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JOURNAL ENTRY 1: The Dice Game
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“Streets taught me numbers faster than any classroom”

––––––––
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Reign

Some kids got report cards. I got scars and hustle. The gnawing hunger in my stomach was a familiar ache, a reminder of the breakfast I missed at home and the school I skipped. Grandma's house was colder than the street—discipline without love never kept me in. So, I rolled off the floor mattress, bones cracking like I was twice my age. The blanket slid off my shoulders as I reached for my faded pink-orange hoodie and the jeans scarred from fences and fights. They were armor, not fashion. One foot out the bedroom door, a floorboard betrayed me with a long, aching creak.

“Reign?” Grandma’s voice broke through the stillness. I froze, praying she would go back to whispering at God, but her footsteps shuffled closer. “Reign, I know you hear me. You ain't slick.”

Shit.

My eyes snapped to the window, still cracked from last night’s escape. It was always easier than explaining myself. I slid it open, and the morning air slapped my face hard enough to wake the dead. The door handle turned slowly, like she was savoring the catch. She swung it open just as my sneakers hit the dirt.

“Reign!” Her shout chased me faster than her legs ever could. I refused to look back. One thing I knew—staying there wouldn’t keep me safe, and it sure as hell wouldn’t keep me alive.

My feet hit the pavement hard, Grandma’s voice still echoing in my head. I ran down Langston, past the boarded-up rec center where ghosts of old heads once preached survival like gospel. The hoops had no nets, the pavement was cracked enough to chew up knees, and the whole place was a tombstone in the graveyard of promises this city broke. I shook it off quick. I couldn't live in yesterday when today was trying to kill me.

Up the block, a faint crackle of radio static sounded through the morning. Shit. Truant officer. Old man Hayes was always lurking, thinking his tired Ford and heavy sighs could save us from boredom and bullet wounds. He’d dragged me home twice this semester, telling Grandma I was headed for trouble. I wasn't in the mood for another rescue attempt. I slipped between Ms. Renee’s beauty supply and the Jamaican spot, pressing my back to the brick. A chill punched through my hoodie. I held my breath as Hayes’ rattling Ford crept past, scanning sidewalks for kids he thought still had time to be saved.

When his taillights disappeared, I let out a slow breath. My heart settled, but my stomach didn’t. Hunger doesn’t care if you just dodged a grown man in a badge. I peeled off the wall and headed for the corner store, fingers twitching as they already knew the play. The bell over the door sang like a trap, but I'd learned to ignore alarms. Inside, Carlos was half-slumped at the counter, eyes glued to a tiny TV. He hadn't cared about this place since his uncle forced the keys into his hand. I moved smoothly down the aisle, because confidence was currency. I grabbed a honey bun and a blue Gatorade, then checked my empty pockets, playing the role like I had change worth counting.

“Damn, I think I dropped it,” I said, just loud enough to get his attention.

He groaned without looking up. “Hurry up, Reign. Ain’t nobody got all day.”

“My bad.” I crouched, fake-searching, and knocked a box of gum off the shelf, pieces scattering like they were in on the plan.

“Yo! Watch what you’re doin’!” Carlos jolted up, irritation boiling as he came around the counter. It was exactly what I needed. While he bent to clean the mess, I slid the honey bun and Gatorade into my hoodie. By the time he looked up, I was already near the door, empty hands raised in mock apology.

“You right. I’m trippin’ today,” I said, flashing charm to keep suspicion asleep. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Carlos muttered, already back in his seat, eyes glued to the screen.

I slipped out, breakfast secured, pulse steady, smile gone. I headed for Green Street, dice heavy in my pocket. Honey buns were temporary. A hot streak? That could feed me for days.

The game was already live when I got there. Men twice my age crouched low on cracked pavement, eyes locked to the concrete like they could will the dice to listen. Cash fluttered in sweaty fingers, gone in seconds. I stayed back, leaning on a rusted streetlight, reading faces like a paperback—who was bluffing, who was bleeding, and who just loved the loss more than the win.

Dre saw me first and laughed. “Little girl, shouldn’t you be somewhere learnin’ fractions or some shit?”

A few chuckles rolled through the group.

“Already learned enough fractions to divide your pockets in half,” I said, smooth.

The laughs swung my way this time. Dre’s smile twitched and fell. “Little smartass.” I stepped forward and tossed my last few crumpled bills on the ground.

“I’m in.”

The dice felt right in my hand—familiar, cool. First roll: a clean nine. Dre sucked his teeth. Somebody muttered something about beginner’s luck.

“Ain’t no luck,” I said, scooping the bills. “Just numbers.”

I rolled again. Seven. Clean as gospel.

“Look at lil’ shorty,” Keem said, eyebrows raised. “Girl got ice in her veins.”

Dre peeled off a crumpled twenty like it burned him. “Whatever. She gon’ crap out next.”

I shrugged, stacking cash slowly, my heart syncing to the rhythm. “Your money feel lighter yet? You sure you wanna keep betting on my downfall?”

Laughter drifted through the circle, but Big Mike didn’t join in. He was posted against the fence, built like a fridge, with a neck thick as a tree trunk. His gold tooth flashed when he smiled, but his eyes were searching. Hunting for an edge. He looked nervous.

When his turn came, he scooped the dice and shifted too much, his wrist flicking wrong. They hit the pavement off-balance, rolled uneven. Snake eyes.

“Hold up,” I said, loud and clean, slicing through the noise. Heads turned. Mike looked up slow, his gold tooth gone behind tight lips. “Why your wrist movin’ funny, Mike?”

Dre sucked his teeth. “Come on, lil’ girl, don’t start no bullshit.”

“Ain’t bullshit if it’s facts,” I said. “Dice don’t bounce like that unless they’re pushed.”

Mike straightened. Something in his eyes flashed hard. “Who you talkin’ to like that, little girl?”

“I’m talkin’ to the one tryna finesse the whole damn game,” I said, my voice steady as glass. “You out here rollin’ slick, thinkin’ nobody’d catch it? Nah.”

Keem stepped in just a little, hands low. “Chill out, Mike. Shorty just talkin’. Roll clean and move on.”

Mike’s boots hit the pavement heavily as he stepped toward me. “You callin’ me a cheater?”

I raised my chin and locked eyes with him. My heart thudded, but my voice stayed cold. “If the shoe fits... lace that bitch up.”

Mike’s face twisted, veins flaring in his neck as he lunged forward, his grip locking around my arm, knuckles pale from the pressure. “You think you grown now?” he hissed; his breath hot with stale smoke. “Mouth runnin’ like you ain’t half my size.”

Grandma always said my mouth would get me in trouble—she just didn’t say it might get me out. “Hands off,” I warned, my voice low.

“Or what?” he leaned in. “You gon’ run tell your grann—”

My fist snapped forward, cracking the bridge of his nose. A wet crunch. Blood everywhere.

He stumbled back, clutching his face.

“Oh shit!” Dre burst out laughing. “Mike just got checked by a kid!”

“Shut up!” Mike roared, blood dripping from his chin as he swung wide and missed by a mile.

Sirens screamed from down the block. The whole circle scattered—dice, cash, pride abandoned in the wind. I stayed in place. Blue lights don’t scare me. I bent down and scooped my winnings from the pavement, every bill a quiet victory. Mike stayed hunched, bleeding, his breath ragged, his rage smothered by shame. I wiped his blood from my knuckles onto my sleeve and walked away slowly, adrenaline still buzzing in my chest. This was just another morning lesson in survival—the only subject I never failed.

I left Green Street with heavier pockets and a buzz that settled into something close to satisfaction. But the day still had teeth, and home wasn’t an option. Grandma’s anger didn’t yell—it simmered. It soaked into the walls and waited for peace to weaponize it. Lincoln Park gave me space to think. The court was empty—paint faded, rims bare, nets long gone—but it felt safe. Familiar. I pulled the honey bun and Gatorade from my hoodie and finally ate. The sweetness hit hard, quieting the growl that’d been riding me since sunrise.

A couple of kids coasted by on bikes, yelling about a party later. I nodded but kept my distance. I stretched out on the cold metal bench, tilting my face toward the pale sun. Moments like this were rare—quiet enough to pretend things might be different someday. Voices began to drift closer. I sat up fast. Keisha and her girls hit the court like they owned it, arms flying, voices pitched high on drama. She spotted me in seconds.

“Oh shit, look who’s out here chillin’ like she ain’t just bust Big Mike’s nose wide open,” Keisha laughed, braids bouncing as she walked over.

I shrugged, brushing crumbs from my lap. “He had it coming.”

“Damn right,” she said, shaking her head. “But you got nerve, Reign. The streets gon’ talk.”

