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After the gruesome murder of his parents, a young boy plots
to rule the streets of Detroit, but first he must contend with a
corrupt mayor and a serial killer murdering drug dealers.



At age eight, an assault team storms Walker “Ruffneck” Story’s rural
Pennsylvania family compound, killing both of his parents. With
the butler’s help, Ruffneck escapes. He is then smuggled out of state and
relocated to Detroit.


Under the watchful eye of a mysterious lady, Granny Sinclair, Ruffneck
reemerges eleven years later, hungry for power and revenge. He assembles
a cutthroat street team, and together, they challenge the elitists in the dope
game for control. Betrayal puts him behind bars to do a two-year stretch—
during the time when a serial killer starts preying on young drug dealers.

While locked away, Granny Sinclair and Ruffneck’s cousin are murdered.
He returns to the street with a brand-new plan: to find and annihilate those
responsible. His investigation not only uncovers the killers of his granny and
cousin, but also sheds light on his parents’ murderers. All fingers point to
one man—the mayor of Detroit.

Corruption, with enough explosive history behind it, place Ruffneck, the
mayor, and the serial killer all on a collision course with the truth.





	
	

	
	



Tecori Sheldon (aka Thomas Slater) is a native of Detroit, MI. He is the
author of Show Stoppah and No More Time-Outs. His next novel is Take
One for the Team. He hopes to create a footprint by stepping off into the
cement of literary greatness. Visit the author at www.slaterboyfiction.com,
Facebook.com/thomaseslater and Twitter.com/EarlWrites.
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				In Loving Memory of my Nephew:  Jermaine Slater, Jr.

				

				As a writer, my nephew, Jermaine Slater, Jr., was my biggest supporter. In those dark days when the doors that held access to the literary world were welded shut, Jermaine was there as a constant source of inspiration when I was ready to pull the plug. Cheering me on intensely, he would often say: “Unc, you’re crazy to give up your dreams when you’re so close—you feel me?” Of course, I couldn’t do anything but laugh. He was right. I had come too far. The doors and windows had been opened wide enough for me to live how I dreamed. 

				Unfortunately, I could not physically share this wondrous 
testimony of faith with Jermaine Slater, Jr.

				My nephew tragically departed this life April 15, 2011, leaving nothing behind but the devastation of heartache and emotional pain. After his untimely death I didn’t care much about anything, least of all, my dreams for literary greatness. Unfamiliar with the new air I was breathing, my nephew was my familiar oxygen; one that I could count on for a positive word whenever I emerged from a creative solitude. I could remember taking deep breaths, but couldn’t feel my lungs expanding. 

				Slipping into a sullen, somber sadness, weeks passed as I felt myself descending into the darkness of depression and pitching a tent in the name of “permanent residency.” But before I could get comfortable, God reminded me that my nephew wasn’t dead—and neither was my dream. The Lord let me know that anything He loved never died. And, Lil Maine, as long as I have oxygen in my lungs and blood coursing through my veins, I will honor your memory. Not by simply existing inside of the dream, but living it in the form of high-octane fiction that will become my staple for years to come. 

				Jermaine, with every word I write and every meditation I type, you will live. 

				So, from here on out, my writing career is dedicated to you, my loving nephew. Between you and me, one book at a time, we’re gonna stake our literary claim inside the minds of readers—all with God leading the way, of course. 

				The boy with the charming, mega-watt smile, slick swagger, accompanied by crazy, cool charisma will always occupy a special place in my heart! I love you, Lil Maine! 

				—Your uncle
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				God is my light! In Him I shall find my way home!

				To my brother, Jermaine Slater Sr., I pray God’s continual healing. 

				Folks, before you get to judging a brother, I want you guys to know that I’m perfectly sane. There’s a serial killer running rampant through the pages of this novel. You can blame one man for “Him’s” inspiration: my cousin, James Melvin Clayborne. You can call it throwing a family member under the bus if you want, but I’m distancing myself from you, Melbox, and, your twisted imagination. Oh, don’t act like you forgot, buddy. You remember that hysterical, soul-cleansing conversation about exes? Knaw, just joking, but my cousin’s the bomb! Thanks for having a brother’s back! Love you, man!  

				Y’all can partially blame my warped sense of humor on my Uncle Bubba—LT Posey.

				To Pops—I always enjoy our conversations. 

				Roger Jones, man, I have to thank you based on who you are alone. God definitely has you in reaching distance. 

				Zane, I always have to thank you. When the others said “no,” you said “yes.”

				Special shout-out to OOSA Book Club, ReaditAll BookReviews, Reader’s Paradise, EyeCU Reading & Social Network.

				To all the readers, I would just like to say: Thank you all for putting up with the insane, message-driven entertainment that I like to call “high-octane fiction.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				

				

				Somewhere in rural Pennsylvania…

				The three men were dressed in black and blended in with the darkness of the early morning hour. Armed with night vision glasses, Colt AR-15 Carbine 9mm rifles slung over shoulder, and automatic handguns holstered at the side, they softly moved on to an enormous deck.

				On their bellies, the shadows slid over to an enormous sliding-glass patio door with the natural creepy, cleverness of snakes in predation mode. As promised, the butler had done his job. The door was unlocked. To maintain a healthy level of uninterrupted anonymity, the silent, stealthy stalkers communicated through hand signs and directional gestures. Although the men easily blended into the element by dress, they were clearly distinguishable by height and size. The taller one seemed to function as the brains of the group. 

				One wave in the air, the men stood to their feet. One quick, simulated eye gouge dispersed them in different directions, all playing a very vital part at this thing going down smoothly. Other issues had to be neutralized before they could take out the intended targets, like slitting the throat of the heavyset black guard inside the guardshack in front of the property.

				The door to the shack wasn’t stubborn with noise, so it slid back without any resistance. A dark shadow surged up inside the night’s blackness, brandishing a huge stainless steel Rambo blade. One swipe across the throat was enough to bleed the guard out—straight ear-to-ear job. 

				The short, stocky, armed security guard standing on the front porch, bumping his gums on a cell phone, didn’t fare too well, either. From the background of darkness, an anorexic-thin razor wire was smoothly slipped over his throat. The dark figure pulled it tightly and hung on for a few moments until the struggling guard fell limp. The guard’s lifeless body was then tossed over the banister and into a gathering of bushes. 

