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  To everyone who understands that the hustle is inherited, and the consequences are real.







  
    
      “No man is rich enough to buy back his past.” 


    

    
      — Oscar Wilde
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The sound came at 2:43 a.m. — a single ping from an old iPhone that hadn’t lit up in months. Amara Ruiz stirred beneath her duvet, her eyes heavy with the kind of exhaustion that doesn’t come from lack of sleep, but from grief. The screen glowed faintly against the dark of her condo, one of those luxury downtown Atlanta lofts with tall glass walls and too much quiet. For weeks, she’d been trying to drown out the silence with playlists — Kehlani, Drake, and Jhene Aiko — anything that felt like sound could fill the space where her father’s voice used to live. But this sound, this ping, was different.

She rolled over, dragging the phone closer. The name on the notification froze her heart mid-beat: GHOST RIO — VOICEMAIL (UNREAD).

Her father had been dead for forty-three days.

For a long moment she didn’t breathe. The reflection of the city’s night lights shimmered through the windows — headlights sliding across the walls, planes cutting the skyline, somewhere a siren screamed low like a memory trying to find her. The old phone was supposed to be off. She’d kept it in the back of her closet in a shoebox full of his things: a Cuban link chain, an old MetroPCS card, and the last photo they’d taken together — her in a white dress, him in a tan suit and shades, smiling like a man who thought he’d outrun death.

But death had a funny way of keeping receipts.

When Amara pressed play, her thumb trembled against the cracked screen. The message was only twenty-one seconds long. Her father’s voice came through static, deep and smooth, carrying that same rhythm he used when he was explaining something you didn’t realize could kill you.

“If you hearing this, then the game ain’t over, baby girl. You got more of me to find. Start where it ended — I left the key in the dirt. Remember what I told you: every map ain’t paper. Love you, Mija.”

Then silence.

Amara sat up straight, the phone clutched to her chest. Her breath shook. “What the hell…” she whispered.

Ghost Rio — Ricardo Ruiz — had been the kind of man the city wrote myths about. He’d come from nothing, built everything, and lost it all more than once. People said he turned the game into a science, never got caught because he treated the streets like calculus. He was a plug, a strategist, a legend — and to her, he was just Dad. The man who made Sunday pancakes when he wasn’t in Miami or Memphis “handling business.” The man who called her “princess” long after she’d stopped wearing tiaras.

Now, he was a ghost with a new voicemail.

She replayed it twice more, each time catching details she hadn’t before — the faint sound of traffic, a song playing somewhere in the background. She recognized the melody instantly: “On My Mind” by Brent Faiyaz. It had been her father’s favorite lately, a song he said “had pain in its pocket.” The timestamp on the voicemail said October 14 — 2:16 a.m. That was three days after the shootout. Three days after they buried him.

Her pulse quickened. How could that be?

She got out of bed and paced barefoot across the marble floor, her silk robe trailing behind her like a whisper. The night outside was still awake — the city hum, the faint bassline of some car crawling down Peachtree, the wind pressing against glass. She looked down at the message again. Start where it ended. The key in the dirt.

Her father had been killed behind a strip club on the Southside — a place called Blue Flame. He’d gone there the night before he was supposed to “retire.” She’d begged him not to go.

Her hand found the locket around her neck — the one he’d given her when she graduated Spelman. Inside it was a photo of her at five years old, sitting on his lap while he counted money and smiled like nothing could touch them.

She closed her eyes. “If this is a sick joke, I swear to God…”

Then, as if on cue, her phone buzzed again. A text. No name. Just a number she didn’t recognize.

Unknown: You up?

She hesitated, then typed back.

Amara: Who is this?

Three dots appeared, then disappeared. Then:

Unknown: You don’t remember me? It’s Trey.

Her heart sank. Trey Caldwell — her ex, her father’s right-hand once upon a time, and the man who’d been nowhere to be found since the funeral.

Amara: How’d you get this number?

Trey: You know I got ways. Look, we need to talk. In person.

Amara: About what?

Trey: About your pops. You think that voicemail was the only thing he left?

She froze.

Amara: How do you know about that?

Trey: Check your door.

