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    PROLOGUE — THE HOUSE THAT DIDN’T BELONG TO ANYONE

    The FEMA house wasn’t supposed to be there anymore.

After the storm, after the cameras left, after the paperwork closed, the neighborhood learned to look past it. Blue tarp roof. Warped siding. A number spray-painted on the door that no longer meant anything.

People walked around it.

Kids dared each other to touch it and run.

Everyone agreed on one thing:
nothing good came from houses the government forgot.

Donyea Ringer stood across the street the first time he noticed it for real, hands in his jacket pockets, watching the way the porch sagged like it was tired of holding secrets.

He wasn’t looking for trouble.
Trouble had a way of finding him anyway.

The neighborhood still smelled like mold and hot asphalt. Recovery had become a word people used instead of hope. Everyone was rebuilding something—credit, trust, reputations—but nobody rebuilt that house.

It stayed untouched.

That was the mistake.

When the crew finally forced the door, they expected squatters. Maybe copper stripped from the walls. Maybe rats.

What they found instead was silence.

Then drywall.

Then a loose panel that shouldn’t have been loose.

Behind it—
bundled cash. Vacuum-sealed. Stacked with a precision that didn’t belong to desperation.

Millions.

No drugs.
No weapons.
Just money that had already killed someone, even if the body hadn’t been found yet.

Donyea knew that the moment he saw it.

Every dollar had a body attached to it.

That house wasn’t abandoned.

It was waiting.

And whatever had hidden that money there hadn’t forgotten it existed.

Neither had the past Donyea thought he’d buried.

Some storms didn’t destroy neighborhoods.

They exposed what was already underneath.

THE HOMESTEAD HEIST

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE — THE HOUSE THE HURRICANE FORGOT

    The FEMA house sat at the edge of the old neighborhood like a lie that never got told all the way.

Yellow siding sun-faded to gray.
Blue tarp half-torn, still flapping from a storm three hurricanes ago.
Grass up to the knees, mailbox leaning, stickers on the boarded windows peeling off in layers—
DO NOT ENTER
CONDEMNED
PROPERTY OF FEMA

Miami heat pressed down heavy and humid, even this late. The street was quiet—too quiet for a Friday night. The people who used to sit on porches out here either moved, got locked up, or became names murmured at candlelight vigils.

Donyea Ringer leaned on the steering wheel of the dusty Impala, engine off, watching the house like it could suddenly grow teeth.

In the passenger seat, Marq was bouncing his leg fast enough to shake the whole car.

“Bro, I’m telling you,” Marq whispered, eyes wide, gold tooth flashing when he grinned, “this is God. Like, God God. I ain’t never seen no blessing line up this smooth.”

“Stop calling crimes blessings,” Donyea said, low.

He didn’t look at Marq. Didn’t have to. He knew that hype energy by heart. They’d grown up together in Dayton projects, chased the same ice cream trucks, ducked the same bullets. Miami hadn’t changed Marq’s brain, just his area code.

Marq popped a sunflower seed, spit the shell into an empty water bottle.

“Lemme run it back one more time for my man with the trust issues,” Marq said. “Homie from FEMA office peeped me while I’m fixin’ his AC, right? Dude drunk, talkin’ too much, sayin’ they got like thirteen abandoned units never checked after payout. One of ‘em was ‘red-flagged’ for irregular inventory. You know what that mean?”

“Could mean paperwork,” Donyea said.

Marq clicked his tongue. “Could mean somebody stashed somethin’ in there and never came back. And now the state forgot it. That’s free money, D. Free. Money.”

In the backseat, Tiny—who was not tiny in any way—adjusted the holster under his hoodie.

“Ain’t no such thing as free money, dog,” Tiny muttered. “Somebody always got a tab on it. Cartel, plug, insurance, government… somebody.”

Exactly.

That was the part Marq never really lived in long enough: the after. The tab. The cost.

Donyea finally tore his eyes off the house and checked the rearview. Street still empty. Corner still dark. The far-off sound of a train. A dog barked somewhere behind the next row of houses.

He looked back at his crew.

Marq, skinny and wired, forever talking about “one big hit” like life was a slot machine.
Tiny, six-four, two-hundred-and-change, soft eyes but a hard jaw—loyal to the grave but tired of spinning his wheels.
Nia, in the seat behind Marq, quiet, hoodie up, curls tucked away, chewing gum slow and watching everything with those sharp, stay-ready eyes.

Nia pulled one AirPod out.

“We goin’ in or we just gon’ sit here till the mosquitoes drain us?” she asked.

Marq twisted around, grinning.

“Thank you. Somebody else with vision. D, c’mon. You seen the city. Rent’s up, wages down, scam season gettin’ weaker. Everybody we know talkin’ ‘bout crypto they ain’t got and Airbnbs they don’t own.” He slapped the dashboard. “We got a chance to grab something real.”

Donyea breathed deep.

He could feel the weight of bills at home—Mama’s prescriptions from the clinic that never seemed fully covered, back rent on the apartment, his little niece asking when they’d go to Orlando again like they were still that family that did trips, took pictures, did normal.