				The supervisor guard nearest the north end of the property must’ve smelled the stench of death in the air; felt a heavy, troublesome disturbance in the atmosphere. With his two-way radio, he tried to get a handle on his officers. He hadn’t seen them since the briefing that had taken place three hours ago. Standing at an imposing six-eight and tipping the scales at nearly 300 pounds, the guard easily moved through the orchards with the cocky swagger of one who’d been battled-tested and survived the worst that the hood had to offer. Simply put: he feared no man. And he wasn’t even startled when he stumbled upon what appeared to be a huge man dressed in black. It didn’t take the guard long to figure out that this fool wasn’t there to perform random sprinkler system inspection. The assault rifle slung over the man in black’s shoulder was no instrument to gauge water pressure. The owner of the estate was rumored to be heavy in the game, so the guard automatically knew the intruder’s intentions. When the guard had taken on the job, he knew the risk of running security for the estate’s owner. But the rather generous paycheck he’d receive at the end of the week more than relaxed the consequences. 

				The ski-mask worn by this intruder didn’t leak one bit of identity. The two men knew that a battle to the death was imminent. The best man left standing. The officer didn’t know if that combatant would be him, and if he was victorious, would that be a good thing? Because poverty had taught him an honest lesson: a warning that where there was one roach—by lifting a dirty dish in the sink almost-always sent more scurrying. There were more shadows around here. He could feel them. They were probably watching for the outcome of this battle. Like some initiation. And as soon as he won, they would take him out without breaking a sweat.

				They faced each other like two Shogun Warriors, mutually laying down weapons and preparing for a man-style brawl. The shadow cast his assault rifle and sidearm to the grass. The six-inch Rambo knife was tossed also, the guard following suit, reluctantly unsnapping the waist holster and chucking his piece. He wanted to use it to blow the shadow out of his boots, but he knew before the body dropped, his bullet-riddled corpse wouldn’t be too far behind. 

				This was it, the inception of a struggle for life and death; a winner, and a dead loser. The shadow slightly nodded his head, indicating the ringing of the bell. 

				The two combatants slowly stalked each other, circling like two powerful lions, searching for potential weaknesses. The noise from the crickets stood as the only life-form to witness this potential bloody war for supremacy. Both men silently sized each other as if hoping to mount a deadly campaign for bringing about the quick demise of the opposition. 

				The shadow’s body language was unreadable; so damn relaxed that the guard never saw the first punch, but felt the blow as it violently snapped his head to the left. The officer stumbled, legs buckling but he managed to stay on his feet. The blood he spat to the ground looked darker than usual under the blackness of the early morning skies. His front tooth was loose and the pain radiating from a split bottom lip launched the guard into survival-mode. He exploded from his stance with a head-crushing right-hook-of-a haymaker, but was stopped in his tracks by the shadow’s defensive counter. It was a short power-kick to the inner right thigh of the guard’s lead leg, completely impeding forward progress and turning him sideways, leaving him open. The shadow’s reflexes were swift and capitalized on the guard’s vulnerability while capturing his neck inside of an inescapable headlock. 

				The guard’s eyes protruded from the sockets like he’d been surprised by the Grim Reaper. The shadow stayed poised and calm, holding on to the headlock as if playing with the victim, allowing him to fight, struggle, scratch and buck like a fisherman giving the prized catch on the end of his reel enough line to grow weak. And when the guard began to grow powerless and limp, choking, slobbering and laboring for oxygen, the shadow wrenched his victim’s neck in one mighty motion, taking pleasure in hearing the sounds of crunching bones and snapping muscle. The shadow released the dead man, letting his body drop to the dew-saturated grass; his eyes captured in a stiff, lifeless gaze.

				Savoring his victory, he stooped down to retrieve his weapons. He was in phenomenal condition; hadn’t once thought about breathing heavy or breaking a sweat. When he was done strapping his weapons back into holsters, a smaller shadow ascended from the darkness. The smaller one let his gaze drop to the dead man, and then back up to his superior as if to ask: Why bother with the struggle when you could’ve just as easily laid the guard down with a simple shot to the head with the silencer-equipped sidearm? But anybody familiar with his superior’s taste for hand-to-hand combat with a worthy adversary knew not to ask those kinds of questions. He knew his boss had sized up the big guard to be a gladiator; and gladiators were made to go out like warriors. 

				The superior nodded his head at the body as if implying that the guard was good but not good enough. Fun and games were over. Their real test slumbered behind the walls of the mansion, an assignment in which the contractor warned before the mission that failure could end in the assassin’s heads being stuffed and mounted on his wall. There was simply no room on the bandwagon for incompetence. They’d been handpicked from a pool of excellence and given detailed orders to carry out to the latter. 

				Through the deck’s sliding screen patio door, the men glided effortlessly over the dark floors with their 9mm AR-15 Carbines out in front. In a one-by-one cover formation, the team crept through, exploring every dark corner with laser sightings. The piercing red dots danced around the walls of darkness like playful fireflies chasing, playing a deadly game of Freeze Tag.

				The place was huge and eloquently boasted of exquisite furnishings, priceless period paintings, and magnificent sculptures in antiquity. Expensive chandeliers hung from high vaulted ceilings like diamond- studded disco balls. Standing in the foyer on marble floors, the men stood unfazed by the owner’s expensive taste. With their left hand underneath the barrel, stock snuggly fitting in the small of the right shoulder, eyes staring down the cross-hairs, trigger fingers ready for destruction, they crouch-walked cautiously up the spiral staircase, taking one step at a time. 

				The live-in nanny’s room was just to the left of the staircase. The mark’s room was at the opposite end of the hallway. The door belonging to the eight-year-old son was inches in front. The scary-ass butler had outlined the whole layout of the house.

				Another simulated eye-gouge, followed by one finger being shoved in the air, quietly dispatched one man to each room. Almost on cue, the shadows slowly slung their rifles across their shoulders, removing sidearms and screwing on silencers. Kids were not generally part of the package when they rolled through on some death and destruction shit, but this one was different. They’d been given specific instructions to terminate the little bastard. The reason was overemphasized in the briefing: Sometimes little bastards grow up to be big bastards with powerful appetites for vengeance. The client who’d purchased the contract stated that he wanted all T’s crossed and all I’s dotted. Nothing was to live that could potentially come back and bite him in the ass.

				The head shadow stopped short of the man named Walker Story’s bedchamber door, giving the signal for the others to proceed with caution. He stayed put while the other two went on to carry out the order of termination. He was going to need all guns on deck when he tangled with the main mark. They’d been meticulously briefed on Mister Walker Story. The man wasn’t just your average, run-of-the-mill drug lord, but a butcher who lived for war. He was a full load and cautioned not to be taken lightly. Those flashlight-wielding, rent-a-cops they’d executed were mere child’s play compared to a man who prided himself on the numerous bodies of arrogant kingpins that had fallen to his trigger. The team’s superior recognized that one fatal slip of concentration around Walker Story, and they could wind up as dollars, lining the inside of some mortician’s wallet. They needed to be extremely careful. In all of his years working the business, he’d never lost one man to a mission and didn’t intend to start now.

