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Ana Flores had heard every kind of death over her headset in seven years of dispatching 911 calls from Chicago's South Side. Gunshots. Overdoses. Domestic violence turned fatal. She'd learned to compartmentalize the screams, the begging, the desperate final words of people who knew help wouldn't arrive in time.

But nothing prepared her for finding her baby brother's body in an alley off 26th Street.

Miguel lay crumpled against a dumpster like discarded trash, his face beaten so badly she almost didn't recognize him. Almost. The Chicago Fire Department hoodie she'd bought him last Christmas was soaked with blood, torn where someone had gone through his pockets. His right hand was twisted at an impossible angle—defensive wound, her dispatcher brain catalogued automatically before the rest of her caught up and she dropped to her knees beside him.

"No. No, no, no." Her hands hovered over his chest, his neck, searching for a pulse she knew wasn't there. His skin was cool. He'd been here for hours while she'd been at work, routing emergency calls to neighborhoods just like this one, listening to other sisters scream over other bodies.

"Miguel, please." The words cracked out of her, raw and useless. Twenty-three years old. Working construction, taking night classes at community college, trying to build something better than the streets that raised them. And now he was just another statistic in a city that had stopped counting Pilsen's dead years ago.

Ana forced herself to look past the grief, past the rage building in her chest like a physical thing. Seven years behind a dispatch console had taught her to see patterns, details, evidence. Miguel's wallet was gone but his phone was still in his back pocket—whoever did this wasn't after electronics. His boots were scuffed like he'd been dragged. And there, clutched in his left hand, a crumpled receipt from Midwest Construction Supply dated two days ago.

The same receipt he'd waved at her last week, excited because his foreman was finally giving him real responsibility. Inventory management at the warehouse. Access to the books. "It's my shot, Ana. Proof I can handle bigger things."

Her stomach dropped. She pulled the receipt free carefully, smoothed it against her thigh. The company name stared back at her, and suddenly seven years of listening to violence calls from this neighborhood connected into a pattern that made her blood run cold.

Midwest Construction Supply. The warehouse two blocks from here that generated noise complaints every Friday night. The address that showed up in assault calls, gambling disputes, debt collection threats. The location cops took forty-five minutes to respond to even for active violence calls, while they'd roll three units to a shoplifting call on Michigan Avenue in under five.

Miguel hadn't just stumbled onto a gambling operation. He'd found documentation, evidence, something worth killing over.

"Ma'am, you need to step back." A Chicago PD uniform appeared at the alley entrance, young enough that his voice cracked with authority he hadn't earned yet. His partner, older and harder, was already on his radio calling it in with the bored efficiency of someone reporting a pothole.

Ana stood slowly, her dispatcher training taking over even as grief tried to pull her under. "My brother. Miguel Flores. Someone beat him to death."

"We can see that." The older cop, nameplate reading Connelly, barely glanced at Miguel's body. "You find him like this?"

"Twenty minutes ago." Ana's voice steadied even though her hands were shaking. "He worked for Midwest Construction Supply. I think he discovered something, saw something at the warehouse that got him killed."

Connelly's expression didn't change, but something flickered behind his eyes. Recognition. Calculation. The look of a cop who already knew exactly what business ran out of that warehouse and had decided long ago not to see it.

"You're jumping to conclusions, Ms. Flores. Guy accumulates gambling debts, doesn't pay, this is what happens." He pulled out a notebook with the enthusiasm of someone filling out a grocery list. "Your brother into gambling? Owe anybody money?"

"Thirty thousand dollars." The words came from behind them, sharp with satisfaction. Ana turned to see a man in an expensive leather jacket leaning against a BMW at the alley mouth. Gold jewelry, slicked-back hair, the kind of clothes that said money made from other people's desperation. "Your baby brother liked to play poker. Liked it more than he was good at it."

Ana's dispatcher instincts catalogued him automatically—mid-forties, confident body language, speaking to cops without concern. Connected. Protected.

"And you are?" she asked, even though dread was already spreading through her chest.

"Victor Castillo." He said it like she should know the name. Like everyone should. "I run games throughout this neighborhood. Miguel was a regular at my table for six months. Good kid, terrible cards."

