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    For every woman who ever had to lie to survive. For every man who took the weight when he didn't have to. For Kershaw — the city that raised me, the streets that tested me, and the love that saved me. And for my readers. You already know who you are.
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The Northlake mall security guard had been following Paris Hampton for eleven minutes. She knew because she counted. Every time she turned down a new aisle in the Nordstrom handbag section, his heavy footsteps echoed two rows behind. Every time she stopped to run her fingers over a leather strap, his reflection lingered in the glass display case.

Amateur. Paris kept her face smooth. Empty. The same look she wore when her mama used to curse her out for coming home at 3am. The same look she wore when her PO asked if she'd been staying out of trouble. Yes ma'am. No ma'am. I'm doing good, ma'am. She picked up a black Prada crossbody. $2,400 retail. Felt the weight. The zipper was smooth — no security tag inside. That meant somebody returned it and the new girl forgot to tag it again.

Thank you, new girl. Paris tucked the purse under her arm casual-like. Not hiding it. Just carrying it. Like she had somewhere to be and this purse was already hers.

The security guard — a bald white dude with a gut and a bluetooth in his ear — stopped pretending. He walked right up to her. "Ma'am, can I see your receipt for that bag?" Paris tilted her head. Let a slow smile spread across her face. Not a nice smile. A you must be new here smile.

"I don't need a receipt," she said. "I'm returning it." The guard blinked. "Returning it?"

"Yeah." She reached into her purse — her real purse, a beat-up Coach crossbody she'd had since high school — and pulled out a folded receipt. Handed it to him. The receipt showed a black Prada crossbody. Purchased three days ago. $2,400. Paid in cash. The guard looked at the receipt. Looked at the bag. Looked at her. "This receipt says—" "I know what it says," Paris said. "Now can I speak to a manager or are you gonna keep wasting my time?"

She heard footsteps behind her. A woman's voice. "Is there a problem, sir?" The manager. Young Black woman. Name tag said Simone. Paris had seen her before. Simone didn't play.

The guard stammered. "She— I— the bag—"

"Ma'am," Simone said to Paris, "are you making a return?" "I am." Paris handed her the receipt. "Bought this for my aunt. She didn't want it. Too flashy, she said." Simone studied the receipt. Studied the bag. Studied Paris. For three seconds, nobody breathed. Then Simone said, "Come with me to the counter." Paris followed. Didn't look back at the guard. Didn't smirk. Didn't speed up. Inside, her heart was beating like a hummingbird.

But her face? Smooth as frozen water. Simone processed the return in silence. Typing. Scanning. Folding the Prada bag into tissue paper like it was a baby. Paris stood at the counter, calm. She'd done this a hundred times. Buy with stolen cards. Return for cash or store credit. The stolen cards came from a dude named Trey who worked at a gas station off Independence. He skimmed numbers and sold them to Paris for fifty cents on the dollar.

Two hundred dollars in stolen card info bought Paris a $2,400 bag. That bag turned into $2,400 cash or credit. Simple math. "You want cash or store credit?" Simone asked. "Cash." Simone's eyes flickered. Store credit was easier. Cash meant she had to open the register. Fill out a form. Get a manager override — which Simone was the manager, but still. Cash drew eyes. "You sure?"

"I'm sure." Simone paused. Then she counted out twenty-four hundred dollars in hundred-dollar bills. Laid them on the counter. Paris didn't grab them fast. She let them sit. Picked them up slow. Folded them into her pocket. "Have a good day," Simone said. Flat. Meaning: don't come back soon.

"You too," Paris said. Meaning: I'll be back next week. She walked out of Nordstrom. Past the security guard, who wouldn't look at her. Past the food court, where the smell of Cinnabon made her stomach growl. Past the escalator where two teenaged girls were taking mirror selfies. Outside, the Charlotte heat hit her like a wet blanket. August in North Carolina ain't no joke. Ninety-three degrees. Humidity so thick you could drink it.

Paris walked to her car — a 2026 Mercedes Benz GLE AMG  and got in. Sat there for a second. Let the sweat roll down her back. Then she laughed. "You still got it, girl," she whispered to herself. Her phone buzzed. She pulled it out. Unknown number.

Unknown: I know what you did in 2019. Paris stopped laughing.

Her thumb hovered over the screen. She didn't open the next message right away. Because she knew what it was going to say. She'd been waiting for this day for six years. She opened it anyway. Unknown: Pages 4, 8, and 12 got your signature. You want the file back? A photo loaded underneath. A manila folder. Yellowed edges. 

Red stamped letters: CONFIDENTIAL — DEA USE ONLY. And there, at the bottom of the page, her own handwriting: *CI#4419 — Hampton, Paris. Signed and witnessed. 11/3/2019.*

Her mouth went dry. She hadn't seen that signature since she was nineteen years old. Since she was scared and stupid and sitting in a cold room with two federal agents who promised her they'd bury the file if she just gave them one name. She gave them two and now somebody found it. The phone buzzed again.

Unknown: You got 24 hours, Hampton. Then I show DeMeko Barnes what Book One looks like.

Paris put the phone down. Stared out the windshield at the SouthPark parking lot. At the moms loading groceries into SUVs. At the old man walking his little white dog. At the teenager on a skateboard almost getting hit by a Lexus. Normal people. Normal day. She wasn't normal. And this day was about to get real ugly.

She started the car. The AC blew hot for thirty seconds before it remembered how to be cold. She had twenty-four hours to find out who had that file. And she had to do it before DeMeko Barnes — the man she'd been dodging for three months, the man whose brother she'd sent a confession about, the man who had no idea she existed — found out first.

Paris pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward Beatties Ford Road. She needed to talk to an old ghost.
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DeMeko Barnes had been on his feet for six hours, and his back was screaming like a ex-girlfriend who ain't been paid. Mr. Bubbles Car Wash off Independence Boulevard was a grind. Eight bucks for a basic wash. Fifteen for the deluxe — undercarriage, tire shine, the whole nine. DeMeko worked the drying line. Towel in each hand. Wiping down SUVs and sedans while the Charlotte sun beat down like a personal grudge.

His PO said he needed "gainful employment." That's what they called it when they wanted you to work a job that paid just enough to keep you poor but not desperate enough to go back to trapping. DeMeko wiped down a white Mercedes G-Wagon. The owner — a light-skinned woman with a lace front and sunglasses bigger than her face — didn't even look at him. She sat in the driver's seat scrolling Instagram while he made her truck look right.

He didn't blame her. He wasn't nobody to her. Just a nigga with a towel. But five years ago? Five years ago, DeMeko Barnes was somebody. Before Lanesboro Correctional, DeMeko ran a small but steady operation near UNC Charlotte. Weed. Percs. The college crowd had money and no connects. He was the connect. Had three phones. Four Y.N.’s  working for him. A stash spot in a storage unit off Albemarle Road. Then Keon happened. Keon. His little brother. Same mama, different daddies. Keon was always the wild one. The one who fought first and thought never. DeMeko
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