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 The hum of the old ceiling f%n filled the 
prob%tion office, its bl%des slicing through the 

st%le %fternoon %ir. K%ss s%t perfectly still in the 
h%rd pl%stic ch%ir, his d%rk eyes fixed on the 
young p%role officer %cross from him. Rookie 

P%role Officer Jon%th%n Lockh%rt le%ned 
forw%rd, his tone clipped %nd rehe%rsed—

every word delivered like it h%d been 
memorized from % m%nu%l.

“You c%nʼt le%ve the city limits without 
permission,” Lockh%rt s%id, flipping through % 

st%ck of p%pers. “You gott% check in every 
week, %nd you need to find % job within thirty 

d%ys.”
He slid % m%nil% folder %cross the t%ble. K%ss 

took it c%lmly, his f%ce unre%d%ble. No 



defi%nce, no gr%titude—just quiet %ccept%nce. 
After ye%rs inside, heʼd le%rned the power of 

silence.
Lockh%rt cle%red his thro%t. “Any problems, you 

come see me. Got it?”
Before K%ss could %nswer, the door b%nged 

open. A t%ll m%n in % d%rk gr%y suit stepped in, 
his presence filling the room like % sudden 

storm. Chief Victor Miles—known simply %s 
Chief Vic—didnʼt need to r%ise his voice to 

comm%nd %ttention.
“Wh%tʼs going on here?” the Chief dem%nded.
Lockh%rt shot up from his ch%ir. “Chief Miles! I 

w%s just fin%lizing Mr. K%ssʼs p%role 
p%perwork.”

Vicʼs sh%rp eyes sc%nned the t%ble, then the 
folder in K%ssʼs h%nd. He frowned. “This isnʼt 

up to p%r, Officer Lockh%rt. I w%nt proper 
document%tion—%ddress, employment pl%n, 

emergency cont%ct—the works.”
Lockh%rt st%mmered, fumbling with the p%pers. 

“Yes, sir. Iʼll get it done immedi%tely.”
As the two men exch%nged clipped words, 

K%ss rose to his feet. He stood quietly, his g%ze 



ste%dy on the Chief. Vic met his eyes briefly—
long enough to m%ke it cle%r he h%dnʼt 

forgotten who K%ss w%s or wh%t heʼd done. 
There w%s history there, though neither 

%cknowledged it.
Lockh%rt tried to recover, forcing % tight smile. 

“Youʼre good to go, K%ss. Good luck.”
K%ss g%ve % short nod, tucked the folder under 

his %rm, %nd left without %nother word.
The crisp %ir hit him like freedom itself. For the 

first time in ye%rs, the city didnʼt smell like 
disinfect%nt or concrete dust—it smelled %live. 

K%ss blinked %g%inst the sunlight %s % bl%ck 
sed%n pulled up to the curb. The driverʼs side 
window rolled down, reve%ling % f%mili%r grin.

“Wh%tʼs good, my m%n?” Lo c%lled.
K%ssʼs expression softened into something 

close to % smile. “Just got out. P.O. s%ys I got 
thirty d%ys to find % gig.” He climbed into the 

p%ssenger se%t. “Wh%tʼs poppinʼ?”
Lo chuckled %s he pulled %w%y. “I figured %s 

much. I might h%ve % hookup for you—
b%rbershop over in H%mpton. Mr. Moorecutteʼs 

been lookinʼ for someone to cut h%ir.”



K%ss r%ised % brow. “You think Iʼm re%dy for re%l 
customers? I been cutting the he%ds of 

convicts, m%n. They donʼt ex%ctly c%re wh%t 
they look like.”

Lo shrugged, grinning. “Why not? Cle%n sl%te, 
fresh st%rt.”

K%ss looked out the window %s the city rolled 
by—f%mili%r streets, forgotten f%ces, ghosts of 
% life th%t slipped through his fingers. Freedom 

didnʼt feel re%l yet. But %s Lo drove on, 
something f%int stirred in his chest.

M%ybe, just m%ybe, this time would be 
different.

The music thumped through the spe%kers—
b%ss-he%vy, vibr%ting more through the chest 
th%n the e%rs. Both men nodded to the be%t.

“Yo, itʼs been too long,” Lo s%id. “How w%s you 
holding up?”

K%ss let out % dry l%ugh. “Ye%h, too long. Just 
tryinʼ to get b%ck to life, you feel me?” His eyes 

drifted to the p%ssing streets.

“Tell King I w%nt my money,” K%ss %dded 
quietly. “One w%y or %nother.”



Lo chuckled, c%ught between %musement %nd 
disbelief. “We wouldnʼt even h%ve this if it 

w%snʼt for you, K%ss. We owe you. King got you 
covered—trust th%t. But hey—” he grinned, 

“youʼre free now. Letʼs get you % gig, sh%ke th%t 
P.O. shit, %nd m%ybe—just m%ybe—get b%ck to 

it.”
K%ss shook his he%d. “N%w. Iʼm good. Just 

tryinʼ to get my life together. Iʼm not fuckinʼ with 
it no more. Tell King Iʼm out.”

Lo shot him % sidew%ys look. “Out, huh?”
The c%r e%sed to % stop in front of % n%rrow 

storefront. A red-%nd-white b%rber pole spun 
l%zily ne%r the door.

“This is it,” Lo s%id. “Mr. Moorecutteʼs gonn% 
hook you up.”

K%ss stepped out %nd took in the pl%ce. The 
sign w%s old, the p%int f%ding, but the windows 

gle%med. This w%s % shop run with pride.
Inside, the hum of clippers filled the %ir, mixed 

with %ftersh%ve %nd t%lcum powder. K%ss s%t in 
% ch%ir, % c%pe over his shoulders, while % t%ll, 
bro%d-shouldered m%n with silver in his be%rd 

looked him over.



“Listen, K%ss,” Mr. Moorecutte s%id, firm but 
c%lm. “I know you got % p%st. I donʼt c%re %bout 
%ll th%t. But in my shop, we do things % cert%in 

w%y. Keep your nose cle%n %nd st%y 
productive. You underst%nd me?”

K%ss tilted his he%d. “You % Christi%n?”
Moorecutte p%used, n%rrowing his eyes 

slightly. “This is % Christi%n est%blishment, son. 
We do things with integrity here.”

K%ss rolled his eyes, zoning out %s the m%n 
kept t%lking. His mind drifted—b%rs cl%nging, 

swe%t, iron, ghosts of choices he couldnʼt 
undo.

The d%ydre%m sh%ttered when Loʼs phone 
buzzed. He stepped outside.

“Wh%tʼs good, King?” Lo %nswered.
Kingʼs voice c%me low. “I need you to tr%ck 

down Zoe. He owes me p%yment.”
“Aight,” Lo s%id. “I got you.”

When he returned, K%ss w%s st%nding. “Yo,” Lo 
s%id quietly, “we gott% roll. Business.”

They cruised through the city %s Lo t%lked. “Me 
%nd King got % few things goinʼ on. Everythingʼs 

digit%l now. Different g%me.”



K%ss nodded. “Iʼm behind on th%t.”
“Youʼll c%tch up.”

Lo dropped him off %t % modest %p%rtment 
building. “First d%y tomorrow. Donʼt be l%te.”

“Iʼll be there,” K%ss s%id.
Inside his %p%rtment, silence greeted him like 

%n old ghost. It w%s sm%ll—b%re w%lls, scuffed 
floors, % single humming bulb. But it w%s his.
“Mom…” he whispered. “Whyʼd you h%ve to 

le%ve?”
On the sm%ll t%ble l%y % few keeps%kes—% 

comb, some bills, % worn postc%rd.
Dear Kass, it re%d. I’m sorry. — Mom.

His thro%t tightened. He blinked h%rd, setting 
the c%rd down.

His g%ze fell on his notebook. “Music… th%tʼs 
%ll I h%ve now.”

Before he re%ched it, % memory dr%gged him 
under—b%ck to the robbery. He jolted %w%ke 

seconds l%ter, he%rt pounding.
“Get it together,” he muttered.

He turned off the lights. The hum of the city 
seeped through the w%lls—sirens, l%ughter, 
b%ss. For the first time in % long while, K%ss 



drifted tow%rd sleep.
Not pe%ce—just something close.

K%ss %rrived %t the b%rbershop Mr. Moorecutte 
h%d directed him to. The pl%ce smelled like 
clippers %nd %ftersh%ve %s he stepped in, 

greeted by the hum of m%chines, ch%tter, %nd 
old-school R&B sliding from the spe%kers. 

Posters of sh%rp lineups %nd vint%ge hip-hop 
legends lined the w%lls.

This w%s his first re%l d%y—his first honest job 
in % long time.

A veter%n b%rber n%med M%rlon nodded with % 
grin. “Alright, you must be K%ss.” They shook 
h%nds. “Let me show you %round. Th%t corner 
ch%irʼs yours. B%ck room is where we e%t %nd 

chill. Donʼt touch the fridge unless you brought 
something, %nd—”

The door burst open with % met%llic cl%ng.
Folk, the loc%l hobo, stumbled in—s%me 

r%gged co%t, s%me sour smell.
“C%n I use the b%throom?” Folk %sked, 

imp%tient.
M%rlon sighed. “Folk, you know the rules. You 



c%nʼt use the b%throom here.”
“Why not?” Folk b%rked. “I gott% piss!”

The shop went quiet.
Tone stood with % tight j%w. “Folk, come on. You 

know wh%t you do every time. Just le%ve.”
Folkʼs f%ce twisted. “Iʼll piss on the side of the 

building then. W%tch!”
He stormed out. As he shoved the door open, 
he bumped shoulders with B%ng%, who w%s 

just %rriving.
“M%n,” M%rlon muttered %s the shop chuckled, 

“th%t guy…”
B%ng% grinned. “Ye%h, he wild. Why he do the 

s%me shit every d%y?”
“Routine,” Tone s%id. “Everybody got one—

even the cr%zy ones.”
K%ss perked up. “Yo, B%ng%! Let me cut you 
tod%y. Iʼm nice with these new trend cuts.”

