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Chapter 1 

Smoke Rising

 

The house was quiet that morning.        

Aquarius sat at the long marble kitchen island, the kind you only saw on home renovation shows or in the homes of rappers who’d made it out. Sunlight spilled in through the tall windows, bouncing off stainless steel and polished stone, making the place feel more like a showroom than a home.  

He scrolled through his phone—memes, TikToks, game highlights—thumb moving out of habit more than interest. None of it landed. His chest felt tight, weighed down by a feeling he couldn’t shake. 

Screeching tires.  

A black Charger crawling through the hood like a shark in open water.  

He looked up when footsteps echoed across the floor.  

Kwan walked in shirtless, thick gold chains resting against his tattooed chest, the scent of weed smoke still clinging to his skin. He moved with the calm of a man who never rushed— because the world waited on him, not the other way around.  

He grabbed a carton of orange juice from the stainless-steel fridge, poured himself a glass, and leaned against the counter like he had nowhere else to be. But Aquarius noticed things most people missed.  

The way Kwan’s eyes scanned the room before settling on him. 

The tight twitch in his jaw.  

“You texted me last night,” Kwan said. Flat. Controlled. “Talk.” Aquarius set his phone down. For a moment, the words stuck in his throat.  

Dre flashed through his mind—moving through the hood like every step might be his last. His grandmother Sophia watches everything with those quiet, knowing eyes. Uncle Frankie’s cold stare. The money that flowed through their family like a river nobody ever fully explained. Finally, Aquarius met his father’s gaze. 

“Dad… I know you’re spoon feeding me information about what we do. I want to know the real.” Kwan raised an eyebrow and took a sip of juice. “Truth about what? I let you in.” 

“I want to know how everything works,” Aquarius said, voice steady now. “Where all this comes from. Why do people look at us differently? Why folks whisper when we walk through the hood. Why we good while everybody else struggle.” He paused. “There’s people in our own family barely makin’ it, Dad.” The glass met the counter with a soft clink. 

Kwan studied him—really studied him—like he was a problem to be solved. A chessboard. A move that could change the entire game.   

“You think you ready for that truth?” Kwan asked quietly. 

Aquarius didn’t blink. “I ain’t a little kid no more. I need to know what’s  

goin’ on around here.” 

Silence stretched between them.  

For a moment—just one—Aquarius thought his father might actually open up.  

Then Kwan’s phone buzzed. 

He glanced down.  

A coded message glowed on the screen.  

Dallas hit. One down.  

Kwan’s jaw tightened. He grabbed the phone, cursed under his breath, and snatched a shirt from the back of a chair. “We’ll finish this later,” he muttered. 

“No, Dad.” Aquarius stood, heat rising in his voice. “We finish it now.” 

Kwan was already moving toward the door. He stopped just long enough to look back; his face unreadable annoyance tangled with something heavier. “Later, son.” 

The door shut. An engine roared.  

Aquarius stood alone in the kitchen, fists clenched. For the first time in his life, he didn’t just feel protected by his family. He felt shut out.  

Dallas was already burning.  

Kwan touched down hours later, a convoy of black SUVs waiting at the private strip. Rico slid into the backseat beside him, his face grim.  

“It was Juelz,” Rico said. “Caught slippin’ leavin’ the stash spot. Masked shooters. Sprayed the car. He ain’t make it.” Kwan didn’t react. But his eyes darkened. 

Juelz was young. Reckless. Hungry.  

But loyal.  

His death wasn’t just a loss—it was a message.  

“Police?” Kwan asked. 

“Nah. Streets. Word is Los Serranos sent the shooters. They testin’ you, boss.  

Think Dallas soft.” 

Kwan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Ain’t no softness in my blood.” His voice dropped. “We gon’ answer. But first—we find the leak. Feds movin’ too clean.” Rico nodded.  

“No loyalty,” Kwan finished. “No mercy.” 

The SUV rolled through the Dallas skyline, glass towers reflecting ambition and blood money alike. Kwan had built something here. And he wasn’t about to let it crumble. 

Across the border, Frankie stood on the balcony of his Mexican estate, cigar glowing between his fingers. Below him, men moved with military precision—trucks loading, crates shifting. Order. Control. Tone stepped beside him. “Word from Dallas. One of Kwan’s boys dropped.” 

Frankie exhaled slowly. “Sloppy.” 

“Could’ve been Serranos.” 

“Could’ve,” Frankie said. Then colder, “Or my brother-in-law’s ambition is outrunnin’ his brains.” He flicked ash over the railing. “Keep watchin’ him,” Frankie said. “If Kwan keeps bleedin’ like this, he ain’t just a liability.” Tone waited. 

