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Rebecca Connolly found the third body at 2:47 PM on a Tuesday that already felt like it wanted her dead.

The girl was seventeen. Rebecca knew because she'd memorized the intake form three weeks ago when Destiny Washington first walked into Beacon Recovery with her court-ordered paperwork and that look—the one that said she was only going through the motions until she could score again. Rebecca had seen that look in her own mirror at twenty-three, back when needles were the only thing that made sense.

Now Destiny was cooling on a gurney in the alley behind Jefferson Elementary, and Rebecca was watching the ME's assistant zip the body bag with hands that should've been shaking but weren't. She'd run out of shakes somewhere around overdose death number fifteen.

"Same product?" Rebecca asked.

The ME's assistant—Garcia, twenty-six, tired eyes—nodded. "Heroin laced with fentanyl. Third one this month from this neighborhood." He glanced at her track-scarred arms, the ones she never bothered hiding. "You knew her?"

"She was trying." Rebecca's voice came out flat. Ten years clean and she still couldn't make emotions work right when the drugs won. "Court-ordered counseling. Showed up twice, missed the last four sessions."

"They usually do."

Rebecca wanted to hit him for the casual dismissal, but he wasn't wrong. Destiny had missed sessions because the pull was stronger than the fear, stronger than the seventeen years of life she'd barely started living. Rebecca knew that math too well. She'd done it herself until one counselor refused to give up on her, and even then it had been close.

The thing that made her stomach twist wasn't the death. She'd seen enough of those. It was the location.

Jefferson Elementary was exactly three blocks from Beacon Recovery. The alley where Destiny died was two blocks from Washington Park, where kids played every afternoon. And this was the third overdose in four weeks, all within a six-block radius, all the same poisoned product.

Someone was flooding the neighborhood deliberately.

Rebecca pulled out her phone and started documenting. Photo of the alley. Photo of the distance markers. Notes about the product pattern. She'd been tracking this for three weeks now, watching the overdoses cluster around schools like a fucking hunting pattern.

"You're building a file," Garcia said. It wasn't a question.

"Someone's targeting kids." Rebecca kept her voice level, clinical. Emotions didn't help the dead. "New user base, minimal tolerance, product designed to hook them fast or kill them trying. Classic expansion strategy."

"You should take that to the cops."

Rebecca laughed, sharp and bitter. "Yeah, I'll get right on that. Soon as I find one who isn't on somebody's payroll."

Garcia didn't argue. They both knew the score on the South Side.

Rebecca finished her documentation and headed back to Beacon Recovery, walking the three blocks with her eyes cataloging every corner. Dealers she recognized. Crew members she knew by reputation. The entire neighborhood carved up into territories that shifted like tectonic plates, always grinding, always ready to crack.

Her clinic sat wedged between a check-cashing place and a closed-down Laundromat, storefront windows covered in bars and hand-painted signs advertising sliding-scale counseling and medication-assisted treatment. Ten years of work. Fifty active clients. Proof that people could claw their way back from hell if someone bothered to help.

She unlocked the door and found Robert Davis already waiting in her cramped reception area, bouncing his leg and picking at his cuticles until they bled. Twenty-four, six months clean, still showing up three times a week like clockwork.

"You're early," Rebecca said, locking the door behind her.

"Couldn't stay home." Robert's hands wouldn't stop moving. "It's bad today. Real bad."

Rebecca recognized the signs—that electrical current running under the skin, the way every nerve ending screamed for the chemical solution that would make it stop. She'd felt it herself often enough to know exactly how Robert's brain was lying to him right now.

"Come on back." She led him to her office, past the two other cramped counseling rooms and the bathroom with the sharps disposal container that never stopped filling. "How long you been feeling this way?"

"Since I woke up. Since yesterday, maybe." Robert dropped into the chair across from her desk, still moving like standing still would kill him. "I keep thinking about it. How easy it would be. Just one hit to make it stop."

"Where would you get it?" Rebecca kept her tone neutral, clinical. Judgment killed recovery faster than relapse.

