no one got left behind, counting heads like she did a hundred times a day. Forty children, all present, all safe.

For now.

She spent the rest of the afternoon on autopilot—supervising activities, changing diapers in the toddler room, mediating the inevitable disputes over toys and territory. The normalcy of it felt like a lie she was telling with her whole body.

At 6:45, the pickup rush began. Parents filtered in, trading work stress for child chaos, signing out their kids with the distracted gratitude of people who'd survived another day. Dana smiled and chatted and handed over backpacks like nothing was wrong.

She didn't flinch when car doors slammed.

She didn't scan every unfamiliar face for threat.

She didn't let anyone see her hands tremble when shadows moved wrong outside the windows.

By 7:15, only Aiden Knox was left, building with blocks while his uncle's pickup time approached. Dana watched him stack plastic onto plastic, tongue poking out in concentration, completely unaware that someone had photographed him through a fence and slipped that photo under her door like a promise.

Tomorrow, she'd figure something out. Tonight, she'd make it through pickup without falling apart.

Her hands wouldn't stop shaking, so she shoved them in her pockets and kept her smile locked in place.

Forty children.

She would find a way.
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