Amara’s eyes darted to the entrance. The hallway light outside flickered faintly under the door frame. She crept forward, heart pounding, and looked through the peephole. Nothing. Then she opened the door slowly, her right hand gripping the kitchen knife she kept in the umbrella stand. On the floor sat a small flash drive wrapped in black tape.

When she looked back up, the hallway was empty.




By sunrise, Atlanta was awake. Morning news anchors were already talking about another shooting on Bankhead, gas prices spiking, and a viral clip of Kanye walking barefoot through LAX. Amara sat at her kitchen island, coffee untouched, staring at the flash drive like it might bite.

The last time she’d seen one of those, it was in her father’s hand the night he told her, “If anything happen to me, you go to Vault 3.” She hadn’t understood what that meant — she’d thought he was being paranoid again.

She plugged the drive into her MacBook, her heart thudding. A single folder appeared. “Mija_ReadMe”

Inside was a video file titled “Day One.”

She pressed play.

The screen flickered to life. Her father sat in what looked like a dimly lit garage. He was wearing his old gold chain and that same khaki jacket he’d been buried in. His face was tired but focused.

“If you’re watching this, then they finally did it,” he said. “I told you, mija, there’s no retirement plan for kings. Every empire ends in blood or betrayal — sometimes both.”

He leaned closer to the camera.

“They think I’m gone. Let them think it. But if you want to know who did this, you gotta follow the maps. They ain’t on paper. They in places only we would know. You remember where I taught you to drive? Start there. Check under the seat. And don’t trust nobody — not Trey, not Porter, nobody. I love you.”

The video cut off abruptly.

Amara’s throat tightened. The garage where she’d learned to drive was still there — behind their old house in East Point. Her stomach turned with equal parts fear and fury. Someone had taken him away from her once already. Maybe this was her way to take him back.

She packed her tote — laptop, pepper spray, the old chain from his box — and pulled her hoodie up. Outside, the city was washed in gray rain, traffic crawling, people living like the world hadn’t just cracked open.

By the time she reached East Point, the neighborhood had changed but somehow stayed the same. The corner store was still boarded up, the same mural of Outkast and MLK still stretched across the wall by the tracks, and the same old men were posted up in front of the barber shop, arguing about football and politics. The only thing new were the Teslas gliding past the potholes.

The garage behind her father’s old house was locked with a rusted chain. She broke it with the small crowbar she’d brought. Inside, dust hung in the air like old secrets. The car — a 1996 Impala SS, candy red — sat covered in a tarp. She pulled it back slowly.

The smell of motor oil and time hit her first. The passenger seat looked untouched since the last time she’d sat there, barely sixteen, learning how to shift gears while he played “The World Is Yours” by Nas through the speakers. Her hands trembled as she reached under the seat.

Her fingers brushed against something taped to the bottom — a small metal key with a tag that read “U-StoreIt #3.”

Her father’s voice echoed in her memory. Vault 3.

She smiled through a tear. “Damn, you really planned this, huh?”

As she turned to leave, she caught sight of movement outside. A shadow slipped past the window — quick, deliberate. She ducked low, heart racing, but the footsteps faded into the rain.




The storage facility sat off Campbellton Road, behind an abandoned car wash. Amara parked two blocks away and walked, her hoodie drawn tight. Her sneakers splashed through puddles. The attendant didn’t even look up when she flashed her ID and slid the key across the counter.

“Unit 317,” he muttered.

Inside, the smell of damp concrete filled her lungs. She found the unit, unlocked it, and froze.

The walls were lined with old boxes, cash counters, and — in the center — a steel safe about the size of a nightstand. On top of it sat an envelope with her name in her father’s handwriting.

She tore it open.

You made it here. That means you smart, just like your mama. Inside the safe is the truth. But remember, baby girl — the truth don’t always set you free. Sometimes it chains you harder.

Her hands shook as she twisted the dial. The safe opened with a soft click. Inside was a black notebook, a thumb drive, and a folded newspaper dated May 17, 2023.

The headline read: “DEA Agent Linked to Drug Ring Corruption Scandal.”

The photo below it was of Agent Olivia Porter — the same woman who’d spoken at her father’s funeral, tears in her eyes, calling him “a man misunderstood.”