"Same place as before. Corner of 71st and Halsted." Robert met her eyes, desperate. "New dealers there. Been there two weeks. Real aggressive about it—offering samples, saying the product's clean. Three people already told me I should check it out."

Rebecca's blood went cold. 71st and Halsted was four blocks from Jefferson Elementary.

"What crew?" she asked.

"Don't know. Not the usual guys. These ones are organized. Professional. Word is they're connected to someone big moving in from Cicero."

Cicero meant organized crime. Outfit connections. Money and muscle that made the usual street crews look like amateurs.

Rebecca spent the next forty minutes talking Robert down from the ledge, using every technique she'd learned and a few she'd invented through sheer desperation. By the time he left—shaky but committed to making it through another day—her jaw ached from clenching.

She pulled out her files and started cross-referencing. Seven overdoses in six weeks, all in a concentrated area around three schools. Seventeen deaths total in her client base this year, but these seven had the same signature—fentanyl-laced heroin from the same production batch, same packaging, same aggressive dealer tactics targeting young users.

Someone was systematically poisoning her neighborhood's kids for profit.

Rebecca pulled up her contact list and scrolled past the cops she didn't trust—which was most of them—looking for the two detectives who'd actually seemed to give a damn. Harris in Narcotics and Romaine in Gang Crimes. She'd worked with both on client cases, and neither one had been on the take.

She was halfway through composing a text to Harris when her phone buzzed with an incoming call from a number she didn't recognize.

"Beacon Recovery, this is Rebecca."

"Ms. Connolly." The voice was smooth, controlled, carrying the kind of casual authority that came from never being told no. "I understand you've been asking questions about certain business operations in your neighborhood."

Every instinct Rebecca had learned in ten years of sobriety screamed danger.

"Who is this?"

"Someone who'd prefer you focus on your recovery work and stop documenting things that aren't your concern." The voice stayed pleasant, almost friendly. "You do good work at Beacon. It would be unfortunate if something happened to disrupt that."

Rebecca's hand tightened on the phone. "If you're selling poison to kids in my neighborhood, that's absolutely my concern."

"Kids make choices, Ms. Connolly. Just like you did." The voice sharpened just enough to draw blood. "The difference is some people learn to mind their business, and some people don't. I'm hoping you're smart enough to know which kind survives."

The line went dead.

Rebecca sat staring at her phone, rage and fear warring in her chest. The rage won—it usually did these days. She'd already died once from drugs. She'd clawed her way back from nothing, built this clinic from her own savings and sheer stubbornness, spent ten years proving that recovery was possible.

She wasn't backing down because some smooth-voiced asshole thought threats would work.

Rebecca pulled up her computer and started a new file: Distribution Pattern Analysis. She documented every overdose, every dealer location, every piece of intelligence her clients had shared. Robert's information about the Cicero connection. Garcia's confirmation about the product consistency. The geographical clustering around schools.

By the time she finished, it was almost seven PM and full dark outside. She should go home. Should eat something. Should probably sleep.

Instead, she grabbed her jacket and phone, locked up Beacon Recovery, and headed toward 71st and Halsted.

She needed to see these dealers for herself. Needed to confirm what her gut already knew—that someone had declared war on her neighborhood's kids, and nobody else was going to stop them.

The street was busy with evening traffic when she reached the corner. She bought a coffee from the bodega and posted up across the street, watching. Within ten minutes she spotted them—three guys working the corner with professional efficiency. Clean clothes, organized rotation, no obvious product visible. They weren't street-level amateurs. These were trained distributors working a system.

One of them was talking to a kid who couldn't be more than fifteen.

Rebecca pulled out her phone and started recording. Filmed the transaction, the kid's face, the dealer's practiced moves. Evidence for the cops who might actually care, assuming she could find any.

She was so focused on filming she didn't notice the fourth guy until he was already crossing the street toward her.

"You lost, lady?" He was maybe thirty, stocky build, expensive casual clothes that didn't match the neighborhood. Cold eyes that said he knew exactly who she was and what she was doing.

