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    To those who walk through fire and emerge forged.And to the people of Trinidad and Tobago—your strength, resilience, and spirit light every shadow; may your stories and struggles echo forever in these pages.
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A Series Preface

When I first set out to write this story, I wasn’t chasing a trend or trying to echo another story. I was answering a calling that had been building in me for years—stories of Trinidad and Tobago, of resilience, of shadows and fire, of people who survive even when the odds crush down heavy.

Sarafina was born out of those streets. Out of the contradictions of our islands: joy and struggle, music and menace, tradition and corruption. Her fire is my fire, and through her I want to honor every person who has ever had to fight to hold their dignity, every community that refuses to be erased, and every child who carries both anger and hope in their chest.

This is fiction, yes—but it is also a reflection of the real spirit of my people. It’s a way to carry our struggles, our voices, our strength into the wider world and say: we are here, and our shadows burn with light.

“Remember: you can only take with you what you brought with you;

but you can leave something... make sure people miss you when you are gone.”

— S. Mortimer Price

A Note on Language and Culture

This story is rooted in Trinidad and Tobago, where English mingles with local dialects, rhythms, and sayings. You’ll hear characters slip between formal English and Trini Creole, sometimes in the same breath—just as it happens on the streets of Port of Spain.

The slang, cadence, and cultural flavor are part of the island’s heartbeat, carrying both humor and weight. Don’t worry if a phrase feels unfamiliar—the meaning is usually carried by context.

Think of it like music: the rhythm carries you even when you don’t catch every word.
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Chapter 1 – Blood in the Streets
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The night smelled of doubles and bake-and-shark.

Port of Spain glittered in the humid heat—vendors shouting, pans hissing, the steady thump of a Soca rhythm leaking from a distant fete. Sarafina James walked close between her parents, her small hand wrapped in her mother’s fingers. Her father carried a paper bag of pomeracs, the bright fruits bumping softly against each other like tiny hearts.

It should have been an ordinary evening: a quick walk for food, a laugh over a joke. The city was loud, warm, ordinary.

Then the air changed.

A black SUV eased to the curb a little further down Charlotte Street. Two men stepped out: one with a tattooed knuckle, another with a face like a closed door. They were arguing—low voices, hands stabbing at the air. A third man appeared from the shadowed doorway of a shop and joined them. People slowed. An exchange that began as words snapped into something harder; money, a packet passed, a look that didn’t belong on a market night.

Sarafina’s mother tightened her grip on Sarafina’s hand without looking. “Stay close, baby,” she murmured.

The first shot cracked—sharp as a cracked calabash. Heads turned. Glass shattered near a vendor’s stand. Then another shot. A scramble. Men shouted; someone cursed; a child began to scream. A second SUV backed up, lights spitting into the street. No one had meant for the market to be the stage for whatever had gone wrong between those men. It was a drug buy—wrong place, wrong time—and bullets had a way of finding the soft places.

A stray round punched into the paper bag in Sarafina’s father’s hands. Pomeracs skidded free, bouncing, rolling across the pavement. One burst open where it hit the curb, red juice spilling like a small wound.

Her father never reached for her again. He went down with a little choke of surprise on his lips. Her mother screamed—a single, raw animal sound—and then another shot took her. They collapsed near the doubles’ stand, unconnected, ordinary, taken by fire that belonged to other people's decisions.

Sarafina stood frozen. The world narrowed to the wet black of her pomerac-stained fingers and the dirt-darkening puddle under her parents. For a long time she made no sound at all; the music and the tawas and the chatter of the market became a distant, indifferent hum.

Someone—an old man from a stall, a face she’d seen every week—grabbed at her shoulders. “Chile, come way, come way!” he shouted, but she tore free and fell to her knees by them. She pressed her small hands on their shirts as if she might stop the bleeding simply by holding them in place.
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Chapter 2 – House of Lies
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After the funeral, after the pity dried up and the neighbors stopped knocking, Sarafina James was placed in a house that smelled of lemon polish and mothballs. The couple who took her in were the sort who knew exactly what to say in front of a social worker. The wife fussed with Sarafina’s hair, called her “sweet chile.” The husband grinned too wide, his hand heavy when it rested on her shoulder.

For the first week, Sarafina tried to believe she was safe. A bed of her own. Curtains that shut out the night. Warm food on the table. Almost normal. Almost.

But she noticed things. The way the husband lingered when she bent to tie her shoes. How his eyes slid over her at dinner, like she was meat instead of a child. How the wife never seemed to notice—or pretended not to.