"He didn't have thirty thousand dollars." Ana's voice was flat, but her mind was racing. Six months. Miguel had been going to Castillo's games for six months, and she'd never known. Never seen the signs because she'd been too busy working twelve-hour overnight shifts, too exhausted to notice her brother spiraling.

"No, he didn't." Castillo smiled, and it was the smile of a man who'd already won. "That's why he offered to work it off. Thought he could use his warehouse access to move product for me, pay down his debt. But Miguel, he got ideas. Started thinking he could document my operation, maybe leverage it into walking away clean."

The rage that had been building in Ana's chest exploded into something cold and focused. "You had him killed because he was going to expose your gambling operation?"

"I had him educated about the consequences of betrayal." Castillo glanced at Connelly, who was very carefully writing nothing in his notebook. "The warehouse is a legitimate construction business. If Miguel saw anything else, well, that's just a gambling addict's fantasy, isn't it, Officer?"

Connelly closed his notebook. "Ms. Flores, I'm very sorry for your loss. We'll investigate thoroughly, but these gambling deaths, they're complicated. Usually gang-related, multiple suspects, witnesses don't cooperate. You understand."

Ana understood perfectly. She understood that Connelly and his partner had responded to this call knowing exactly what they'd find. She understood that Castillo could stand here and admit to murder because he had judges and cops protecting his gambling empire. She understood that Miguel's death would be filed as gang violence, unsolved, forgotten before his body reached the morgue.

She understood that the system she'd spent seven years serving had already written off her brother's murder.

"Miguel kept records." Ana's voice came out steady, cold, the same tone she used dispatching to active shooting scenes. "He was smart. Whatever he found at that warehouse, whatever connected you to the gambling operation, he documented it. And he sent it to me."

It was a bluff, but Castillo's expression shifted just enough to tell her she'd hit something true. Miguel had found something. Had probably planned to use it as leverage, thinking he could negotiate with a man who solved problems with beatings in alleys.

"If that were true," Castillo said carefully, "then you'd be smart to forget you ever saw it. Unless you want to end up like your brother."

"Is that a threat?" Connelly asked with zero conviction, pen still not moving.

"That's friendly advice." Castillo straightened from the BMW. "Ms. Flores works as a 911 dispatcher. She knows how slowly police respond to certain neighborhoods. How easy it is for someone to get hurt when help takes forty-five minutes to arrive. She's a smart woman. She'll make smart choices."

He walked back to his BMW, gold jewelry catching the morning light. The engine purred to life—expensive, well-maintained, bought with money extracted from people who couldn't afford to lose.

Ana watched him drive away, her brother's body cooling behind her, two cops pretending to care about a murder they'd never investigate. Seven years of listening to people die waiting for help that came too late or not at all had burned away any illusions about justice. The system didn't protect neighborhoods like Pilsen. It managed them, contained them, let them destroy themselves while writing reports no one would read.

But Ana had spent those seven years building her own records. She knew exactly where response times lagged, which addresses got protection and which got abandoned. She knew who operated with immunity and why.

And she knew that in neighborhoods the system forgot, other kinds of justice existed.

The kind that rode on motorcycles and settled problems with violence instead of paperwork. The kind that protected their territory because they lived in it, not because a pension required them to pretend.

Ana pulled out her phone, Miguel's blood still on her hands, and opened her dispatch database. Seven years of emergency calls. Seven years of patterns showing exactly who operated where, who had real power in streets the police had surrendered.

Urban Sentinels MC. Their compound was fifteen minutes from here. Their territory covered forty square miles of neighborhoods just like this one, and their reputation for handling threats was written in bodies and burned buildings.

She'd dispatched calls to their compound a hundred times—assault reports, suspicious activity, noise complaints that responding officers somehow never managed to witness. She knew exactly what they were, exactly what they did.

And right now, that was exactly what she needed.

Miguel deserved better than a police report filed and forgotten. He deserved someone who'd actually deliver justice, even if that justice came with knives and leather instead of badges and courts.