Rebecca pocketed her phone and met his stare. "Public street. I can stand where I want."

"Recording people without permission is rude." He stepped closer, crowding her space. "You should delete that and go home."

"I should mind my own business?" Rebecca smiled without humor. "Three people told me that today. I'm starting to think someone's nervous."

His expression didn't change, but something shifted in his posture—a coiling tension that said violence was coming. "Last chance. Delete the video and walk away."

Rebecca's heart hammered but she held her ground. Ten years clean had taught her that backing down from fear just made it stronger. "Or what? You gonna kill me on a busy street corner? Bold move."

"Won't have to." He jerked his chin toward the dealers across the street. "Lots of bad product floating around. Overdoses happen. Especially to recovering addicts who relapse."

The threat landed exactly as intended—personal, precise, cutting right to her weakest point. They'd done their research. They knew who she was, what she'd survived, what scared her most.

Rebecca forced herself to breathe through the spike of fear. "Tell your boss I'm not stopping. Kids are dying from his product, and I'm going to make sure everyone knows it."

She turned and walked away before he could respond, forcing herself to maintain an even pace even though every instinct screamed at her to run. She kept her phone out, screen lit, ready to call 911 even though she knew how little good it would do.

She made it two blocks before she heard footsteps behind her, moving fast.

Rebecca spun, instinct taking over, and found herself facing two more guys—both big, both moving with the practiced coordination of people who'd done violence before. The stocky guy from the corner appeared behind them, smiling now like he'd just been waiting for her to get somewhere with fewer witnesses.

"Changed my mind," he said. "Think we need to have a longer conversation about respect and business."

One of them pulled a knife.

Rebecca was still processing that when the night exploded into chrome and thunder.
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Steel knew the compound's chapel better than most men knew their own reflection—every scratch on the scarred wooden table, every stain on the concrete floor, every shadow that meant a brother was positioned right. Ten years of sitting in this room making decisions that ended lives, and he still felt the weight of it like prison bars across his shoulders.

Tonight that weight pressed harder than usual.

"Three schools." Judge's voice cut through the cigarette smoke hanging in the air. The President sat at the head of the table, fingers steepled, dark eyes tracking every brother's reaction. "Jefferson Elementary, Washington Park Prep, and Lincoln Middle. All three have dealers working corners within two blocks. All three have had overdoses in the past month."

Steel watched his brothers process that. Watched Throttle's jaw clench. Watched Ghost's expression go flat and distant the way it did before he put someone down. Watched Brick's massive hands curl into fists that could crack concrete.

Kids were the line. Always had been. The Sentinels ran drugs—no point pretending they were saints—but they had rules. No minors. No school zones. No exceptions. Anyone who crossed that line answered to Steel personally, and the answers were permanent.

"Who?" Razor asked from Steel's right, his voice carrying that smooth edge that meant he was already planning creative violence.

"Outfit-connected crew out of Cicero," Judge said. "Moving heavy product into our territory. Fentanyl-laced heroin designed to hook fast or kill trying. Professional operation—trained distributors, organized rotation, serious muscle backing them up."

"Romano," Ghost said quietly. He'd been doing reconnaissance for two weeks, patient as death. "Vincent Romano. Third-generation connected, runs distribution for what's left of the Outfit remnants. Employs ten enforcers with serious backgrounds—ex-cons, street muscle, professional violence."

Steel's hands tightened on the table. He knew that name. Romano had been expanding south for months, testing boundaries, seeing what he could take. The Sentinels had pushed back on territory, made it clear the South Side belonged to them. Apparently Romano thought Outfit connections made him untouchable.

Apparently Romano was wrong.

"He thinks we won't move on him," Diesel said, leaning back in his chair with deceptive casualness. "Thinks organized crime hierarchy puts him above MC justice."

"Does he know about our school rule?" Saint asked. The former EMT looked troubled, like he always did before violence, but his voice was steady. He'd show up when called. He always did.

"Doesn't care," Judge said flatly. "Young addicts are his target demographic. Hook them early, keep them dependent, build a customer base that lasts decades. It's business to him. Product, profit, expansion."