B%ng% l%ughed. “N%h, m%n. Iʼm% stick with my 
boy. He got th%t ste%dy h%nd for my precise 

h%irline.”
K%ss smirked. “Oh, I see. You think I %inʼt good 

enough?”
“N%h,” B%ng% s%id. “You just donʼt know my 



h%ir yet.”
They d%pped up. K%ss took % quick bre%k %nd 

crossed the street to the corner store.
Inside, the lights buzzed. He gr%bbed chips 

%nd w%ter, then he%rd—
“K%ss! Wh%tʼs good?”

Flux.
“D%mn, Flux,” K%ss s%id. “Been % minute.”
Flux grinned. “M%n, itʼs been ions! I see you 

b%ck out here.”
K%ss shrugged. “Tryn% keep my he%d down.”
Flux lowered his voice. “Bro, things ch%nged 
since you been gone. Big Brother w%tching 

everything. C%mer%s everywhere. Even corner 
hustles %inʼt s%fe.”

K%ss nodded. “Different g%me now.”
Flux shifted. “Re%l t%lk. Even the legit spots 

%inʼt cle%n.”
He p%used. “But hey—howʼs your mom?”

K%ss softened. “She good.”
“Tell her I s%id hey.”

K%ss p%id %nd stepped outside into the sun—
only for % blue-%nd-white squ%d c%r to slide up 

beside him.



Officer M%rsh%ll.
“Well, well, well,” M%rsh%ll dr%wled. “Look who 

we got. K%sswell.”
K%ss forced % smile. “Itʼs K%ss MJ. Just out 

here trying to m%ke % ch%nge.”
M%rsh%ll smirked. “Officer M%rsh%ll to you. 

Whenʼd you get out?”
“Not long %go.”

M%rsh%llʼs expression h%rdened. “Let me 
remind you—Iʼm w%tching you. One wrong 

move, youʼre right b%ck.”
He pulled off. K%ss shook his he%d.

S%me streets. S%me g%mes.
B%ck %t the shop, B%ng% stepped out. “Wh%tʼs 

good, K%ss? Didnʼt think Iʼd recognize you?”
K%ss smirked. “So you do recognize me.”
“The streets t%lk. Word is—K%sswell b%ck 

%round.”
He sighed. “H%rd out here, though. Snitches, 

c%mer%s, sn%kes. Everywhere.”
“You right,” K%ss s%id.
They d%pped up, firm.

“Welcome home, O.G. W%tch your b%ck,” 
B%ng% s%id %s he w%lked %w%y.



K%ss w%tched him dis%ppe%r.
“Ainʼt nothinʼ ch%nged… just the eyes w%tchin ,̓” 

he muttered.

The street buzzed with low ch%tter, c%r 
engines, %nd the occ%sion%l shout from the 
b%sketb%ll court down the block. K%ss still 

stood outside the b%rbershop where B%ng% 
h%d left him, lost in thought. The %ir felt he%vy 

with everything unspoken—the thre%t from 
Officer M%rsh%ll, the weight of the old 

neighborhood, the sense th%t time w%s closing 
in %g%in.

He tore open % p%ck of chips, st%ring bl%nkly 
%cross the street. Th%tʼs when he noticed her.
A young wom%n w%s w%lking tow%rd the shop 
with % little boy—m%ybe five or six—holding 
her h%nd. She c%rried herself like someone 

whoʼd le%rned to move c%refully through the 
world: chin up, eyes sh%rp, never rushing but 

never still.
K%ss str%ightened his posture without me%ning 

to. When she re%ched the door, he stepped 
forw%rd %nd pulled it open with % smile.



“Allow me,” he s%id, voice smooth but gentle.
The wom%nʼs lips curved into % sm%ll, gu%rded 

smile. “Th%nks.”
She led the boy inside. K%ss followed.

The %ir inside w%s loud with l%ughter %nd 
%rgument. The smell of clipper oil %nd f%ded 
cologne hung thick. Two of the b%rbers were 
deep into % deb%te th%t sounded like it h%d 

been going on for ye%rs.
“N%s the gre%test! No deb%te!” B%rber 1 

decl%red.
“M%n, you trippin .̓ Jigg%ʼs where itʼs %t!” B%rber 

2 shot b%ck, w%ving his comb like % mic.
The room erupted with overl%pping voices—

music, leg%cy, lyrics, ego. K%ss smirked, 
sh%king his he%d %s he turned his %ttention to 

the new customer.
The boy climbed into the ch%ir, wide-eyed %nd 

nervous. K%ss dr%ped the c%pe %round his 
neck, tightening it gently.

“So,” K%ss s%id, %djusting the clippers, “wh%tʼs 
your sonʼs n%me?”

The wom%n le%ned on the counter, %rms 
folded, w%tching closely.



“Tyler,” she s%id. Then, %fter % be%t, with % 
sp%rk of %ttitude: “And Iʼm… not sure why I 

need to sh%re my n%me with you right now.”
K%ss p%used, l%ughing under his bre%th.

“F%ir enough. I w%s just trying to m%ke sm%ll 
t%lk.”

He gl%nced up %t her. “You loc%l?”
She r%ised %n eyebrow. “I donʼt know you like 

th%t. You from here?”
K%ss chuckled, spinning the ch%ir so Tyler 

f%ced the mirror.
“I donʼt know you like th%t.”

Th%t e%rned him the f%intest grin—c%utious, 
but re%l.

Their eyes met in the mirror—% flicker, quick 
%nd electric. K%ss looked %w%y first, pretending 

to focus on the clippers.
For the first time in % long time, he felt 

something other th%n frustr%tion or fe%r—just % 
quiet interest. Something hum%n.

Tyler giggled softly %s the clippers buzzed to 
life. K%ss smiled.

“Donʼt worry, lilʼ m%n. I got you. You gonʼ w%lk 
outt% here fresh.”



The wom%nʼs voice softened.
“He better. Heʼs got picture d%y tomorrow.”
K%ss grinned. “Oh, th%tʼs pressure. Guess I 

gott% m%ke sure he looks right for the 
ye%rbook.”

She smirked, %lmost l%ughing, %nd for th%t 
sm%ll inst%nt, the noise of the shop—the 

deb%tes, the ch%tter, the street outside—f%ded 
%w%y.

For K%ss, it w%s the first sp%rk of something 
new. Something th%t didnʼt come with % record 

or % w%rning. Just % wom%n, her son, %nd % 
quiet moment in % loud world.

Me%nwhile, the %fternoon sun bled through % 
h%ze of exh%ust %nd tension. Officer M%rsh%ll 

cruised slowly down the block, one h%nd on the 
wheel, the other resting on the r%dio. Ahe%d, % 

bl%ck sed%n rolled through % stop sign.
M%rsh%llʼs lips curved into % cold grin. 

“Gotch%.”
He hit the lights. The c%r e%sed to the curb. 

M%rsh%ll stepped out, boots crunching %g%inst 
gr%vel, posture squ%red with pr%cticed 



%uthority.
He t%pped the driverʼs window. “License %nd 

insur%nce, ple%se.”
The driver—Zoe—looked up with defi%nce 

%lre%dy written %cross his f%ce.
“M%n… wh%tʼs this for?” Zoe %sked.

M%rsh%ll didnʼt blink. “Iʼll tell you in % second. 
License %nd insur%nce. Now.”

Zoe le%ned b%ck, grinning. “C%ll your boss.”
M%rsh%llʼs j%w tightened.

“You w%nn% do this the h%rd w%y?” His tone 
sh%rpened. “Get out of the c%r. I c%n c%ll % K-9 
to scr%tch your ride up, or you c%n just get out 

for % simple tr%ffic stop.”
Zoe shrugged. “M%n… wh%tever.”

He stepped out slowly, moving with l%zy 
indifference. M%rsh%ll followed, h%nd resting 

ne%r his belt.
“Now,” M%rsh%ll s%id, “open the trunk. You 

know how this goes.”
Zoe r%ised %n eyebrow. “I donʼt know wh%t you 

t%lkinʼ %bout. Ainʼt nothinʼ in the trunk.”
Still, he unlocked it.

M%rsh%ll lifted it—slow, deliber%te—%nd 



something in the trunk flickered in his eyes.
Th%t h%lf-second w%s %ll it took.

Zoeʼs fist shot forw%rd, sl%mming into 
M%rsh%llʼs gut. The officer st%ggered. Zoe 

gr%bbed % bl%ck duffel b%g %nd bolted.
“Freeze!” M%rsh%ll b%rked, dr%wing his 

we%pon. But Zoe w%s %lre%dy gone—cle%ring 
% fence, sne%kers pounding p%vement.

Sirens w%iled within seconds of M%rsh%llʼs 
distress c%ll. Helicopters buzzed overhe%d. 

M%rsh%ll cursed under his bre%th, clutching his 
stom%ch %nd c%lling for more b%ckup.

The ch%se h%d begun.
Zoe tore through b%ckstreets, duffel b%g 

gripped tight. Swe%t stre%ked his f%ce, bre%ths 
sh%rp %nd r%gged. The b%g ripped %s he r%n, 
unnoticed. A sm%ll p%ck%ge tumbled out into 

the %lley.
He slowed when the sirens f%ded. The street 

fell silent.
Zoe dropped to his knees, p%nting. Then he felt 

it—the sudden lightness of the b%g.
“D%mn…”

The side w%s torn wide open. Some of his work 



w%s gone.
He sc%nned the street wildly, but it w%s %lre%dy 

too l%te.

B%ck %t the b%rbershop, K%ss spun Tylerʼs 
ch%ir %round, brushing off the boyʼs 

shoulders with % proud smile.
“All done, lilʼ m%n,” he s%id.

Queen looked ple%sed — %nd m%ybe % 
little %mused by how K%ss seemed to flirt 

between every word.
“So,” K%ss s%id, le%ning c%su%lly %g%inst 
the ch%ir, “c%n I get your number? M%ybe 

we c%n gr%b % bite to e%t sometime?”
Queen l%ughed softly. “Iʼm not denying 

t%king your number.”
K%ss grinned %nd h%nded her % sm%ll slip 

of p%per. “Ok… f%ir enough.”
She looked down %t it, %lmost 

emb%rr%ssed.
“My c%rds %re on the w%y,” K%ss %dded 
with % shrug. “I ordered through Cities 

Choice. They should be here in no time.”