				The nanny was sleeping when the first shadow infiltrated; an elderly Latino woman slumbering in a head scarf resembling the colors of the Mexican flag. The red dot from his sidearm rested on the center of her forehead. She didn’t move after the shadow pumped two silent hot ones behind the red dot. Shadow number two shone the dot of death around inside of the bedroom belonging to young Walker Story. To his surprise, the child wasn’t sleeping in his bed, or anywhere inside the bedroom. He walked back out signaling that the boy was gone. They stood puzzled for the moment, but time restraints pushed them to abandon the search. The senior was their primary focus. 

				The lead shadow now had his hand on the doorknob, housing the man responsible for the total distribution of drugs circulating around the city and surrounding suburbs. Legend had it that Walker Story was grossly sadistic. Pittsburgh’s underworld showered him with respect. Nobody opposed him. Rival crews were run out of town and those who stayed, paid a tax to deal on his streets. Walker Story was reported as being the worst of the worst, a Teflon Don who couldn’t be touched by local law enforcement or government task force agencies.

				Something creepy and totally unexpected happened as the shadows cautiously opened the door. The bedroom lights popped on, flooding the room as if they’d been wired to do so at the opening of the door. Walker’s eyes popped opened like they had also been synchronized with the lights. The shadows had to move. No longer working with the element of surprise, the men rushed through the door like storm troopers, anticipating to be mowed over by gunfire. The room was enormous, almost doubling the size of a small apartment. They had some ground to cover because Walker Story and his wife lay in a huge California King bed at the very far end of the room.

				The kingpin was lying on his back with both hands under the cover when he fired the first shot, sounding like a cannon going off, ripping through the comforter, blowing feathers in the air. The team scrambled behind furniture, breaking formation and quickly returning fire. 

				The blast startled the wife. She jumped up, frantically screaming, catching a bullet to the side of the head and one between her bare breasts. Walker Story let out an inhuman cry as he watched bullets rip through his wife’s flesh. With a crazed look in his eyes, he jumped up on the mattress and whipped out a weapon that resembled a small hand cannon, blazing and dementedly shouting obscenities over the noise of the gun battle. Walker surgically worked with the .44 Auto Magnum, spitting round after round until the numbers game caught up with him. A shot tore through his left shoulder, forcefully slamming him into the headboard of the California King. He recovered. And that’s when he tripped over his wife’s body, receiving another blast, but this one tore through the flesh of his stomach. 

				In the blanket of gunfire, a small head popped out from underneath the bed. It was Walker Story, Jr. Surprise registered on the faces behind the masks. Like, what in the hell was the kid doing underneath the damn bed? Shock from the discovery of the kid lasted for about as long as it took for one of the men to get a bead on the youngster, lining the red dot right between his eyes. Without concern for his own well-being, Walker Senior dove to cover his son, relentlessly blasting away, fire belching from the muzzle of his weapon. Walker’s efforts finally hit pay dirt as one of the shadows caught some lead. The man yelled out in agonizing pain. It was the superior of the team who had fallen victim to a high thigh shot. 

				The child screamed as his father’s weight barreled on top of him. Walker tried to shove his son back underneath the bed with one hand, while firing the pistol with the other. He was able to get the boy’s torso under the bed when he was hit in the back. His breath halted as his body shook in spasms, the .44 falling to the carpet. The child cried out as he watched one of the shadows step up and level a weapon on his defenseless father. He popped off two quick rounds, both violently entering Walker Senior’s forehead and blowing out the rear. 

				Feathers still floated around in the air. The acrid aroma of gunpowder saturated the air and gun smoke gave away to poor visibility. The superior shadow wanted to scream out in pain as the slug inside his leg started to heat up. And while the other two stepped from the trenches, the superior tended to his wound by removing his belt and strapping it around his injured thigh, a few inches above, as a makeshift tourniquet. He pulled hard on the belt to stop the flow of blood and almost passed out. The pain was immense and caused him to clench his teeth tightly to suppress a scream. He took a deep breath and got to his feet, using the barrel of his AR-15 Carbine as a cane to stand. The other two took the time to reload their weapons.

				The boy was weeping loudly over his father’s body. Killing the child would be the last order of business. Little Walker Story looked to be no more than eight years of age. They all stood around the boy as he screamed, begging his father to wake up. The men didn’t fully know how well the boy understood these kinds of things, but it wasn’t their job to educate him. They were there to eliminate any future threat. 

				The superior surveyed the human carnage that could only be caused by the violence of greed: men who had everything but still wanted more. It sickened him to waste the skills he’d learned while fighting for his country overseas, on cowards who didn’t know the first thing about honor. All they knew was to pay somebody like him to do their dirty work. He looked at Walker’s wife. His training forbade him to show any type of emotion, but the woman didn’t deserve this. Blood smeared the wall behind the bed, but his most disturbing task lay in icing the child. 

				Before he could even begin to give in to human compassion, the leader smoothly shoved the barrel of the AR-15 inches from the boy’s head, when the butler barged in, startling them and almost getting his ass blown off in the process. His hands were out in front in a pleading manner, begging to spare the child’s life. 

				The nuts on the butler were the size of Florida oranges, thought the leader. He’d been warned to stay away from the house, in exchange for his life. But here he was, as bold as shit, begging like some third-class citizen for the child’s safety. The old man all but tap danced in, trying to negotiate the release, until the smaller of the shadows aimed the red dot of death inside the butler’s right eye. This action only intensified the butler’s pleading urgency for the child’s release. 

				And just when the shadow was about to pull the trigger, a loud boom pierced the atmosphere, sending everybody in the room for cover—everybody with the exception of the smaller member of the team, who was jerked off his feet and hurled violently into the wall by the impact. The old man was the first one to look out of hiding, only to observe little Walker Story, holding his father’s gun, the barrel smoking. Because of the weapon’s powerful kick, the butler couldn’t understand how the small boy held on to the .44 Auto Magnum. But that was the least of their worries. With no room for more thought, the old man grabbed the boy and whisked him from the room, before the other two spooks could make light of how one of their best killers could’ve fallen by the hands of an eight-year-old. 

				Down the stairs as fast as his elderly body could respond, the butler and the boy were at the base of the staircase when the bullets started flying, zinging, and exploding anything made of glass. To maximize speed and provide the young child with a human shield, the butler pushed the boy to the front as bullets sprayed around them while they made their escape. The glass dinette table burst as they ran by, sending flying jagged glass chunks through the air. The butler could feel penetration of some kind to his back, but he wasn’t about to stop to find out. Adrenaline caused him to push the boy to his limits. It was the only thing he could do after selling out his former employer. 

				Outside, sitting on the other side of the house, was a brand-new Corvette, clean and glistening under the stars. They ran right by it. There was no time to try and get away using wheels. The tunnels would be their best bet for survival. Trying desperately to fend off the fog inside his head, the sixty-year-old managed to make it to the orchards. The two avoided the body of the security guard supervisor that lay twisted in the grass. The little boy was crying loudly, begging for his father and mother. The butler tried his best to silence the kid. The yard was enormous and the hit team could be anywhere. 