“He’s a threat.” Family or not—weakness wasn’t tolerated. 

In Frankie’s world, sharks ate sharks. Back home, Aquarius sat on the porch beside Dre, frustration boiling under his skin. Dre passed him a blunt. Aquarius waved it off.  

“You ever feel like everybody know somethin’ but you?” Aquarius asked. 

Dre smirked. “All the time. Difference is, I don’t care.” 

Aquarius exhaled. “I’m done bein’ in the dark. My pops hidin’ somethin’ big.” 

Dre leaned back, smoke curling into the air. “Careful, lil’ cuz. Curiosity don’t just kill cats.” Aquarius stared out at the block, jaw set. “Yeah,” Dre finished. “It kill dudes who think they ready for the truth.” Aquarius already knew. 

Whatever his family was hiding— He was going to peel it back layer by layer.  

Even if it meant stepping into a world he wasn’t ready for.




Chapter 2 

Heat Rising 

 

The morning bell rang sharp and metallic, echoing through the hallways, but Aquarius barely heard it. 

He moved through the crowd on autopilot, backpack slung over one shoulder,  Marcus walking beside him, talking about something—probably basketball, maybe a party—but Aquarius’s mind was still stuck at the kitchen island. His father’s voice. The way Kwan’s eyes hardened the moment that text came through. Like blood and business would always come before family conversations. 

It sat heavy in his chest. 

“Yo,” Marcus said, bumping his shoulder. “You ain’t even hear what I said, did you?” 

Aquarius blinked. “Nah. My bad. Say it again.”

Marcus smirked. “Nothin’ important. Just that you walkin’ around here like you ready to 

fight your own shadow. You good?” Aquarius clenched his jaw. “I’m straight.”

Marcus laughed. “Lyin’ ass. I been around you too long, bro. Somethin’ eatin’ at you.”

Aquarius didn’t answer. Not here. Not in a hallway full of kids who whispered every time he walked past. He caught glances—some curious, some jealous, some cautious. People always knew his last name before they knew him. That’s when he saw Selena.

She was down the hall at her locker, braids swinging as she laughed with a couple of girls. The sound cut through the noise, soft but grounding. His chest tightened in a way that had nothing to do with stress. 

Marcus followed his gaze and grinned. “Go on,” he said. “Your girl lookin’ at you like she 

readin’ your whole diary.” Aquarius shot him a look, but he didn’t deny it.

Selena noticed him immediately. Her smile softened—not flashy, not loud. Just real. 

“Hey stranger,” she said as he leaned against the locker beside her. “You look like you 

didn’t sleep.” “Maybe I didn’t.” She studied him, eyes sharp but warm. “You, okay?”

He shrugged. “I’m good. Just… life.”

Selena tilted her head. “That’s a lie.” A beat. “But I’ll let you have it—for now.”

She closed her locker and fell into step beside him. The hallway buzzed around them, lockers slamming, voices overlapping—but Aquarius felt distant from all of it. Selena had that effect. She didn’t rush him. Didn’t pry. She just walked with him, matching his pace. Before they split for class, she slipped something into his hand. 

A folded note. 

He raised an eyebrow. “You serious?”

She smiled. “Read it later.” Then she 

disappeared into her classroom. 

Aquarius unfolded it immediately. 

Four words. Neat handwriting. 

Talk to me. Tonight. 

He exhaled slowly, tension easing just a notch. 

Maybe he would. 

In Dallas, there was no easing of tension. 

The warehouse was dim, concrete walls stained with oil and age. Kwan sat at the head of a long metal table, chains hidden beneath a black jacket now, his presence heavy enough to silence the room. Rico stood to his right. Six lieutenants circled the table, faces tight. Kwan slapped a folder down. 

Photos spilled out—bullet-riddled cars, blood-soaked pavement, a hoodie stiff with dried crimson. One image showed a wall tagged with the Serrano crew’s symbol, bold and mocking. 

“They think this shit a game,” Kwan said, voice cold. “Think hittin’ one of mine means I’ma 

fold. That ain’t never been in my blood.” No one spoke.

“We don’t move sloppy,” Kwan continued. “We don’t move loud. We move smart. And when we answer back—ain’t no comin’ back from it.”

Rico leaned forward. “Word is Serranos got a new plug pushin’ weight into Oak Cliff. We hit that supply, they feel it slow.”

Kwan nodded once. “Do it.” 

Then his tone shifted. 

