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CHAPTER 1 — DONTE “TEY” LEWIS
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The El Camino looked like it was dipped in money and sin.

Candy apple green paint gleamed even under the busted streetlight on 63rd, the metal flake catching like it knew it was being watched. Thirty-inch rims sat tucked under the wheel wells, chrome so clean they reflected the faces of niggas standing too close, counting pockets that wasn’t theirs. The engine purred low and patient, like it understood timing mattered more than speed.

Tey leaned against the driver’s door, hoodie pulled low, chain heavy on his chest. He liked this moment—the quiet flex before the noise. Before the phones rang. Before the handshakes. Before the lies.

Across the lot, heads turned. Same as always.

“Damn,” somebody muttered. “That shit nasty.”

Tey didn’t smile. Smiling made people think you soft. He just tapped ash off the blunt, eyes scanning. You stayed alive by noticing what didn’t fit—cars that didn’t belong, faces that watched too hard, the way the wind shifted when danger walked in.

His girl slid out the passenger side, and the whole block paused like somebody hit mute.

Nia knew what she did to air. Tall, thick in the right places, honey-brown skin glowing even when the night tried to dull it. Hair laid perfect, lashes heavy. Beyoncé pretty. Not Instagram pretty—real pretty. The kind that made niggas hate you just for standing next to her.

“You done yet?” she asked, voice smooth, impatient.

“Almost,” Tey said. “Gotta see one more.”

She rolled her eyes. “You always got one more.”

That was true. The streets never let you finish clean. There was always another hand out, another favor owed, another bag to move before the night could end.

A skinny dude approached, jittery, eyes darting like he owed everybody. Tey clocked him immediately—fiend energy. Coke and weed paid the bills, but it was the fiends that paid now.

“How much?” Tey asked.

“Same as last time,” the dude said, voice shaking.

Tey made the exchange quick. No small talk. No names. Product disappeared into palms, money folded and vanished just as fast. The dude scurried off, already halfway to not being Tey’s problem anymore.

Nia shook her head. “You see how they look now? They ain’t even human no more.”

Tey flicked the blunt. “That ain’t my business.”

But it was. He knew it. Everybody knew it. You just learned how to live with it.

They pulled off toward The Jungle, tires humming over cracked asphalt. As the blocks closed in, the city changed its posture. Buildings leaned closer. Windows went dark. The street narrowed like it was funneling you somewhere you couldn’t turn around.

The Jungle wasn’t on any map, not officially. Section 8 stacked like somebody hated architecture and poor people equally. One way in, one way out. A cul-de-sac at the heart of it like a closed fist. You came in the same way you left—if you left.

Cops didn’t like that math.

Neither did outsiders.

Tey rolled past the lookouts without stopping. Everybody knew his car. Kids posted on milk crates nodded, hands nowhere near their waist but close enough. Guns hid better when they felt casual.

Meats Beats sat toward the back, a low building pretending to be just another community spot. Studio lights glowed inside, bass thumping faint through the walls. The place smelled like weed, energy drinks, and ambition.

Big Meat’s idea of legitimacy.

Inside, the air was thick with sound. Beats rattled the walls, something grimy and slow, hi-hats ticking like a countdown. Tey felt it in his chest before he heard it clear.

“That’s you?” he called out.

Big Meat stepped out the booth, wide as the doorframe, beard thick, eyes sharp. Dimitrius Kershaw didn’t move fast, didn’t need to. Power slowed you down.

“Who else?” Big Meat said. “You late.”

“Had to handle business.”

Big Meat smirked. “Business been good lately.”

Tey caught that. Filed it away.

Wayne sat slumped on the couch, eyes low, jaw grinding. Chic paced, phone glued to his ear, laughing too loud.

“Money everywhere!” Chic shouted. “I’m tellin’ you, this shit different!”

Different how, Tey wondered. Different was a word that came before funerals.

Big Meat clapped his hands. “Listen up. New lane opened.”

There it was.

Tey leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “I’m straight where I’m at.”

Big Meat studied him. “Ain’t ask.”

The beat restarted, harder this time. Tey felt the music pull at him, the same way it always did. The same way it promised escape and demanded blood.