Amara’s stomach turned cold.

Her phone buzzed again. Unknown number.

Unknown: You’re not supposed to be there.

Her blood ran still.

Amara: Who is this?

Unknown: You’re being watched. Leave now.

A red dot appeared on the wall across from her — a laser sight.

She dropped low instinctively, grabbing the safe door and yanking it shut just as a bullet shattered the concrete behind her.

“Shit!” She crawled behind a stack of boxes, heart hammering. Another shot cracked through the air, sparks flying. She looked up — the storage door had a small gap of light at the bottom. Whoever it was, they were outside.

Her mind raced. She yanked her tote bag open, shoved the notebook and thumb drive inside, and bolted through the back exit. Rain poured down like punishment as she sprinted through the alley, slipping between dumpsters until she reached the street.

Her car was two blocks away.

A black SUV sat parked behind it, engine running.

She ducked behind another car, breathing hard. Two figures stepped out, dressed in black hoodies and gloves. One of them scanned the area with something that looked like a thermal lens.

That’s when her phone buzzed again — a new message, from a different number.

GHOST_RIO (Encrypted Chat Active): Don’t panic, mija. You’re doing fine.

Her heart stopped. The chat app was one she’d never installed. The profile photo was her father’s old logo — a chess piece crowned in fire.

Amara: Who are you?

GHOST_RIO: You know who. Now listen. The people following you work for Porter. They think I’m dead, but I’m still playing the board. You got something they need. Keep moving.

Amara: You’re dead.

GHOST_RIO: Death is just rebranding, baby. Now run left.

She hesitated — then followed the instruction. A shot rang out where she’d just been standing.




By the time she made it back to her condo, the adrenaline had numbed her fear. She locked the doors, pulled the blinds, and sat cross-legged on the floor. The notebook sat between her hands.

It wasn’t just a diary. It was a ledger — names, numbers, routes, even bank accounts in offshore codes. But at the bottom of the last page, written in red ink, was a phrase that chilled her:

“If I die, it’s because I said no to the wrong person.”

She leaned back, her mind spinning. Who had he said no to? Porter? Trey? Someone higher?

A thunderstorm rolled through outside, rain slamming against glass like knocking fists. She reached for her phone again — no new messages.

But the TV in the corner flicked on by itself, the screen static for a moment before switching to Channel 2 Action News.

The anchor’s voice was calm but serious.

“Breaking news tonight — DEA agent Olivia Porter has been reported missing. Last seen leaving her office late Tuesday evening…”

Amara’s eyes widened. The world was moving faster than she could think.

She stared at the screen, her father’s voice still echoing in her mind. Every map ain’t paper.

Her gaze drifted to the notebook again, and for the first time, she noticed faint smudges along the edges — fingerprints, smeared with something that looked like dirt.

She flipped to the back cover. A small card was tucked inside — an address in Miami.

Beneath it, one final message written in the same red ink:

“Meet me where the sun forgets the name of night.”

She whispered the words aloud, her pulse slowing but her mind alive with fire.

If this was a game, she was done playing defense.




That night, Amara sat by the window, watching the rain trail down like time. She played her father’s voicemail again, this time hearing not fear, but a challenge.

Outside, the city buzzed with life — club lights flashing, sirens echoing, somewhere Lil Baby’s “Merch Madness” bumping from a passing Charger.

Inside, Amara Ruiz — daughter of Ghost Rio — made a silent promise to herself: she would finish what he started, no matter how many ghosts she had to wake to do it.

And in her next diary entry, she wrote:

If you’re reading this, I found the key. But I also found out the locks change every time you think you’ve opened one.

Then she closed the notebook, lit a candle for the father she wasn’t sure was gone, and whispered to the shadows:

“Alright, Daddy. Game on.”
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Morning arrived like an unwelcome visitor, spilling light into Amara’s living room before her mind was ready to process it. The candle she’d burned overnight had melted into a puddle of wax, the wick leaning over like it had given up halfway through its own mission. The TV still flickered softly with muted news reports — drone footage of Miami beaches, a missing DEA agent’s photo on the screen, and a crawl at the bottom about rising tensions in the city. She hadn’t slept.