“But first—we clean house.” The 

room stilled. 

“Somebody talkin’,” Kwan said. “Feds movin’ too clean. Too precise. I want every man 

checked. Loyalty questioned. I don’t care how long they been with us.” He looked around 

the table. 

“Anybody smell like a rat?” His voice dropped. “Cut ‘em.”

Nobody argued. But unease crept in anyway. Paranoia had teeth—and Kwan’s was starting to bite. 

Back in Mexico, Frankie listened from behind his desk, cigar smoke curling above him. “So 

Kwan plannin’ a strike,” Frankie said, amused. “Of course he is.”

Tone shrugged. “He gotta answer.”

Frankie chuckled, low and dry. “Answering ain’t the problem. It’s how you answer that gets you buried.”

He leaned back, eyes calculating. “He swing first. Always has. That’s why the Feds love him right now.”

Tone hesitated. “You think he’ll fold?”

Frankie smiled thin. “Everybody fold eventually. Question is—do they do it alone, or do I help ‘em along?”

That night, Aquarius walked the quiet block near Selena’s house, hands shoved into his hoodie pockets. The world felt different now—sharper. Louder. Like danger was always just out of sight. Selena met him on the porch, hoodie pulled tight, hair loose around her face. 

“You came,” she said.

“Yeah,” he replied. “You said talk.”

They sat on the steps. Crickets hummed. A car rolled by slowly, headlights sweeping the street. Aquarius stared ahead. “My family… they different. We got money, but it don’t add up. Every time I ask questions, I hit a wall.” Selena listened.

“My pops shut me down this morning,” he continued. “Like I ain’t ready for the truth.” 

She was quiet for a long moment. “Can I tell you somethin’?” she asked. He nodded.

“My dad,” she said softly. “I don’t even know where he is. One day he just… sent me away. 

Told me I was safer with my aunt. Didn’t explain nothin’. Just gone.” Aquarius turned 

toward her. 

“My aunt works nonstop,” Selena continued. “Bills keep stackin’. Lights almost got cut last month. She don’t say it, but I can feel it—we goin’ broke.”

She swallowed. “I feel like my whole family got secrets too. I just don’t know what they 

are yet.” Aquarius reached for her hand. She squeezed back. “Whatever you find out,” 

she said, “don’t do it alone.” He nodded. “I won’t.”

And for the first time since the Charger rolled through the hood, Aquarius felt like maybe—

just maybe—he wasn’t standing at the edge by himself.




Chapter 3 

Between Two Worlds  

 

Aquarius stepped into the bright halls of Westwood Prep, the noise hitting him all at once— laughter, lockers slamming, sneakers squeaking against polished floors. Fluorescent lights reflected off glass trophy cases and freshly waxed tiles, illuminating a world that felt untouched by hunger, sirens, or the constant need to watch your back. This place smelled like cologne and cafeteria food. Safety.  

He adjusted the strap of his backpack and scanned the second-floor landing.   

There they were—his friends clustered near the lockers, laughing hard over something small. Something meaningless.  

He smiled anyway.  

“Yo, A!” Jalen called, waving him over. His designer sneakers squeaked as he pivoted. “Where you been, man? You missed lunch again.” Aquarius dropped his books beside the locker. “Been busy.” Busy surviving, he thought. Busy thinking too much. 

“Busy with what?” Marcy asked, flipping her notebook shut. Her smile was easy, unguarded—the kind that came from never having to measure your words or read a room for danger. “Studying? Or you just tryna stay mysterious?” He laughed lightly. “Something like that.” 

They fell into easy talk—weekend parties, a viral challenge, someone’s parents renting a beach house. Aquarius nodded, smiled, played his role. But his mind drifted.  

Dre’s voice echoed in his head. 

Stay alert.  

The way certain men stared too long.  

The Charger crawling through the hood.  

He felt out of place here—not because he didn’t belong, but because part of him had already crossed a line his friends didn’t even know existed. “Aquarius.” He turned. 

Selena stood a few feet away, sunlight catching in her hair. She hesitated before stepping closer, like she wasn’t sure which version of him she’d get today. “Hey,” he said, softer now.  

“I saw you yesterday,” she said. “At lunch. You looked… far away.” 

He exhaled. “Yeah. I’ve just got a lot goin’ on. Family stuff.” 

Her eyes searched his face—not intrusive, just concerned. “That kind of stuff can weigh heavy.” 

They walked together, weaving through the hall. He noticed how easily she matched his pace, how she didn’t force conversation just to fill space. That mattered. 