He could also feel something else—an old weight, from another life. Dayton. A face he didn’t like thinking about. A name he refused to say.

The past had hands. And it loved grabbing your ankles right when you thought you were running free.

“Alright,” he said finally. “We in and out. No phones. No flashlights out in the open. We treat it like somebody could still be watchin’, even if they not.”

Marq grinned like he just won something.

“Yessir. That’s my man.”

Tiny frowned.

“And if the ‘irregular inventory’ is just mold and roaches?”

“Then we wasted a night,” Donyea said. “But we walk out breathing. That’s the win.”

Nia nodded once.

“That’s always the win.”

They got out the car, doors soft-closing in sequence. The night swallowed them.

⸻

Up close, the FEMA house looked even more tired.

The tape across the front door had long since peeled. Someone had tried to pry the boards off the front window months ago and gave up halfway. A foreclosure notice flapped gently, edges browned from the sun.

Donyea put on gloves.

Nia pulled a small pry bar from her backpack, slid it into a gap in the side window board like she’d done this a hundred times. Took pressure, patience, and a little shoulder, but the board finally groaned loose.

Marq hissed, excited.

“Yo, she a pro. Marry me.”

Nia didn’t look up.

“I don’t marry men who call B&Es blessings.”

Tiny chuckled low.

Donyea kept his head on a swivel, watching the street, the houses, the shadows. His senses tuned to little details: a curtain that might move, the faint glow of a cigarette tip, the flash of a phone screen.

Nothing.

If somebody had laid a trap, they were patient.

Nia got the board free enough to make an opening.

“Ladies first,” she said, then swung herself inside.

Marq hopped in after, then Tiny.

Donyea took one last scan of the block, then slid through.

The smell hit him first.

Old water. Mold. Dust. Something damp and forgotten. He covered his nose with his elbow.

Nia clicked on a small penlight, kept it low, beam tight. The living room was frozen in time—
couch still there, plastic half on, half off. TV stand with no TV. FEMA markings spray-painted on the wall: orange X, numbers, dates.

Tiny whistled under his breath.

“Storm wrecked they world and then the state finished the job.”

Marq was already drifting toward the hallway.

“C’mon, FEMA man said it was flagged on inventory when they logged relief supplies. Could be food, could be water, could be—”

“Could be nothing,” Donyea cut in. “We don’t start counting what we don’t see.”

Nia’s light swept over the kitchen. Empty cabinets. Dead roach. A half-ripped sticker that once said EMERGENCY SUPPLIES on a now-bare shelf.

“Nobody left no brick on the counter for us to grab,” she said. “We gon’ have to get cozy.”

They split the house room by room—
Nia with Marq, Tiny trailing Donyea.

Two bedrooms: stripped.
Bathroom: mold ring in the tub, vanity mirror cracked, nothing behind it.
Hall closet: broken broom, a rusted folding chair.

Tiny glanced at him.

“Think your boy from FEMA was cappin’.”

“Maybe,” Donyea said.

But something felt off.

Not supernatural. Not no sixth sense. Just… experience. Years of walking into spots people swore were “safe” and realizing too late that safe was just code for “nobody else died here yet.”

He stepped into the last room—
what used to be a kid’s bedroom.

Faded cartoon stickers on the wall.
A deflated basketball in the corner.
Closet door half-open, frame swollen from moisture.

He moved closer.

Tiny checked the window.

“We been here twenty minutes. I don’t like sittin’ in one spot this long.”

“Quick look, then we go,” Donyea said. “Help me with this.”

They tugged the closet door open. It stuck, then gave way with a wet crack.

Inside: empty hanger rod. Peeling paint. And at the bottom—

Fresh gouges in the warped wood, like somebody had dragged something heavy out… or in.

Donyea crouched. Ran gloved fingers along the floor. The grooves didn’t line up with the wall. They curved, cut inward.

Like a path.

“Watch the door,” he told Tiny.

Tiny moved back into the hall, hand on his pistol.

Donyea pressed a palm flat to the floor, then shifted his weight.

The board dipped—just a hair.

He froze.

Pressed again.

The same give.

Nia appeared in the doorway.

“Yo, Marq say he found nothin’ but spiders and depression. You got any—”

Donyea put a finger to his lips.

Her eyes sharpened.

He nodded at the closet.

“Something’s under here.”

Marq squeezed past Tiny.

“Hear that? That’s the sound of destiny.”

“Or rats,” Nia said.

“Rats don’t get red-flagged,” Marq replied.

They worked in quiet. Donyea used the pry bar to work the edges. Tiny provided leverage. Nia kept the light steady. Marq held his breath so hard you could hear it.

The board came up slow, fighting them, nails squealing free one by one until the slab of wood lifted.

Nia aimed the light down.

Silence.

Then Marq whispered, voice shaking now, not from fear—

From awe.

“Yo…”

Bundles.

Layered neatly, tight-wrapped in plastic, stacked two, three, four deep in a narrow concrete cavity that ran the width of the closet.

Rubber-banded bricks of cash.
Some wrapped in plastic grocery bags.
Some stamped with faded cartel markings.