Ana walked past Connelly and his partner, past the crime scene tape they were half-heartedly stringing up, past the alley where her brother had died alone waiting for help that never came.

She had records to find, evidence to gather, and dangerous men to convince that her brother's murder was their problem too.

Because in neighborhoods the system abandoned, you didn't wait for justice.

You bought it with information and paid for it in blood.
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Razor leaned back in his chair at the chapel table, spinning his favorite blade between his fingers while Judge laid out the intelligence. The knife was a Benchmade Infidel—automatic, seven inches when deployed, perfectly balanced for throwing or close work. He'd used it to carve his reputation into Chicago's South Side one memorable lesson at a time.

"Victor Castillo." Judge dropped a folder on the scarred wooden table. Photographs spilled out—grainy surveillance shots of a man in expensive leather, gold jewelry catching light as he walked into buildings that officially didn't exist. "Runs eight gambling locations throughout our territory. Underground casinos, high-stakes poker, sports betting. Generating millions while his enforcers collect debts the old-fashioned way."

Steel picked up one of the photos, his expression carved from stone. "How many enforcers?"

"Ten confirmed." Judge pulled out a map marked with red circles. "Professional muscle with mob training. Hector Reyes runs the collection operation—former Latin Kings who graduated to organized crime. Tommy Moretti handles the satellite locations, coordinates security. Both of them answer directly to Castillo."

Razor studied the map, noting how Castillo's operations spread through Sentinel territory like a cancer. Little Village, Pilsen, parts of North Lawndale—neighborhoods the club had bled to control, now hosting gambling dens that pulled money out while Castillo's muscle operated with impunity.

"Cops?" Brick asked, massive arms crossed over his cut.

"Bought and paid for." Judge's tone carried the disgust of a former MP who'd once believed in the system. "Castillo's been running games for twenty years. Second generation—his father built the empire, he inherited the connections. Judges, aldermen, district commanders. Response times to his locations average forty-five minutes for violent calls."

"While they roll three units to Michigan Avenue in under five for shoplifting." Ghost's voice was quiet, but everyone heard the edge in it. Seven years as a Marine scout sniper had taught him patience, but that didn't mean he liked watching parasites operate freely in their territory.

Throttle tapped the photo of Reyes. "This pendejo beat a kid to death last month over five hundred dollars. Left him in an alley off 26th Street like trash."

Razor's blade stopped spinning. "Miguel Flores."

The room went quiet. Every brother at the table knew that name from the emergency dispatch reports that occasionally made it through channels. Young construction worker, gambling debts, found beaten to death. Another statistic in a city that had stopped counting bodies from neighborhoods it had already written off.

"You know him?" Judge's eyes were sharp.

"Know of him." Razor set the knife down with deliberate care. "Little Village kid, worked construction, took night classes at community college. Trying to build something better than the streets. Reyes and two other enforcers cornered him in that alley, beat him for thirty minutes before leaving him to die alone."

"How do you know the details?" Steel's question wasn't accusatory, just curious.

"Because I pay attention to who operates in our territory and what messages they're sending." Razor met Judge's gaze. "Castillo's not just running games. He's expanding aggressively, taking over independent operations through violence. The Flores kid worked for Midwest Construction Supply—one of Castillo's fronts. Word on the street is Miguel found documentation connecting the warehouse to the gambling operation. Thought he could leverage it to walk away from his debts."

Judge picked up another photo. "Instead, Castillo made an example."

"Permanent lesson about betrayal." Razor's voice carried the casual menace that made people nervous even when he was smiling. "And now Castillo's enforcers are operating like they own our territory, collecting debts through beatings while corrupt cops provide protection. That's a territorial problem and an economic problem."

Havoc leaned forward, always eager for action. "So we burn his locations, kill his enforcers, send Castillo a message about operating in Sentinel territory."

"That's the eventual solution." Judge spread the map wider. "But Castillo's got resources we need to understand before we move. Twenty years of operation means deep connections, hidden assets, contingency plans. We hit him without proper intelligence, he'll retaliate against our businesses, our families, anyone we protect."