Steel felt something cold and familiar settle into his chest—the same feeling he'd had at twenty-three when he'd found that registered offender grooming his girlfriend's little brother. The feeling that had put him in Stateville for five years because he'd beaten a predator until bones broke and kept breaking. The feeling that said some threats required permanent solutions.

"We send a message," Steel said. His voice came out quiet, controlled. The brothers knew what that tone meant. "Street-level dealers first. Make it clear our territory has rules, and breaking them costs everything."

"Romano's got resources," Throttle pointed out. He was spinning a knife on the table, restless energy looking for an outlet. "Suburban cops on payroll, judges who dismiss charges, legitimate fronts. He's not street-level stupid."

"Don't care." Steel met Judge's eyes across the table. "Kids are the line. He crossed it. We eliminate his street operation tonight, send the message up the chain. If he's smart, he backs off. If he's not—"

"Then we handle it permanent," Judge finished. The President studied Steel for a long moment, reading what everyone in the chapel already knew. Steel had volunteered for this. Steel would handle it personally. And Steel wouldn't stop until every threat to those kids was buried.

"You sure?" Judge asked quietly. "This starts a war with an Outfit-connected crew. Federal heat, serious resources, professional muscle."

Steel thought about Cabrini-Green. Thought about being seven years old and watching older kids get hooked on crack because nobody stopped the dealers. Thought about foster homes where predators operated freely because nobody protected the vulnerable. Thought about every kid he couldn't save because he wasn't there, wasn't strong enough, wasn't willing to do what needed doing.

"I'm sure," Steel said.

Judge nodded slowly. "Then you're authorized. Take who you need. Handle the street operation. Send Romano a message he can't ignore."

Steel stood, and Razor and Smoke stood with him automatically. No questions asked. That was brotherhood—when one rode, they all rode.

"Keep it clean," Judge added. "Street dealers only tonight. We're sending a message, not declaring war yet. Save the real violence for when we know his full network."

Steel understood. Remove the visible threat. Make Romano understand they were serious. Give him a chance to be smart and back off before the Sentinels eliminated his entire operation from the top down.

They geared up in the main room—cuts on, weapons checked, bikes ready. Steel felt the familiar pre-violence clarity settle over him like armor. This was what he was good at. This was what the club needed him for. He might be too broken for anything else, but he could protect people. He could eliminate threats. He could be the wall between predators and prey.

"You good?" Razor asked, checking his knife rig.

Steel nodded. He was always good before violence. It was after—when the adrenaline faded and he had to live with being the kind of man who solved problems with broken bones—that things got complicated.

They rode out as full dark settled over the South Side, three bikes moving through familiar streets with the confidence of men who owned this territory. Steel knew every alley, every shortcut, every position of tactical advantage. The urban terrain was his and had been since Judge pulled him into the Sentinels the day he walked out of Stateville.

Ghost had provided exact coordinates—three dealer corners, two-man teams on each, operating with professional efficiency that screamed training and organization. Romano's crew. Steel planned to make sure none of them made it home tonight.

The first corner was 71st and Halsted. Steel spotted the dealers immediately—two men working a practiced rotation, clean clothes, no obvious product. Professional. The kind of operation that required real money and serious backing.

The kind that thought rules didn't apply to them.

Steel parked his bike half a block away and walked toward them with Razor and Smoke flanking. The dealers clocked them immediately—three bikers in cuts moving with purpose. One reached for a phone. The other shifted his stance, hand moving toward his waistband.

Steel closed the distance before either could react.

His fist caught the first dealer in the solar plexus, folding him forward. Steel's knee came up, caught him in the face, sent him sprawling backward into the brick wall with enough force to crack mortar. The second dealer pulled a gun. Razor's knife flashed in the streetlight, buried itself in the man's forearm. The gun clattered to the pavement.

Smoke kicked it away and put the dealer on the ground with casual efficiency.