				Straining to lift the manhole cover, the old man almost blacked out. There was a ladder leading down inside the hole. At the bottom sat a system of elaborately constructed tunnels. Walker Story, Sr. had secretly commissioned a private contractor to erect underground tunnels for emergency purposes. Lights were secured and firmly affixed to the ceiling, snaking down the concrete corridors. Halfway down, the bullets started again. The shadows were right behind them now. The old dude caught a hot one in the shoulder as he pushed the boy to run for dear life. The butler was growing weaker by the moment. He wanted to drop from extreme exhaustion, but he couldn’t let his boss down again. He was going to deliver this kid to the planned safe house, even if it killed him.

				The two arrived at a bend in the tunnel; the butler removing a nondescript white card the size of a driver’s license and swiping across the scanner of a digital-faced unit embedded inside a wall. The action was immediate; a slab of concrete rose like something out of a 007 movie. They stepped through just in time as a hail of bullets slammed into the wall, kicking up concrete chips and dust. The concrete door dropped down behind the butler after he escaped.

				Darkness was trying to pull down the butler’s eyelids as they arrived fifteen minutes later at the door of a small wood-framed house in the woods, where he fell through moments after it opened. Another elderly gentleman stood over the butler as he informed the stranger of the tragic events that had gone down a few miles away. What the butler thought to be jagged glass from the dinette table was, in fact, two bullets he’d received in the back. Only the sheer will to accomplish the mission kept him on his feet. He died shortly after giving specific instruction to the stranger for smuggling the child to a safe house in Detroit.

				

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Ante Up

				Nine Years Later…

				

				Known by staff and five-o as Walker Story, Jr., the hard banger walked the hallways of Northwestern High School, instilling fear inside the student body under the street-handle Ruffneck. He was seventeen and a complete beast. Ruffneck had spent almost four years with his finger on the pulse of the school’s underworld, and spilled blood in its hallways in an effort to be established as the apex predator. It was a task that had cost him any chance of graduating on time with his class, but he didn’t give a damn. Money was his only real reason why he hadn’t dropped out earlier. The school was full of it.

				It was the beginning of September; the second week into a brand-new school year. Ruffneck sat in his desk at the back of the classroom, totally unimpressed by geometry. He sat in the presence of what he called square-ass niggas. Displeasure tattooed his face while watching his classmates jump around like trained monkeys to answer one of the teacher’s tired-ass questions. 

				Suckas, Walker thought. He understood the true net worth of lames. A sucka was only good for licking, and not the type of licking that appeased the taste buds. Ruffneck’s definition was the one in which pimped out the pockets. And as his classmates jumped over each other like affection-starved dogs, he smiled, knowing that all of them at one time had supported his solid campaign to reign supreme in his quest to rule the school under one powerful lord. All had to pay for his protection. The weak had to be gobbled up inside the makings of the ultimate strength needed by a young, thug leader. 

				The same way the students were crawling over each other to answer the teacher, they lined up in dark places with money or other valuable possessions in exchange to be left alone to pursue a pain-free education. Anybody who opposed Ruffneck’s will was usually laid out over the turf, the victim of a merciless beating, and left a bloody example for the rest of the student body.

				Three months before summer vacation, the example had come in the form of James Nasmith, a senior classman. He was a popular boy with a brilliant football future in front of him. Paparazzi flashbulbs were the only things that could keep up with the All-American running back on the football field. The opposition was powerless against his phenomenal speed. Literarily, the boy couldn’t be touched—and along with his schoolyard celebrity, came the bravado that spelled out defiance. He was the only one that rejected Ruffneck’s proposal for protection, boasting loudly in the school hallways about being untouchable. 

				Nasmith bragged in mock advertisement about his family being heavy in the game and his cousins notorious for their lack of patience when it came down to somebody fucking with family. But all that noise had been silenced two days before the Memorial Day holiday. James Nasmith had been beaten within an inch of his life. Ruffneck had caught the boy out in front of the building after school and beaten him bloody with an axe handle that had been wrapped in black electrical tape. There was never an arrest made because the students who’d witnessed the Walking Tall-style beat down were too terrified to identify Ruffneck. The brutal beating he’d laid out gained him the title of undisputed heavyweight, and crowned him as the grimiest cat to have ever walked the hallways of Northwestern High School. 

				“Who can tell me what is a hexagon?” the geometry teacher, Ms. Princess Alan, asked. Kids literally jumped up and down in the attempt to exhibit academic intelligence.

				Ruffneck tuned out the classroom. He didn’t give a damn about angles. The only angle keeping his attention right now was sexual fantasies of hiking Ms. Alan’s dress up, bending her big ass over the desk at an angle, and sexing her until she fell under his spell. She was a second-year teacher, young, black and gorgeous, who possessed shoulder-length hair and bewitching ebony curves.

				The more Ruffneck thought about it, the more the whole concept didn’t figure into the grand scheme of life—angles, equations, and theories. Did they even apply to people like him? Or was it just another promise of a materialistic fantasy that the white man force-fed an anorexic, financially strapped black community. Ruffneck had been to McDonald’s hundreds of times, and never had he witnessed an employee using an equation in dropping some fucking fries. A busboy would look pretty stupid trying to clear tables applying complicated formulas used in solving calculus problems. 

				Walker was not into buying the whole dream-selling notion. The shit wasn’t flying. He’d seen the raw ass of the darker side of reality. It didn’t resemble anything like Happy Days. He lived in the ghetto—a place where underprivileged niggas ravaged each other trying to grab the coveted spot that would grant them the riches needed to live lavish like niggas in the rap videos.

				One glance around the classroom only heightened his will to be hood rich. The shabby and dingy clothes worn by his classmates incensed him. Yeah, they paid him a small piece of the pie for safety, but he was in no way responsible for so much damn poverty in one room. White America could keep their dream that bred slums. Ruffneck wanted his chips right now—with dip, if he could. And why not? He was fucking royalty, born from the loins of an African-American kingpin. He couldn’t remember his father’s face, but Ruffneck possessed enough memory to know that he’d lived like a prince.

				Life was large—that was until those shadows had come calling and took it all away. The brutal murder of both his parents. Shot down like they were mangy, humping stray dogs in a filthy alley. Ruffneck remembered the murders all too well.

				Life wasn’t fair, and as far as he was concerned, life was on trial. He would preside over shit. Everything that had been done to him would be done double-time to the world. The world was personally responsible for the substandard living conditions that left him living in the ghetto, just like his classmates. 