Even under the penlight, you could see the green.

Tiny let out a low breath.

“Ohhh… sh*t.”

Nia blinked slow.

“That’s not FEMA money.”

Donyea stared.

Not at the cash.

At the way it was stored. The care. The organization. Whoever put this here didn’t panic. They planned.

Marq’s breathing sped up.

“You see this? You see this?! We UP, D. We UP. This is six figures at least. Maybe seven. This change everything.”

Tiny looked toward the front of the house.

“Change everything for who, though? Us… or whoever left it?”

Donyea’s jaw tightened.

“Bag only the top row. No greedy hands. You never clear a stash down to the floor. That tells whoever owns it that somebody new in the chat.”

Marq made a face.

“Man, they not comin’ ba—”

Donyea’s voice cut sharp.

“Top row only.”

Nia nodded.

“He right. You leave it lookin’ like old ghosts, not new thieves.”

They moved fast—
Nia and Marq loading bricks into Nia’s backpack and an old FEMA duffel they found under the bed, Tiny watching the hall, Donyea listening for the wrong kind of silence.

They finished in minutes.

The stash in the floor still looked almost untouched. If you didn’t look too closely.

They dropped the closet board back in place as best they could.

“Yo, we rich, we rich, we rich,” Marq sang under his breath as they headed for the window. “I’m talkin’ real car, real condo, no more side jobs—”

They climbed out one by one, feet crunching on the overgrown grass.

Marq couldn’t stop grinning. Nia’s face stayed neutral, but her eyes were brighter. Tiny kept glancing up and down the block like the air had changed.

Donyea made it to the Impala last.

As he opened the driver door, his phone buzzed once in his pocket—silent vibration, no ringtone.

Unknown number.

He almost ignored it.

Almost.

Something in his gut said: look.

He pulled the phone halfway, glanced at the screen.

One text.
No name.
Just a number he didn’t recognize and a message that hit like a punch:

Didn’t think you still broke enough to steal from me.
– E.

His chest went ice-cold.

The world around him—the FEMA house, the money, Marq still talking, the Miami night—blurred at the edges.

Only the letter stayed sharp.

E.

Not a ghost.

Not a myth.

A person.

A name he’d been running from since Ohio.

Elias.

Childhood friend.
First partner in crime.
First person he betrayed to save his own skin.

The man who once promised:

“If you ever cross me, Don… I’ll come back for what’s mine.
Money, blood, whatever it is that day.”

The past had hands.

And now it was texting.

Donyea swallowed.

“Everyone in the car,” he said quietly.

Marq frowned.

“D, what—”

“In the car.”

Something in his tone made them all move faster.

Nia slid into her seat. Tiny got in back. Marq flopped into the passenger side, still clutching the duffel.

“You look like you seen a ghost, bro,” Marq joked.

Donyea started the engine.

He didn’t smile.

“That’s the problem,” he said, pulling away from the curb, eyes scanning the rearview like it might grow fangs.

“He ain’t dead.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO — THE TEXT THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

    The Impala rolled through Liberty City like it had a secret in the trunk.

Streetlights passed in slow stripes across the windshield.
Music thumped from a block party a few streets over, but in the car—
silence.

Nobody talked.
Not after the way Donyea said, “Get in the car.”

Marq looked over from the passenger seat, his voice small for once.

“D… you gon’ tell us what’s wrong?”

Donyea kept his eyes forward.

“Not yet.”

Tiny leaned forward from the back.

“Feels like somebody watchin’ us.”

“Somebody is,” Donyea said.

Nia snapped her gum once.

“Are we talkin’ cops, cartel, or something worse?”

Donyea didn’t answer.

He made a left on 15th, then another left on 71st—doubling back, checking mirrors, checking side streets.
Old instincts he hated having.
Old paths he swore he’d escaped when he left Ohio for Miami.

But the past don’t care what you swore.

It just waits.

⸻

THE SAFE SPOT

He took them to the wash-off lot behind an old mechanic’s shop where the owner let them park after hours for fifty bucks a month.
No cameras.
No foot traffic.

As soon as he killed the engine, Marq blurted:

“Alright, somebody talk. ’Cause you drivin’ like we bein’ tailed by Jesus himself.”

Nia elbowed him.

“Shut up and let him think.”

Donyea pulled his phone out.

The screen still showed the text:

Didn’t think you still broke enough to steal from me. – E.

He handed the phone to Nia first.

She read it.
Her eyes widened.
She passed it to Tiny.

Tiny’s thick eyebrows lifted.

“Who the hell is E?”

Marq leaned over the seat, impatient.

“Yeah, who? FEMA don’t got no E’s. Cartel names don’t start with E. Who we pissing off here?”

Donyea took the phone back.

His jaw tightened.

“Elias.”

Marq froze.

Nia stopped breathing.

Tiny exhaled long.

Only one Elias existed in their shared dictionary:

Elias Quinn.
The kid from Dayton with the bright smile and the darker hunger.
The one who never did small crimes.
The one who always dreamed too big, too fast.

The one who became everything he said he’d become.