Amara’s reflection stared back at her from the black surface of the TV: eyes red, curls messy, robe half-fallen off her shoulder. The notebook, her father’s ledger, lay open across her lap like a living thing. Every page smelled faintly of smoke and motor oil. There were scribbled codes, names of people she vaguely remembered hearing him mention on phone calls, and odd phrases circled in red — “PAYMENT STOPPED,” “CASH DROP: AUBURN AVE,” “DON’T TRUST THE DRIVER.”

She hadn’t realized how deep the operation went. Ghost Rio hadn’t just been a plug — he’d been a corporation disguised as chaos. His contacts stretched across state lines, from Atlanta to Houston to the Caribbean. Offshore accounts under fake construction companies. Crypto wallets before crypto was even trendy. Her father had been moving the game into the digital age while the rest of the world still sold dreams on corners.

Now she held the keys — and the target painted on her back.

The news shifted from national coverage to a breaking local report. “In other updates,” the anchor said, “authorities are continuing to investigate the disappearance of DEA Agent Olivia Porter, last seen leaving her midtown office two nights ago. Sources close to the investigation describe a pattern of encrypted communications found on her laptop — messages authorities believe are linked to former associates of the late Ricardo ‘Ghost Rio’ Ruiz.”

Amara turned up the volume, heart pounding.

The broadcast cut to an image of her father, an older mugshot from years ago. “Ghost Rio, once considered Atlanta’s most elusive drug trafficker, was reportedly killed in a shootout outside Blue Flame Lounge last month. However, rumors continue to circulate that Ruiz’s death was staged. Authorities urge anyone with information to come forward.”

The anchor’s polished voice barely masked the intrigue. Then the screen shifted again — to her. A blurry security photo captured outside the storage unit yesterday. Her hood was up, face half-covered, but the caption beneath the image read: ‘Unidentified female seen entering Ruiz-linked property hours before gunfire erupted.’

Amara’s breath hitched. “Oh, hell no.”

She muted the TV, stood, and paced the floor. Her pulse raced as she grabbed her phone. Notifications exploded across the screen — news alerts, social media tags, missed calls from blocked numbers. Even a DM request on Instagram from a page called @TheRealGhostFiles, its bio reading: “We expose what the DEA won’t.”

Her father’s ghost was trending again, and this time she was part of the story.

She scrolled through her contacts, hovering over one name she hadn’t called since the funeral — Emani. Her best friend. The only person who could keep calm when the whole city seemed ready to burn. Amara hit “call.”

The line rang twice before a sleepy voice answered. “Girl, it’s barely nine. You know I don’t wake up before noon unless Beyoncé dropped an album.”

“Emani, I’m in trouble,” Amara said, voice low. “And not the kind you can post about.”

That woke her up fast. “What happened?”

Amara hesitated, glancing toward the balcony as if someone might be listening. “It’s my dad. He… he left things. Files. Messages. He might not be dead.”

Silence. Then Emani laughed nervously. “Okay, girl, either you’ve been watching too much Power or you found some new strain that got your imagination doing cardio.”

“I’m serious, E.” Amara’s tone cracked. “There’s video proof. He said to start where it ended, and I did. Now somebody’s following me. I was shot at last night.”

“Shot at? Shot at where?”

“At the U-StoreIt off Campbellton.”

“Amara! Why were you even—”

“I didn’t plan it! I followed his message. It led me there. There was a safe, a notebook, and a—”

“Hold up,” Emani cut in. “You saying Ghost left a scavenger hunt from beyond the grave? That’s some movie shit.”

Amara ran a hand through her hair. “Yeah, and I’m starting to think the director’s still alive.”

A pause. Then Emani’s voice softened. “Alright. I’m on my way. I’ll bring my laptop. You got that tech guy’s number still? Malik?”

“I blocked him after he tried to sell me fake concert tickets.”

“Unblock him. We might need him.”




By noon, the condo smelled like coffee and stress. Emani arrived in a hoodie, gold hoop earrings, and pink Crocs, laptop tucked under her arm. She dropped her bag on the counter and eyed the chaos — files spread out, the notebook, the flash drive, the TV paused on Amara’s face.