I grinned, twisting the cap back on the Gatorade. “Streets always talk. Difference is, now they got something real to say.”

Her girls laughed, their eyes dragging over me with a newfound respect. But I knew better. Out here, respect was short-lived; it died faster than memory. I stood up, stretched slowly, the signal clear.

“Stay safe, Keisha,” I said, letting the edge drop.

“You too, Reign,” she called back, her voice softer—almost a warning. “Watch your back.” Out here, survival meant never assuming you were alone, even when you were.

By the time I left Lincoln Park, the sky had deepened, the sun slipping west, and shadows stretched long across the concrete. I knew my grandma would still be angry; home was more threat than refuge. But wandering too long meant inviting a different kind of danger, and I wasn’t in the mood for that either.

Halfway down Parker Street, a raw, frantic scream ripped through the quiet. My head snapped toward the alley where a woman stumbled out, one hand on the brick wall, the other pointing wildly. “Help! Somebody help! He took my purse!”

Then came the blur—a scrawny figure darting from the shadows, clutching a bag like it held oxygen. I clocked him instantly. Ricky. Local fiend. Twitchy and desperate, with wild eyes and legs pumping like he could outrun his debt to the street. The woman kept screaming, but doors slammed and blinds shut. Around here, you were on your own.

I sprinted across the street, my heart spiking into gear. Ricky was fast, but I knew the city’s pulse better than he did. I knew where he’d run—and how to beat him there. I hooked behind Jenkins’ old tire shop, vaulting over scattered junk and slick patches of oil. My lungs burned, but my legs moved on instinct. Just before the next block, I caught him slowing, glancing over his shoulder, thinking he’d cleared it.

Perfect.

I stepped out, blocking the sidewalk. He skidded to a stop, panic blooming in his eyes.

“Move, Reign,” he gasped, wheezing through bad lungs and worse choices. “This ain’t your business.”

“I just made it mine,” I said, calm. “Give it back.”

His eyes darted like broken signals. “I—I can’t. You know how it is.”

“I do. And you know how I am.” My voice dropped, cold. “Don’t make this worse.”

He lunged.

My knee snapped up, hard into his stomach. He folded on contact, the purse hitting the ground before he did. I scooped it up, turned, and left him coughing curses into the concrete.

Back at the corner, the woman was still shaking, her eyes locked on the bag like it was her heartbeat. “Oh my god, thank you! You—you saved my life—”

I handed it over before she could touch me. “Watch yourself,” I said. “This neighborhood doesn’t have heroes.”

Her voice trailed into whispers as I turned to go home, my pulse steady again. My thoughts were clean, but trouble had a way of following me like a shadow. My body ached under the weight of the day—legs sore, hoodie clinging with dried sweat, exhaustion tugging at my eyes. I wasn’t scared, but I stayed alert. Where I’m from, feeling safe is the first mistake.

I rushed through the vacant lot, stepping over a shattered bottle and the rusted skeleton of a bike frame. It was the quickest way to Grandma’s, even if the back gate stayed locked and climbing it meant scraping my hands on flaking metal. Halfway across, I heard it—the low, steady hum of an engine behind me. I eased my pace to listen, to feel the sound creep closer, gravel crunching under tires that moved too slow to be casual.

I glanced over my shoulder—just a flick of my eyes, careful not to give anything away—and that’s when I saw it. A black Impala. Clean. Low to the ground. Its windows were tinted darker than secrets, so dark I couldn’t even catch the hint of a shape behind the glass. I kept walking, my feet steady, my breath even, even as my heart knocked hard against my ribs. The car stopped at the edge of the lot, and for a second the whole world stilled around us. The driver’s side door opened slowly and with a certain finality.

I turned my head to catch him stepping out. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a black leather coat that wasn’t flashy, just clean. He stood there, calm and unmoving, his eyes locked on mine like this wasn’t the first time we’d met. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a card, tossing it low so it landed near my feet. It fluttered once before settling in the dirt.

“You tired of surviving?” he asked, his voice deep and steady, the kind of voice that bent time around it, that made everything else fade to the background. “Come find me.”

That was it. Just three words that sat heavy in the air. He turned, got back in the car, and the Impala rolled away slow, smooth, like it had never been there at all. Like he already knew I’d pick the card up.

I stood still for a moment, my eyes on the empty space where the car had been, then looked down at the card lying stark against the gravel. I crouched, picked it up, and flipped it between my fingers. A name I’d heard whispered in corners. A number. And a black logo I’d seen once on a shipment box behind the auto shop.

I pressed my thumb to the edge of the card like maybe it would tell me something. I didn’t realize it then, but that moment—the man, the voice, the card—was the first step toward something colder than the streets. Something that would teach me how to win, or make damn sure I died trying.
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JOURNAL ENTRY 2: A Better Kind Of Hungry
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“He found me in the alley. I followed him into the fire.”

––––––––
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The sky was a deep, murky purple just before nightfall when I reached Grandma’s porch. Streetlights flickered above like they were too tired to stay awake. I stood at the foot of the steps, staring up at the door, which looked like it might open and swallow me whole. The fresh paint, polished numbers, and straight welcome mat felt intentional and unwelcoming.

I stepped inside and shut the door gently behind me, careful not to let the latch click too loud. The air smelled of Pine-Sol and starch—sterile, chemical, and intentional. No music, no TV, just the slow ticking of the oversized wall clock in the living room. Everything was still. Plastic still wrapped the couch, like no one had ever dared to sit there. I kicked my shoes off and crept past the front room, but the floor still betrayed me with a low creak under my heel. I winced. Grandma didn’t like noise unless she was the one making it.

The kitchen light was on. She was still up. Everything gleamed with judgment. Cabinets were lined in rows, and dishes were already washed and stacked, even though dinner hadn't been touched. The counter shone like she'd scrubbed it with anger. I had just reached my bedroom door when her voice floated out from behind me, flat, cutting, and heavy enough to stop my hand on the knob.

“There’s a letter in my Bible.”

I turned slowly. She was sitting at the table in her housecoat, her posture stiff as if her spine had forgotten how to bend. Glasses sat low on her nose, and her hands were folded neatly in front of a steaming mug of black tea. Her eyes were fixed on me, cutting straight through.

“Found it this morning,” she said. “School counselor came by again.”

Her words were made of iron, wrapped in quiet, and honed on the edges. My jaw locked tight. She turned a page of her Bible with slow fingers, like she was flipping through sins. Then she looked up again, her eyes colder than the room.

“I told them you were lazy. That’s what I see—laziness and foolishness.”

She didn’t ask about the bruises or why I kept leaving the house like it was on fire. To her, missed school wasn’t about survival. It was about disobedience. Pain didn’t excuse anything; it just proved weakness. I nodded once to mark the end of the moment and slipped into my room.

The flat, uninviting smell of boiled cabbage drifted through the air sometime later. I stayed in my room as long as I could, stretched out on my bed, eyes fixed on the ceiling, letting the weight of the day settle over me. My stomach twisted from the heaviness that always seemed to thicken the air under this roof. Hunger I could handle. The rest? That was harder.

Eventually, I heard the soft clink of silverware being set at the table. No “dinner’s ready.” That wasn’t how things worked here. You showed up when you were supposed to, stayed quiet, ate what was put in front of you, and never forgot who held the power. I slipped into the kitchen and took my seat across from her. The table was set for two, as always—napkins folded crisp, glasses lined up straight. She passed me a plate without lifting her eyes: cabbage, a scoop of white rice, and two baked chicken legs, dried out like they’d been cooked for punishment instead of nourishment.

We ate in silence, the only sound the faint scrape of my fork against ceramic. Her eyes stayed on her plate. Halfway through her tea, she spoke.

“You walk around here like the world owe you something.” She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin, her movements precise, like everything else she did. “All that wandering. Skipping school. Thinking being fast and bold gon’ get you somewhere. You want to end up like your mama?”

Her words landed clean—swinging like a hammer. I clenched my jaw and kept my eyes on the plate. Arguing wouldn’t do anything. Her kind of discipline had nothing to do with love; it was about control. She stood, gathered her plate, and rinsed it without looking back. “People don’t get nowhere acting wild. You want to stay in this house, you better learn how to carry yourself.”

I kept chewing, although the food was cold now. She walked out without another word, leaving the faucet dripping and the light buzzing above. I sat there long after she left, alone at the table, the clock on the wall ticking like it was keeping score. The buzzing light flickered faintly.

You walk around here like the world owe you something.

Her voice echoed in my head. I hadn’t asked for this life. Hadn’t asked to carry her disappointment. She didn’t want a granddaughter; she wanted a ghost. Someone who didn’t remind her of the daughter she’d already erased. I glared at my empty glass, my heart thudding slow and tired. The food hadn’t done a damn thing to touch my hunger.