A name people whispered in back alleys.
A man who ran crews like chess pieces.
A ghost who forced cities to remember him.

A friend Donyea used to trust—
until trust got one of them locked up and the other one gone.

Nia finally spoke.

“You told me he was dead.”

“I thought he was,” Donyea said.

“How?” Tiny asked.

Donyea didn’t blink.

“Because I was there when he got shot.
And I thought he didn’t get back up.”

The car went silent again.

Marq ran his hands down his face.

“Bro… you got Ohio demons callin’ your phone from Miami? How he even know we hit that FEMA house?”

Nia answered first.

“Because that money wasn’t FEMA’s. Or the state’s.”

Tiny finished the thought:

“It was his.”

Marq threw his hands.

“So Elias stashing cartel money in government houses now? That what he on?”

“Elias ain’t ‘on’ nothing small,” Donyea said softly. “If he hid money, it wasn’t for him.”

Nia’s eyes narrowed.

“Then who?”

Donyea looked at her.

“Somebody worse.”

⸻

THE RULE OF STOLEN MONEY

Marq slapped the dashboard.

“Oh hell nah—bro, we already spent the energy to get it. We keeping it.”

“No,” Donyea said.

Marq blinked fast.

“No? No?? Who say no when they hold fifty-plus bands in they lap?”

Tiny spoke up, calm but heavy:

“The man who knows Elias better than all of us.”

Marq looked back and forth between them like he got left out of a joke.

“Okay, okay—lemme get this straight. This Elias dude… you and him close like that?”

“Were,” Donyea said.

“What happened?”

Donyea didn’t want to say it.

Didn’t want to reopen that whole chapter of pain and guilt and blood and prison air.

But you don’t get to choose your history.

It chooses you.

He leaned back, eyes on the roof.

“We were kids. Brothers, almost. But Elias… he wanted everything fast. Money. Territory. Respect. He didn’t wait for nothing.”

Nia listened close. She’d heard pieces of this, never the whole story.

“One night,” Donyea continued, “we hit the wrong stash house. Thought it belonged to a rival crew. Turned out it was federal undercover.”

Marq winced.

Tiny muttered, “Damn.”

Donyea nodded.

“When the shooting started, Elias used me as cover.”

Nia sucked her teeth.

“Dirty.”

“He didn’t care what happened to me,” Donyea said. “He only cared about getting out. I took a bullet to the shoulder. He ran. I got picked up because I couldn’t move fast enough.”

Tiny shook his head.

“What happened to him?”

Donyea answered simply:

“I didn’t snitch. They let me out early. By the time I came back… Elias had turned himself into something else. Something dangerous. And he blamed me for not dying that night.”

Nia leaned forward.

“So when he says ‘you stole from me’—”

“He means he’s coming,” Donyea finished.

Marq looked terrified and offended at the same time.

“Coming how?? Like a text? Like a phone call? Like a dude-who-owes-me-money knock on the door?”

“No,” Donyea said.

He looked out the windshield into the dark.

“He comes like weather.”

⸻

THE FIRST WARNING

Nia stiffened suddenly.

She tapped Tiny’s arm.

“Why the hell is that car parked across the street?”

Tiny squinted.

A sedan.
Dark tinted windows.
Engine off.
Lights off.
But it wasn’t there when they arrived.

Marq whispered:

“Yo… yo… that’s not one of ours, right?”

Donyea watched the car.

Still.

Silent.

Too still for coincidence.

Too silent for strangers.

He felt the old instinct rise—
the part of him Ohio taught, Miami sharpened, and Elias burned into his bones:

“When something don’t fit the street, it’s because it’s meant for you.”

The sedan’s driver door cracked open—
slow, controlled.

A man stepped out.

Gray hoodie.
Hands in pockets.
Head lowered.

But Donyea knew the walk.

That slow, left-heavy lean.
The cautious posture.
Like someone who had been shot once and never forgot the lesson.

Marq whispered shakily:

“…Who is that?”

Donyea’s chest tightened.

Even after all these years—
even with the Miami heat instead of Ohio cold—
he knew that silhouette.

“Elias,” Donyea said quietly.

The crew froze.

Nia cursed under her breath.

Tiny reached for his gun.

Marq panicked:

“Bro—why he here already—how he move this fast—”

But Donyea didn’t hear the rest.

Because Elias looked up.

Straight at him.

Not smiling.
Not angry.

Just certain.

Like this whole night was already written.

He lifted one hand
and pointed at Donyea
as calm as a man ordering a drink.

A silent message:

You’re next.

Donyea whispered:

“…Everybody out the car. Now.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE — THE MAN WHO NEVER FORGOT

    They didn’t leave the car quietly.

They slipped out fast—doors half-closed, breath tight, eyes locked on the man in the gray hoodie standing across the cracked asphalt.

Nia whispered without looking away from him:

“Is that really him?”

Donyea’s voice was low.

“Yeah.”

Elias Quinn.

No myth. No memory. No ghost.

A man with a pulse.
A man with history.
A man Donyea once called brother.

He stopped ten feet from the Impala’s bumper, hood up, hands still in his pockets like he didn’t have a care in the world.