				Ruffneck understood that his protection scam was peanuts, but it was a start. It had been putting food on the table for almost four years now. All the real money belonged to the old heads in the dope game: old niggas stuck in their ways with the game on lock and no room for new blood. Niggas whose time on earth was set to expire by the timer set on his rise to power. 

				Ruffneck lustfully stared at Ms. Alan’s exotic, voluptuous ass as she erased the blackboard, making room to write more problems. It seductively jiggled inside a form-fitting skirt with every brush of the eraser, leaving him a stiff piece of wood that was harder than his desktop. Ms. Alan had always been a fantasy; one that he’d seen many times with her standing by his side as he took his place at the top of the game.

				Ruffneck sat at his desk, with his pants around the ankles of his fantasy and him doggy-humping the hell out of his beautiful teacher, when the bell rang. It was a good thing his muscular, stocky frame was rocking one of those long white Sean John T-shirts. His hard dick had the opportunity to stay incognito.

				He composed himself and walked out with the other students, glancing backward at Ms. Alan. Truly, he wanted nothing more than to hit that; beat it until she was pregnant with triplets. She had him by a couple years, but even age differences could be overcome with him making mad loot and giving her any fucking thing she wanted. 

				Scarface had that shit right, Ruffneck thought as he eased out into the sunshine. Money was the power in getting niggas whatever the heart desired, even Ms. Alan if he grinded hard enough for her. But he had the feeling that hollering at her wouldn’t be too hard to accomplish. Ruffneck had noticed Ms. Alan’s probing glances. They were subtle, but he was aware. He was seventeen but well-schooled in the art of reading women. 

				Ruffneck’s apprenticeship had been completed seven years ago under the expert tutelage and guidance of a musty-pussy hooker who’d lived five doors up the street from his grandma. Lover Lips had been her name and she’d taught Ruffneck everything he needed in knowing about the art of satisfying a woman. 

				Lover Lips had also been his first piece of sexual experience. Twenty dollars had been the agreed-upon price. Ruffneck hadn’t hesitated once, while stealing the loot out of his grandma’s purse. He had been an enormously endowed ten-year-old, hung like a porn star. Within one week, Ruffneck was fucking Lover Lips with the natural ability of an experienced man. And over time, she’d also laid out to him the game needed in capturing a woman’s mind. He sucked it all up, absorbing the knowledge like a sponge. Ruffneck had learned that game was strong enough to get from a woman, but thuggin’ was made for a man.

				The last bit of knowledge the prostitute had laid on him was that all women possessed thug-cravings. Lover Lips had told him that inside the naughty bedroom chambers of every female soul, lurked an insatiable hunger to be fucked down by a thug with a criminal record longer than hard dick.

				Ruffneck knew Ms. Alan secretly dreamed of the cut of his jeans. One day, he would have the opportunity, but right now, he had to get his paper tight. 

				As he walked through the staff parking lot, students damn near broke their necks pushing each other out of his way. The damn school belonged to him. Everybody not bowing the fuck down was forced to the dirt by a grimy crew of hard pipe-hitting niggas he had under his thumb. His crew was soldiers who came highly skilled in the genre of ghetto guerilla warfare. And even though his street team was comprised of dropouts, Ruffneck didn’t need them to run the school. He had his own back in a scrap, but if it caused for it, he had troops. Nobody in their right mind would step to him; but just in case some loser grew nuts, Ruffneck kept his army on speed dial. When they rolled through, it usually meant curtains for the opposition. 

				Walker pimped through the crowd of students with the sun shining on his smooth brown skin. He wasn’t a giant by any stretch of the imagination—5’8”—but he carried weight like a Mack truck. His high cheekbones, brush-wavy hair and thick lips gave him the Tyson Beckford profile. 

				Students stood around in cluttered, congregated bunches, covering every square inch of ground, but opened up as Walker advanced, giving him an undeterred pathway to the sidewalk of West Grand Boulevard, known as the Death March. The March was a long stretch of road that connected to Grand River Avenue. It was also dominated by fleabag motels, halfway houses, and violent thugs hanging out on every corner. 

				Beat-downs, robberies, drive-by shootings and sometimes murder, occurred on this hostile quarter-mile trek to the main street of Grand River. If they could, some students took alternate routes. But not Ruffneck; he was strapped for any and every possible situation, and jackers were hip to it. They knew he was never one to shy away from busting caps at a nigga. Plus, this was his domain. Anybody putting in work on the Death March without his verbal authorization would have to severely answer to him.

				Ruffneck seldomly walked to the crib from school, but there were those days where he passed on a ride from his homeboys in favor of enjoying the sights and sounds of the ghetto. Those were also the days where his head ran heavy with the brutal demons of his past. They were painful memories of losing both parents to cowards who were punked out behind masks. The memories were lacerating for him. And it usually took walks through the hood to clear his head. 

				The other thing he could remember from that night was taking aim at one of the bastards and blowing the heart out his chest. They had taken the best things in his life. There was nothing he could’ve done to bring them back. Knowing he’d taken one of those niggas to the dirt was a small measure of retribution. Ruffneck knew, for some good reason, that the rest responsible were still out there, and one day he would have an opportunity at killing them all. 

				He figured the lady of karma was always deadly when you made love to the bitch without a rubber. She always came back mean, hateful and pregnant, and carrying the fucking seeds of revenge. 

				Now heading west on Grand River, Ruffneck thought about the best way to grab onto the horns of his dream. His protection racket wasn’t gonna cut it. Shaking down broke niggas at school was barely keeping change inside his pockets. 

				Ruffneck knew that his old man was some kind of a beast—judging by the way he’d gone out. He idly wondered if his father had started out from the gutter. And if he did, what steps had he instituted to grab his place in life. Success had to hinge on proper planning. Ruffneck knew that he just couldn’t step right in and start muscling the game. His plan had to be sweet on finesse, a plot, and strategy: The casual approach at gaining ground inch by inch. Starting out small and slowly building, while managing to fly under the radar of those holding power, would be the best way to attack and conquer. 

				Ruffneck wasn’t much for reading that school-issued shit that domesticated young black males like him. When he did read, it was always for personal enhancement. Books like: Art of War by Sun Tzu; powerful information that he could use in the here-and-now for the vital growth and education of establishing an empire. He learned that kingdoms were erected brick by brick. In his language: one street corner at a time. Let those cats in control of vast territory stay drunk with the security of knowing that nobody would challenge. Tzu taught him that false security had been the downfall of many kingdoms. 

				But for now, he would settle on hollering at shit that would grow into dividends for amassing the loot needed to finance a war on his competitors, starting with jacking the punk that sat in a brand-new funny, custom-colored Chevy Tahoe. The twenty-four-inch aftermarkets dog was rolling on, were sweet as hell to Ruffneck. The fool would never see the jack coming. The sweet piece of candy chilling in the passenger seat in the form of a long-haired gold digger was stroking his ego, relieving him of his guard. The truck was parked one block ahead, on the corner of a side street off the main. 

