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Kate Morgan knew something was wrong the second she unlocked the back door of her shop.

The alarm hadn't been tripped. The security gate still hung in place, padlock intact. Everything looked exactly the way she'd left it twelve hours ago when she'd locked up, bone-tired from a sixteen-hour day wrestling engine blocks and arguing with suppliers who kept trying to jack up their prices.

But the smell was off. Metallic. Sharp. Wrong.

She flipped on the overhead fluorescents, flooding the warehouse space with harsh white light. Rows of metal shelving stretched toward the back wall, packed with organized chaos—brake pads, alternators, transmission parts, belts, filters, everything a mechanic in this neighborhood needed to keep their customers' beaters running another year.

Her father had built this inventory over forty years. Every part placed with purpose, every supplier relationship earned through loyalty and fair dealing. Morgan's Auto Parts didn't gouge. Didn't cut corners. Served the people who actually needed them, not just the ones who could afford dealership prices.

Kate walked deeper into the warehouse, work boots echoing on concrete still stained with oil from when this had been an actual garage. Her father had loved those stains. "Proof of honest work," he'd said. "Proof we're not just moving boxes. We understand what goes in these engines."

She'd been ten when he taught her to read part numbers. Fifteen when she could diagnose a problem from a description alone. Twenty-two when she realized she'd never leave, never trade this place for some corporate job that paid better but meant nothing.

And now someone had destroyed it.

Kate stopped in front of the first shelf, staring at the open boxes of brake pads. Sand spilled across the metal surface, mixed with something that glinted in the fluorescent light. She reached out, ran her fingers through the grit.

Metal shavings. Mixed with sand. Contamination that would destroy any brake system it touched, ruin her reputation, cost her everything.

Her pulse hammered in her throat. She moved to the next shelf. Same thing. Opened boxes, sand and metal shavings mixed into oil filters, transmission fluid, anything that would touch an engine's internal components.

Thirty percent of her inventory. Maybe more.

Thousands of dollars. Weeks of lost business while she sourced replacements. Customers she'd lose permanently when word got out that Morgan's had sold contaminated parts.

Kate pulled her phone from her pocket with shaking hands, pulled up the security app. The cameras ran 24/7, backed up to cloud storage her father had insisted on installing three years before he died. "Technology changes," he'd told her. "But proof is proof."

She scrolled back through last night's footage. Eleven-forty PM—three men in dark clothes cutting through the back fence. Professional work, bolt cutters that went through chain-link like it was paper.

Twelve-fifteen AM—inside the warehouse. Kate watched them move through her inventory with purpose, opening specific boxes, pouring in contamination. They knew exactly what they were doing. What would cause maximum damage. What couldn't be fixed.

She zoomed in on the clearest shot. The man directing the operation had military bearing, even in dark tactical gear. Tall, fit, moving with precision that screamed training. She enhanced the image until his face became clear.

Philip Tremaine.

Kate's stomach dropped. She knew that name. Knew exactly who he worked for.

Kovach Development and Construction. The company that had been circling her property for six months, making increasingly aggressive offers. The operation that wanted to tear down her father's legacy and turn it into luxury condos that no one in this neighborhood could afford.

The company she'd told to go fuck themselves three weeks ago when their "final offer" included thinly veiled threats about business licenses and safety inspections.

Kate saved the footage to her phone, backed it up twice. Evidence. Proof. Exactly what her father had taught her to collect.

The front door buzzer cut through the silence. Eight AM on the dot. Her first customer of the day, probably Rico from the garage two blocks down, needing parts for the transmission rebuild he'd been working on all week.

She walked through the dividing door into the customer area, the front room where she actually conducted business. Clean counters, organized catalogs, the faded photo of her father on opening day in 1985 hanging behind the register.

But it wasn't Rico standing on the other side of the security glass.

Two men in city inspector uniforms. Clipboards. Serious expressions that telegraphed bad news.

Kate unlocked the door, already knowing what was coming. "Help you?"

The older one consulted his clipboard without meeting her eyes. "Kate Morgan? We're here for a safety inspection. Multiple OSHA violations reported at this location."

"I passed inspection four months ago."

"New complaints." He pushed past her, the younger inspector following. They moved through the customer area with the same purposeful efficiency as Tremaine's crew, checking electrical outlets, testing fire extinguishers, examining her storage setup with expressions that said they'd already decided what they'd find.

Kate's phone buzzed. Text from an unknown number.

Final offer: $250k. Accept by Friday or things get worse. -DK

Daniel Kovach. Not even hiding behind intermediaries anymore.

She watched the inspectors catalog violations that hadn't existed yesterday. Extension cord placement. Exit signage. Fire suppression system maintenance records. A dozen technical violations that would shut her down until she could afford remediation she didn't need.

This was the play. Contaminate her inventory to destroy customer trust. Manufacture violations to force closure. Pressure her until selling was the only option that didn't end with bankruptcy.