But Donyea knew better.

Elias was a storm in a hoodie.

Marq’s voice shook.

“Aye, D… we walkin’ toward him or away from him?”

Donyea didn’t answer.

He stepped forward.

Nia and Tiny moved with him—instinctually flanking, creating angles, prepared for whatever this was.
Marq hung back by the car door, eyes darting like a cornered rabbit.

Donyea stopped a few feet from Elias.

For a heartbeat, nobody moved.

You could hear the hum of the city—traffic ten blocks away, a train in the distance, someone’s music rattling windows somewhere.

But none of that mattered.

Only this moment did.

⸻

THE FACE OF AN OLD FRIEND

Elias slowly pulled his hood back.

The years had carved him sharp.

His jaw more angular, cheeks a little hollower, a thin scar pulling near the corner of his mouth like a permanent half-smirk.
Eyes dark and steady—eyes that watched everything and forgave nothing.

He looked Donyea over once.

Not up and down.

Just once.

Like measuring a silhouette against a memory.

Finally, Elias said:

“You look healthy.”

Donyea didn’t blink.

“You look alive.”

A ghost of amusement crossed Elias’s face.

“Surprised?”

“No,” Donyea said. “Just… reminded.”

Elias nodded slow.

“Mmh. I get that.”

He glanced past Donyea at the crew—lingering on Nia’s unblinking stare, Tiny’s silent readiness, Marq’s trembling hands.

Then his eyes returned to Donyea.

“You picked up some new friends.”

“They’re not part of this,” Donyea said.

Elias tilted his head.

“That’s the thing about old debts,” he said calmly.
“They don’t care how many new lives you start.”

⸻

THE FIRST CUT

Tiny stepped forward, protective.

“Look, man, I don’t know you, and I don’t care to—”

Elias shifted his eyes.

Nothing more.

No movement.
No aggression.
No word.

But that look alone made Tiny pause.

Elias’s voice dropped a little.

“Speak on something you understand, big man. Not this.”

Nia scoffed.

“Who you think you talkin’ to?”

Elias didn’t even turn his head.

“The one in charge.”

Her jaw clenched.

“You wrong.”

Elias finally gave her a full look.
Not sexual.
Not challenging.

Just… seeing her.

“You got grit,” he said. “I respect grit. But grit gets you killed in rooms you don’t belong in.”

Donyea stepped in closer.

“Enough.”

Elias came back to him immediately—like that was where the world snapped back into focus.

“You always did protect the wrong people,” Elias said softly.

“And you always did threaten the right ones,” Donyea replied.

Marq whispered behind them:

“YooOOoo… this is some John Wick tension…”

Nia kicked his ankle.

“Shut up.”

⸻

THE MONEY ON THE TABLE

Elias reached into his pocket.

Nia moved like she was about to draw—

—but Elias only pulled out a single brick of cash.
Wrapped tight.
Stamped with faded ink.

He tossed it at Donyea’s feet.

It landed hard.

Marq’s breath caught.

“Oh shiiii—he know. He KNOW—”

Nia whispered:

“That’s exactly from the stash.”

Elias nodded.

“You took eight bricks,” he said calmly.
“Left the rest.”

Tiny muttered:

“He knows the count…”

Elias shrugged.

“Of course I know the count. I put them there.”

Donyea kept his voice steady.

“Why Miami? Why that house?”

Elias smirked.

“You think I live where I work? Please.”

His voice deepened.

“That money was a pass-through. A resting spot. Something I needed out of sight before it moved to the real owners.”

Nia swallowed.

“So who owns it?”

Elias’s eyes flicked to her again.

“A man who doesn’t tolerate disrespect.
Or amateur hour.
Or mistakes.”

Then back to Donyea:

“You made all three.”

Donyea stepped closer.

“You wanna settle this? Settle it with me. Leave them out of it.”

Elias raised a brow.

“You sound like you get to negotiate.”

Tiny tensed.

Nia slid one foot back, ready to move.

Marq whispered:

“Bro, he did not come alone…”

⸻

THE SHADOWS STEP OUT

Donyea heard it before he saw it:

The scrape of a shoe behind the dumpster.
A whisper of breath behind the mechanic shop.
A faint click of metal from the alley.

Elias’s voice was soft.

“Don’t turn around.”

Nia’s eyes darted.

Tiny’s shoulders tightened.

Marq froze.

Elias continued:

“You think I walked up on you solo? After you stole cartel transit money? After you left Dayton like the world didn’t remember your name?”

He nodded to the shadows.

Five silhouettes stepped out.
Men in plain clothes—no tattoos, no colors, no words.
Moving like they practiced teamwork every day.

Guns low.
Safe, but close.

Marq squeaked:

“Aw hell no—why they built like the end of a movie?”

Tiny muttered:

“Professionals.”

Elias shrugged lightly.

“Respectfully,” he said, “I could’ve ended y’all on the way here.”

Nia stepped forward, chin up.

“Then why didn’t you?”

Elias finally smiled—
slow, dangerous, nostalgic.

“Because I wanted to see Donyea’s face when he realized he stepped into my world again.”