“Damn, they got you looking like a villain already,” she muttered. “They don’t even wait for facts no more.”

Amara rubbed her temples. “You think I can fix this?”

Emani shrugged, flipping open her laptop. “You can’t fix a lie that big. You can only outrun it. What’s on the drive?”

Amara plugged it in. The folder labeled Mija_ReadMe opened again, showing a new file that hadn’t been there before: “Day Two.”

Her breath caught. “That wasn’t there yesterday.”

Emani frowned. “Wait — how the hell does a flash drive update itself?”

Amara clicked the file. The screen went black, then flickered. Her father appeared again, same garage, same low lighting.

“If you got this, you made it to Vault 3,” he said. “Good. Now, listen carefully. There’s a name you need to find — Jalen Morris. He’s the accountant. If he’s still breathing, he knows where the rest of the money went. But don’t go looking for him in person. He’ll find you. Watch Channel Eleven news tonight at ten. That’s your signal.”

The screen went dark.

Emani blinked. “Yo. This man really turned his death into a Netflix series.”

Amara exhaled slowly, trying to process it. “Jalen Morris… he was one of Dad’s finance guys. Worked under him for years.”

Emani leaned in. “If your pops said watch Channel Eleven, we watching Channel Eleven.”




The rest of the day crept by like a countdown. Outside, rain clouds bruised the skyline. On social media, conspiracy threads spiraled — hashtags like #GhostRioReturns and #PorterCoverUp flooded timelines. Some users claimed they’d seen him alive in Miami; others said Amara was behind his death. The digital storm built with every retweet.

Emani sat cross-legged on the couch, phone in one hand, remote in the other. “You know half these dudes online would believe Tupac running Uber Eats if the caption said ‘real footage.’”

Amara cracked a faint smile. “You think he really could’ve faked it?”

Emani shrugged. “If anyone could, it’s your dad. The man had more aliases than a SoundCloud rapper.”

At 9:58 p.m., they turned the TV to Channel Eleven. The evening news theme music rolled, that familiar orchestral beat that always sounded too calm for the chaos it followed. The anchor appeared — polished, confident, her tone cool.

“Breaking update tonight: Federal investigators have identified new evidence linking the disappearance of DEA Agent Olivia Porter to multiple shell corporations previously owned by Ricardo ‘Ghost Rio’ Ruiz…”

Emani sat forward. “Wait for it.”

“A new witness has also come forward, claiming to possess inside knowledge of Ruiz’s alleged faked death. We’ll bring you that exclusive interview in just a moment.”

The camera cut to a commercial — a car ad set to the tune of Drake’s “Virginia Beach.” Amara’s chest tightened. Every word her father had said played back in her mind. Watch at ten.

When the report resumed, the screen shifted to a dimly lit interview. A blurred-out man in a hoodie sat across from the reporter. His voice was disguised.

“He’s alive,” the voice said. “I seen him in Miami last week. Man got new teeth, new name, everything. Said he was building something bigger — something global.”

Emani’s eyes widened. “No way.”

But Amara wasn’t watching the man. Her gaze fixed on the reflection in the corner of the glass divider behind him. A faint outline of a tattoo — a chess piece on fire. Her father’s logo.

Her phone buzzed immediately. Unknown number.

Ghost_Rio: You saw it. Now you know he’s lying. But he works for them. Find his real face. The clue’s in the caption.

Emani leaned over her shoulder. “What caption?”

Amara rewound the DVR feed. At the bottom of the screen, the chyron read: “Anonymous source speaks from undisclosed Miami location.” The hashtag beneath it read #ThePhoenixWillRise.

Amara’s stomach dropped. “The Phoenix.” That was the codename her father used for one of his secret accounts.

She grabbed her laptop, opened a browser, and typed “ThePhoenixWillRise.com.” The site redirected to a private login page — black background, red lettering, a single phrase: ‘Enter the Flame Code.’

Emani whistled. “Oh, he was deep deep.”

Amara stared at the cursor blinking. Then she remembered a phrase from the notebook — the one written beside the word “Phoenix.” It said: ‘Rebirth at 11:11.’