Systematic. Professional. The kind of campaign that wore down resistance through relentless pressure until fighting back seemed impossible.

Kate thought about her father, who'd spent forty years building this business in a neighborhood everyone else had abandoned. Thought about the mechanics who depended on her fair prices and honest dealing. Thought about the precedent she'd set if she let some developer with political connections force her out.

She pulled up her contacts, scrolled to a name she'd saved two years ago. A customer who'd paid in cash and never asked questions when she'd looked the other way on components that were probably stolen.

Brick. Sergeant at Arms for the Urban Sentinels MC.

The club that everyone in this neighborhood knew actually protected what mattered. The brothers who understood that sometimes the only language worth speaking was violence.

Kate hit call, listening to it ring while the inspectors filled out their citation forms. While Kovach's countdown ticked toward Friday. While her father's legacy hung in the balance.

"Yeah." The voice on the other end was deep, economical, dangerous.

"It's Kate Morgan. Morgan's Auto Parts." She watched the inspectors through the window, watched them already calculating her compliance costs. "I need to talk to someone about a problem that's not going away on its own."

Silence on the line. Then: "Address?"

She gave it, her voice steady despite the hammer of her pulse.

"Thirty minutes."

The line went dead. Kate slipped her phone back in her pocket and turned to face the inspectors with her father's words echoing in her head: Stand your ground or lose everything.

She wasn't selling. Not to Kovach, not to anyone.

And if that meant bringing the Sentinels into this, meant choosing club protection over trying to handle it alone, then that's exactly what she'd do.

Some things were worth fighting for. Even if the only people willing to fight were the ones everyone else was afraid of.
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Brick knew Kate Morgan before he ever walked into church that morning.

Not personally. But he knew her type—the kind who ran a business in Sentinel territory without backing down, who looked MC brothers in the eye when they came in for parts, who never once asked where the components came from or why they needed three alternators at two in the morning.

Smart. Loyal to the neighborhood. Didn't ask questions that would put her in a position to lie.

The kind of person the club protected because she understood how things actually worked when the system stopped pretending to give a shit.

He'd bought parts from Morgan's maybe a dozen times over the past two years. She'd been professional, efficient, knew her inventory better than most mechanics knew their own toolboxes. Short dark hair always pulled back, hands that showed she did real work, eyes that assessed without judgment.

And now someone was fucking with her.

Brick parked his matte black Fat Bob in the compound lot, walked through the garage bay where Diesel and Smoke were tearing down an engine, headed for the clubhouse. Wednesday morning, which meant church at ten. Judge ran the Sentinels on schedule and discipline, former MP habits that kept twenty brothers organized and deadly.

The main room smelled like coffee and motor oil, the usual combination. Ghost sat at the bar cleaning his rifle, methodical movements that looked almost meditative. Razor leaned against the pool table talking to Havoc, probably giving him shit about the black eye he'd earned in last weekend's underground fight.

"Church in five," Steel called from the hallway leading to the chapel. Vice President's voice carried weight even when he wasn't trying. "Judge wants everyone."

Brick grabbed coffee—black, no sugar—and followed the brothers filing into the chapel. The room at the back of the clubhouse where they handled actual business, made decisions that affected territory and brotherhood. Long table, chairs that had seen a decade of planning and arguing, walls covered with maps of their South Side domain.

Judge sat at the head of the table, forty-nine years of hard living and harder choices written across his face. He waited until all sixteen brothers had settled, then looked straight at Brick.

"Got a call this morning. Kate Morgan from the auto parts shop on Pulaski. Said you gave her this number two years ago."

"Sold me an alternator at three AM without questions," Brick said. "Told her if she ever had problems in our territory, call."

"She's got problems." Judge slid a tablet across the table. Security footage played on the screen—three men cutting through a fence, contaminating inventory with systematic efficiency. "Kovach Development. Same operation that's been buying up businesses along the South Side development corridor. She refused to sell. They're forcing her hand."

Brick watched the footage, recognition sparking. "That's Tremaine. Kovach's security chief. Former Blackwater contractor."

"You know him?"

"Ran into him at an underground fight three months back. Military bearing, tactical mindset, likes to hurt people who can't fight back." Brick took the tablet, zoomed in on Tremaine's face. "He's got a team. Five, maybe six ex-military contractors who handle Kovach's dirty work."

Steel leaned forward, studying the footage. "They're not hiding. Professionals who know they've got political protection."

"Kovach owns three aldermen and has connections in the mayor's office," Razor added. He'd been tracking development politics for months, watching threats to Sentinel territory. "Uses manufactured violations and legal pressure to force sales. Built his company crushing small businesses."

Judge's expression went cold. "How many businesses has he taken?"