Steel hauled the first dealer up by his collar, shoved him against the wall hard enough to rattle teeth. The man's eyes went wide with recognition—he knew the cuts, knew what the Urban Sentinels were, knew exactly how much trouble he was in.

"You've been selling within two blocks of Jefferson Elementary," Steel said quietly. "That's a school. That breaks our rules."

"Man, I just work the corner—" the dealer started.

Steel's fist caught him in the ribs, drove the air from his lungs. "Not asking questions. Giving you information. Our territory has rules. No minors. No school zones. You broke both."

He hit him again, methodical, controlled. Ribs. Gut. Solar plexus. The kind of beating that taught lessons without killing. Yet.

"Tell Romano," Steel said, his voice carrying that prison-calm that made smart people back away slowly. "Tell him the Sentinels protect our neighborhoods. Tell him to pull his dealers out of school zones, or we eliminate his entire operation. Starting with the street and working up."

The dealer nodded frantically, blood running from his broken nose.

Steel let him drop and turned to the second dealer, the one Razor had disarmed. Smoke had him on his knees, hands zip-tied behind his back.

"You hearing this?" Steel asked.

"Yeah," the man gasped. "I hear it."

"Good." Steel pulled out his phone and took a photo of both dealers—bloodied, broken, marked. Evidence of what happened when you violated Sentinel rules. "Now get out of our territory. Don't come back. Don't work any corner within a mile of a school. And tell Romano—" Steel crouched down, made sure the man was looking him in the eyes, made sure he understood. "Tell him the next violation, we stop sending messages. We start burying bodies."

They left the dealers alive but thoroughly educated about consequences. Moved to the second corner—93rd and Ashland—and delivered the same message with the same violence. Two more dealers bloodied. Two more warnings delivered. The pattern clear to anyone paying attention.

The third corner was near Washington Park Prep. Steel felt his rage sharpen as they approached—this one was closest to an actual school entrance, visible from the playground where kids spent recess. Romano's crew didn't even pretend to hide. They operated openly, confident their connections made them immune to consequences.

Steel taught them different.

This time he didn't bother with explanations. Just walked up and broke the first dealer's jaw with a single punch that carried ten years of fury behind it. The second dealer ran. Smoke caught him in an alley two blocks away, brought him back, and Steel made sure he understood—running didn't help when you'd already crossed the line.

By the time they finished, six dealers were broken and bleeding on three corners, Romano's street operation disrupted, and the message delivered loud enough that nobody could claim they hadn't heard.

Steel stood on the last corner, breathing steady despite the violence, and pulled out his phone to text Judge: Street operation handled. Message sent. Six dealers educated.

Judge's response came back immediately: Good work. Head back. We'll see if Romano's smart enough to listen.

Steel doubted it. Men like Romano—third-generation criminals with Outfit connections and suburban protection—rarely learned from warnings. They thought money and connections made them invincible. Thought street justice didn't apply to organized crime.

They were usually right. Usually nobody stood up to them because fighting that kind of power required being willing to die for it.

The Sentinels were willing.

Steel climbed back on his bike, felt the engine rumble to life beneath him, and was about to head toward the compound when dispatch came through on his radio—Throttle's voice, sharp with urgency.

"Steel, we got a situation. 71st and Halsted. Female civilian being threatened by Romano's crew. Three hostiles, weapons visible. She's recording them, they're about to move on her."

Steel's blood went cold. He'd just left that corner fifteen minutes ago. Romano's people were already replacing the dealers he'd educated. Already pushing back. And now they had a civilian caught in the middle.

"On my way," Steel said, and opened the throttle.

The bike screamed through city streets, Razor and Smoke tight behind him. Steel's mind calculated angles of approach, positions of advantage, how to hit three armed men fast enough that the woman wouldn't catch a bullet in the crossfire.

He rounded the corner onto 71st at speed and saw them immediately—three men closing on a redhead backed against a storefront, one of them pulling a knife. The woman held her ground, chin up, refusing to run even though she had to know what was coming.

Steel didn't slow down. Didn't brake. Just aimed his bike directly at the closest man and let chrome and thunder do
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