Outside, sirens wailed somewhere far enough to ignore.

For now.

Tey stared through the glass, watching his reflection blur with the booth lights, and for the first time that night, the El Camino didn’t feel like protection.

It felt like a target.

The bass rolled through Meats Beats like a heartbeat that didn’t know when to stop. Every kick drum felt like it was punching the walls, reminding the building it was alive—for now. Tey stepped deeper inside, letting the door shut behind him, sealing off the night and everything that came with it. In here, it was just sound, sweat, and ambition. Outside was where bullets remembered names.

Chic was still on his phone, pacing like the floor owed him money. “I’m tellin’ you, bro, this ain’t like before,” he said, laughing. “This that forever bread.”

Tey watched him, studying the way Chic moved. Too loose. Too happy. That was always how it started—money came fast, and common sense couldn’t keep up. Chic had never been the brains. He was muscle and mouth, always loud, always sure nothing bad could touch him as long as the Kershaw name rang bells.

Wayne hadn’t moved. He sat sunk into the couch, hoodie pulled tight, hands trembling just enough to notice if you were looking for it. Tey clocked the twitch, the glassy eyes. Wayne was already halfway gone, and everybody in the room knew it. They just didn’t say it out loud. Saying it made it real.

Big Meat leaned against the mixing board, arms crossed, chin lifted. He had the kind of presence that didn’t need words. When he stopped smiling, rooms listened.

“You hear me, Tey?” Big Meat said.

Tey shrugged. “I hear you. Don’t mean I’m interested.”

Chic snorted. “Man, you crazy. You see the numbers?”

“I see bodies,” Tey said flatly.

The room went quiet for half a second. Just long enough.

Big Meat’s eyes narrowed, but his voice stayed calm. “You think coke don’t kill people?”

“That ain’t what I said.”

“End result the same,” Big Meat replied. “Difference is this pay faster.”

That was the truth, and it was the problem. Fast money never waited for permission. It just ran, dragging whoever grabbed it behind.

Tey thought about the junkies he’d seen earlier, teeth rotting, skin sagging like they were melting into themselves. Coke made people greedy. Weed made them lazy. This new shit—whatever Big Meat was hinting at—made them disappear.

“I’m focused on music,” Tey said. “That’s my lane.”

Chic laughed again, louder. “Music don’t love you back, cuz.”

Tey looked at him. “Neither do drugs.”

That shut Chic up, at least for the moment.

Big Meat straightened. “Ain’t nobody forcing you. Just saying... opportunity knock once. Streets don’t wait on hesitation.”

Tey nodded, even though something cold slid down his spine. Big Meat had always been like a big brother—until he wasn’t. The Kershaws took care of their own, but loyalty in the streets came with expiration dates.

The beat switched. Slower now. Darker. Tey felt it catch something inside him, pull a memory loose.

He was twelve again, standing in The Jungle’s courtyard, watching Big Meat hand out backpacks before school started. New ones. Clean. Everybody loved Dimitrius back then. He made sure lights stayed on, food stayed in fridges. Even the shooters respected him because he respected the block.

But that was before fentanyl had a name people whispered.

“Get in the booth,” Big Meat said. “Let me hear where your head at.”

Tey hesitated, then stepped inside, slipping the headphones on. The booth was tight, walls padded, mic hanging like a question waiting to be answered. He closed his eyes as the beat dropped again, this one built for confession.

He rapped about hunger. About watching friends choose corners over classrooms. About wanting out without knowing where “out” even was. His voice cracked once, just for a second, and he hated himself for it.

Through the glass, Big Meat watched, unreadable.

When the verse ended, silence hit harder than the beat ever did.

“That’s real,” Big Meat finally said. “But real don’t sell if it don’t scare nobody.”

Tey pulled the headphones off. “Maybe it should.”

Big Meat smiled thin. “You still young.”

Outside, a gunshot popped. Just one. Distant, but close enough to remind everyone where they were. Nobody flinched. Not Chic. Not Wayne. Not even Tey.

That was the scariest part.

Nia texted him: You done?

Tey typed back: Almost.