I needed to move. I needed to remind myself I still had teeth. Fuck this house. Fuck that clock. Fuck that woman and her Bible full of excuses. I stood up and slid the chair back gently, slipped on my hoodie, tugged the sleeves over my wrists, and stepped out the back door like a ghost.

The night air hit cold against my skin. The sky was dark now, and my feet moved without needing direction, already knowing where I had to go. There was a liquor store on 9th where the owner kept the gates up late, the flickering lights in the parking lot barely reaching the ground. Around back, past the busted fence and rusted trash bins, a shortcut through the alley behind the barbershop. It was there I’d seen her earlier this week—a woman in a soft pink jacket, walking slow with a limp, her purse hugged tight like she knew someone might be watching.

I waited. Hands in my pockets. Heart steady. The streets had taught me patience—how to watch people, how to study them, how to wait for the right kind of moment. The weak kind. I stepped out of the alley like I’d been born from it.

“Don’t scream,” I said low, grabbing the strap.

But she screamed anyway. She yanked back harder than I expected, catching me off guard. I wasn’t ready for her to fight, not with that limp. Her elbow cracked into my ribs, sudden and hot. I gritted my teeth and yanked harder. She started crying as we wrestled, and my breathing grew heavy. Then she balled up her fist and swung, catching me across the face, hard. My head snapped to the side, but my knee came up and drove into her stomach to take her breath. She collapsed backward with a gasp, and the purse came loose. I snatched it and ran.

My side screamed. My jaw throbbed. But the bag was in my hand, and the street belonged to me again. My lungs burned like firecrackers in my chest, every step sparking new pain. The purse bounced against my side, bruises flaring bright under the surface. I crossed through yards, ducked through alleys slick with rain and broken glass, my legs moving on memory even when the rest of me wanted to collapse. Every sound behind me felt louder than it was—a door creaking, a dog barking, tires rolling too slow down the block. My adrenaline had started to fade, but the paranoia clung to me like wet clothes. That woman’s scream echoed in my head, over and over, like some part of me wasn’t ready to outrun it.

Halfway up Mason Street, I ducked behind a leaning fence and bent forward, hands braced on my knees, my breath ragged and shallow. Sweat dripped from my chin, stinging where she’d hit me. I reached up and touched the swelling, wincing. It was already puffing up beneath the skin. I didn’t even care what was in the purse—it could’ve been cash, receipts, snacks, even a damn Bible. When my breathing calmed, I walked the last few blocks home. Every step echoed in my joints. The streetlights buzzed above, casting their busted orange glow that barely touched the sidewalk. I wiped my face with the inside of my sleeve and shoved my hands deep into my hoodie pocket, fingers cold against the lining. My whole body ached, from the hit and from what it took to keep getting back up.

Then came the house. Grandma’s bedroom light was off. No sound. She’d be up at five, like always, for prayer and judgment. That gave me six hours, maybe less, before it all started again. I slipped down the hallway, careful not to let my shoulders brush the walls. My ribs throbbed with every step, a dull pulse right where that woman caught me with her elbow. My cheek burned too—she had more swing than I’d expected. I wasn’t mad about it. Sometimes survival comes with pain. Tonight, I paid full price.

Inside my room, I locked the door and pulled the curtain closed. I dropped the purse to the floor without even glancing at it. I peeled my hoodie off slowly, my jaw clenched as the fabric brushed my face, then lifted my shirt in front of the mirror. A deep red mark bloomed across my right side, already darkening into purple. My skin ran thin over the bone there. I pressed the bruise with two fingers and hissed through my teeth. With my left hand, I reached into the bottom drawer, grabbed the tin of vapor rub, and the rag I kept folded next to it. I sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed the ointment in slow, small circles, sucking air through my teeth when it stung. My body knew this kind of ache by now, but some part of me still resented it, like I was tired of patching up pain that shouldn’t exist in a house this quiet. I lay back carefully, one hand resting over the bruise, the other gripping the edge of the blanket like it might hold me in place.

Sleep had never come easy. But that night, it barely came at all. The bruises throbbed like a warning beneath my skin, flaring every time I shifted. I rolled from one side to the other, searching for a position that didn’t feel like punishment, but comfort was a lie in that bed. The springs creaked too loud, and the blanket was too thin. I gaped at the ceiling until the cracks started to look like maps—routes going nowhere. Just like me.

His voice began to play in my head—calm, steady, full of weightless confidence. You tired of surviving?

I shifted again, groaning as the ache in my ribs sharpened. My fingers brushed the hoodie tossed across the bed. The card was still in the pocket—white, clean, untouched. It felt heavier now than it had on the street. That little piece of cardstock whispered things like power and options—things I couldn’t afford to believe in, but couldn’t unhear either. I must’ve drifted off somewhere between thinking too hard and hurting too much. When I finally blinked my eyes open, the sun was already creeping through the edges of the curtain. Pale light stretched across the floor like it had been waiting on me. My whole body felt like one long bruise—and my mind wasn’t far behind. But I sat up anyway because the day had come. And whether I wanted it or not, it was time to move.

I threw on my thickest hoodie—the gray one with the deep pockets and the small tear near the wrist—and hit the block with no real direction. I wasn’t trying to be seen, but I damn sure wanted to hear. If Malik Blackwell had power in this city, somebody would’ve let his name slip by now. My job was to catch it—casually. Quietly. Like a loose bill drifting on wind.

First stop: the corner store. I lingered near the rack of dusty old Jet and XXL mags, flipping pages I didn’t read while the old heads by the lottery machine talked too loud for a Tuesday morning. One mentioned “that shop over on Lexington,” and the way he said didn’t sound like spark plugs and mufflers. Another added, “Ain’t nobody bold enough to cross him twice.” The way they said him told me exactly who they meant. Then the volume dropped, voices dipped into whispers, and all I caught was static.

Down on Fulton, I posted up at the bus stop like I had somewhere to be. A dude named Rico stood outside his barbershop, smoking a Black & Mild like the street owed him a break. He ran dice on weekends, fixed phones on weekdays, and heard enough to stay relevant. I nodded at him.

“You ever heard of Malik?”

He gave me a long, sideways look before shrugging. “Who ain’t?”

I kept it casual. “Just askin’.”

“Ask quieter,” he muttered, flicking ash onto the sidewalk. “You either owe him, or you work for him. Ain’t no middle ground.”

By the time I looped around Devon Street, the stories were stacking like bricks—each one a piece of something too big to see all at once. Some said Malik never got his hands dirty, but his people stayed elbow-deep in blood and concrete. Others claimed he once torched a man’s car with the man still inside it, just to make a point. But then there was this girl near the laundromat, barely older than me, who swore Malik paid her mom’s rent when nobody else would. No one really knew the truth. I listened. Memorized every word, even the shaky ones.

By dusk, one thing was clear—Malik Blackwell was either the devil in leather or the only man in this city who understood power so well he didn’t have to raise his voice to prove it. Maybe both. Either way, I couldn’t stop thinking about him.

The sun was gone now, and with it, the last thin layer of warmth the day had pretended to offer. That dry cold had crept in—the kind that settles in your joints, stiffens your fingers, and makes your stomach twist tighter when there’s nothing inside it to work with. I circled around the back of the corner store. The alley was worse than usual. A dumpster was leaking, glass crunched under my sneakers, and old rags were balled up like forgotten bodies in the corners. Then I saw a brown paper bag, stained through with grease, half-crushed behind a milk crate. I crouched slowly, cautiously, like it might bite, and peeled it open. Inside was a half-eaten burger. The wrapper was still warm from whoever tossed it. The bun was lopsided, a bite missing from the side, and ketchup was smeared across the edge like a careless goodbye.

My pride flared up, spiked and defensive. I took it.

I sat down against the wall, my knees pulled in, and bit into that burger like I paid full price. It was cold, tasted like somebody else’s mouth and old onions. I chewed slowly because my jaw ached, and my body was too sore to rush anything. I sat there until the bag was empty, breathing steadily while the alley stayed quiet around me. I didn’t think about germs or dignity or what the world might say if it saw me like this. I thought about how the streets always take more than they give. But today, they gave plenty to get me to tomorrow. And I took it.

The change in my pocket felt heavier after that burger. Truth be told, it never belonged to me. Just the leftover pieces from what I’d snatched earlier. Coins and crumpled bills stained with guilt I refused to name. I could’ve bought something cheap—a bag of chips, a scratch-off ticket, just to pretend luck still remembered my name. But my feet were already moving in another direction. I crossed the street. Auto shop lot. Malik Blackwell’s place.