Donyea stared him down.

“You want your money?”

Elias shook his head.

“It’s not about the money.”

He leaned in, voice low, almost intimate.

“It’s that you breathed on something that wasn’t yours.”

A pause.

A shift.

Elias whispered:

“And because you left me bleeding in a hallway in Ohio, Don.”

Nia’s eyes widened.

Tiny looked between them.

Marq mouthed the words:

“Left him… bleeding?”

Donyea stepped forward until he and Elias were inches apart.

“I saved your life.”

“You saved your sentence,” Elias replied. “And abandoned mine.”

⸻

THE OFFER THAT WASN’T AN OFFER

Elias snapped his fingers once.

The men behind him tightened formation.

He spoke plainly:

“You got twenty-four hours to bring me what you took.”

His eyes hardened.

“After that… it’s not just you I come for.”

Nia stiffened.

Marq shook his head violently.

“Aye, nah—nah—why we involved—why our moms involved—”

Tiny placed a hand on his shoulder.

Elias continued:

“I gave you time out of respect for what we used to be.”

He leaned in.

“But Donyea… Don’t make me show them the man you turned me into.”

Donyea held his stare.

“I don’t fear you.”

Elias smiled without warmth.

“You should.”

He stepped back.

His men disappeared into the shadows as quietly as they came.

Elias turned once more before leaving.

“Oh, and Don?”

Donyea didn’t respond.

Elias tapped two fingers against his temple.

“I know where your people sleep now.
Don’t make this messy.”

And he walked away.

⸻

THE CREW BREAKS

No one spoke for a full ten seconds.

Then Marq exploded:

“NAH. NAH. NO. THIS IS NOT WHAT I SIGNED UP FOR—WHO IS THIS DUDE—WHY HE GOT HENCHMEN—WHY HE TALK LIKE A SUPERVILLAIN—”

Nia snapped:

“Shut up. Breathe.”

Tiny looked at Donyea.

“Aye, man… is he really that dangerous?”

Donyea didn’t answer immediately.

He watched the direction Elias walked.

The ghosts—not supernatural, but real ghosts of choices—were back.

When he finally spoke, his voice was low.

“Elias don’t make threats.”

He turned to them.

“He makes examples.”

Nia swallowed.

“Then what do we do?”

Donyea breathed in deep.

The Miami night suddenly felt colder.

“We’re not returning that money.”

Marq’s jaw dropped.

“EXCUSE ME—WHAT—?”

Donyea’s eyes hardened.

“We’re takin’ the fight to him.”

Tiny nodded slowly.

Nia smiled—dangerous, sharp.

Marq fainted in spirit.

Donyea looked at them all.

“Elias wants a war?”

He opened the car door.

“Then he’s about to get one.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR — RULES OF A WAR YOU DIDN’T ASK FOR

    They drove in silence.

Not the scared kind.
The kind where everyone’s brain is sprinting ahead,
mapping exits,
measuring threats,
counting the time left before the world shifts sideways again.

Donyea pulled into the back lot of La Casita, a 24-hour Cuban spot on NW 79th where nobody asked questions and everybody minded their damn business. The neon sign buzzed like it had asthma.

Inside, the air smelled like café con leche, fried plantains, and stress.

They grabbed a booth in the back—half-broken blinds, flickering overhead bulb.

Nia slid in first.
Tiny followed.
Marq sat last, still clutching the duffel like it was a toddler.

Donyea stood for a moment before sitting.

He scanned the room for too long.

Nia raised a brow.

“You expecting somebody?”

“No,” Donyea said.
“But that’s how you stay alive.”

He sat.

Marq exhaled heavily.

“Aight, can we PLEASE talk about how that man said he knows where our moms sleep? ’Cause I ain’t even told him I got a mama.”

Tiny muttered:

“He wasn’t talkin’ to you.”

Nia stirred her coffee absently.

“You said you thought he died,” she said to Donyea. “You sure it was him tonight?”

Donyea nodded once.

“That was Elias.”

Marq threw his hands.

“Okay but HOW? Bro got shot—YOU said he got shot.”

Donyea looked down.

“He did.”

“And wha—he reincarnated? He regeneratin’ now? Man had a whole glow—”

Tiny interrupted:

“He lived. That’s all.”

Nia leaned in.

“You said you were there. So what happened, exactly?”

Donyea paused.

The memory wasn’t something he told.
It was something he carried.

But if they were going to war with Elias,
they deserved to know the enemy better than the story.

⸻

THE NIGHT OHIO FROZE

Donyea’s voice was steady, but low.

“We were sixteen. Broke. Fast. Dumb. We hit a stash house belonging to another crew. Thought it was a clean lick—empty spot, easy in and out.”

He shook his head slowly.

“It wasn’t empty.”

Tiny nodded like he already knew the ending.

“Feds?” Nia asked.

“Yeah. Three undercover agents. They were waiting. We kicked the door, saw badges, saw guns—Elias didn’t freeze, he didn’t panic… he used me as a shield.”

Nia’s face flashed with anger.

Tiny muttered, “That tracks…”

Donyea continued.