As he stepped out the studio, he passed the back door. It was cracked open, alley light spilling in. He smelled blood before he saw it—a copper tang riding the cold air. Nothing there yet. Just trash bags and shadows.

But the alley felt wrong. Like it was already holding its breath.

Tey closed the door and locked it.

He didn’t know why.

Later, rolling out of The Jungle, he glanced in the rearview mirror. The development sat behind him, lights flickering like bad intentions. Same way it always looked.

But something had changed.

He felt it in his chest, heavy and slow, like the city was counting down.

And for the first time, Tey wondered if music was really going to save him—or if it was just another lie the streets told to keep you standing long enough to fall.
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CHAPTER 2 — DIMITRIUS “BIG MEAT” KERSHAW
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Big Meat liked to stand still when everybody else was moving.

It told him who was nervous.

From the front window of Meats Beats, he watched The Jungle breathe. Nighttime made the place honest. Kids cleared out. Mothers locked doors. Shooters took positions without being told. The whole development shifted like a trained animal, instinctual, dangerous, loyal to whoever fed it right.

That was him.

People liked to forget Dimitrius Kershaw had been here before the money. Before the studio. Before the name meant anything past a skinny nigga with a temper and a dream. He built this brick by brick—favors, fear, food stamps turned into grocery bags when checks ran dry. He made The Jungle safe in its own twisted way.

Safe for them.

Deadly for outsiders.

He turned from the window and glanced around the studio. Chic was still wired, pacing like a pit bull that smelled blood. Wayne was half-nodding, eyes unfocused. And Tey—Tey was different. Always had been. Thought too much. Felt too much. That shit got you killed if you didn’t learn how to weaponize it.

Big Meat respected intelligence. But he trusted hunger.

That was why he made the call.

He stepped into the back office, shut the door, and picked up the burner. No contacts saved. No names spoken. The phone rang twice.

“Talk,” the voice said. Thick accent. Calm. Cold.

“We ready,” Big Meat said. “Chicago hungry.”

A pause. Just long enough to remind him who really held the leash.

“Hungry markets overeat,” the voice replied. “Can you control your people?”

Big Meat thought about Chic flashing weight. About Wayne shaking. About Tey refusing the lane.

“I can,” he said anyway.

“Then you will receive,” the voice said. “Rules unchanged.”

“No names. No faces. No delays.”

“And no mistakes,” Big Meat added.

A soft chuckle. “Mistakes are how we identify weakness.”

The line went dead.

Big Meat sat back, exhaled slow. The first shipment had already landed. Clean. Quiet. Enough to change the tempo of the whole city. He’d watched the money multiply faster than anything he’d ever touched—and he’d touched a lot.

He also watched the bodies pile up.

That part didn’t bother him the way it used to. Somewhere along the line, numbers replaced faces. Statistics replaced funerals. You couldn’t build something this big and still cry over every casualty. You’d drown.

The door creaked open. Chic stuck his head in. “You good?”

Big Meat studied him. “Why you always loud?”

Chic grinned. “Because quiet niggas be scared.”

“That ain’t true,” Big Meat said. “Quiet niggas be calculating.”

Chic laughed it off and disappeared again. Big Meat closed his eyes for a second, longer than he meant to.

He thought about the other phone. The one buried deep, wrapped in plastic, hidden where nobody ever looked.

The badge phone.

He hadn’t planned on becoming what he was. It started small. A traffic stop. A charge that could’ve ended everything. A fed who talked soft and promised protection. Promised survival.

Survival was a language Big Meat understood.

“You help us,” the agent had said. “We help you.”

That was the lie. Everybody learned it eventually. There was no help—just timing. He used them like they used him, fed them crumbs while he ate the whole loaf. Or at least that’s what he told himself when the guilt tried to talk.

Big Meat opened his eyes as Wayne stumbled into the doorway.

“You straight?” Big Meat asked.

Wayne nodded too fast. “Yeah. Just tired.”

“You look like shit.”

Wayne forced a smile. “Money’ll fix it.”

Money didn’t fix nothing. It just made your problems louder.

“Go lay down,” Big Meat said. “And don’t touch nothing.”
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