That spot had its own pulse, even with the garage doors down. I could hear the clink of tools echoing faintly through the building, deep mechanical growls layered beneath laughter that didn’t sound forced. Behind the building, slumped between two rusted drums, was a man I’d seen a few times. Old, weathered like leather left too long in the rain. His jacket was more hole than fabric, his beard wiry and wild, his hands tucked under his arms like he’d learned how to stay warm without needing fire. His breathing was steady, his eyes closed. I stepped close enough that the gravel shifted under my shoes. He cracked one eye open. I pulled the coins from my pocket and crouched down beside him, my fingers hovering for a second before I set the change near his side. He looked at it, then at me. Just a single nod. I stood, pulled my hood tighter over my head, and made my way toward the old bus stop shelter. That change wouldn’t fix anything. Wouldn’t save him. But maybe, just for tonight, it meant one less hunger. And that was enough.

Something about that shop kept pulling at me, like a hum too low to name but too deep to ignore. So, I stayed close, drifting toward the fence line across the street where the shadows ran long and the view was clear. Malik’s shop looked like any other body shop from the outside—peeling paint, crooked signage, a yard full of beat-up cars waiting on either love or mercy. But late-model sedans pulled in and out without tags, their windows too dark for legal limits. Men came and went—some dressed in coveralls, others in streetwear that said I’m working, but their clean shoes told a different story. Nobody smiled. Nobody lingered. Every exchange was quick, coded, like they were all part of some unspoken language. I watched one man pass a thick envelope to another by the vending machine. No handshake. No words. Just the trade, then back to business like nothing happened.

Hours passed, and I stayed put. A few more cars I recognized pulled in—Lexuses, Benzes—rides that didn’t belong on this side of the map. Some drove off half an hour later looking untouched. Others stayed inside the garage long enough to make you wonder if something besides oil was being changed. Then I saw her. She stepped out from the side entrance as if the building had let her go on its own terms. Tall, her skin like polished honey, her outfit sleek enough to slice through lies. She wore heels, the real kind, the expensive kind—the ones you only wear when you’re certain nobody’s going to touch you unless you let them. Her nails were long and perfect. Her mouth said nothing, but her walk said, don’t fuck with me unless you’re trying to bleed pretty. 

She crossed the lot slowly, like the world moved on her time. A guy opened the car door for her before she even looked his way. She slid in and was gone, leaving behind a trail of perfume and authority. I wasn’t sure if she ran things, guarded them, or just walked through like she owned every piece of it. But I knew one thing—she wasn’t soft. And I’d never felt smaller or more certain of what I wanted.

I looked at the empty space she left behind, the imprint of her presence lingering in the air like she’d carved it into the street. The cold bit harder now that I’d stopped moving. My knees were stiff from crouching, my back aching from tension I couldn’t stretch out. But I kept watching that garage like it owed me answers. Truth was, I didn’t even know what I was looking for anymore. Something in me kept whispering to walk away. That same voice that always tried to keep me safe by telling me to stay small. Stay invisible. Stay broke but breathing. It sounded a lot like Grandma sometimes—cold, clipped, always measuring survival like it was enough to justify the emptiness that came with it.

But another voice? You tired of surviving?

That line stayed in my chest like a lit match, flickering every time I thought about where I was going—nowhere. Mama didn’t want me. Grandma tolerated me. The streets didn’t promise a thing but a coffin or cuffs. And yet here I was, still breathing. Still fighting. Still stealing from women too old to defend themselves, too broken to scream loud enough for help. And for what? A half-eaten burger and enough change to feel like I was still in control? Control. That’s what I saw over there. It wasn’t just the money or the cars or the men moving like they knew a secret. It was the structure. That place didn’t feel random—it felt intentional. Calculated. And Malik? He was the gravity holding it together. And the woman I saw earlier? She moved like she’d already passed every test I was still scared to take.

I pulled the card from my pocket, just to hold it again. I hesitated briefly because going in meant giving up every excuse I’d ever clung to. It meant being seen. It meant maybe being broken all the way if I wasn’t strong enough to play the game the way they did. But staying where I was? In that cold-ass house with its quiet judgment and empty meals? That was already killing me slowly. I folded the card back into my pocket and looked up at the night sky. Stars were barely visible behind the city haze. The kind of sky that made you wonder if anything out there was watching. Or if this whole world was just about who learned to survive the fire without turning to ash.

***
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Two days crawled by like they were testing me, each hour dragging its feet. I barely slept, barely ate—just kept pacing the same beat-up blocks in my mind while the card Malik tossed stayed pressed to my chest like it had something to say. I knew every letter on it by heart, from the bold font of his name to the crisp corners, now worn soft from thumbing it in and out of my pocket. I just needed a reason not to stay stuck.

By the time the third morning cracked open, I wasn’t flinching anymore. I got dressed, tied my laces tighter than usual, and left without a word. I refused to look back at the house I never really called home. I reached the lot and slowed as a thick-bodied pit bull rose from beside the fence. Cropped ears. Chest like a weight bench. He’d barked once at the last guy who walked up and had him switching direction quick. But when I stepped through the chain-link gate, that bark never came. The dog looked at me the same way people used to when I still fought in school—like he could tell I wasn’t here by mistake. I gave him a nod and kept walking.

Inside, the shop was alive but steady. The kind of organized chaos you only notice if you’re used to watching everything. Wrenches clinked in rhythm. Something hissed loud from the back wall. The scent of hot metal coated the air like cologne. Two men near the back were joking about something under their breath, but the second they saw me, everything shut down. Like even their words knew when to fall in line.

Malik was bent under the hood of a navy Charger, one hand deep in the engine block, the other braced on the frame. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows, his forearms streaked with grease like war paint. I stood still—my arms relaxed, my posture straight. I wasn’t about to open my mouth just to prove I had one. Eventually, he slid back from under the car, wiped his hands on a rag hanging from his pocket, and finally looked at me.

“You ready to learn,” he asked, his tone smooth and cool, “or just talk?”

His lips twitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. He gestured toward a workbench off to the right—piled with rusty wrenches, socket sets older than me, screwdrivers dulled down to nubs. All tossed together like a junkyard in miniature.

“Sort it. Clean it. Make it perfect,” he said, then turned back to the Charger without waiting to see if I’d move.

That was obviously his version of a welcome. Just a pile of rusted metal and the weight of expectation. I stepped up without hesitation, rolling my sleeves as I took in the mess. The workbench was chaos. Tools layered like scrap, grease clinging to the handles, the metal colder than it had any right to be. There was no map, no guide. Just me, this mess, and the unspoken rule: make order out of someone else’s storm. This wasn’t about tools. It was about whether I could follow before trying to lead. Whether I could read the room without needing to speak. Whether I understood what it meant to earn space in a world that didn’t offer room to beginners. I started with the wrenches, lining them up by size, wiping each one clean.

And I never looked up.
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JOURNAL ENTRY 3: Handle With Heat
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“They wanted to watch me crack. Instead, they watched me calculate.”

––––––––
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The sky was still half-asleep when I stepped off the sidewalk and into the lot behind the shop. Fog clung low over the gravel, slow-moving and thin. Malik said be there at six; I was there at five forty-five. Early ain’t a flex—it’s survival when the people you’re dealing with don’t wait on nobody.

The back door was open just a crack, an invitation that could still bite. I pushed it open and stepped inside. Malik was already waiting near the far wall, dressed in black from collar to cuff. He didn’t say anything at first, just nodded once and turned toward a stairwell I hadn’t noticed before—concrete steps leading down into something colder than the garage. I followed. The air shifted as soon as we hit the basement, growing thicker and heavier, laced with oil, sweat, and gunpowder. The walls were bare cement, lit by yellow strip lights overhead. It was too quiet. We stepped into a long, narrow room with targets on one end and metal lockers on the other. A private shooting range.

“This is where it starts,” Malik said, unlocking a cabinet. “You wanna move in my world, you need to learn how to handle heat—before it handles you.”

He pulled out a Glock first, then a Sig Sauer, setting both down on the table between us along with a box of rounds and a cleaning kit that looked older than me. His hands moved smoothly, every motion like it had been drilled into him a thousand times.

“You ever hold one before?” he asked, not looking up.

“Not one that worked.”

He cracked the smallest smile, then picked up the Glock and checked it. “Then today, you learn.”

Malik slid the Glock across the table, the metal scraping the surface with a sound that slashed through the tension like a blade. “Pick it up,” he said. I reached without flinching. The weight was heavier than I expected. I flipped the safety and checked the slide like I’d seen in movies, but this time, it wasn’t for show. It was real. It could end something—or protect it. That alone demanded respect.