“I took a bullet in my shoulder. Dropped. Elias kept firing behind me, then tried to run. But the front door was blocked.”

Marq swallowed hard.

“What he do then?”

Donyea’s jaw clenched.

“He threw me toward them.”

Nia’s teeth gritted.

“He used you to make space.”

“Yeah.”

Tiny shook his head slowly.

“That’s cold, even for the streets.”

Marq whispered:

“So how he get shot?”

Donyea’s eyes darkened.

“When he tried to run past them, one of the agents clipped him in the chest. He fell. Hard. I heard him choke. I thought… that was it.”

“And you left him,” Nia said quietly.

Donyea looked at her.

“No.
I got dragged out by the feds. Couldn’t move my arm. Couldn’t go back for him. When I got released, the word was he died. Nobody saw him again.”

Tiny breathed out slow.

“But he didn’t die.”

“No,” Donyea said. “He evolved.”

⸻

THE UNDERSTOOD DANGER

Nia wiped her mouth.

“So we stole cartel pass-through money that Elias was babysitting.”

Marq raised his hand like a kid in school.

“Uh… what’s cartel pass-through money?”

Tiny answered:

“Cash that ain’t meant to stay still. Transit funds. Dirty laundry before the laundry.”

Donyea nodded.

“Elias moves money for people more dangerous than him. Whatever was in that closet? That wasn’t his savings.”

Marq groaned into his hands.

“Oh my God… we robbed the middleman of the people you NEVER rob.”

Nia pointed her spoon at him.

“Yes. Congratulations. Welcome to adulthood.”

Tiny leaned forward.

“So what’s the plan, D?
We can’t outrun him.
We can’t outgun him.
Can’t out-crazy him.”

Donyea sipped his water.

“We outthink him.”

Marq blinked.

“WE?? When did WE become the Avengers—”

Donyea cut him a look.

“You wanna walk away, do it now.”

Marq froze.

Looked at the money.

Looked at Donyea.

Swallowed.

“…Nah. I’m in. Just terrified.”

Nia smirked.

“That’s the healthiest emotion you’ve ever had.”

⸻

THE RULES OF WAR

Donyea leaned in.

“Elias plays by principles. Even if he pretends otherwise.”

Tiny raised an eyebrow.

“What principles?”

Donyea held up three fingers.

“Rule one: Elias doesn’t kill for free. If he comes for you, it’s because it sends a message.”

Nia nodded.

“That tracks.”

“Rule two: Elias won’t strike while you’re expecting him. He’ll wait until you feel safe.”

Marq muttered:

“We are NEVER safe. So does that mean he never strikes?”

“Marq,” Nia said flatly, “shut up.”

Donyea put up a third finger.

“Rule three: Elias always gives you one chance to do the right thing. After that…”

He didn’t finish.

Tiny did.

“After that, he breaks you.”

Silence.

Then Nia asked the question that needed asking:

“So what’s our move?”

Donyea looked at each of them in turn.

Marq—greedy, reckless, but loyal.
Tiny—steady, heavy, unshakable.
Nia—sharp, fearless, the only one he trusted to watch his blind spots.

“This ain’t just about money,” he said. “Elias wants to pull me back into that life. Remind me who he thinks I still am.”

“And who’s that?” Nia asked.

Donyea’s eyes lowered.

“A kid who didn’t know how to walk away.”

He exhaled.

“I ain’t that kid anymore.”

Tiny nodded.

“So what we do, boss?”

Donyea glanced out the window at the Miami night.

“We find out who Elias is working for.
Before they find out who we are.”

Marq squeaked:

“THAT’S the plan? Investigate the cartel??”

Nia corrected him:

“No. Investigate Elias. There’s a difference.”

Donyea nodded.

“We start with the stash house. Elias put money there because it was safe. Which means someone on the inside helped hide it.”

Tiny tapped the table.

“That FEMA friend of Marq’s.”

Marq nearly choked on his soda.

“WHOA WHOA WHOA—my guy ain’t no cartel operative!”

Donyea said nothing.

Marq deflated.

“…Probably.”

Nia pulled out her phone.

“So we go back to him?”

Donyea shook his head.

“No. We don’t go to him.”

He stood.

“We bring him to us.”

Marq blinked.

“…How we doing that?”

Donyea looked at Tiny and Nia.

“You ready to scare a man tonight?”

Nia smirked.

“Always.”

Tiny cracked his knuckles.

“Say the word.”

Marq sank into his chair.

“Oh Lord…”

Donyea dropped enough cash on the table to cover four meals and a headache.

“Let’s move.”

⸻

OUTSIDE

As they stepped into the parking lot, the night air felt heavier.

Different.

Nia touched Donyea’s arm.

“We gonna survive this?”

Donyea didn’t lie.

“We will if we stay tighter than Elias thinks.”

She nodded, satisfied.

Then Marq yelled:

“WAIT—did y’all hear that??”

Tiny’s hand went to his gun.

Nia crouched.

Donyea turned—

—and saw a folded note tucked under the Impala’s wiper.

Marq gasped.