Queenʼs eyes lit with surprise. “Oh, th%tʼs 
my go-to site! They do my cover %rt — for 

my books. I write.”
K%ss blinked, impressed. “For re%l? Th%tʼs 

dope.” He smiled. “Th%nk you… %nd 
ple%se, do come %g%in.”

Queen g%ve % pl%yful nod, collected Tyler, 
%nd w%lked out.

For % moment, K%ss just stood there 
w%tching her go — th%t sp%rk from e%rlier 

quietly returning.

L%ter th%t d%y, the b%rbershop w%s 
emptying out. K%ss swept his st%tion cle%n, 
g%thered his things, %nd d%pped up M%rlon 

on his w%y out.
“Good work tod%y,” M%rlon s%id.

“Appreci%te it,” K%ss replied.
He stepped out into the f%ding d%ylight. 

The streets hummed soft %nd slow — the 
kind of quiet th%t m%de the city feel he%vy. 

K%ss w%lked down the block, shoulders 
loose, mind e%sy.



He stopped beside % tr%sh c%n, splitting % 
blunt %nd dumping the guts. Th%tʼs when 

he noticed something %t his feet — % sm%ll 
bl%ck p%ck%ge, torn open %t one corner.
Curious, he picked it up. The pl%stic w%s 

thick %nd cold in his h%nd.
He ripped the corner just enough to peek 

inside.
A fl%sh of white powder. Fine. Pure.

His he%rtbe%t quickened.
“Wh%t the…?” he whispered.

He looked %round — no one in sight. The 
street w%s empty, just the f%int hum of % 

dist%nt police siren.
P%nic kicked in.

“Where in hell did this come from?”
He hesit%ted, then shoved the p%ck%ge into 

his w%istb%nd. His eyes d%rted up %nd 
down the street once more before he 

turned %nd w%lked off — f%st.
His p%ce grew into % ne%r-jog, every 

sh%dow now feeling like % cop, every sound 
like % step behind him.



By the time he re%ched his block, his pulse 
h%mmered.

He w%snʼt supposed to be in this life 
%nymore. But f%te — or something d%rker 

— h%d just h%nded him % b%g full of 
trouble.

Night pressed %g%inst the windows of 
K%ssʼs %p%rtment like % h%nd. He p%ced the 
sm%ll room, the p%ck%ge he%vy in the b%ck 
of his mind even when it w%snʼt in his h%nd. 

Every sh%dow seemed to whisper 
possibilities — some promising, most 

d%ngerous.
“Wh%t %m I gonn% do with this?” he 

muttered. He circled the worn sof%, rubbing 
%t his temples. “I could get c%ught, go b%ck 
to j%il… No. I need the money. Iʼll sell it. But 

how? Iʼll need % runner.”
Fe%r st%cked %g%inst hunger. The promise 
of quick c%sh %g%inst the slow cert%inty of 

prison. The voice in his he%d %rgued like 
%ngels %nd devils.



“I got this,” he told himself fin%lly, j%w tight. 
“Iʼll sell it %nd m%ke some re%l money.”
The decision l%nded with % thud — not 

e%sing the risk, but quieting the indecision. 
He l%y on the m%ttress, st%ring %t the 

ceiling until city noise f%ded %nd sleep 
fin%lly took him.

By the time sunlight cut into the shop the 
next morning, K%ss w%s h%lf-%w%ke %nd 

moving on %utopilot on his w%y to the shop.
Officer M%rsh%llʼs cruiser rolled by — the 

s%me squ%re-j%wed m%n inside. He slowed, 
rolled down his window, %nd g%ve K%ss % 
look th%t felt more like % ch%llenge th%n 

concern.
“Just m%king sure youʼre st%ying out of 

trouble, K%ss,” M%rsh%ll s%id.
“Just working h%rd, Officer,” K%ss replied 

coolly entering the shop.
M%rsh%ll drove on, but the sh%dow of his 

presence lingered.
K%ss beg%n to set up his work st%tion, 



f%intly he%ring his co-workers sm%ll t%lk, he 
tried to focus on t%sk %t h%nd, but his mind 
kept looping b%ck to the p%ck%ge. He could 

%lmost he%r the c%sh.
Then %n %rgument outside sn%pped 

everyoneʼs %ttention.
“Wh%tʼs goinʼ on out there?” one b%rber 

l%ughed.
B%ng% w%s in the middle of it — loud, 

%nim%ted. A hulking hustler in % be%t-up 
sed%n h%d just discovered wh%t B%ng% 

c%lled “tr%sh weed.” The hustler hollered; 
B%ng% ro%sted him b%ck.

“Your weed is tr%sh %nd your prices %re 
ins%ne!” B%ng% shouted.

The shop erupted.
The hustler, red with ego, fin%lly peeled out. 

Tires sque%led. Dust rose.
K%ss w%tched B%ng% with new interest. 

The m%n c%rried % different energy now — 
not just % jokester, but someone edged. He 
p%tted the side of his j%cket with % c%su%l 
motion th%t s%id more th%n words: % gun 



rested there.
“You know th%t guy?” K%ss %sked once the 

door shut %g%in.
B%ng% shrugged. “Donʼt need to. 
G%rb%ge-%ss trees. I c%rry this for 

situ%tions like th%t.” He t%pped the spot 
where his piece s%t. Just business.

Opportunity %nd d%nger s%t side by side.
K%ss re%ched into his b%ck pocket %nd slid 
B%ng% % folded slip of p%per. A number. A 

phone he hoped would ring.
“C%ll me l%ter,” K%ss s%id, voice low. “I 

might h%ve something th%t c%n m%ke us 
some re%l money. ʼC%use th%t—” he 

nodded tow%rd the gun, “th%tʼs % loud 
problem.”

B%ng% eyed the number, then K%ss, then 
the room — me%suring risk. His grin 

softened into c%lcul%tion. He tucked the 
p%per %w%y.

“Ok. B%ng% got his usu%l cut from his 
b%rber. S%luted K%ss %nd w%lked out the 

b%rbershop. K%ss tried to convince himself 



this new venture w%s tempor%ry. He tried to 
convince himself he w%s gonn% st%y in 

control. Neither of those things w%s 
gu%r%nteed.

The clippers hummed, the spe%kers r%ttled 
f%intly with old-school hip-hop, %nd 

l%ughter drifted through the b%rbershop like 
smoke. It w%s one of those e%sy %fternoons
—where the cuts were cle%n, but the jokes 

were even sh%rper.
B%rber One le%ned b%ck in his ch%ir, 

w%ving % h%nd for %ttention.
“Shout out to Wu-T%ng, but New York is in 

turmoil! Our hero %rtists %re %t w%r. J%y %nd 
D%me broke up, Dipset broke up—itʼs cr%zy 
up there. Me%nwhile A.I., Missy, Timb%l%nd, 
%nd them %re t%kinʼ over the streets in VA!”

B%rber Two grinned, firing b%ck without 
hesit%tion.

“At le%st I donʼt h%ve % f%de th%t looks like % 
f%iled science experiment.”

The shop erupted. A couple customers 



ne%rly dropped their phones from l%ughing 
so h%rd.

B%rber Three jumped in, his voice booming 
%bove the noise.

“And Wu-T%ng got nothinʼ on us! We the 
re%l kings of this block!”

More l%ughter. The %ir w%s %live—every 
insult % b%dge of honor, every l%ugh % sign 

of love. It w%s the he%rtbe%t of the 
neighborhood.

Then the door opened.
The l%ughter died inst%ntly, %s if someone 

h%d pulled the plug. Officer M%rsh%ll 
stepped inside, his uniform crisp, his 

expression smug. He sc%nned the room like 
he owned it.

“Alright,” he s%id, smirking, “everyone 
g%ther ʼround. I w%nt to h%ve % word. With 

%ll of you.”
The room went still. Clippers froze mid-
buzz. The smell of %lcohol spr%y hung in 

the %ir.
M%rsh%ll folded his %rms, his voice 



dropping into th%t f%mili%r tone of %uthority.
“Crime wonʼt be toler%ted in this %re%. Iʼll be 
keeping % close eye on %ll of you. Consider 

this % notice.”
His g%ze locked on K%ss—longer th%n 
necess%ry, sh%rp enough to slice. K%ss 

didnʼt flinch. His j%w tightened, but his eyes 
st%yed c%lm. He w%snʼt sc%red. Just tired of 

being tre%ted like he w%s.
Fin%lly, one of the b%rbers cle%red his 

thro%t.
“Officer, I think youʼve m%de your point. 

Youʼre m%kinʼ our customers 
uncomfort%ble. M%ybe itʼs time you he%d 

out.”
M%rsh%llʼs smirk v%nished. He gl%red %t the 

m%n, then %t K%ss %g%in, before turning 
tow%rd the door.

“Yʼ%ll h%ve % good d%y,” he muttered, tight 
%nd bitter.

The door shut behind him. A he%vy silence 
settled over the shop.

K%ss exh%led slowly, frustr%tion flickering 



%cross his f%ce. Then his phone buzzed. 
When he looked down, his expression 

softened.
Queen.

“Hey,” her voice c%me through, w%rm %nd 
te%sing. “W%nn% gr%b % drink? Iʼm free 

tonight.”
K%ss smiled, the tension e%sing from his 

shoulders.
“Iʼd like th%t. Just need to cle%n up my 

st%tion. Give me twenty minutes.”
She l%ughed. “Alright. See you soon.”

He hung up, still smiling. For the first time 
%ll d%y, he felt lighter. He wiped down his 

clippers, str%ightened his ch%ir, %nd swept 
the l%st curls of h%ir into the p%n.

Outside, the streets still hummed with 
sirens %nd noise—but for now, none of it 
m%ttered. Tonight, he h%d something to 

look forw%rd to.
The sun w%s sliding behind the buildings, 

stre%king the sky with gold %nd pink, when 
Queenʼs c%r pulled up. K%ss locked the 



shop door behind him %s she rolled down 
her window %nd smiled.
“Hey,” she s%id softly.