				At two-thirty in the afternoon, many of the residents were at work or getting ready to go, but that shit didn’t matter to Ruffneck. He needed this lick right now. The rims would fetch a pretty penny on the open market, and he bet the lame had sounds in the ride, too. All ballers did. 

				Two feet from the back of the truck, the Glock .40 seemed to appear inside Ruffneck’s right hand as if he were a master illusionist. He didn’t know anything about making women levitate, but he damn sure was about to make this nigga’s truck disappear with just one wave of the weapon inside his hand.

				“Get yo’ bitch ass out the car, nigga!” Ruffneck insanely ordered, sticking the pistol through the open window and right behind the driver’s left ear.

				The woman screamed loud enough to make eardrums bleed.

				“Shut up, bitch!” Ruffneck screamed at the girl as he held the cat stiffly in check by bringing the barrel down to the nigga’s jaw.

				“A’ight, nigga, chill—” the man made an attempt to say. 

				But without thought, Ruffneck roughly grabbed the man by the back of his long braids and slammed his face down so hard against the steering wheel, the horn blew. The woman screamed as blood poured from the man’s broken nose. She managed to fumble open the door, falling out; her apple bottom hitting the pavement hard as she rolled over on all fours to make a mad dash for cover. 

				Ruffneck laughed harshly at the dude.

				“Can’t trust a bitch with yo’ back, hunh, homeboy?” Ruffneck joked as he snatched opened the driver’s door. “Get yo’ ass out!”— He pulled the guy out of the truck and stomped on his head for good measure.

				Ruffneck hopped in the truck and peeled out, leaving nothing but skid marks on the victim’s manhood. He tried to drive the speed limit but found it impossible. The dude was probably on his cell reporting the lick to five-o. Ruffneck couldn’t and wouldn’t be caught riding dirty in a hot truck with heat at his waist. It wouldn’t be beneficial to his future kingdom. A leader was only as good as his ability to stay composed and focused in the teeth of pressure. He didn’t think of himself as a thief. To him, thieves were the lowest forms of life that needed to be squashed like roaches crawling around on the floor. Ruffneck was a businessman and the streets were his office. 

				As he created distance between him and the jacking, Ruffneck allowed himself to come down from the adrenaline flowing inside his body. He could’ve killed the cat. Ruffneck was glad that it hadn’t come down to it, but he could’ve wasted the fool. After all, his cherry had been popped when he’d put the work in on one of the team members who’d been responsible in taking out his parents. So killing wasn’t a thing. Besides, Ruffneck knew leaving bodies lying around wouldn’t be good for business. He wouldn’t permit himself the room for sloppiness. 

				Ruffneck turned off the main street, trying to relax and appreciate the butter-soft leather. He removed a CD from the visor’s clip-on holder. It was music from some up-and-coming studio gangsta named 187. Even though the punk was a wannabe, the beat and lyrics were off the hook. The single “Ante Up” was da bomb. He cranked the volume allowing the base from the cabinet in the back to shake and rattle the windows. 

				He had been right. He knew the sucka had sounds. Ruffneck hopped the freeway as the smooth baseline thumped over the rapper’s slick lyrical delivery. 187 rapped about coming up in the game and taking his place at the head of the table, becoming one of the industry titans. Ruffneck could relate. He wasn’t trying to become a music industry nothing. His shit was for real. He was an authentic gangsta with major plans of redesigning the city’s kingpin-hierarchy, a very lucrative vision that would leave him sitting pretty in a phat mansion. This feat would come with death. Ruffneck didn’t have a problem with dirt-napping cats as long as it was going to provide the empire of his choosing. If he had to bury niggas to live out his dream, then the funeral homes were gonna be overcrowded by his product.

				As Ruffneck bumped and rocked to the sounds of prophecy, he laughed at the major playas that were ignorant to his existence. But they would soon get a glimpse of the little nigga born from a bigger gangsta. Ruffneck was gonna bring it like it had never been brought before. His mental Glock was loaded as he visualized victims falling to the turf, holes in their bodies and pockets flipped inside out like they had been run.

				Detroit was his home. And since he could vaguely remember the sweet memories of his old life, this would be the perfect opportunity at building a new one. Regardless, if his foundation would be constructed over the deteriorating bodies of his competitors, his goal was heaven on earth. 

				A war was brewing.

				While he drove his way down I-96 freeway, Ruffneck had three words of advice to submit to his rivals: Ante up, niggas! 

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Let’s Get It Poppin’

				

				

				Ruffneck blew the Chevy’s horn. Around the third honk, a motorized, rusty gate groaned to life with a squeaky chorus of disapproval as it retracted. Ruffneck drove right into the open gate of a junkyard the size of a major shopping mall. With the window down, the sweet fragrance from tree air fresheners hanging around the gearshift in the Tahoe, was losing the fight against the oily stench of rusted-out wrecks, piles of sludge-oozing car parts, and heavy machinery that belched blue smoke. 

				Ruffneck carefully drove the maze as directed by men wearing oil-covered overalls and crude-sludge-stained boots. He came across one of these cats at every twist and bend of the oil-slick, blanketed dirt road. He reached down around his waist, moving the Glock .40 in a position of readiness—just in case the nigga he was here to see wasn’t who he claimed to be. The more he drove, the grimier the men grew until he reached the back; niggas started to look like oil monsters staring out of crackhead eyes. 

				He stopped on the side of a rickety old office building the size of an outhouse. The Glock underneath his white T-shirt, Ruffneck exited the SUV, careful to step over a nasty-looking puddle of water that looked to have a hefty mixture of everything disgusting floating on top. Ruffneck felt that even brushing against the air inside the yard would leave indestructible dirt stains in the fabric of his crispy white Sean John. 

				“You Menace’s boy, hunh?” asked something that looked like a man, but Ruffneck wasn’t sure. The cat was greasy with long, dirty-looking dreads. 

				“Ain’t that what Menace told you?” Ruffneck snapped with sauce. He was standing with his hands down at his side.

				“Min’ your tongue, boy.” He looked toward the shack. “Ay, Greasy, you got one of these smart-ass lil niggas out here.”

				There was absolutely no mistaking the mountain with legs that wedged out of the narrow office door. The man named Greasy wore a black patch on his right eye like he was a damn junkyard pirate. Greasy was responsible for a hefty portion of cocaine dealt on the streets of Detroit. The yard was just a front for his operation. Ruffneck also knew the slob was into insurance jobs, contract hits, and prostitution. 

				“We don’t usually deal with people we don’t know. But since you Menace’s boy, we’re gonna make a one-time exception,” Greasy explained in a voice plagued by nasal problems; his chubby cheeks looked to be swollen with tobacco. 