“Oh hell, he leavin’ us FAN MAIL now?”

Nia grabbed it first and handed it to Donyea.

Donyea unfolded it.

Red ink.

One sentence.

“Clock’s ticking.”

A set of coordinates below it.

Nia leaned in.

“What’s that location?”

Donyea’s stomach dropped.

He recognized it immediately.

His mother’s apartment.

Marq slapped the car.

“OH NAW—THIS DUDE PLAYIN’ WITH ANCESTORS NOW—”

Tiny’s fists tightened.

Nia’s jaw clenched.

Donyea folded the note slowly.

“We’re done waiting.”

He opened the car door.

“We go now.”

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE — THE APARTMENT ON 14TH

    The Impala tore through Miami like the city owed it room.

Red lights blurred.
Lanes didn’t matter.
Tiny’s hand braced against the dash the whole ride,
Nia was already dialing and re-dialing numbers Donyea refused to call,
and Marq was praying in three different religions at once.

Donyea said nothing.

Not a word.

His knuckles whitened on the steering wheel.
Every block they passed felt like another second stolen from him.

Nia leaned forward.

“She answer yet?”

Donyea shook his head once.

No.

He didn’t say what his silence meant.

Marq swallowed hard.

“Bro… bro… you think Elias sent dudes to your mama’s crib?”

“He’s sending a message,” Tiny said calmly. “Not a hit.”

Marq wiped sweat from his lip.

“Yeah but what KIND of message? ’Cause if it’s like the text message, we screwed. If it’s like the silent-guy-with-a-gun message—we super screwed.”

Tiny blinked slow.

“That’s not helping.”

Nia kept her eyes on Donyea.

“You breathing? You good?”

“No.”

He didn’t lie.

He didn’t soften it.

He didn’t pretend.

He pressed harder on the gas.

⸻

They turned onto 14th Avenue, the street he grew up on, every crack in the sidewalk familiar, every porch light a memory he didn’t ask to remember tonight.

His mother’s building sat at the end of the block—
the old beige complex with the broken elevator
and the neighbor who yelled at everyone’s kids
and the faint smell of bleach even outside the entrance.

Donyea slammed the brakes so hard Marq headbutted the seat in front of him.

“AHH—my nose—why God—”

“Move,” Donyea said.

They did.

Fast.

Nia jumped out first, scanning both ends of the street.
Tiny followed, hand already resting on the grip of his gun.
Marq looked like he wanted to crawl inside his skeleton.

Donyea ran.

Up the steps.
Through the front door.
Down the hallway that always smelled like old carpet and fried food.

Apartment 3B.

He stopped.

The door wasn’t broken in.
Wasn’t kicked.
Wasn’t cracked.

Just…
open.

A faint, soft light spilled out from inside.

Tiny caught up behind him.

“Let me—”

“No.”

Donyea pushed the door slowly, silently.

Inside—

Everything looked normal.

Too normal.

The TV was on low volume.
A gospel station.
There was a pot on the stove.
Steam still rising.

And sitting at the kitchen table…

…was his mother.

Alive.

Eyes open.

Breathing.

Stiff.

Hands folded neatly, like someone placed them that way.

Nia exhaled so hard she nearly fell into the doorframe.

“Oh thank God—”

But Donyea didn’t relax.

He stepped forward.

“Mama?”

She didn’t look up.

Didn’t move.

Didn’t react.

Like she didn’t realize he’d come home.

He knelt in front of her.

“Mama… you okay?”

Her jaw trembled.

Her voice came out small and broken:

“Baby… why would you let that man in here?”

Donyea’s heart dropped.

The world narrowed to nothing.

Her eyes lifted—
glassy, overwhelmed, scared.

“He said you took something from him.”
She swallowed.
“He said he needed to talk to you… privately.”

Nia clenched her jaw.

“Elias was here. In this apartment.”

Donyea turned to his mother again.

“Did he hurt you?”

“No,” she whispered.
“He didn’t even touch me. Just walked around like he knew the place.”
Her eyes filled.
“He sat where you’re sitting now. He told me you were making bad choices again. He said I should pray for you.”

Tiny looked around the room.

“He left something.”

Nia nodded.

“People like Elias never leave clean.”

Marq pointed, wide-eyed, at the fridge.

“…Uh… yeah… he definitely left somethin’.”

They all turned.

A white envelope was magneted to the fridge door.

One word on it:

DON.

Donyea stood.

His mother grabbed his wrist—tight.

“Baby… don’t open that in here.”

He leaned down and kissed her forehead.

“I’m handling it.”

“You said that when you were sixteen,” she whispered.
“And you came home with a bullet in you.”

His throat tightened.

“I’m not that kid anymore.”

She nodded, wiping tears.

“I know.
That’s why it scares me more.”

⸻

OUTSIDE AGAIN

They stepped back out into the hallway.

Tiny closed the door gently behind them.

Marq whispered, “Bro, she okay though. She okay.”

Donyea said nothing.

He held the envelope like it was wired to blow.

Nia motioned toward the stairwell.

“Open it down here.”

They moved into the dim concrete stairwell















































  