“Keep your stance grounded,” Malik said, his arms folded. “Eyes front. Aim for the collarbone, not the head. You shoot for effect, not drama.”

I turned toward the paper silhouette on the back wall, my feet shoulder-width apart, and let my finger curl around the trigger. The first shot cracked like thunder—louder than I’d imagined—punching back into my palm with enough force to rock my balance, but not enough to throw me off.

“Who taught you that?” he asked, still cool, but with something harder to name laced in his tone.

I met his eyes. “Nobody. I just watch close.”

He held my glare a second longer than necessary, then gave the smallest nod. “Good. This world don’t pause for mistakes. You freeze when shit goes wrong, you die right after.”

We stood there for a moment, letting the air around us give us a chance to relax.

“You always move that fast under pressure?” Malik asked finally, stepping closer, his eyes locked on mine like he was trying to decode me from the inside out.

“When I have to,” I said. “Ain’t got the luxury of freezing up where I’m from.”

“That ain’t what I asked.”

I tilted my chin. “Then ask it simple.”

His mouth twitched just barely. He stepped back, folded his arms, his head tilted. “Alright. You born like that? Or did somebody teach you how to keep your hands steady while the world falls apart?”

My fingers flexed around the grip of the gun—not from nerves, just memory. Cold nights. Tight corners. Bruises that never healed right. Meals that came with shame on the side.

“I learned,” I said finally, my voice low but steady. “Because nobody was coming to save me. I got tired of hoping for heroes.”

His eyes hardened. “You ain’t gonna find no heroes here either,” he said, his voice dropping like a weight. “Only people who shoot first and bury the guilt later.”

“That why you brought me in?”

“No,” he said. “I brought you in ‘cause you look like you already know the price—and you showed up anyway.”

Malik gave a small nod. I adjusted my stance, reset, and fired again. Two more shots landed just above center mass. The air thickened with the smell of gunpowder and something that burned hotter. He stepped closer, not saying much, but close enough that I could feel the shift in his energy. “You breathing steady,” he said. “Most people get trigger-happy or panic. You didn’t move.”

“Shaky don’t save lives,” I said without turning to him. “Just gets people killed.”

When I finally turned to face him, his expression wasn’t blank anymore. It was charged. He handed me the Sig this time. He watched as I gripped it, tested the weight, brought it up, and lined the sight. I fired once. Clean hit. Lined up the next shot, pulled, and the trigger clicked dry. Jammed.

My hands moved before thought had a chance to catch up—mag drop, slide rack, chamber check—like I’d done it a thousand times. There was no panic, just control. I cleared the jam, reloaded, and re-aimed, all with Malik standing right beside me, unmoving, unreadable. For another second, we just stood there. Me holding the gun like it belonged to me. Him standing across from me like a gatekeeper, daring me to walk through. He wasn’t smiling. But he wasn’t pushing me away either.

“You clear a jam smooth,” he said, his eyes flicking to the Sig. “Most people panic. Pull the trigger again like that’s gonna un-fuck the problem.”

“I don’t got time to panic,” I said. “And I ain’t pulling nothing twice unless I mean it.”

He let out something between a breath and a laugh. “Keep that energy.” Then he turned toward the wall of targets—paper torn through; fresh holes layered on old ones. “Again,” he said, already moving. “And this time, hit the left shoulder. Clean. I don’t need loud—I need precise.”

I reset my stance, adjusted my aim, and fired. No shake. No hesitation. The bullet punched clean through the shoulder of the silhouette. Malik stayed quiet; his eyes locked on the paper target like it owed him something. Then he looked back at me.

“You always that calm when it ain’t bullets flying?” he asked, his tone casual.

“I’m always calm,” I said. “Flying or not.”

He nodded once, then turned and walked toward a battered metal desk tucked in the corner. From the bottom drawer, he pulled out an old cordless phone, dust clinging to the plastic like memory. He held it up like it was worth more than anything we’d just shot at.

“We don’t just move weight around here,” he said. “We listen. We think. We decode. You know how to clear a jam without flinching—now let’s see if your head’s just as steady.”

He handed me the phone. “It’s gonna ring once. When it does, you pick up. Don’t say anything except ‘yeah.’ Then listen. When it ends, you repeat it back. Word for word. No slips.”

I gave a short nod. The metal walls seemed to press in tighter as we waited. Then, just like he said, the phone rang once—abrupt, and final. I answered, calm. “Yeah.”

The voice on the other end sounded like it had been dragged through a machine—distorted, low, almost swallowed by static. Still, each word was clear. Clipped. Meant. “June’s freight lands early. Ten crates. Six light, four heavy. Red dog watches from the south gate. Ice melts fast. Burn the map.”

I lowered the phone, let my face go still, and looked back at Malik. He raised one brow.

“Drop’s coming early,” I said, my voice level. “Ten crates—six light, four with weight. South gate’s got eyes on it—probably someone in a red car. Time’s tight. Whatever path they used to get there needs to disappear. ‘Ice melts fast’ means don’t stall. ‘Burn the map’ means clean the trail.”

He stood there for a moment; his lips set in a tight line. I could see it in his eyes—something had shifted.

“You got all that off one listen?” he asked, taking the phone back before I could answer.

“I listen with purpose,” I said, calm but clear.

He made a low, thoughtful sound in his throat, then set the phone down and crossed his arms. “We don’t repeat shit around here. You either catch it the first time, or somebody dies.”

“Then I better keep catching it.”

He held my stare another second, then turned and walked off. “Or you better not fuck up when it counts.”

Malik didn’t say where we were going next. He just led me out of the range, up a narrow stairwell, and through a door that looked like it hadn’t been touched in years. The key was hanging from a chain around his neck. He then glanced over his shoulder to make sure I was still with him. The door creaked open into a long hallway humming with secrets. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, throwing a sickly yellow across the concrete walls. At the end of the hall, Malik punched in a code. The steel door hissed as it unlatched. And the smell hit first—chemical bite laced with raw product, plastic, and powder. It clung to the air, to the walls, to the soul.

Inside, stacks of sealed bricks lined the shelves. Some wrapped in brown paper, others heat-sealed in thick plastic. Coded labels. Numbers. Cities. Fractions. The kind of shit that could get your whole bloodline wiped if you even whispered about it in the wrong zip code. He looked at me.

“This is weight,” he said. “But not the kind that breaks your back. This shit breaks people’s minds. Lives. Routines. Families.”

I stood there and took it in.

“You touch this without knowing how to carry what comes with it, you ain’t hustling. You gambling—with everything.” His voice stayed level, not a single note wasted. “This ain’t about counting grams or flipping packs. That’s entry-level shit. This?” He stepped closer to a shelf and tapped a package twice with the back of his knuckle. “This feeds cities. Pays for cops to look the other way. Makes judges forget they took oaths.”

I followed his hand with my eyes, saying nothing. He wanted understanding.

“You feel it yet?” he asked, stepping past me. “The weight?” He looked back once. “No. The responsibility.”

I stood still and let the room speak—concrete cold at my back, the slow realization that one wrong move here didn’t just cost you—it bled through everything you ever loved.

He crouched by the lower shelf and pulled a package wrapped tight enough to seal secrets inside. The plastic crinkled beneath his grip; a fine white powder visible beneath the stretch. “Let’s start with the bitch that built kingdoms,” Malik said, holding it between us. “Cocaine.” 

He held it like a weapon. “This right here? Pure. Stepped on once, maybe twice, depending on who you’re feeding and what corners they hold. Might come from Colombia, sometimes Venezuela if the route stays clean. But where it starts don’t matter near as much as how it’s cut.” He set the brick on a steel table, picked up a blade from the tray beside it, and made one precise slice. “You never touch product unless you know what pure looks like,” he said. “Real coke? Soft. Like baby powder, but it bites back. Smells like gasoline and regret when it’s cooked right.” 

He looked at me, still holding the open brick, waiting. Testing. 

I nodded once. 

“This gets cooked into crack with baking soda and water. Low heat. Real low. It bubbles, thickens, cools. Then you break it down into rocks—dime-size, nickel if you feel generous. That’s for the street boys. The runners. The ones who move volume but never learn value.” He resealed the brick, his eyes still locked on mine. “But that raw powder? That’s where the power sits. It’s for upscale clientele. Executives. Politicians. Bad bitches with a line habit they call a coping mechanism.” 

I leaned in slightly, letting the weight of it settle into my bones. “And every gram that moves comes with eyes behind it. Your crew. The police. Your plug. Your plug’s plug. One misstep with coke, and it ain’t just you that falls—it’s your people. Your money. Your fucking name.” 

He moved around the table like a shadow, letting the lesson dig its way deeper. “You still think this game is about fast money?” “No,” I said. Quiet, but solid. “Good. Because this game?” He paused. “It’s about who can carry the weight without dropping the crown.”