"Twelve in the past eighteen months." Razor consulted his phone. "Auto repair shop in Englewood. Two restaurants in Pilsen. Machine shop in Bridgeport. All refused to sell initially. All closed within three months after systematic harassment."

"And now he's targeting Morgan's," Brick said. The coffee tasted bitter. "She serves half the mechanics in our territory. We lose her supply chain, we lose access to parts without going through Kovach's distribution network."

Ghost looked up from his rifle. "Control the parts, control the legitimate fronts. Smart play."

"Economic warfare," Judge said. "Take out key businesses, force dependence on operations he controls. Eventually he owns the supply chain for our entire territory."

Throttle drummed fingers against the table. "What's his timeline?"

"He gave Kate until Friday to accept his offer." Brick set down the tablet. "Contaminated thirty percent of her inventory last night. City inspectors showed up this morning with manufactured OSHA violations. Professional pressure campaign designed to make selling the only option."

"She gonna fold?" Havoc asked.

Brick thought about Kate's voice on the phone. Steady despite the threat. Calling the Sentinels instead of trying to handle it alone or giving in to pressure. "No. She's standing."

"Then we back her play," Judge said. "Kate Morgan's run that shop for three years since her father died. Never gouged us on prices. Never asked uncomfortable questions. Served this neighborhood when everyone else abandoned it. Someone threatens a business under our protection, they're threatening Sentinel authority."

Steel nodded. "What's Kovach's operation look like?"

"Main headquarters in a renovated industrial building off Western Avenue," Razor said. "Private security—Tremaine's contractor team plus four-man rotating patrol. Office staff during business hours. Kovach himself shows up around nine AM, leaves by six unless he's got evening meetings."

"How protected?" Judge asked.

"Politically? Very. He's got connections that could bring heat if we move wrong." Razor looked at Brick. "Physically? Standard corporate security. Cameras, access control, armed guards. Nothing that would stop us, but hitting him direct brings problems."

Judge was quiet for a moment, the kind of silence that meant he was calculating angles and consequences. "We start defensive. Brick, you handle personal protection for Kate. Keep her alive and operating while we gather intel on Kovach's full operation."

"Alone?" Brick asked.

"Take Diesel for backup. But you're primary. She called you, she trusts you, she's your responsibility."

Something in Brick's chest tightened. His responsibility. The woman with grease under her nails and her father's legacy weighing on her shoulders. The one who'd looked at him two years ago like he was just another customer instead of the club's primary enforcer.

"What about Kovach?" Steel asked.

"We investigate before we eliminate." Judge's tone left no room for argument. "I want to know his full operation, his contractor team's capabilities, his political connections, every business he's pressured. We move too fast, we risk federal attention. We move smart, we take out a threat and send a message about fucking with Sentinel territory."

"What about Tremaine?" Brick kept his voice level despite the violence simmering under his skin.

"If he comes at Kate again, handle it. But we don't start the war until we understand what we're fighting."

Translation: protect her, but don't kill Kovach's people until Judge authorized escalation. Brick understood the strategy—systematic elimination of threats required patience and intelligence gathering. But patience wasn't his natural state when someone weaker needed defending.

"She staying at the shop?" Ghost asked.

"For now," Brick said. "But they'll come back. Tremaine's not done applying pressure."

"Then make sure you're there when he does." Judge stood, signaling church was over. "Everyone else, I want intel. Razor, map Kovach's properties and known associates. Ghost, identify his security team's patterns and vulnerabilities. Throttle, talk to your contacts in the construction unions—find out who's working for Kovach and what they know."

The brothers filed out, purpose in their movements. This was what the Sentinels did—protected their territory from threats the system either couldn't or wouldn't handle. Kovach had money and political connections, but those meant nothing against brothers who understood that violence solved problems negotiation only prolonged.

Brick stayed behind as Judge gathered the tablet and folders. "You think she's strong enough for this?"

"To survive what's coming?" Judge met his eyes. "You tell me. You're the one who gave her our number."

"She runs a business in our territory without backing down. Looked the other way when we needed her to. Called us instead of folding to pressure." Brick thought about her voice on the phone. Scared but steady. "Yeah. She's strong enough."

"Good. Because Kovach isn't stopping with intimidation. Men like him escalate until they break resistance or get broken themselves." Judge headed for the door, then paused. "Brick. She's under club protection now. That means if Tremaine or Kovach touch her, it's a direct challenge to Sentinel authority. Handle it accordingly."

Handle it accordingly. Translation: eliminate threats with extreme prejudice.

Brick grabbed his cut from the back of his chair, shrugged into the leather that marked him as Sergeant at Arms. The patch that told everyone he was the Sentinels' primary muscle, the brother who enforced club will through overwhelming violence when necessary.

Kate Morgan had called for help. Had trusted the club to stand between her and men with money and political protection.

And Brick was going to make damn sure she survived what came next.

Even if it meant painting Pulaski Road with Tremaine's blood.
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