One night, the door to her room creaked open. He stepped inside, his breath sour, his footsteps careful. She froze under the blanket until his hand brushed her arm. Then instinct took over.

Her fingers closed around the old flat iron she’d hidden under her pillow. She swung with everything inside her—the terror, the fury, the promise she’d whispered at her parents’ graves. The iron cracked against his temple. He reeled back, blood streaming down his face, a groan of shock tearing from his throat.

The wife appeared almost instantly, as if she had been waiting just outside the door. She didn’t scream. She didn’t ask if Sarafina was all right. Her eyes went straight to her husband, then to the iron in Sarafina’s hand.

“You little bitch,” the wife spat. “Look wha yuh do. He takes care of you, and this is how you repay us?”

Sarafina blinked, stunned. “He tried—he tried to—”

The wife cut her off with a sharp slap across the face. “Don’t you dare. You don’t speak that way about him.” Her voice dropped low, ugly. “You think yuh special? Yuh nothing. No one wanted you. We opened our home, and yuh better remember it.”

Behind her, the husband groaned, clutching his head. The wife’s eyes softened when she looked at him—softened in a way they never had for Sarafina. She touched his arm, muttered something about bandages, and then turned back with a glare sharp enough to slice.

“You will not ruin this house,” she hissed. “If you say anything to anyone, I’ll make sure yuh end up worse than yuh started.”

Sarafina’s stomach turned to ice. In that moment, she understood: the wife wasn’t blind. She wasn’t weak. She helped. She let it happen. Maybe she always had.

That night, Sarafina didn’t wait for morning. She grabbed the few clothes she had, shoved them into a plastic bag, and ran barefoot into the night. She didn’t stop until the house was just another shape in the dark.

The streets of Port of Spain swallowed her, and she let them. There were no safe hands left, no adults worth trusting.

The iron had drawn blood, but what it really forged was something inside her: a vow never to let anyone cage her again.

At twelve years old, Sarafina James was alone, hunted by memories, armed only with her rage—and for the first time, she understood it might be the one thing strong enough to keep her alive.
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Chapter 3 – Baptism by Pavement
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The streets didn’t wait for Sarafina James to catch her breath.

By dawn, the soles of her feet were raw from running. She slept curled up behind an abandoned stall in the market, the smell of old channa and grease clinging to her hair. When she woke, hunger was already gnawing.

At twelve, she learned fast. How to blend into a crowd until she was just another skinny child with hungry eyes. How to slip a hand into a pocket and lift a few dollars without anyone noticing. How to dart between cars when the traffic lights turned red, palms open, begging.

The city taught its lessons without mercy. Once, she tried to snatch a purse from a woman distracted by her phone. She almost got away—until the woman’s boyfriend caught her wrist. His slap cracked her lip, sent her spinning into the gutter. She limped away, humiliated but smarter. After that, she aimed lower: coins, food, the easy things no one would bleed for.

Drugs, she avoided. Always. Not the smoke in the alley, not the little vials tucked into fists. Every time she saw the flash of a dealer’s gun, her parents’ blood filled her memory. That line she would never cross.

Still, survival made her ruthless. She learned which corners belonged to which gangs, how to move without trespassing on someone’s hustle. The older kids tried to chase her off, but Sarafina’s rage made her reckless. She fought back with sticks, bottles, fists. Bruises layered her body, but slowly, word spread: the skinny girl wouldn’t break.

Nights were the hardest. Carnival drums and laughter bled through the streets, but she only heard echoes of her mother’s scream, her father’s fall. She would curl against a wall, knuckles tight, whispering promises to herself: never again. No one touches her. No one owns her.

Days turned into weeks, weeks into months. She scavenged from street vendors, traded errands for scraps, snatched what she couldn’t beg for. By fourteen, she had eyes that were too old for her face and hands quick enough to make grown men curse.

But hunger wasn’t the only thing pushing her. It was anger. A live wire in her chest, sparking hotter with every injustice she saw—the dealers flashing wealth while children starved, the cops looking away when the rich did wrong, the way the city seemed built to break the poor.

That anger kept her sharp. It was the only thing she trusted.

And Port of Spain, for all its noise and color, began to notice the girl who moved through its shadows like she belonged to them.

Sarafina James wasn’t surviving anymore. She was beginning to stake her claim.
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Chapter 4 – Clash on Charlotte Street
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