He turned to the next shelf. Another brick. This one duller. Denser. Tan-colored and quiet. “Let’s talk about dope,” he said. “Heroin. You ready?” 

I nodded. 

Malik peeled back a thick plastic layer, revealing a muddy brown powder that looked almost harmless. But I knew better. The streets wore its damage like perfume. 

“This,” he said, tapping the brick with two fingers, “is diesel. Dope. Smack. Whatever name they give it to feel less deadly.” He grabbed a razor, sliced a clean line across the top, and scraped a faint trail with bare hands. “This ain’t for the flashy crowd,” he said. “Coke’s the party. Heroin’s the funeral.” He looked straight at me. “You wanna know how it’s made?” 

I nodded slower this time. “Poppy plants,” he said. “Grown in the Middle East. Farmers scrape resin from the seed pods—looks like black tar, smells sweet at first. They dry it. Process it. Mix it with lime and ammonia until it thickens. That’s opium. Then it gets cooked down into morphine base. Then into heroin hydrochloride—white or brown, depending on purity and the route it took.” He scooped a little onto the blade and let it drop onto a black metal dish. “You can snort it. Smoke it. Shoot it. Shit, some mix it with coke and call it a speedball. But the high don’t last. And the crash?” He flicked the dish lightly. “That’s where it grabs your soul.” He looked at me again, his eyes harder now. 

“You ever seen a fiend pull out their own teeth ’cause they thought bugs were crawling through their gums?” I clenched my jaw and held his gape. “Yeah. That’s this,” he said, tapping the edge of the dish. “One bad batch? You got thirty bodies lined up like dominos. And guess who they trace it to? Whoever moved it last. You.” 

Malik stepped closer, his voice lower now. “This ain’t just product. It’s accountability. You push heroin, you better be ready to answer for everything that comes with it. Not just cops. Not just rivals. I’m talking ghosts, Reign. The ones that haunt addicts, haunt corners—haunt you, if you ain’t ready to carry what their pain costs.” 

He sealed the brick back. “Still feel brave?” 

I swallowed. “I ain’t here to feel anything. I’m here to learn.” 

That made him pause. “You ever run with fentanyl,” he said, “it’s even worse. But we’ll get there.” 

My chest felt tight. I wasn’t naive. I’d seen bodies twitching on bus stop benches, mouths foaming, fingers curled like claws around air that didn’t exist. I’d stepped over corpses outside liquor stores. Seen girls my age offering head for half a hit. I knew what this shit did. But this? Watching him move through that room like he owned consequence? It shifted something in me. This wasn’t street-level anymore. This was policy. Power. And I wasn’t on the outside peeking in. I was standing in the damn belly of it. 

My fingers twitched at my sides. That woman I robbed... she wasn’t on dope. She was just soft. Vulnerable. The kind who cried and prayed after. But if she’d been chasing this shit? High out her mind when I ran up on her? She might’ve clawed my eyes out before I got the strap off her shoulder. I took a breath through my nose. Slow. Controlled. Let it settle deep in my lungs. 

Then I looked at Malik. “I’m ready for the next one.”

Malik grabbed a smaller, silver-wrapped brick from the shelf and peeled it back to expose a pale, powdery center. It was lightweight, almost elegant in the way it settled, like snowfall that didn’t melt. But he handled it like a live wire. “This one?” he murmured, holding it low. “Ain’t for mistakes. Fentanyl’s a chemical killer. Less than a grain of salt can drop a man in under five minutes. Mix it wrong, and you’re not just losing customers—you’re stacking bodies.” 

He unwrapped the corner with the care of someone defusing a bomb, then folded it right back and looked at me. “Most people don’t even know how pure this comes in. They cut it with everything—baking soda, chalk, powdered milk—just to stretch a gram. Get greedy, somebody dies. Get sloppy? You die.” 

He tossed me a sealed Ziploc. Inside: a blend already mixed—fentanyl diluted, weighed, prepped. “This cut’s been tested. Balanced. The exact dose per bag has to be measured with a scale that reads four digits past the decimal—not three. Four. You round wrong?” 

I held the bag up to the light. The dust inside didn’t even stir. “What’s it feel like?” I asked. 

“Like your bones forgot how to work,” he said. “At first, they float. Then they stop. You hear stories—people leaning forward to light a cigarette and never coming back up.” 

I nodded. 

“You cook it in gloves. In a ventilated room. With someone close who knows CPR, Narcan, and how to lie to paramedics if it comes to that.” 

He paused again. “You ready for the next one?”

“Yes.” 

“Good. ’Cause this part right here?” He turned to the next shelf—lined with amber bottles, vacuum-sealed baggies, capsules, even a few blister packs that looked straight out of a clinic. 

“This don’t get enough respect. Pills’ll slide past TSA, past a mother’s intuition, right into her kid’s bloodstream before she even notices he’s nodding at the dinner table.” He lifted one of the bottles and held it to the light. “Percs. Oxys. Hydros. Shit with names too clean to match what they do. You’d be shocked how many suburbs keep their lights on with this right here.” 

His thumb tapped the cap once. “They ain’t flashy. No powder clouds. No thick smoke. But they steal slow. Kill quieter. Make good kids hollow. Turn weak men powerful—till their hearts give out in a bathroom stall.” 

He set the bottle down and moved down the shelf. “Meth,” he said flatly, gesturing toward a row of sealed containers. “Cooked out in the sticks. Traveled in gas tanks, tires, baby formula cans—whatever it takes. That shit don’t discriminate. Black, white, rich, broke—meth don’t care. It eats teeth. Skin. Souls. But it sells. Consistent, too.” Then he turned to me, his expression unreadable. “We don’t push it heavy in the city. Not unless it’s requested. If you see it moving, it’s usually cross-state or backdoor deals with out-of-town hitters. Still—you need to know what it looks like. Know what it smells like. And know when to back the fuck off if the batch don’t look right.” 

I tilted my chin. “So, no weed?” That got a chuckle. First one I’d heard. 

He pivoted toward a side wall lined with crates, the skunky aroma taking over through the room as soon as he lifted the lid. 

“This?” he said, pulling out a vacuum-sealed brick and giving it a casual shake. “We keep it for request orders. Everybody wanna act like they’re kingpin smokers—until they realize it don’t flip like the hard shit.” He tossed it back like it was just paper. “But around here? This is what we roll to take the edge off. Stress tax.” He closed the crate, then looked at me. “Don’t ever get so caught up in the business that you forget to take a moment. This shit’ll choke you if you let it.”

Malik flicked his wrist like the moment had passed. “Come on,” he said, already walking toward the door. “You need to meet some people.” 

I followed without a word, letting the heavy air of that back-room dissolve behind us. The hallway smelled like motor oil and heated metal again. The noise of the garage returned in fragments: someone banging a wrench, a burst of laughter, then stillness as we stepped back into the open. And there she was. 

That beautiful woman I’d seen leaving the shop. Waiting by the far wall, her arms crossed, her lips pursed in a way that made you wonder if she’d ever smiled and meant it. Her heels clicked on the concrete as she stepped forward. Her whole aura said I don’t like surprises, and judging by the way she looked at me, I was one.

“Carla,” Malik said simply, like that one name needed no introduction. “This is Reign.”

Carla’s eyes dragged over me slowly, not in admiration, more like inventory. Head to toe, toe to head. She clocked everything. My shoes. My hands. Even the way I held my posture like I knew better than to flinch. But I felt a sense of dismissal. Like she’d seen a hundred girls walk in with grit in their voice and still not make it past the first week.

“She with us now?” Carla asked, her eyes never leaving mine.

“Training,” Malik replied. “Watch her. Test her if you want. But don’t underestimate her.”

Carla tilted her head, a half-grin finally curling at one corner of her mouth. “Underestimating gets people killed. I’m just not impressed yet.”

Malik’s phone buzzed. He glanced down at the screen. “Warehouse off East 9th. Watch who comes in and out for the next hour. Make a mental list—faces, cars, tags. Don’t write anything down. Keep it clean. Carla’ll drive you.”

Carla raised an eyebrow. “So, I’m her chaperone now?”

Malik didn’t look up. “You said you wasn’t impressed. Here’s your chance to be.”

We didn’t speak during the drive. Carla played the radio low. When we pulled up, she leaned across the car door and said, “One mistake. That’s all it takes out here.” I opened the door and got out without replying. The warehouse sat behind a rusted gate, tucked between two busted shipping yards. From the rooftop of the corner deli across the street, I had the perfect vantage. I climbed up using the side ladder without hesitation, ducked low behind an old HVAC unit, and waited.