She typed 1111. The page flashed once, then opened a hidden archive: encrypted folders, each labeled by date. The most recent one was October_16_2023 — the day after his supposed death.

Inside was a video file titled “Insurance.”

The footage loaded slowly, pixelated at first. Then clear.

Her father again, this time sitting by a window, sunlight cutting through blinds across his face.

“If you’re here, mija, that means they came for Porter. That was part of the plan. She took something that didn’t belong to her — files that could bury half the city. Politicians, cops, preachers. They built their kingdoms off dirty money and my silence. Now they want yours. Don’t let them buy it.”

He looked off-camera, then back again.

“You’re gonna meet a man named Jalen. But remember — not every ally looks like one. And the next message won’t come from me. It’ll come from someone you don’t trust.”

The screen went black.

Emani exhaled. “Okay, this officially beyond me.”

Amara closed the laptop. “No. This is only the beginning.”




They didn’t sleep. By 2 a.m., Amara’s condo looked like a crime scene crossed with a tech startup — coffee cups, open notebooks, glowing screens. Rain lashed against the glass. A storm advisory ran across the bottom of the TV: “Severe thunderstorm warning for Fulton County until 4 a.m.”

Emani yawned. “So what’s next? You gonna track this Jalen dude?”

“I’m not waiting for him to find me. If he’s alive, he’s hiding behind something digital.”

Amara opened one of her father’s old ledgers again, scanning the names. Jalen’s entry was short: ‘J.M. — handled transfers for Horizon Trust. Safehouse: Decatur. If burned, move code to next branch.’

She pulled up Google Maps, searching “Horizon Trust Decatur.” Nothing. Then Emani suggested, “Try LinkedIn. White-collar dudes always wanna flex their job titles.”

Sure enough, a profile appeared — Jalen M. (Financial Consultant, Horizon Consulting Group). The location: Edgewood, Atlanta.

Amara grinned. “Got him.”

Emani frowned. “Girl, you’re not really about to—”

But Amara was already grabbing her keys.




Edgewood after dark was a movie — neon signs flickering over dive bars, murals glowing under rain reflections, street vendors packing up their carts as the midnight crowd stumbled home. Somewhere, a car bumped Gunna’s “Back at It.”

Amara parked two blocks away from the consulting firm listed on Jalen’s page. The building was dark except for a single window glowing on the second floor. She adjusted her hood, kept her head low, and slipped around back.

Inside the alley, a man in a black hoodie stood under a flickering light, cigarette tip burning orange. When she drew closer, he turned, revealing a face aged by sleepless nights and paranoia.

“Amara Ruiz,” he said, voice rough. “Your father said you’d come.”

She froze. “Jalen?”

He nodded. “You brought company?”

“No.”

He glanced around nervously. “Then we don’t have much time. Porter’s people are watching. They think I flipped. I didn’t. But Rio’s death— it wasn’t what it looked like.”

Amara stepped closer, rain dripping off her hood. “Then tell me what it was.”

Jalen lit another cigarette. His hands trembled. “Your dad was about to expose them — Porter, the Deputy Director, the Mayor’s office. He had proof they laundered federal money through church donations and fake rehab programs. They killed him to shut him up. Or tried to.”

“Tried to?”

He met her eyes. “He’s alive, Amara. But not for long if you don’t finish what he started.”

Before she could respond, headlights turned the corner. Jalen’s expression changed instantly. “Run.”

A black van screeched into the alley, doors sliding open. Armed men jumped out, shouting. Amara dove behind a dumpster as gunfire erupted, the echo bouncing off wet concrete.

Jalen shouted something, then the sound cut short — a body hitting the ground. Amara’s heart stopped. She crawled through the shadows, gripping her tote, until she found an escape ladder. She climbed, hands slipping on rain-slick rungs, bullets sparking near her feet.

By the time she reached the rooftop, her lungs burned. The rain came harder, the city below flashing blue and red. She looked down — Jalen was gone.

Or at least, what was left of him was.




An hour later, Amara sat in her car, soaked, shaking. Emani’s voice exploded through the Bluetooth. “You what? You went there? Are you crazy?”

“He’s dead,” Amara whispered. “They killed him right in front of me.”

