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​Act I: The Vow
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​Chapter 1: The Maniacs
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The automatic doors of the Valu-Center gasped open, spitting a woman out into the humid 7:34 p.m. air. A cascade of deodorant sticks, microwave dinners, and generic-brand tampons crashed onto the gritty pavement.

"Hey! Stop her, you bastard!" a pimple-faced employee in a red vest shouted from the entrance, his voice cracking with a mix of fear and company policy.

But Amber Horzinsky was already running, a string of obscenities pouring from her lips as she scrambled to scoop up her fallen loot. This scene again, she thought, a familiar surge of adrenaline and disgust flooding her system. She’d seen it more times than she’d like to admit. What the hell is life, a riot or what?

A guttural roar cut through the parking lot noise as a black Pontiac Trans Am, its paint chipped and its eagle decal peeling from the hood, screeched to a halt beside her. The passenger door flew open.

Abandoning the last of the scattered goods, Amber let out a vivacious, triumphant yell and launched herself into the passenger seat. "Go, go, GO!"

The man behind the wheel didn’t need to be told. Bad Ben slammed his foot on the accelerator, his jaw grinding a frantic rhythm. The tires screamed, leaving a trail of burnt rubber as they fishtailed out onto the main road, the Trans Am’s powerful engine groaning in protest. Ben’s eyes, wide and reflective as shattered glass, darted from the rearview mirror to the side streets, checking for phantom pursuers.

“You get the stuff?” he rasped, his voice dry and scratchy.

“Most of it,” Amber said, breathing heavily as she rummaged through the plastic bags at her feet. She pulled out a small baggie containing a shard of cloudy crystal. “Got the important stuff, though.”

Ben’s grin was a terrifying thing, all teeth and raw nerves. He snatched the baggie from her, steering with his knees as he fumbled with a short piece of glass pipe. The chemical, acrid smell of burning methamphetamine soon filled the cramped car. He took a long, hard pull, held it until his face turned purple, and exhaled a plume of smoke that fogged the windshield. He passed the pipe to Amber without a word.

The immediate rush hit her like a physical blow, sharpening the edges of the world into a painful, electric clarity. The blaring static from the radio felt like needles in her ears.

"This music sucks," Ben growled, his paranoia momentarily shifting to irritation. He patted his jeans, his pockets, the dashboard. Unable to find what he was looking for, he reached into the waistband of his pants and pulled out a snub-nosed .38 revolver.

Amber didn't flinch. This was just Ben being Ben.

He used the cold, steel nose of the barrel to punch at the radio’s preset buttons, each jab accompanied by a plastic clack. Static. Gospel music. A commercial for car insurance. Finally, a blast of screeching heavy metal filled the car. Satisfied, Ben let the gun rest in his lap for a moment before lifting it again, this time wiping the sweat from his brow with the cool, checkered butt of the pistol.

He laughed, a ragged, high-pitched sound that held no humor at all. "Got a good feeling about tonight, Amb."

He swerved violently, cutting off a minivan and drawing a long, angry honk from its driver. Amber looked over at him, at his wild eyes and the gun resting on his thigh, and she smiled. With Ben, life was always a riot.

And they were just getting started.
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​Chapter 2: The Honest Men
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The bell above the door of the Greasy Pot jingled, a tinny counterpoint to the sizzling of bacon and the low hum of conversation. The air inside was thick with the scent of fried onions and stale coffee, a smell Detective Kevin Terell found strangely comforting. He slid into a booth across from Captain Tommy "Big Tom" Albright, the vinyl seat groaning under his weight.

"You know, for a guy who's supposed to be watching his cholesterol," Terell said, gesturing to the mountain of food in front of Albright, "you sure do love this place."

Albright, a bear of a man with a salt-and-pepper mustache that seemed to absorb stray crumbs, just grunted. He speared a piece of sausage with his fork. "This ain't about pleasure, Kevin. It's about strategy. Best damn coffee in Bronzeville, and the waitresses don't ask questions."

Terell chuckled, taking a sip of his own black coffee. "Strategy, huh? Or is it just that Rachel makes the best apple pie this side of the Dan Ryan?"

Albright's eyes twinkled. "That too. But mostly strategy." He took a large bite of his sausage.

Their easy banter was a familiar rhythm, a counterpoint to the grim realities of their job. They'd been partners for years before Albright made Captain, a good cop/better cop dynamic that worked despite their differences. Terell was younger, sharper, with a dry wit that could defuse even the tensest situations. Albright was old-school, a man of few words and even fewer compromises. He believed in the law, even when the law seemed to be failing them.

"So," Terell said, leaning back in the booth, "what's the strategy today, Captain? We finally gonna nail Randolph for good?"

Albright's face darkened. "That's what I wanted to talk to you about." He pushed his plate aside, the half-eaten breakfast suddenly forgotten. "That case he threw out yesterday? The Marzell thing?"

"Yeah," Terell said, a muscle twitching in his jaw. "Another slam dunk case, gone. Just like that."

"It's not just that he threw it out, Kevin," Albright said, his voice low. "It's how he did it. The technicality he used was bull. He was protecting someone."

"You think he's on the take?" Terell asked, though he already knew the answer.

Albright sighed, a sound like air escaping a tire. "I don't think, Kevin. I know. I've known it for years. But proving it? That's another story."
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