In forty minutes, I counted twelve people: seven men, five women. Three black Escalades, two silver Hondas, and a black-on-black Tahoe with no plates. One woman with a star tattoo on her neck handed off a duffel bag and left in a red sedan with tinted taillights. All of it burned into memory like it was gospel. When I slid back into the passenger seat an hour later, Carla gave me a look that said, Well?

“Three Escalades, tinted. Two Hondas—drivers wore ball caps, second one with a busted passenger-side mirror. Black Tahoe, no plates. Woman with star tattoo passed a duffel to a dude in a burgundy hoodie, left in a red sedan, plates covered. Seven men, five women total. All in and out within thirty-eight minutes. Nobody stayed longer than six.”

Her mouth didn’t move. But the radio volume dipped lower.

Back at the shop, she tossed me a socket wrench and pointed toward a toolbox that wasn’t there earlier. “Put that back.” I scanned the area and realized the box had been moved. Subtle. Intentional. She wanted to see if I’d ask for help, fumble around, or waste time. I retraced the steps I’d memorized from being here so far and found the box tucked behind a stack of tires. I placed the wrench in the correct slot without a word and kept moving. Although she didn’t say “good job,” I saw the difference the next time I passed her. She didn’t look through me. She looked at me.

***
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Later that week, Malik sent me to shadow a pickup near the train yard off Jefferson. It was a quiet spot with low traffic, but close enough to the strip to stay busy when it needed to be. Carla gave me the address, then tossed a careless “Don’t fuck it up” over her shoulder like it was seasoning on a plate I didn’t ask for. I pulled my hoodie tighter and walked toward the back gate of the lot. It smelled like gasoline and wet dirt. You could hear the hum of freight lines in the distance, that low rumble that never really went away out here.

I spotted the mark—a middle-aged dude, skinny, with twitchy fingers and nervous eyes. Typical runner. He stood by a dented gray Camry, glancing around like the pavement might start whispering secrets. I was just about to walk up when a voice tore through the still air behind me.

“Well, look who crawled out the dice circle like she know the game now.” I already knew that slick voice. Mike. He was leaning against the edge of a parked truck, his arms crossed like he had all the time in the world and a reason to waste it on me. The same gold tooth glinting when he smiled. The same lazy confidence. But I wasn’t the same.

I gave him a quick once-over, then turned my attention back to the runner. “Don’t you got a sidewalk to beg on?”

He chuckled, pushed off the truck, and walked closer. “Nah, I like watching new recruits pretend they got stripes. Cute little muscle moves and hard-ass stares. Whole act smell like tryin’ too hard.”

“And you smell like old dice and broken dreams.” His jaw ticked, but he laughed it off.

“You got jokes now, huh? What they got you doin’? Holding duffels and fetching coffee?”

I took a step forward, slow and measured to shrink the space between us. “They got me where you ain’t. Trusted. Watched. Moving solo. So, either step aside, or you can keep pretending like you not jealous of a girl outpacing you before breakfast.”

He opened his mouth like he had something slick loaded up. Then he closed it again. I walked past him without breaking stride. The runner was already holding the envelope, his hand trembling like he didn’t want to be there anymore. I took it, checked the corner fold—the code was right—then turned back around. Mike was still there, still watching. “Don’t test me again, Mike. You ain’t got the right weight for it.” I turned and walked away, headed back to the shop.

Carla called me into the back room. She didn’t look up, didn’t stop scrolling, just tossed a folded piece of paper on the desk and leaned back like she was doing me a favor. “Take this to Lincoln and Cross. Building with the blue trim. You’ll know it.” I picked up the slip. No name. No time. No instructions. “Who’s the contact?” I asked, keeping my voice flat. She finally looked at me. “You’ll know it.” I waited one more beat. “Anybody riding with me?” “Nope.” She dragged out the word like it was candy on her tongue. “This drop don’t need backup. Just follow directions—oh wait, you don’t have any.”

That told me everything I needed to know. This wasn’t a task—it was a setup. And she wanted me to crack under pressure. But pressure wasn’t new to me. Pressure raised me. I tucked the slip in my back pocket, turned, and walked out like I had nothing to prove.

The sun had long dipped by the time I made it to Lincoln and Cross. That block wasn’t just dangerous—it was damn near forgotten. Storefronts were boarded up like nobody ever planned to fix them, and the streetlights flickered like even the electricity didn’t want to stay. I kept my hands in my jacket, my eyes tracking every slow-moving car, every whisper of movement across the street. The building with the blue trim looked half-condemned, its chipped paint curling off the sides like shedding skin. I leaned against the wall near an old, rusted-out payphone, my hood up because I needed to hear everything before it got too close.

Fifteen minutes passed. Nothing. Twenty. Still nothing. Then a black Lexus rolled up slowly, riding low, windows dark like secrets. It eased to a stop in front of the building, and the back passenger window rolled down halfway.

“You got the package?” a voice called out.

“You got the signal?”

There was a pause. Then a hand came out, flashing a black playing card—the King of Spades, sliced down the center. The code was clean. I stepped forward, gripping the envelope in my pocket, ready to make the pass. But then the voice switched—just a little louder, a little smugger.

“Price doubled. Boss said terms changed. Take it or leave it.”

“Boss didn’t say that.”

“Yeah? Well maybe he did and you just wasn’t supposed to know.”

My body didn’t move, but everything inside me locked into place. “You change terms after flashing the signal, that makes this a setup.”

“Or maybe you just green,” he said, laughing softly. “Maybe they sent the wrong one for this kind of job. You cute, but that don’t mean you know how to move real weight.”

I took one slow step forward. “You got three seconds to take what was agreed on and roll,” I said quietly. “After that, I light this whole block up and leave Carla to explain why her man got chalk outlines for shoes.”

Quietness. Then, without a word, the front passenger door opened. A different man stepped out—older, no smile, no theatrics. He looked at me, then at the dude in the back seat.

“She’s right,” the older one said, his voice calm and final. “This ain’t how we run business.”

He walked around, took the envelope from my hand, gave a quick nod, and said, “Solid move.” And just like that, they pulled off.

I stood there for a moment longer, letting my heart settle, watching the car disappear into the dark. Then I turned, my hands still steady, and made my way back to the shop.

Carla was leaning against the wall, sipping a soda like she hadn’t just tried to get me folded. Her eyes lifted lazily to meet mine. “Well?” she said, her voice all fake-sweet. I dropped the empty envelope at her feet. “Handled.” Then I walked past her without waiting for a reaction. I didn’t need her approval; I didn’t give a fuck if she was impressed or pissed. She’d tried to shake me, to remind me who held the cards—but all she did was prove what I already knew: I belonged here, whether she liked it or not. I kept walking, my breath steady, my steps firm. Every part of me was calm, centered. I wasn’t performing. I wasn’t proving. I was existing exactly where I was supposed to be.

Malik was out back, leaned against the hood of a black-on-black G-Wagon, his arms crossed, his eyes unreadable. The sky behind him was darkening, stained with the last bruises of daylight, while the air clung thick with the scent of oil, metal, and something heavier—power that didn’t announce itself. He watched me, like he’d already seen how everything would play out.

“You ain’t scared of nothing, huh?” he asked finally. His tone was low, even—but different this time. Less challenge. More curiosity. A thread of something quieter. Respect, maybe.

I met his eyes. “I’m scared of going back to nothing. That’s different.”

For a moment, neither of us said a word.

“Come on,” he said after a beat, motioning toward the passenger door. “Grab a drink.”

I shook my head. “Not tonight.”

His mouth twitched—just slightly. The ghost of a grin that came and went before it landed. He opened the car door, grabbed a cold bottle of water from the console, cracked it open, and tossed it to me like this was all part of something normal now. And in that moment, I knew—he didn’t see me as a favor, or a risk, or a little girl trying too hard to earn her place. He saw me as part of it.
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“I threw up. Wiped my mouth. Then zipped the next body without flinching.”

The stench hit before the door even opened—copper, sweat, and something sour lurking beneath it. Blood wasn’t just a stain. It clung to the walls, thick in my throat. Malik stood at the unit door like it was just another Monday. One hand on the knob. The other hanging loose, calm as hell.

“Keep your mouth shut and your eyes open,” he said, never looking at me.

I nodded once, my jaw clenched, my heart pacing against my ribs as he pushed the door open and stepped inside. At first glance, it looked like any busted-up apartment—a couch crooked, a TV frozen on mute, a single lamp knocked sideways near the corner. But then I saw the drag marks. A streak of smeared blood curved from the carpet into the kitchen. One body slumped against the counter. Another face-down by the fridge. A third draped over the coffee table, their legs twitching like the nerves hadn’t caught up to death. My stomach flipped, but I held still.