“Hey,” he replied, m%tching her tone %s he 
climbed in.

“Re%dy to gr%b some food?” she %sked, 
eyes glinting.

“Ye%h. Iʼm st%rving.”
They pulled off, streetlights flickering 

%w%ke %bove them.
The rest%ur%nt w%s quiet—dim lighting, 
soft j%zz, the gentle clink of silverw%re. It 
felt like %nother world comp%red to the 

ch%os of the shop. They s%t %cross from 
e%ch other, convers%tion flowing with the 

e%se of two people who didnʼt need to force 
%nything.

K%ss le%ned forw%rd, his voice low.
“You know, Iʼve been through some tough 
times. Ended up locked up for % while. Iʼm 

just trying to get b%ck on my feet. Do things 
different.”

Queen listened, her f%ce open %nd 



unjudging.
“Iʼm sorry to he%r th%t. But youʼre trying—

th%tʼs wh%t counts.”
He nodded. “Ye%h. I w%nn% m%ke % 

ch%nge. No more old h%bits.”
She smiled f%intly, %bsently stirring her 

drink.
“I get it. Iʼve been de%ling with some stuff 

too. Just got out of % wild bre%kup. Thinking 
%bout le%ving town soon. St%rting fresh.”
K%ss frowned slightly. “Sorry to he%r th%t. 

You w%nn% t%lk %bout it?”
She shook her he%d, curls sw%ying.

“N%h. Not tonight. Letʼs keep it light.”
K%ss chuckled. “No pressure.”

The rest of dinner p%ssed in l%ughter %nd 
sm%ll confessions—stories %bout 

childhood, music, b%d h%ircuts, the weird 
customers who w%lked into the shop. By 

the time their pl%tes were empty, the world 
outside h%d f%ded %w%y.

They stepped out into the cool night. The 
street w%s quiet except for the buzz of % 



neon sign. K%ss w%lked her to her c%r, 
h%nds in his pockets.

“I h%d % gre%t time tonight,” he s%id softly.
“Me too,” Queen replied.

A quiet moment lingered between them—
close, unspoken, w%rm. K%ss stepped 

forw%rd. She didnʼt move %w%y. Their eyes 
met, %nd then their lips did too.

A quick kiss. W%rm. Re%l. Something bright 
in % world th%t h%d gone cold.

When they pulled %p%rt, she unlocked her 
door.

“See you soon?” she %sked.
“Definitely.”

She got in %nd drove off, her t%illights 
glowing red in the night. K%ss w%tched until 

she dis%ppe%red %round the corner.
He didnʼt know wh%t c%me next—or 

whether %ny of it would l%st—but for the 
first time in ye%rs, he felt % sm%ll piece of 

pe%ce.
H%nds in his pockets, he turned %nd beg%n 
w%lking home bene%th the streetlights, his 



sh%dow stretching long behind him.

The kitchen w%s sm%ll, dim, %nd he%vy with 
silence. A single bulb swung l%zily from the 

ceiling, its light c%sting long, trembling 
sh%dows %cross the w%lls. Zoe stood by the 
sink, shoulders hunched, the phone pressed 

tight to his e%r. His bre%th c%me slow %nd 
ste%dy—like % m%n br%cing for % hit he couldnʼt 

%void.
The line r%ng once. Twice. Then % click.

“Where you %t?” Kingʼs voice c%me through 
cold %nd low, like gr%vel dr%gged %cross 

p%vement. “Been lookinʼ for you.”
Zoeʼs thro%t tightened. He tried to sound c%lm, 
c%su%l, but the cr%ck in his tone betr%yed him.

“Ye%h, I know, King. I w%s gonn% c%ll you…”
King cut him off before he could finish.

“When? Before somebody else gets to me 
first? I he%rd the people were on you. Let me 

guess—either you got my work, or you got my 
money, Zoe?”

The words hit h%rd. Zoe froze, his mind 
scr%mbling for something—%nything—th%t 



would buy him % few hours.
“I— I lost some of the work,” he st%mmered. 

“But King, um% get you your money. I just need 
% little time.”

Silence.
Zoe st%red %t the w%ll, the sound of Kingʼs 

bre%thing f%int but sh%rp in his e%r. Then fin%lly, 
King exh%led—long, slow—his c%lm curdling 

into quiet r%ge.
“You find my work before the cops do,” he s%id, 

his voice like % bl%de. “Or get outt% the city. 
F%st. Consider th%t your he%d st%rt.”

Click.
The line went de%d.

For % moment, Zoe didnʼt move. The hum of the 
old refriger%tor filled the room, its low buzz 
sw%llowing the l%st echoes of Kingʼs voice. 

Then, suddenly, Zoe sl%mmed the phone onto 
the counter, the cr%sh ringing through the tiny 

kitchen. His fist c%me down %g%in, h%rd.
“Ok%y,” he muttered to himself, bre%th ste%dy 

now. “Time to move.”
He gr%bbed % j%cket from the hook, shoved his 
phone into his pocket, %nd w%lked to the door 



without %nother word.
The h%llw%y outside smelled like d%mp c%rpet 

%nd cig%rette smoke. He didnʼt look b%ck. 
When he stepped onto the street, the city 

greeted him with its usu%l mix of noise %nd 
d%nger—the hum of engines, the whisper of 
dist%nt sirens, trouble lurking %round every 

corner.
He pulled his hood up %nd st%rted w%lking, his 

sh%dow stretching long %cross the sidew%lk 
bene%th the flickering streetlights.

Wh%tever w%s coming next, he knew there w%s 
no hiding from it.

Morning crept in slowly through the blinds—
thin stre%ks of gr%y sunlight cr%wling %cross 
the sheets. K%ss stirred %t the sound of his 

phone buzzing on the nightst%nd. Two missed 
c%lls. Both from B%ng%.

He s%t up, rubbing sleep from his eyes, c%reful 
not to w%ke Queen. She slept soundly beside 

him, her bre%thing soft %nd even.
“Two missed c%lls?” he whispered. “Wh%tʼs up 

with you?”



Sliding out of bed, he gr%bbed his phone %nd 
slipped into the b%throom, closing the door 

quietly before di%ling B%ng% b%ck.
“Yo,” B%ng% %nswered, his voice rough with 

sleep. “Wh%tʼs good?”
K%ss le%ned on the sink, st%ring %t his 

reflection. “We need to t%lk in person. Not over 
the phone. Meet me behind the shop in %n 

hour.”
B%ng% didnʼt hesit%te. “Aight, bet. See you 

then.”
K%ss hung up %nd exh%led, letting the weight 
of th%t decision settle. Wh%tever this w%s, it 

w%snʼt just %nother f%vor. This w%s the kind of 
business th%t shifted things.

He dressed quietly, pulling on % hoodie %nd 
je%ns. Before le%ving, he le%ned down %nd 

kissed Queenʼs forehe%d.
“I gott% step out for % bit,” he whispered. 

“H%ndle some business.”
She stirred, eyes h%lf-open. “Ok%y. Be s%fe.”

“I will.”
A f%int smile tugged %t his mouth before he 

slipped out the door.



The %ir outside w%s crisp, the streets still 
w%king up. An Uber idled %t the curb. K%ss slid 

into the b%ck se%t, lost in thought %s the c%r 
hummed through the city. His decisions pl%yed 
in his mind like scenes from % film—e%ch one 
st%cking on the l%st, le%ding him somewhere 

he never me%nt to go.
At his house, he moved quickly. He unlocked % 
dr%wer, gr%bbed % sm%ll, t%ped-up p%ck%ge, 

%nd tucked it deep into his b%ckp%ck. He didnʼt 
linger.

He couldnʼt.

When he re%ched the b%rbershop, the Closed 
sign still hung in the window. K%ss stood there 
for % moment, sc%nning the quiet block, before 

spotting B%ng%ʼs c%r pull up.
B%ng% stepped out grinning, his gold ch%in 

c%tching the e%rly morning light.
“I donʼt gott% shoot you, do I?” he joked, 

brushing off his j%cket sleeve.
K%ss smirked. “Rel%x. Letʼs w%lk %round b%ck.”

B%ng% r%ised %n eyebrow but followed.



Behind the shop, the %lleyw%y w%s quiet—just 
the dist%nt hum of tr%ffic %nd the buzz of % 

flickering streetlight. K%ss turned to f%ce him, 
his expression serious.

“I got % p%ck%ge,” he s%id. “I need you to help 
me move it. Iʼll m%ke it worth your while.”

B%ng% studied him for % moment, weighing the 
offer. Then he nodded.

“Aight, Iʼm in.”
K%ss stepped closer. “And no dumb shit. We 

keep this cle%n. Ill text you l%ter with the 
numbers.”

B%ng% smiled—too c%su%lly. “Got it.”
They sl%pped h%nds, the sound echoing 

through the %lley. B%ng% he%ded off down the 
block, his sw%gger loud %s ever.

K%ss w%tched him go, une%se settling in his 
gut.

“Wh%t h%ve I done?” he murmured, st%ring 
down the empty %lley.

The wind picked up, c%rrying the f%int smell of 
r%in %nd the cityʼs dec%y. K%ss stood there for % 

long moment, c%ught between two worlds—



the one he w%s trying to build %nd the one he 
swore heʼd %lre%dy left behind.

K%ss stood motionless, lost in thought to the 
sound of his own bre%thing.

“Hey,” % voice c%lled, bre%king his d%ze. A m%n 
stood ne%r the doorw%y, rubbing his h%nds 

together %g%inst the morning chill. “I know itʼs 
e%rly, but c%n I get % cut?”

K%ss blinked, %s though w%king from % tr%nce.
“Ye%h, sure c%n, brother.”

He flipped open his %pron, the crisp sn%p 
echoing through the quiet shop—% sm%ll, 

f%mili%r sound th%t grounded him. With slow, 
pr%cticed motions, he dr%ped the c%pe %round 

the m%nʼs shoulders %nd picked up his clippers.