“Oh my God. Girl, you need to go to the police.”

“And say what? That the man they declared dead sent me a voicemail and now his ghost is texting me instructions? They’d lock me up.”

Emani went quiet. Then softly: “So what now?”

Amara stared out the windshield. The rain had slowed, but thunder still rolled in the distance. “Now I do what he taught me. I move quiet. I move smart. And I finish the game.”

She glanced at her phone. One unread message blinked on the encrypted chat.

Ghost_Rio: Check his pocket.

Her stomach twisted. She looked down at her passenger seat. Jalen’s wallet sat there, soaked, covered in rainwater. She hadn’t even realized she’d grabbed it in the chaos.

Inside was a folded paper. She opened it carefully. A series of numbers and letters filled the page: MIAMI.FL_1ST/NIGHTFALL_KEY#27

And beneath it, her father’s signature symbol — the flaming chess piece.

Amara sat back, heartbeat steadying into something colder, stronger.

Miami again. The address in the notebook. It all pointed south.

She turned the key in the ignition, engine roaring to life. The radio came on mid-song — Lil Durk and J. Cole’s “All My Life.” The hook felt too fitting, too pointed.

They been tryin’ to keep me down…

As Atlanta’s skyline disappeared in her rearview mirror, Amara whispered to herself:

“Let’s see what the sun forgot.”
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The Georgia sun cracked through the clouds like it was tired of hiding. Amara hadn’t slept in two days. Her eyes stung from the blur of highway lines as she crossed into Florida, her black Range Rover moving steady along I-75. The radio hummed low, an FM station out of Valdosta playing Rod Wave’s “Come See Me,” his voice breaking through static like a confession from the road itself. It felt too fitting — heartbreak and survival over 808s and pain.

Every few miles, she’d catch herself checking the rearview mirror. Black SUVs. Same make, same model. Were they following? Maybe. Maybe not. Paranoia was part of the inheritance now.

The flashbacks wouldn’t stop. Jalen’s face when the bullets hit. The way his body folded, the way the rain swallowed his blood like the ground was used to it. And her father’s text, the one that came seconds after: Check his pocket.

She still hadn’t figured out how the phone knew when to light up, how his “account” kept updating from beyond the grave. Maybe someone was running it for him — or maybe he was really out there, manipulating everything like some digital ghost.

Either way, Miami waited.

By the time she reached the city limits, the skyline shimmered under afternoon haze. It was beautiful in the kind of way that made you forget danger existed — palm trees, turquoise water, heat rising off concrete. The kind of place her father always said looked like paradise until you checked who owned it.

Her GPS led her to Little Havana, to an address scribbled in his notebook: 1427 SW 1st Street. It wasn’t much — an old mechanic’s garage with a faded sign that read El Rey Auto Service. Half the letters were gone. The windows were tinted dark, and the air smelled like oil, dust, and old lies.

She parked across the street and scanned the area. Vendors sold cafecitos and pastelitos on the corner. A group of teenagers blasted Bad Bunny’s “Monaco” from a cracked Bluetooth speaker. A stray dog lay asleep near the curb, unfazed by everything.

Amara pulled her hoodie up and walked toward the garage. Her heart beat steady. One step at a time.

Inside, the light was dim. An older man in coveralls looked up from under the hood of a Cadillac. His beard was silver, his eyes tired but sharp. He squinted when he saw her.

“You lost, mija?” he asked, wiping grease from his hands.

“I’m looking for someone,” Amara said. “My name’s Amara Ruiz.”

The man froze mid-motion. Then, slowly, a grin spread across his face — the kind that said he’d seen ghosts before. “You got your father’s eyes.”

“Then you knew him?”

He nodded. “Knew him? I worked with him. Back when he was moving shipments through Hialeah, before the game got digital.” He looked toward the back office, lowering his voice. “If you here, it means the message got through.”

“What message?”

He motioned for her to follow. “Come. Talking out here’s bad for the air.”

Amara followed him through a narrow hallway into a back room. It looked more like a command center than a garage — computers humming, security monitors flickering between camera feeds, stacks of files on metal shelves. A younger man sat at one of the screens, typing fast.