				Ruffneck stood silent, trying to get a read on Greasy. But the man was horrible to stare at. Even though Greasy was naturally dark-skinned, his junkyard profession looked to have compromised his pigmentation—mutating, adding a darker alien-shade to his spooky ebony demeanor. 

				Greasy rubbed his dirty hands along the SUV’s highly polished finish, leaving an oily smear behind.

				“Real slick, but unfortunately, young blood, we don’t have a market to move vehicles with custom paint jobs. Most of our shit is local. We don’t have an out-of-town market.” 

				“So, what that mean?” Ruffneck asked calmly. 

				Everybody knew that half of the stolen cars in the city ended up leaving from the junkyard. Ruffneck already knew that the shit was personal for some reason. The SUV he’d jacked was butter, and would’ve been loot at any other chop shop. This nigga was on some other shit. Ruffneck’s right hand eased down toward his shirttail in case he had to get to his heat and lay a few fools down.

				“That means, young blood,” Greasy said, “hop inside this niggered-out chariot and push out of here.”

				“Menace said that you were on the level. Said you was about business,” Ruffneck said, bracing for shit to pop off.

				Greasy disrespectfully spat out a nasty brown glob which landed close to Ruffneck’s sneakers. The older man smiled at his boy as he continued to chew his tobacco and stare at Ruffneck like he was weak. 

				The volcano blast of rage went off behind Ruffneck’s fiery blood shots. His forehead wrinkled into anger lines. He slowly tugged at his shirttail with his right hand. Death was a few inches away. This nigga didn’t know who he was dealing with, and Ruffneck was about to put some holes in his fat ass. 

				“It’s like that?” was all Ruffneck could manage while trying like hell to keep his composure. He knew about Greasy. The blob might’ve been fat, sloppy and disgusting, but the nigga made his bones by making cats disappear. Ruffneck wasn’t gonna take this fool lightly.

				The sound of a slide being pulled back on an automatic weapon was eerily unmistakable. A round had been chambered. War was about to be waged.

				Ruffneck slowly turned in the direction of the noise. It was the slim monster that he’d exchanged first-words with before he’d talked to Greasy. The chump was clutching a Beretta 9mm in his chubby right hand.

				“Young nigga, first and foremost,” said the fool, holding the Beretta, “you came up in here with the wrong attitude. Like we ’sposed to hook yo’ young ass up. Nigga, do you know where you at? We can crush yo’ young ass”—he paused to watch a huge car-crushing machine chew up a late-model Ford—“up in that machine, and nobody would be able to find yo’ punk ass.”

				Four more dirtballs walked up holding heat.

				Greasy sarcastically smiled again before spitting more tobacco juice and wiping away brown lines of slob from his chin.

				“We seen yo’ type of nigga befo’—wannabe gangsta-ass thug. That schoolyard shit might work in the schoolhouse,” Greasy said, staring at the cats brandishing the hardware with his chest poked out, “but you see, we some grown-ass men up in here, dog. Ain’t got time for young nigga games.”

				“Now jump back in that hot mothafucka and bounce yo’ hot ass up out of here,” ordered the pudgy dude pointing the 9mm.

				It didn’t take Ruffneck too long to choose options. These niggas were ready to open up on him. He might’ve been insane when it came down to his respect, but he wasn’t stupid. Ruffneck studied each face carefully; almost like he was taking and storing mental Kodaks for future termination. He wasn’t going to let this shit slide. The lines of anger eased inside Ruffneck’s forehead.

				He raised his arms in the air.

				“All right…it’s your world. I’m just leaving,” he said as he stepped over a puddle and opened the door to the SUV. “But I’ll see you niggas later.” 

				“Get yo’ bitch ass out of here, before I let these niggas get to dumping on yo’ young ass,” Greasy threatened. 

				Incensed, Ruffneck drove out of the gate. He’d been embarrassed. Humiliated. Greasy had wiped his ass with his respect. The Reaper was reflecting brightly inside the mirrors of Ruffneck’s pupils. Greasy wasn’t long for this world. Ruffneck would make sure of it. But right now, his first priority was to unload the hot SUV. The police were probably on to him by now. He couldn’t run the risk of getting popped. 

				Ruffneck’s cell joint went off. 

				“’Sup, Granny Sinclair?” Ruffneck answered, trying to chase away the leftover anger in his voice while gripping the wheel with one hand. 

				“Boy, where you at?” asked the old woman. “Told you to come right home after the schoolhouse let you out.”

				Ruffneck took a moment to answer. He’d violated his first rule by letting Greasy’s fat ass get to him. And he didn’t want the remaining anger he harbored to spill over into this conversation. The respect he had for the old woman ranked right up there with that of his father. Ruffneck had to admit: he hadn’t been the easiest child in the city to rear, and in doing so, he’d more than maxed out the old woman’s limits with all the bullshit he’d put her through. By right, most would’ve shown his little ass how hard the ground was after throwing him out of their front door, but not her. Granny was a trooper, and for that, he owed her his life.

				“If’n you can get your head out of your ass, gangsta, I’m runnin’ a little low on my heart medication and need a refill A-S-A-P.”

				“Granny Sinclair, I gotta few moves to make and I’ll be there in a hot minute.”

				“What’s so hot about it?” Granny Sinclair ripped off, with a throaty cough that sounded like she was about to hack up a lung. “How many times I gotta tell you that I’m not one of those hip-hop bitches?”

				Ruffneck laughed. His relationship with the old lady had been erected on trust and humor. Even though she was in her late sixties, Granny Sinclair’s mind was razor-sharp with superb wit. 

				“Listen, ol’ lady, you need anything else besides the ticker medicine?”

				“Some cigarettes, boy.”

				“I’m not gonna help you punch your ticket on the Heavenly Express. I’ll get your meds, but William can cop the coffin nails.”

				Granny Sinclair barked out a set of coughs that sounded like they were sponsored by the Grim Reaper. William was her crackhead-ass biological, walking apocalyptic offerings to the world. He’d managed to spread unholy terror to the senior citizens in the neighborhood. Any old person that he’d catch coming out of a check cashing joint or a corner liquor store on the first of the month, was immediately checked in. William was a hardcore smoke-head who shared one single impulsive philosophy: rob, shoot, and run—but sometimes not all in that order. And even though he never pulled the trigger on the elderly, everybody else was fair game. 

				Ruffneck hated William and used to bump heads with the nigga when he was a little cat. That was, until Ruffneck had come into his own gangsta, sprouted a few inches, and started laying out bodies on his campaign for respect. 

				“You know I don’t see that son-of-bitch ’til the first of the month,” Granny Sinclair responded.