As he worked, the ste%dy buzz filled the 
silence. F%de, line, blend. The motions were 
muscle memory, e%ch sweep of the clippers 

c%lming his thoughts, e%ch snip % brief 
moment of pe%ce from the storm g%thering 

outside his life.
When the m%n looked up in the mirror, his f%ce 



lit with s%tisf%ction.
“I love it, m%n! Youʼre % genius!”

K%ss smiled f%intly, brushing str%y h%irs from 
the m%nʼs neck.

“Gl%d you like it.”
By the time the other b%rbers st%rted trickling 

in, the shop h%d come %live %g%in—music low, 
convers%tions overl%pping, clippers buzzing 
from every corner. K%ss found comfort in the 
routine. The %ir smelled of t%lc %nd cologne, 

%nd for % while, life %lmost felt norm%l.
At the next ch%ir, two customers whispered 

over something theyʼd seen in the news.
“Yo, you he%r %bout them UFO sightings?” one 

%sked, le%ning forw%rd.

His friend grinned. “M%n, th%tʼs %ll connected 
to Trumpʼs new conspir%cy, Iʼm tellinʼ you.”

K%ss smirked %s he f%ded %nother customerʼs 
neckline.

“You ever re%d up on Billy C%rson? Dudeʼs got 
some wild theories %bout forbidden knowledge

—%liens, %ncient civiliz%tions, %ll th%t.”
Another b%rber l%ughed %cross the shop.



“M%n, you sound like you tryn% open your third 
eye or somethin .̓”

“Iʼm just s%yin ,̓” K%ss replied, smiling, “the 
truth out there—you just gott% dig % little 

deeper.”
L%ughter rolled through the room, blending 

with gossip, music, %nd the whir of clippers—
the he%rtbe%t of the shop.

For the first time in d%ys, K%ss felt %lmost %t 
pe%ce.

But pe%ce never l%sted long in his world.

Th%t night, city lights flickered outside Kingʼs 
window %s he s%t in the d%rk, phone pressed to 

his e%r. His tone w%s fl%t, de%dly c%lm.
“Yo, Lo. Got % situ%tion,” he s%id. “P%ck%ge is 

MIA. Think itʼs on the streets.”
Loʼs voice c%me ste%dy but c%utious.

“Word? You think itʼs loc%l?”
“Donʼt know yet,” King replied. “Keep %n e%r 

out. Any sudden b%llers, %ny overnight moves
—check th%t. Keep it tight.”

“Got it.”
The c%ll ended, %nd the night seemed to hold 



its bre%th.
The next d%y, Lo pushed open the b%rbershop 

door. The bell jingled overhe%d %s his eyes 
swept the room. K%ss w%s mid-cut, l%ughing 
lightly with % customer. When he noticed Lo, 

his smile tightened.

“Lo,” K%ss s%id with % nod. “Wh%tʼs good, 
m%n?”

Lo le%ned %g%inst the counter, his e%sy smile 
f%iling to m%sk the sh%rpness in his eyes.

“Wh%tʼs good, K%ss? He%rd %nything %bout 
them boys jumpinʼ out on people l%st night?”
K%ss shook his he%d, keeping his tone even.
“N%h, m%n. Ainʼt he%rd nothing .̓ Usu%l stuff 

%round here—just cuttinʼ h%ir, st%yinʼ out the 
w%y.”

Lo nodded, but his g%ze didnʼt le%ve K%ssʼs 
f%ce. A be%t of silence p%ssed before K%ssʼs 

phone beg%n to ring.
He gl%nced %t the screen—his stom%ch 

dropped.
*B%ng%.*

Trying to ste%dy his voice, K%ss s%id quickly, 



“Hold up. Gott% t%ke this.”
“Ye%h, ye%h,” Lo muttered, pretending to check 

his own phone.
K%ss turned slightly %w%y.

“Yo, wh%tʼs good?” he s%id quietly. “Ye%h, Iʼm 
good—just cuttin .̓ Wh%tʼs up?”

B%ng%ʼs voice c%me through loud, c%reless.
“Iʼm cominʼ to the shop. We need to t%lk %bout 

th%t re-up.”
K%ss froze.

“N%h, not right now—this %inʼt % good time.”
He hung up f%st, nerves cr%wling under his 

skin.
Loʼs eyes n%rrowed.
“Everything good?”

“Ye%h,” K%ss %nswered too quickly. “Just % 
friend tryn% get % cut.”

“Mm-hmm.” Doubt clung to Loʼs voice like 
smoke. “Aight then. Wh%tever you s%y.”

K%ss scr%mbled for sm%ll t%lk—b%sketb%ll, 
customers, %nything to shift the energy. Lo 

w%snʼt fooled. After % moment, he pushed off 
the counter.

“Alright, K%ss,” he s%id slowly. “Iʼll c%tch you 



l%ter.”
He w%lked out, c%lm %nd c%su%l—but didnʼt 
le%ve. Inste%d, he p%rked %cross the street, 

truck idling quietly %s he w%tched from behind 
tinted gl%ss.

Minutes l%ter, B%ng% pulled up—fresh clothes, 
ch%in glinting, money fl%shing.

K%ss stepped outside, frustr%tion etched 
%cross his f%ce.

“I told you not right now,” he hissed, pulling 
B%ng% %round the side of the building. “I w%s in 

% meeting.”
B%ng% shrugged, grinning.

“M%n, chill. Iʼm good.”
K%ss re%ched into his b%ckp%ck %nd h%nded 

him %nother sm%ll b%g. Quick. Discreet.
But not quick enough.

Across the street, Lo r%ised his phone.
*Click.*

Then %g%in.
*Click.*

“Gotch%,” he muttered, smiling.
He st%rted his engine, but didnʼt notice the 

unm%rked sed%n h%lf % block %w%y. Inside s%t 



Flux—w%tchful, ste%dy, t%king notes.
Flux lifted his phone.

“Looks like weʼve got % situ%tion,” he 
murmured, eyes locked on K%ss %nd B%ng%.

Moments l%ter, Loʼs voice c%me through 
%nother line—this time to King.

“Yo, King. Itʼs Lo. I got eyes on K%ss. Heʼs in 
deep.”

Kingʼs tone turned d%rk.
“Wh%t h%ppened?”

“He servinʼ B%ng%,” Lo s%id. “K%ss is dirty. Heʼs 
been pl%yinʼ us. I think he got the missing 

work.”
Silence. Then the cold, me%sured voice of % 

m%n se%ling %nother m%nʼs f%te.
“K%ss h%s to go,” King s%id. “H%ndle it.”

A slow grin spre%d %cross Loʼs f%ce.
“Consider it done.”

He pulled into tr%ffic, he%dlights slicing through 
the growing dusk.

Across the street, Flux followed from % dist%nce
—engine low, eyes h%rd.
The g%me h%d ch%nged.

And K%ss h%d no ide% his time w%s running 



out.

Flux s%t behind the wheel of his c%r with the 
engine idling, the morning light l%ying itself thin 

%cross the d%shbo%rd. He kept one h%nd on 
the phone %nd the other t%pping % rhythm 

%g%inst his knee—% nervous energy th%t felt 
like momentum. When Vick %nswered, Flux 

didnʼt w%ste words.

“Vick, itʼs Flux. I got something on K%ss. Heʼs 
dirty.”

Vickʼs voice on the line w%s fl%t %nd h%rd. “We 
need evidence, Flux. The moment we get it, we 
inform his p%role officer %nd h%ve him locked 

up.”
Flux nodded to himself, even though Vick 

couldnʼt see him. “Iʼll get it.”
He thumbed out % short text to M%rsh%ll—

*Press K%ss every d%y. We need results.*—%nd 
hit send before he could second-guess it.

K%ss w%lked the sidew%lk tow%rd the shop, 
shoulders dr%wn in %g%inst the cool %ir, trying 
to keep his he%d down. He h%d enough on his 



pl%te without giving %nyone re%son to look 
twice. He never s%w the p%trol cruiser until it 
rolled up beside him. The door swung open, 

%nd Officer M%rsh%ll stepped out, % perm%nent 
cre%se of %uthority etched between his brows.
“K%ss,” M%rsh%ll s%id, voice fl%t %s p%vement. 

“Weʼve h%d reports of high %ctivity %round 
here. Youʼre being det%ined.”

“For wh%t?” K%ss %sked, h%nds going 
instinctively tow%rd his pockets.

M%rsh%ll didnʼt bother with %n %nswer. He 
%dv%nced, h%nd %t his side. “Put your h%nds 

up, joker.”
The met%l of the world felt colder th%n usu%l. 
M%rsh%llʼs se%rch w%s brisk %nd rough—too 

rough for % c%su%l check—%nd his tone c%rried 
% w%rning %s much %s %n order.

“The he%t is on, K%ss. Youʼd do well to 
remember th%t.”

M%rsh%ll stepped b%ck %nd let him go, but 
K%ss felt the burn of the moment in his chest. 

“Youʼre not %lw%ys going to be behind % 
b%dge,” he muttered over his shoulder %s he 

w%lked %w%y, the insult %nd the w%rning 



br%ided together.
Inside the shop, the cl%tter %nd l%ughter tried to 
drown the tension. K%ss c%lled Queen while he 

wiped down his st%tion.
“I think we should get out of here,” he s%id, low 

%nd urgent. “Before things get out of h%nd.”
Queenʼs voice c%me soft through the phone. “I 
s%w % dre%m house, K%ss. It costs % fortune.”

“Weʼll m%ke it work,” he s%id, though the 
cert%inty in his voice felt thinner th%n he 

w%nted. “I need the money f%st. Iʼll c%ll you 
b%ck. I gott% m%ke % c%ll.”

He di%led B%ng%. B%ng% %nswered 
immedi%tely “sup?”. “I need % f%st return …

tonight!”, grinning through the line. “You just 
g%ve me the work, f%m. But—fuck it—ye%h, Iʼll 

m%ke it h%ppen tonight.”
Across town, Zoe s%t on % cr%te in his kitchen, 

his f%ce lit by % single swinging bulb. Kingʼs 
thre%t still s%t he%vy in his gut. He pulled % 
che%p m%sk over his f%ce—% Joker smile 
printed %cross the front—%nd felt the old 

%dren%line come %live. He pushed into the 
night like % m%n with nothing to lose.