"I can get that intelligence." Razor picked up his blade again, resuming the casual spinning that looked lazy but required perfect control. "I speak fluent Spanish, I know Little Village dynamics, and I can charm my way into places that would make most brothers stand out. Give me two weeks inside Castillo's operation and I'll map every location, identify every enforcer, find every vulnerability."

Steel studied him with the flat assessment of someone who'd learned to read threats in Stateville. "You're talking about infiltration. Getting close to men who'll kill you if they catch you lying."

"I'm talking about using the skills that make me valuable to this club." Razor grinned, the expression he wore before hurting people because he genuinely enjoyed the artistry of violence. "Castillo runs games that attract Latino businessmen, street guys trying to climb, anyone with money and poor impulse control. I walk in with cash and charm, play enough hands to lose convincingly, make friends with the right people. By the time I'm done, I'll know everything—security patterns, money flows, who's loyal and who can be turned."

"And when you've got what we need?" Diesel's laid-back drawl disguised a mind that calculated angles like a professional driver.

"Then I dismantle it piece by piece." Razor's blade caught the light as he spun it. "Systematically eliminate enforcers, destroy locations, cut off revenue streams. By the time we get to Castillo, he'll be isolated, desperate, and completely vulnerable. That's when we deliver the permanent lesson about operating in Sentinel territory."

Judge was quiet for a moment, weighing the proposal against the risks. Razor knew what the president was thinking—infiltration meant exposure, meant one of their own operating alone in enemy territory without immediate backup. But it also meant intelligence that could save brotherhood lives when they eventually moved against Castillo.

"You'd be on your own until the situation develops." Judge's tone made it clear this was both permission and warning. "Can't risk blowing your cover with obvious MC presence."

"I've been handling problems solo since I was fifteen." Razor met the president's gaze without flinching. "My brother died from cops who wore badges but operated like gangsters. I learned young that authority fails people, that the system protects predators while abandoning neighborhoods it's supposed to serve. That's why I'm here—because the Sentinels actually deliver justice instead of filing reports."

Steel nodded slowly. "You've got the skills. Question is whether you can follow orders when you're out there alone, not just do whatever the fuck seems fun at the moment."

The observation stung because it was accurate. Razor had been defying authority since his brother bled out on a sidewalk during a traffic stop that was anything but routine. Following orders didn't come naturally to someone who'd watched the people giving orders fail spectacularly and violently.

"I can follow them when they make sense." Razor kept his voice level. "And taking down Castillo's operation makes sense—for the club, for the territory, for every kid who might end up like Miguel Flores if we let this parasite keep operating."

Judge studied him for another long moment, then nodded. "You've got two weeks for intelligence gathering. Map his operations, identify targets, find weaknesses. When you're ready, we move as a brotherhood and eliminate the threat permanently. Castillo's gambling empire ends, his enforcers die, and Sentinel territory remembers who actually runs these streets."

"Church adjourned." Steel's voice carried the finality of a gavel strike.

Brothers pushed back from the table, conversation shifting to logistics and normal business. Razor stayed seated, spinning his blade while his mind worked through approach vectors. Castillo's main operation ran out of a fortified social club in Little Village—getting access would require the right introduction, the right story, the right performance of being just another Latino hustler with money to lose.

"Razor." Judge's voice stopped him before he could leave. "This isn't about proving something or settling scores with authority figures who remind you of the cops who killed your brother. This is about club business and territorial protection. Keep your head clear."

"My head's always clear." Razor stood, sliding the blade into its sheath. "Just because I smile before I hurt people doesn't mean I'm not calculating every angle."

"That's what worries me." But Judge's expression held something close to approval. "You're one of our best enforcers because you understand that violence can be art—memorable, effective, sending messages that prevent future problems. Just remember that art serves purpose, not ego."

Razor walked out of chapel into the main clubhouse, where brothers were settling into familiar rhythms. Ghost cleaned weapons with methodical precision. Havoc and Smoke argued about fight strategies while Diesel offered commentary that made both of them laugh. This was family—the brotherhood he'd found after losing his actual brother, the purpose that gave meaning to skills he'd developed in streets that taught violence as survival.

His
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