				Ruffneck drove slowly, periodically checking his rearview mirror for the police. He had to get the old lady off of the phone to concentrate. The jacking had gone down, maybe a few hours ago, and One-Time would be looking for him and the truck. He had to get off of the streets; find a chop shop who would buy the SUV. Ruffneck had no choice. He knew just who to holla at. So he bent a few corners and headed in that direction.

				“I hope his ass O.D.,” Ruffneck said under his breath.

				“What was that, boy?”

				“Nothing, Triple Ol’ G.”

				“You gonna need the money.”

				“I got the loot.”

				“Where you get ‘the loot’ from?”

				“Granny Sinclair, I’m losing connection”—he blew into the receiver—“Granny Sinclair…”	

				“Boy, you need to stop playin’—”

				“Can’t…”—he blew into the phone—“You’re breaking up.” 

				Ruffneck ended the call laughing. Granny Sinclair could talk all day, but the sun was going down and he needed to unload the truck. And with that thought, he pulled up to the corner of Northfield and Tireman on a group of thugs sipping forty-ounces. A few of the cats were crouched down in the doorway of an old, burned-out storefront shooting dice. A dude rocking Timbs, jeans sagging off his ass and wearing a black hoodie, was the first to get to his feet at the sight of the Tahoe rolling on them. The young boy subtly removed a pistol from his waistband, ready to put in work, if need be. Once the window rolled down on the SUV, the rest stood, shoving winnings into pockets, and prepared for fight or flight. 

				Ruffneck brushed off the menacing glares. 

				“Larceny,” he called to a smooth, brown-skinned cat sporting shoulder-length cornrows. “Got some business I want to holla at you about, kinfolk.”

				Larceny jumped in without hesitation or explanation. The rest of the cats returned to the dice game except the dude wearing the hoodie. He stood with his pistol in plain sight, as if guarding the backs of his homeboys. 

				“Serious, cuz, don’t know why you holding court with these grocery store-jacking bandits?” Ruffneck asked Larceny.

				Larceny smiled like he had already been expecting the question. “I’m gonna tell you like I tell everybody ’round here: I’ma a bidness man, baby, and money ain’t got no enemies, cowboy.”

				“Just remember to take a shower after dealing with them grimy-ass niggas.”

				Larceny looked out of the back window; the crew he’d just left was growing smaller as the SUV created distance. “No doubt, but what you need, cowboy?”

				“Need to cash in this hot boy we riding in. Who you got turning jacks into cash?”

				Larceny rubbed his hands together. 

				“Say no mo’, mi nig. You stepped to the right cat. You know how I gits down.” He whipped out his cell and made a quick call. A few minutes later, they were pulling into a small white garage with greasy, black handprints staining the rising overhead door of the garage on Livernois and Warren. Some fool named Sounds led them in, using directional hand gestures. 

				Sounds was an older, heavyset man with skin darker than oil slicks smeared across a dark county road. His circus freak-like overbite was making short work of the Big Mac clutched in his right hand. 

				“Give me ’bout two days,” Sounds explained with a mouth filled with food. Big Mac drippings spilled as he chewed. “I’ll make a couple calls to make this bitch disappear. How’s 70/30 sound?”

				“Like you been smoking crack and shooting heroin,” Ruffneck retorted.

				“Listen here, deuce, I’m taking all the risk and the heat.” He took another plug out of the sandwich, sauce disgustedly caking the corners of his mouth. “This shit is custom. I can’t sell it nowhere in the city, but I gotta partna in the A-T-L who got the market. Gonna cost me a grip to ship. Seventy/thirty or you can take yo’ chances somewhere else.” 

				Ruffneck studied the dirt and grime that covered the shelves of oily, assorted car parts and junk, he didn’t recognize. He stared over at Larceny—who’d managed to stay out of negotiations to this point—as if questioning Sounds’ mathematical abilities. Larceny wasn’t hard to read. His smiling expression explained that he had done his part in supplying the fence. And other than the small fee for providing his services, Ruffneck was on his own. 

				Ruffneck played with the figures for a few before making his decision. Hell, it wasn’t like he’d broken a sweat in ripping the wheels. Plus, he couldn’t run the risk of letting the pharmacy close while trying to play “Let’s Make a Deal.” Granny Sinclair would bleed his eardrums raggedy by complaining. 

				“Listen, guy: get at me the moment you sling the whip.” Ruffneck kicked the cat down with his digits and bounced. 

				“Larceny, this cat better not come with the game a couple days from now,” Ruffneck warned after the overhead door fell at their backs. 

				“Sounds ain’t ’bout the game, cowboy. He’s been in bidness for a long time. Can’t have that type of time tryna get over on fools. You ain’t gotta worry, nig. If he gave you figures, it’s a done deal—plus my modest fee, of course.” 

				The two boys started off down the street.

				“You don’t miss a beat, do you?”

				“Like I told you when you picked me up—”

				“I know,” Ruffneck said, breaking in, “You a ‘bidness man.’ Well, all right, bidness man, you’ll get yo’ cut the moment that fool get at me.” 

				“But yo, peep game: what dup with Monique’s party?” Larceny asked. 

				Ruffneck watched the police cruiser turn the corner. Even with the heat at his waist, his ability to remain calm was remarkable for a young man of his age. He wasn’t gonna run. That was the rule. Never panic. Especially when walking around dirty. As far as he was concerned, the pigs were searching for a suspect driving a Chevy Tahoe with fresh-ass rims. Not a cat pushing the pavement. The police slowed down as if trying to place his face. But after no registration, they moved on down the street.

				“You know I don’t get down like that. Ain’t no money in partying. And I ain’t tryna to open myself up for some getback by some fool’s people we put the work on, in the past,” Ruffneck said, glancing in the direction of the fleeting police cruiser. 

				“Yo’ ass forever paranoid,” Larceny joked.

				“Not ’noid at all. Just careful. My dream is to own these streets and I can’t make that happen at no basement party, ya dig?”

				“I can dig it, but that leaves mo’ broads fo’ me.”

				“Do the damn thing, playboy. I’ll holla at you later.” Ruffneck dapped Larceny and stepped away. 

				Although the two boys never hung out together, a mutual respect painted them associates. Each calling upon the other, pooling resources when there were ample opportunities to put some cheese in their pockets. Larceny was all about his ends. Any nigga with a dollar and a mind to deal had his full and undivided attention. Nothing got in the way of that. Not even the retaliation Ruffneck had carried out against Larceny’s two brothers about four years back. One Saturday, Larceny’s two brothers, Pig and Box, had decided that they wanted to make a quick come-up. So, they’d run out the crib, while Ruffneck was going door-to-door, delivering The Detroit News and collecting his money. They jumped him. It’d been the first time in his young life that Ruffneck had ever listened to Granny Sinclair about taking some responsibility and getting a job, only to end up stomped to the brink of unconsciousness by the two neighborhood bullies. 
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