The first job w%s quick, sloppy, %nd loud—
j%mming his h%nd into % pocket %nd gr%bbing 
wh%t he could. The next t%rget blurred into the 
next: % store corner where the guys hung out 

g%mbling, %nd %nywhere else he could think to 
hit. With every run, Zoe r%n f%ster, the music in 

his he%dphones pushing him %long like %n 
%ccomplice. He hit %nother lick moving slick 

%nd silent. Sirens thre%ded the %ir like dist%nt, 
inevit%ble punctu%tion.

When the city went bl%ck %round him—when 
the night folded into the speeding he%rtbe%t of 

his successes—Zoe kept moving. He w%snʼt 
thinking %bout consequences. Only money. 

Only surviv%l. Only the promise King h%d given 
him, the one th%t left no room for f%ilure.

B%ng%ʼs c%r rolled up to % loc%l spot louder 
th%n the rest of the block, neon letters 

humming over the doorw%y. He hopped out, 
he%d swiveling, % m%n used to t%king me%sure 

of his territory. He h%d no ide% Zoeʼs territory 
w%s the very s%me, or th%t the nightʼs sm%ll, 
f%st crimes would re%rr%nge where the lines 

were dr%wn. Zoe w%s b%ck home in his kitchen 



counter counting the nightʼs t%ke, cursing %t 
the pile bec%use it w%snʼt enough. Kingʼs 

w%rning h%d sunk like % weight. Heʼd gr%bbed 
his m%sk %g%in %nd slipped b%ck into the d%rk.

On the wet curb ne%rby, Folk dr%gged % 
cig%rette between his fingers, eyes clouded but 
quick. Zoe rolled down his window %nd, just to 
m%ke % connection, le%ned his he%d out. Folk 

nodded tow%rd the street like he w%s giving out 
we%ther reports.

“You h%ng %round? Somebody gonn% pull up 
sooner or l%ter.”

Zoe nodded %nd cut his engine. He needed 
eyes %nd e%rs; Folk could be both. The city 

rew%rded the %lert.

Me%nwhile, Loʼs phone l%y w%rm in his h%nd. 
He m%de % c%ll to Switch—his hitter. There 

were no sm%ller men with sm%ller voices here, 
only blunt, efficient exch%nges.

“Yo, itʼs Lo. Go see %bout K%ss,” Lo s%id.
“No problem. Send % loc%tion,” Switch replied, 

his voice devoid of curiosity, %ll business.



B%ck %t the corner store, B%ng% slid from the 
shop with % foil p%ck in his h%nd. On the 

sidew%lk, he spotted Folk %nd s%untered over 
with % sw%gger th%t s%id heʼd h%ndled worse.

“Sup?” B%ng% s%id, keeping it light.
Folk blinked slow, then gestured with % crooked 
nod. B%ng%ʼs grin widened. “Iʼll be posted,” he 

s%id, %nd w%lked off with me%sured steps.
Folk ducked b%ck into the store. A few minutes 
l%ter he returned %nd went up to Zoe, dropping 
his voice to % whisper. “Somebody %round the 

corner got work. 
Zoeʼs eyes lit. Opportunity is % sm%ll %nim%l—it 

shows up when you le%st expect it, %nd it 
doesnʼt come twice.

“Oh ye%h?” Zoe s%id, the pl%n sh%rpening in 
his mind. “Iʼm% get ʼem. St%y here.”

He crept to % better v%nt%ge point, %ngling 
himself where he could see B%ng% without 
being obvious. The %ir t%sted like r%in %nd 

g%soline; the night smelled like surviv%l. 
Whoever moved first would h%ve the 

%dv%nt%ge.



Unseen, Lo w%tched from % truck %cross the 
street. Heʼd %lre%dy c%lled King, %nd Kingʼs 

decision h%d been delivered like % verdict: K%ss 
h%d to go.

As the night tightened %round the block, Flux 
s%t in his c%r h%lf % block %w%y, engine quiet, 

eyes fixed on the shop. He w%tched the 
choreogr%phy unfold—the meet-ups, the silent 
gl%nces, the c%su%l p%ss of the timepiece th%t 

me%nt nothing—until he s%w B%ng% move.
Everything w%s %ligning the w%y the men 

upst%irs w%nted. K%ss, whoʼd thought he could 
thre%d himself through the needle of d%nger 

%nd s%fe p%ss%ge, h%d become % sm%ll, bright 
t%rget. And in the d%rk, where loy%lties were 

thin %nd the cost of % mist%ke w%s me%sured in 
blood, the pl%yers positioned themselves like 

pred%tors.
Zoe le%ned forw%rd, bre%th sh%llow, from his 

hiding pl%ce, he w%tched B%ng%—%nd w%ited 
for the moment his world would tilt.

The night w%s too still. Even the wind seemed 



to w%it.
B%ng% le%ned %g%inst the side of his c%r, his 
bre%th slow, % cig%rette burning between his 
fingers. Across the street, Zoe stepped from 
the sh%dows like % ghost m%de of streetlight 

%nd %nger. Their eyes met—one he%rtbe%t, two
—%nd the world seemed to hold its bre%th.

Then hell broke loose.
B%ng%ʼs h%nd went for the grip of his Glock 

before he even thought %bout it. The first shot 
cr%cked through the %ir, % violent punctu%tion. 

Another followed. The smell of gunpowder 
rolled into the night %s the echo of cl%ppers 

bounced between brick w%lls.
Zoe spun, clutching his side, the shock of it 

written %cross his f%ce. He stumbled b%ckw%rd, 
his knees buckling. The sound of his body 
hitting the ground lingered longer th%n the 

gunshots.
B%ng% stood frozen for % moment, the pistol 

still hot in his p%lm. Then instinct kicked in. He 
r%n to his c%r, sl%mmed the door, %nd peeled 

off into the d%rk. The d%shbo%rd lights p%inted 
his f%ce % p%le blue—his eyes wild, his mind % 



mess of noise.
He fumbled with his phone, h%nds sh%king. 
“K%ss,” he s%id when the line clicked. “Itʼs 

B%ng%. I…I…..I…!”. “I think I just—” he 
sw%llowed h%rd, “—I think I just killed 

somebody trying to rob me.”
For % second, %ll he could he%r w%s his own 

bre%thing. Then the silence from the other end 
m%de him re%lize K%ss w%s just %s stunned %s 

he w%s.
B%ng%ʼs words tumbled out, h%lf to the phone, 
h%lf to himself. “Th%t feen nigg%… he mustʼve 
h%d something to do with it. Th%t w%s % setup. 

Somebody set me up.”
His voice cr%cked with %nger, confusion, %nd 

the d%wning re%liz%tion th%t he w%s in too deep 
to w%lk it b%ck. He sl%mmed his fist into the 
steering wheel, the sound blending with the 

ro%r of the engine %s he dis%ppe%red into the 
night.

Fluxʼs phone buzzed, vibr%ting %g%inst the cup 
holder. He picked it up with % we%ry sigh.

“Wh%t do you me%n thereʼs %nother shooting?” 
he b%rked into the receiver, his f%ce h%rd in the 



glow of the d%shbo%rd.
A p%use. The voice on the other end murmured 
something too low to m%ke out. Flux rubbed his 
forehe%d, the muscles in his j%w twitching. “No, 
no. We c%nʼt %fford %nother body on the street. 

Not right now.”
He hung up %nd immedi%tely di%led M%rsh%ll. 

“We need to get to the bottom of this shit,” Flux 
sn%pped. “Now. I s%id I w%nt results.”

Across town, Kingʼs phone buzzed on his desk. 
He picked it up, listening %s %n %nonymous 
voice delivered the news—Zoe, one of his 

runners, w%s down. Kingʼs f%ce d%rkened, the 
muscles in his neck tightening.

“Wh%t do you me%n?” he growled. The %nswer 
only deepened his fury. He sl%mmed his fist 
%g%inst the desk, the sound sh%rp %nd fin%l. 

“H%ndle it,” he hissed. “All of it.”
Me%nwhile, B%ng% w%s still driving, the world 

outside his windshield % blur of lights %nd 
p%nic. He c%lled K%ss %g%in, his words rushing 

out.
“It w%s % setup, K%ss. The hobo set us up!”

K%ssʼs voice c%me through c%lm but clipped. 



“Look, just bring me the money %nd the work. 
Iʼm gonn% m%ke some moves. Iʼm going to 

h%ndle this.”
Before K%ss could s%y more, the line went 

de%d. B%ng% h%d hung up.
K%ss le%ned b%ck in the b%ckse%t of his Uber, 

he%d spinning. He could feel the tension 
tightening %round him like % noose. His phone 

buzzed %g%in—B%ng%ʼs number fl%shing 
%cross the screen—but before he could 

%nswer, he c%ught sight of he%dlights behind 
them. The c%r h%d been following him since he 

left the shop.
He looked closer.

Marshall.
K%ssʼs pulse jumped. He told the driver to m%ke 
% turn, then %nother, trying to lose the t%il. The 

p%trol c%r kept its dist%nce but didnʼt 
dis%ppe%r.

“Wh%tʼs going on?” K%ss muttered under his 
bre%th. “D%mn.”

Fin%lly, he h%d the driver pull up % block from 
his house. He p%id, stepped out, %nd sc%nned 

the d%rk street before he%ding for his door.



Inside, the silence felt he%vy. He di%led B%ng% 
%g%in, %nger sh%rpening his voice. “I need th%t 

money tonight, B%ng%. Thereʼs no l%teness 
unless I s%y so.”

On the other end, B%ng% l%ughed—% hollow, 
t%unting sound. “Better l%te th%n never, 

homie.”
The line went de%d %g%in.

K%ss st%red %t the phone, his reflection 
flickering in the bl%ck screen. The %nger 

h%rdened into resolve. “Alright,” he s%id quietly. 
“You w%nn% pl%y? Iʼll pl%y.”