It was a war zone dressed as someone’s living room. Bullet holes pocked the walls like tally marks. Glass crunched underfoot with every step we took deeper inside.

“You still here?” Malik asked. His voice was level.

I gave a single nod.

“Good. Take this.” He handed me gloves, latex already smudged, then pulled a black duffel from behind the couch. When he unzipped it, I saw a lineup that said this wasn’t his first body drop: bleach bottles, scrub pads, painter’s tape, a burner phone, and a blowtorch tucked against a rag.

“This ain’t cleanup like you seen in movies,” he said. “This is real. Evidence ain’t just what you touch—it’s what you leave.” He walked over to the man on the coffee table and crouched beside the body. “You ever touch a body before?” He gripped the corpse under the arms and pulled it upright like dead weight meant nothing. “Come on. Gloves on. Watch close.”

I stepped forward; my knees stiff. “You see this?” he said, pointing to the man’s fingers. “Blood under the nails. If you’re wearing rings, remove them. That’s DNA just waiting for a case to form. Now check his waistband.”

I pulled up the shirt. “No gun.”

“Exactly. Take his phone. Battery out. Toss it in that bag.”

I moved like I’d done it before. My hands didn’t shake—but my throat was dry as dust. Malik kept moving, fast and precise. He taped the man’s fingertips, then wrapped the head in plastic, tight enough to seal the moment. “Keeps hair from falling off in transit. DNA lives in the dumbest shit.” Then he stood and nodded toward the kitchen. “Your turn.”

I hesitated only for a second. By the time I stood next to the second body, the world narrowed to my breath. Just muscle memory and Malik’s voice replaying in my head like instructions from a drill sergeant. I copied every move. Checked the nails. Found a burner phone tucked deep in the pocket, a switchblade hidden in the boot. I wrapped the head like he showed me—clumsy at first, but I got it done.

When I finished, he held out the other end of the black body bag. “Zip it,” he said. We lifted the weight together, the dead mass folding awkwardly into itself as we shifted it onto a rolling cart, he dragged from the hallway closet. The metal groaned beneath it, the wheels squeaking like they wanted no part of it. The smell followed us down the hall—thick, sour, and mean.

I thought that was it. But Malik stopped at the window, yanked a thin blanket off a nail, and dipped it into a bleach bucket already half-empty. “You see all this?” he said, scrubbing the wall in slow, practiced strokes. “Fingerprints. Spray residue. Hair. Skin. You don’t just clean the scene. You erase your presence. Point ain’t to disappear—it’s to make it look like you were never here to begin with.”

He made me wipe every door handle with ammonia. Made me bleach the floor in figure-eight so the patterns didn’t look deliberate. Made me flip the couch cushions, slice out the bullet holes, and bury the shreds deep inside thick black trash bags. “Carla’ll handle disposal,” he muttered, pushing the cart toward the freight elevator out back. “But don’t get it twisted—this was your test.”

I kept my eyes on the buttons. “What if I failed?”

He hit the one marked ‘B’ without even blinking. “Then you’d be going down this chute with the rest of ’em.” I knew he wasn’t lying.

We finished the cleanup in peace. By the time the elevator doors slid shut behind us, sealing off the metallic tang of blood and bleach, something cracked loose inside me. My stomach curled in slow, punishing waves—which had everything to do with what I’d just done. What I’d touched. What I’d helped erase.

I made it halfway down the alley before my knees buckled. One hand caught the jagged edge of a dumpster. Then it came. Bile tore its way out of me, splattering across the cracked concrete like it had been waiting all along. I stayed bent over, heaving, breathing, remembering. Then I wiped my mouth and stood up straight. My vision blurred from the pressure of holding it all in. I wasn’t crying. I was just processing the truth—fingerprints on my skin, blood on my collar. I spat once, wiped my mouth with the back of my sleeve, and stood up slower than I wanted to. The smell of bleach still clung to my clothes. For a second, I glanced at my hands. They were steady. And that was enough to tell me I wasn’t going to break.

I was still wiping my mouth when I heard him behind me. “Thought you said you could handle anything,” Malik said, his voice calm.

I spat again and stood up straighter. “I never said I liked it.”

He stepped closer, his boots crunching over broken glass and gravel. “Nobody likes it. That’s the point.”

I turned to face him; my jaw locked. “You think this makes me weak?”

He tilted his head, studying me like he was checking for fractures under pressure. “No. If it did, I’d have left you in that room.”

The city buzzed in the background—distant sirens, the wind carrying sounds we both knew not to ask about. “I ain’t scared of blood,” I said, my voice lower now. “I just ain’t used to dragging the life outta somebody’s past with it.”

Malik lit a cigarette, inhaled slow. His eyes never left mine. “You ain’t supposed to be. That shit you felt? That’s your body warning you what this life takes from you—every damn time.”

I crossed my arms tight across my chest, still feeling the weight of the body we zipped, the final click of that chute locking behind it. “You said this world don’t make room for emotion.”

“I said emotion gets you killed,” he corrected. “Big difference.”

“So what? You feel nothing?”

His expression didn’t shift, but something flickered behind it. Regret maybe. Or a version of it he didn’t have a name for. “I feel enough to know better,” he said, flicking ash. “And enough to know not to show it. That’s what keeps you alive. That’s what makes you useful.”

“Useful,” I repeated, letting it sit bitter on my tongue. “I ain’t trying to be useful. I’m trying to be unstoppable.”

Malik let out a short laugh—more breath than sound. “That’s why I didn’t leave your ass puking in the alley.” He stepped closer, the smoke drifting between us. “Clean up, Reign. You did what most can’t. You held it down. That matters.”

“Yeah?” I said, meeting his eyes. “Then what’s next?”

He crushed the cigarette under his boot and started walking. “Next? You learn how to bury it. All of it. Pain, fear, memory. You want to be in this world, you gotta eat pain like breakfast.”

I stood there a second longer, then followed. The ride back wasn’t long in miles, but in weight. Neither one of us spoke. The blood on my collar felt like it had burned into my skin. The city blurred past—trash-strewn corners, flickering liquor signs, blocks where people either hardened or folded. I wiped the back of my hand across my face, catching a tear before it slid. Thought maybe he hadn’t seen it. But I knew he had. His jaw flexed, but he kept driving.

When we pulled into the shop’s back lot, Malik killed the engine but didn’t move. His hand stayed on the wheel, his thumb tapping a rhythm I couldn’t read. 

Finally, he turned to me. “You did what had to be done.” His voice was flat, but the weight behind it said more than the words.

I swallowed hard. I hadn’t cried at the scene—not when I zipped the body, not when I scrubbed the blood—but now, with the quiet pressing in and the stench gone from my nose, something lifted. Malik grabbed the keys and got out.

Inside, I didn’t make it past the back hallway before I saw Carla leaning against the wall like she’d been waiting for that door to open. She looked me over slow, her arms crossed, a curl of amusement at her mouth. “You look pale,” she said. “Soft got a color now?”

I stepped past her. Of course, she followed.

“You throw up?” she asked, her voice loud enough to carry. “First time always hits different. The smell never really leaves you, though. It clings. Like failure.”

I stopped mid-step. She smile wider. She was enjoying this.

“Bet you think you special now,” Carla said. “You ain’t. Malik cleans up after a lotta strays before he lets ‘em off the leash.”

“I’m not his stray,” I said calmly. “And I damn sure ain’t yours.”

She took a slow step forward—close enough for me to see the faint scar on her cheek beneath the layers of makeup. “Nah,” she said. “You just the latest charity case. Another girl thinkin’, she hard ‘cause she zipped up a corpse.”

Then she moved—fast. Her hand snapping toward my face in a swing. But I was faster. I caught her wrist mid-air. I twisted it hard enough to let her know I wasn’t the same girl from the first day I walked through those doors. The smug look cracked.

“Try that again,” I said, my voice low. Steady. “I dare you.”

For a second, neither of us moved. Her wrist flexed in my grip—muscles tight, pride louder than reason.

Then we both heard it. “Enough.”

Malik’s voice came through the air like a blade. We both turned. He stood at the hallway entrance; his face unreadable. “She held it down,” he said.

Carla yanked her wrist free and walked off without a word. I stood there for a beat; my chest tight with that kind of fury that simmers—not explodes. Malik nodded toward the front. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

He led me through the hallway, past the bay, into his office. It wasn’t flashy—just clean, cold, deliberate. A metal desk. Files stacked neat. A liquor shelf in the corner that looked untouched unless something heavy was weighing on him. He leaned against the desk, his arms crossed, his eyes fixed on me like I was still on trial. “You did good,” he said finally.
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