He gr%bbed his j%cket, slipped his piece into 
his w%istb%nd, %nd stepped b%ck out into the 
night. He knew ex%ctly where to find B%ng%—
%nd this time, he w%snʼt le%ving without wh%t 

w%s his.
Outside, somewhere in the d%rk, engines idled 

%nd men w%ited.
Every one of them h%d their own orders, their 

own debts, their own re%sons.
But by the time the night w%s over, none of 

them would be the s%me.
The streets were done keeping secrets.



The room smelled like gun oil %nd quiet d%nger.
Switch stood in front of the cr%cked mirror, 
hoodie h%lf-zipped, % pistol l%id out on the 
t%ble beside him. The soft hum of % be%t 

thumped from % ne%rby spe%ker—something 
d%rk, he%vy, %nd hypnotic.

He moved methodic%lly, sliding % m%g%zine 
into the gun, checking the ch%mber, tucking 

the we%pon into his w%istb%nd. No hesit%tion. 
No second thoughts.

The phone on the t%ble lit up—LO: Handle it.
Switchʼs j%w flexed. “S%y less,” he muttered. 

He pulled his gloves tight, zipped up his j%cket, 
%nd stepped out into the night.

The music swelled %s he dis%ppe%red down 
the st%irs, every footstep echoing with 

purpose.
It w%s time to e%rn his reput%tion.

K%ss s%t on the edge of his bed, elbows on his 
knees, st%ring %t the floor like it held %ll the 
%nswers. The weight of the p%st few d%ys 
pressed down on him — the he%t from the 
cops, the p%r%noi% of being followed, the 



feeling th%t the city itself w%s closing in.
He dr%gged % h%nd over his f%ce. He couldnʼt 

sit still %ny longer.
Pulling on his hoodie, he slipped into his 
sne%kers %nd stepped out into the night.

The streets were hushed — the kind of quiet 
th%t felt unn%tur%l, like something w%s w%iting 
to h%ppen. K%ss kept his h%nds in his pockets, 

he%d down, but his mind st%yed %lert.
H%lf % block down, % bl%ck sed%n rolled to % 

slow stop. Its engine shut off with % low growl.
Inside, Switch w%tched. His eyes were cold, 

focused — % hunter studying his prey.
He took % bre%th, opened the door, %nd 

stepped out.
The door shut with % dull clack. The sound 

seemed to tr%vel for miles.
K%ss c%ught movement in his peripher%l — % 

figure sh%dowing him. He didnʼt p%nic or bre%k 
stride. Heʼd been %round too long to spook 

e%sily.
The Switch %ttempted to close the dist%nce.
Switchʼs p%ce quickened. K%ssʼs shoulders 

tensed. The streetlight flickered overhe%d — 



the world n%rrowing to footsteps, bre%th, %nd 
the pulse in their e%rs.

Then, in one violent inst%nt, Switch lunged.
K%ss pivoted — f%st. His h%nd sn%pped up, 

blocking the gr%b %nd counter punching 
Switch. Switch stumbled b%ck, surprised by the 

resist%nce. K%ss pressed forw%rd with his 
we%pon dr%wn he h%d st%shed on his person 
before le%ving home. For % split second, they 

locked eyes — two men with too much to lose.
Switch s%w %n opening re%lizing his mist%ke 

%nd needing to recoup . He turned %nd sprinted 
down the street, the sl%p of his sne%kers f%ding 

into the night.
K%ss cursed, fists tight, then d%rted the 

opposite direction. Minutes l%ter, Switch s%t in 
his c%r, chest rising %nd f%lling. He sl%mmed his 

fist %g%inst the steering wheel.
“Shit.”

He y%nked out his phone %nd di%led.
“Yo, Lo…” he s%id, voice low. “I messed up. He 

got %w%y.”
Silence. Then — click.

Lo hung up.



Switch st%red %t the phone, j%w tightening. The 
quiet inside the c%r grew suffoc%ting. Regret 
hung in the %ir like gun smoke. He knew wh%t 

th%t click me%nt — f%ilure h%d % price.

Morning light bled we%kly through the blinds, 
throwing thin lines %cross K%ssʼs f%ce. He s%t 

%t the t%ble, exh%usted but wired, % cup of cold 
coffee untouched in front of him.

He gr%bbed his phone %nd c%lled Mr. 
Moorecutte.

“Mr. Moorecutte, itʼs K%ss,” he s%id quietly. “I 
wonʼt be %ble to work in the shop no more.”
A p%use. “K%ss, is everything %lright? You 

sound off, son. Is there %nything I c%n do?”
K%ss sighed, rubbing the b%ck of his neck. 
“Not right now,” he s%id. “Iʼll let you know.”

When he hung up, the silence pressed down 
%g%in. The weight of everything — the police 
he%t, the %mbush, the missing money — it %ll 

st%rted to %lign.
He le%ned b%ck, st%ring into sp%ce. “Whoʼs 

trying to t%ke me out?” he whispered.
Then it hit him — the only thing th%t m%de 



sense. Someone h%d put % price on his he%d.
He picked up the phone %g%in %nd c%lled 

Queen.
“B%by,” he s%id, voice low but ste%dy, “get 

re%dy. Weʼre le%ving tonight.”
She didnʼt %rgue. “Where we going?”

“Anywhere but here.”
K%ss hung up %nd p%ced the room. He needed 
B%ng%. He needed th%t money. He c%lled twice 

— no %nswer.
“Come on, m%n,” he muttered. “Pick up.”

Nothing.

Across town, Flux s%t behind his desk when the 
c%ll c%me in.

“Ye%h?” he s%id, %lre%dy br%cing for b%d news.
A voice c%me through, grim %nd direct. 

“Thereʼs been %nother incident.”
Flux str%ightened, eyes n%rrowing. “Where?”

St%tic cr%ckled. Then c%me the words th%t 
m%de his stom%ch drop.

He gr%bbed his co%t, muttering %s he he%ded 
out the door. “This cityʼs gonn% burn before itʼs 

over.”



And he w%snʼt wrong.
By nightf%ll, every m%n — every crew, every 

b%dge, every hustler — would find themselves 
c%ught in % storm none of them could stop.

By l%te %fternoon, the streets %round the 
b%rbershop held th%t une%sy quiet — the kind 

th%t felt like the city w%s holding its bre%th. The 
hum of tr%ffic w%s dist%nt, the %ir thick with 

tension.
M%rsh%ll cruised slowly down the block, his 

cruiser gliding p%st the f%mili%r storefronts. The 
b%rbershop — K%ssʼs usu%l spot — s%t h%lf-

empty, blinds dr%wn h%lfw%y down. He gl%nced 
inside %s he p%ssed. No K%ss. No l%ughter. No 

noise. Just silence.
He pressed his phone to his e%r, voice smooth 

%nd c%su%l, m%sking the edge bene%th it.
“Ye%h,” he s%id, chuckling to whoever w%s on 

the other end. “I w%s born %nd r%ised in the 
city… went to school here, got in trouble, s%me 

old story.”
A soft giggle flo%ted b%ck through the receiver.
“Ye%h, ye%h,” M%rsh%ll continued, eyes flicking 



from the sidew%lk to the mirrors. “Then I joined 
the force. Thought I could m%ke % difference, 

cle%n the streets, you know?”
But his %ttention w%snʼt on the wom%n. It w%s 
on the city — on movement, on f%ces, on %ny 

sign of K%ss.
He turned down %nother block, slower this 

time. The streets felt different tod%y. Ch%rged. 
The kind of different th%t c%me before 

something b%d.

Across town, K%ss s%t in % dim room, blinds 
dr%wn tight. His phone vibr%ted %g%in, %nd he 

%nswered inst%ntly.
“B%ng%,” he s%id fl%tly.

On the other end, B%ng%ʼs tone c%rried th%t 
s%me cocky smirk he %lw%ys h%d when he 

thought he held the c%rds.
“You know, K%ss,” he s%id, “Iʼm my own boss 

now. Iʼm tired of t%king losses.”
K%ssʼs j%w tightened. His voice c%me out low 
%nd sh%rp. “I need the money or the product. 
You got % choice — cut ties %nd w%lk %w%y 

cle%n, or m%ke this ugly.”



A long silence — two men testing e%ch otherʼs 
nerve.

Then B%ng%ʼs voice dropped, cold %nd fin%l. “I 
%inʼt got your money, K%ss. Do wh%t you gott% 

do.”
Click.

The line went de%d.
K%ss st%red %t the phone, j%w set, the quiet in 

the room turning he%vy %nd d%ngerous. His 
pulse thumped in his e%rs.

“Ok%y…” he muttered. He stood, slinging his 
b%g over his shoulder. “Bet.”

He didnʼt sl%m the door — he just shut it. Quiet. 
Controlled. De%dly c%lm.

The w%r h%d st%rted.

The cityʼs pulse quickened %s dusk settled in. 
K%ss stepped out, eyes cutting %cross every 

corner of the block. His instincts were %live — 
th%t sixth sense th%t whispered whenever 

d%nger crept too close.
He st%rted down the sidew%lk, stride ste%dy, 

though every sound echoed louder th%n it 
should h%ve. A bottle clinked in the gutter. 



Somewhere, % dog b%rked once, then fell silent.
Then — % f%int sn%p. A br%nch. Behind him.

K%ss turned, eyes n%rrowing. Nothing but 
sh%dows.

He picked up his p%ce, tension cr%wling up his 
spine. The %ir felt thick, like it w%s w%iting for 

something to bre%k. He turned down % n%rrow 
side street, then cut through % y%rd. His feet 

pounded %cross wet gr%ss, lungs burning %s he 
v%ulted % fence %nd dropped into the next %lley.

And then — BAM!
He sl%mmed into the hood of % p%rked c%r, 

st%ggering b%ck.
When he looked up, his stom%ch dropped. 

Behind the wheel s%t Officer M%rsh%ll, % smirk 
curling %cross his f%ce.

“Well, well,” M%rsh%ll s%id, stepping out %nd 
closing the c%r door behind him. “Just the m%n 

Iʼve been looking for.”
K%ssʼs chest he%ved. “Looking for me? For 

wh%t — w%lking home?”
“Donʼt pl%y sm%rt,” M%rsh%ll shot b%ck, 

stepping closer. “You know wh%t youʼve been 
into. Youʼre lucky I c%ught you first.”



“Lucky?” K%ss scoffed, eyes n%rrowing. “M%n, 
you been h%r%ssing me for months. Iʼm done 

pl%yinʼ with you.”
The sp%ce between them tightened — he%t 

rising, tension coiling. M%rsh%llʼs h%nd hovered 
ne%r his holster. K%ssʼs fists clenched.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, % sh%dow 
moved.

A d%rk sed%n rolled slowly through the 
intersection — tinted windows, engine purring. 

Switch.
He s%w it %ll: K%ss cornered, M%rsh%ll pinning 
him in pl%ce, the thre%t thick in the %ir. Switch 

didnʼt stop. He just w%tched, t%king everything 
in. Then he kept driving, dis%ppe%ring %round 

the curve of the block.
Inside M%rsh%llʼs cruiser, the police r%dio 

cr%ckled to life.
DISPATCH: “All units respond — Code 3, E%st 

45th %nd M%in. Repe%t, Code 3.”
M%rsh%llʼs j%w tensed. His eyes flicked from the 

r%dio to K%ss.
“D%mn it,” he muttered.

He hesit%ted — long enough to m%ke it cle%r 



this w%snʼt over.
“This %inʼt done,” he growled, shoving K%ss 

h%rd before storming b%ck to his c%r. The tires 
screeched %s he sped down the street, red %nd 

blue lights fl%shing.
K%ss stumbled b%ck, c%tching himself on the 

w%ll, chest still he%ving.
He rubbed his shoulder, muttering, “One d%y, I 

swe%r, th%t b%dge wonʼt s%ve you.”
Then he took off %g%in, slipping through % 

n%rrow p%ss%ge between houses, 
dis%ppe%ring into the cityʼs d%rk veins.

A few blocks %w%y, Switchʼs c%r crept through 
the s%me neighborhood, he%dlights dimmed, 

engine % whisper.
He turned down the %lley K%ss h%d v%nished 

into, eyes sc%nning the sh%dows.
The hunter w%s still hunting — but this time, 

both men were prey.
And %s the night sw%llowed them whole, the 

w%r th%t h%d been simmering in the d%rk fin%lly 
beg%n to burn.



Detective Flux s%t %lone in his office, % h%lf-
empty cup of coffee cooling beside % st%ck of 

unsolved c%se files. The phone r%ng. He 
%nswered before the second ring.

“Ye%h?” His voice w%s clipped — % m%n who 
didnʼt w%ste time.

“Zoeʼs in critic%l condition,” the voice on the 
other end s%id. “ICU %t Riverside. But heʼs 

%live.”
Flux str%ightened, every nerve on %lert. “Heʼs 

%live?”
“B%rely. Theyʼve got him sed%ted.”

“Good.” Flux le%ned forw%rd, “You c%ll me the 
moment he w%kes up. Iʼve got questions for 

him.”
He hung up slowly, st%ring %t the receiver 

before setting it down. The weight of the city 
pressed %g%inst him. Everyone h%d their h%nds 

in something — cops, hustlers, politici%ns — 
the lines h%d blurred long %go.

Sunlight bounced off his office window, but it 
did nothing to w%rm the %ir. He rubbed his j%w 

%nd exh%led through his nose.
Something big w%s %bout to bre%k.



Across town, in % h%lf-empty p%rking lot, two 
c%rs pulled in nose-to-nose. LO stepped out 

first, dressed cle%n but coiled tight, like % m%n 
living under too m%ny promises. King emerged 

from the other c%r, slow %nd deliber%te, his 
presence enough to silence the %ir.

“With the m%yor%l election coming up,” King 
s%id, folding his %rms, “this is big business. No 

room for error.”
He sc%nned the lot before looking b%ck %t LO. 

“We got % de%l going down in Buckroe. We 
need the city quiet.”

LO nodded, confidence c%refully me%sured. “I 
got somebody on it, King. Everythingʼs under 

control.”
King tilted his he%d — not convinced. “You 

sure? I donʼt need noise right now. Not with the 
press sniffing %round.”

“Donʼt worry,” LO s%id, % slow grin forming. 
“My guyʼs solid. He knows wh%tʼs %t st%ke.”

King studied him % moment longer, then 
nodded. “I hope so.”

His phone r%ng, slicing through the tension. He 



%nswered without bre%king eye cont%ct.
“Ye%h?”

“Howʼs business?” % voice %sked.
Kingʼs lips curled. “Weʼre on schedule.”

“Good. Keep it th%t w%y.”
King hung up %nd slid his phone into his 

pocket. “Keep it tight,” he told LO.
They cl%sped h%nds — % silent p%ct — then 

dis%ppe%red into their c%rs, le%ving the lot 
empty except for the echo of wheels on 

cr%cked p%vement.

The night w%s humid, the kind th%t clung to 
your skin. K%ss stepped out of the sh%dows, 

hood up, eyes sc%nning the block. The 
streetlight %bove him flickered. Swe%t r%n down 

his temple.
“Just % quick gr%b,” he muttered. “In %nd out.”

He pushed open the corner-store door. The bell 
over the fr%me dinged, sh%rper th%n it should 

h%ve.
Inside, the c%shier b%rely looked up from his 

m%g%zine.
“Th%t it?” he %sked.



“Ye%h,” K%ss muttered. “Ring th%t up.”
He gr%bbed the cig%r %nd stepped b%ck out 
into the he%t. His body moved e%sy, but his 

eyes never stopped sc%nning.
A c%r engine purred somewhere behind him — 
ste%dy, deliber%te. He gl%nced b%ck %s % d%rk 

sed%n slid by with its he%dlights dimmed.
Switch.

Across the neighborhood, B%ng% drove %lone, 
K%ssʼs n%me popping %cross his phone. He 

smirked.
“Now you w%nn% t%lk,” he muttered, hitting 

ignore. “Too l%te for th%t.”
K%ss tried %g%in. No %nswer. He cursed %nd 

kicked % tr%sh c%n, the cl%ng echoing down the 
block.

“M%n… forget him!”
F%te lined the pieces up perfectly.

B%ng% rolled to % stop %t % red light — just %s 
Switch e%sed in beside him. Neither looked %t 

the other, but both felt the tension in the %ir.
Then K%ss stepped off the curb.

Switchʼs eyes sn%pped tow%rd him. “There you 
go,” he growled, gunning the engine.



The tires screeched. He swung the door open 
before the c%r even stopped.

Switch lunged. “Wh%tʼs up now, boy?!”
K%ss ducked. The punch flew p%st his e%r, 

sh%ttering the gl%ss behind him. He didnʼt w%it 
for %nother. He r%n — cutting through b%cklots 

like his life depended on it.
Bec%use it did.

He hit the church b%cklot, v%ulted % fence, %nd 
crouched behind the brick w%ll, bre%thing h%rd. 

Footsteps followed — slow, confident.
“You c%nʼt hide forever, lilʼ bro,” Switch c%lled, 

voice echoing.
K%ssʼs j%w tightened. Then he moved.
He burst out from behind the w%ll %nd 

sl%mmed into Switch. They hit the ground h%rd 
— % struggle, % grunt, % thud.

Then silence.
Switch didnʼt get up.

K%ss st%ggered %w%y, holding his ribs.
B%ng% w%s only % block %w%y when he he%rd 

the scre%m. He swung his c%r %round %nd 
spotted K%ss limping, Switchʼs body b%rely 

visible behind him. He pulled up f%st, cutting 



K%ss off.
“Donʼt move!” B%ng% shouted, stepping out, 

gun dr%wn. “Either you or me.”
K%ss stopped, bre%th r%gged. “Do wh%t you 

gott% do.”
They st%red — ye%rs of tension between them.
“I still got the work,” B%ng% s%id, voice low but 

sh%king. “And the money. Lost some of the 
product. Got into it with somebody. Th%tʼs the 

truth.”
Before K%ss could %nswer, the world cr%cked 

open with gunfire.
Three shots — sh%rp, echoing.

B%ng% jerked, red blooming %cross his hoodie. 
K%ss spun %s % bullet gr%zed his shoulder. He 

dropped to one knee.
From the sh%dows, % figure stepped forw%rd — 

LO, pistol ste%dy, eyes cold.
K%ss cr%wled tow%rd B%ng%, but it w%s too l%te. 

His boy w%s gone.
He forced himself up, running %s LO followed.

He ducked into %n %lley, he%rt pounding, 
gr%bbed % loose bo%rd from % broken fence, 

%nd crouched low.



Footsteps %ppro%ched.
LO rounded the corner, we%pon r%ised.

K%ss struck first — swinging h%rd. The bo%rd 
cr%cked %g%inst LOʼs %rm. The gun fell, 

cl%ttering on the concrete. They fought — r%w, 
furious, desper%te. The gun slid between them. 

Both dove for it.
A single shot tore through the %lley.

Then silence.

Suddenly the scene ch%nges %nd K%ss %w%kes 
Inside Mr. Moorcutteʼs b%rbershop, the hum of 
clippers filled the room. K%ss s%t %cross from 

the old m%n, eyes tired but cle%rer th%n theyʼd 
been in months.

“Itʼs %ll %bout moving forw%rd,” Mr. Moorcutte 
s%id, setting the clippers down. “One d%y %t % 

time, son. You underst%nd? Youʼll be %lright. 
Youʼll be just fine.”

He le%ned forw%rd, meeting K%ssʼs eyes. “Now 
tell me, K%ss… I %inʼt gonn% h%ve no problems 

outt% you, %m I?”
K%ss m%n%ged % f%int smile %nd shook his 

he%d. “No, sir. Not %t %ll.”



“Good,” Mr. Moorcutte s%id, s%tisfied. “Then 
you st%rt tomorrow.”

As K%ss stood to le%ve, his eyes c%ught % sm%ll 
wooden sign h%nging on the w%ll — simple, 

c%rved deep, p%inted by h%nd:
ONE DAY AT A TIME

He exh%led, the f%intest smile on his lips, %nd 
w%lked tow%rd the door.

Outside, the morning light broke over the city 
— cold, cle%n, %nd new.

The End




