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HOMECOMING

The light rail hummed past Scaleybark at 11:47 PM.

Ari James sat in the back of a stolen Mercedes G-Wagon — not hers, not yet — watching the platform like she was waiting for God to show up and apologize. The November air leaked through a crack in the window. Charlotte didn't get cold like New York or Chicago, but it had a wet cold that settled in your bones. The kind that reminded you of things you'd rather forget.

She wasn't waiting for God. 

She was waiting for confirmation.

The G-Wagon's engine ticked as it cooled. Ari ran her finger along the stitching on the leather seat — cream-colored, custom, probably cost more than her first car. The owner was a real estate developer who parked it in a garage off Trade Street every night. He wouldn't notice it was missing until morning. By then, the car would be stripped and primed for paint in a warehouse near the Gastonia line.

That was the game. That was always the game.

Her phone buzzed.

A text from an unknown 704 number. Area code. Local. Someone who knew enough to stay anonymous but not enough to stay out of her business.

"He just walked past the Bojangles on Sugar Creek. Looking for you."

Ari stared at the screen. The blue glow lit up her face — high cheekbones, full lips pressed into a line, eyes that had seen too much and stopped reacting. 

She read the text three times.

He.

There was only one "he" that would make someone text her from a burner phone at midnight.

Vontrell Williams.

Trell.

The man she'd loved since she was sixteen years old. The man who took a murder charge for her brother CJ and spent five years in Lanesboro Correctional while Ari built an empire. The man she hadn't visited. Hadn't written. Hadn't sent a dime.

The man she'd left to rot.

And now he was walking past a Bojangles on Sugar Creek Road, looking for her.

Ari didn't blink. She didn't cry. She didn't curse.

She started the engine and pulled into traffic, heading south on Tryon Street. The G-Wagon hummed under her, smooth and illegal. The Charlotte skyline glittered in her rearview mirror — the Duke Energy building, the Bank of America tower, all that money sleeping in glass and steel.

She wasn't headed toward the money.

She was headed toward Hidden Valley.

The one place in Charlotte where people disappeared without questions. Where the streetlights were mostly broken. Where the cops only came when somebody was already dead.

That's where Trell would go. Not because he was stupid. Because he was smart. Hidden Valley was his home. His mother's house. The porch where he'd held Ari's hand and promised her forever.

Forever turned out to be five years and a collect call she never accepted.

Ari pressed the accelerator. The G-Wagon growled.

Her mind was already three moves ahead. If Trell was back, that meant trouble. Not because he wanted to hurt her — Trell wasn't that man. But because Black would know. Black ran the Gastonia crew, the one that had been nipping at Ari's territory for six months. Black heard everything. And if Black knew Trell was home, he'd use him.

Trell was leverage. Trell was a weapon. Trell was the only man alive who knew how Ari thought because he'd been inside her head since they were kids.

She couldn't let Black get to him first.

She also couldn't let Trell get to her.

Not yet. Not until she figured out what he wanted. Revenge? An apology? Her blood?

Her phone buzzed again. Another unknown number.

This time, a photo.

Ari pulled over on Brookshire Boulevard, her hazards flashing in the dark. She opened the message.

The photo was grainy, taken from inside a car. But she could see him clearly.

Trell Williams stood outside the Bojangles on Sugar Creek. He was thinner than she remembered — prison lean, the kind of lean that came from sleeping with one eye open. His jaw was sharper. His eyes were darker. He wore a black hoodie and jeans that didn't fit right.

But it was him.

It was definitely him.

Ari zoomed in on his face. He wasn't smiling. He wasn't frowning. He just looked... tired. Like a man who'd spent five years dreaming of revenge and woke up to find out he didn't have the energy for it.

The text below the photo said:

"He asking about you, Ari. By name. Said tell her Britney sent me."

Britney.

Trell's sister.

Ari hadn't seen Britney in two years. Not since Britney showed up at Mia's salon and told Ari to her face: "My brother loved you. He took a charge for your family. And you let him rot in there alone. Don't come to his funeral when they kill him."

Ari had stood there in the salon chair, foil in her hair, and said nothing.

Because Britney was right.

Now Britney was sending Trell to find her. That meant something had changed. Either Britney wanted Ari dead, or she wanted them to make peace. With Britney, it was hard to tell.

Ari put the phone down and pulled back onto Brookshire.

She had two choices.

One: Go home. Lock the doors. Let Trell wander the streets of Charlotte until Black found him or he gave up.

Two: Go find him. Face the ghost she'd been running from for five years.

Ari drove past the exit for her apartment in Uptown.

She kept going toward Sugar Creek.

The ghost was waiting.
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THE SALON

––––––––
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Mia's Hair Studio sat on Albemarle Road between a check-cashing spot and a church that only opened on Sundays. The sign out front was pink and gold, faded from the Carolina sun, but the inside was immaculate. Six chairs. Three dryers. A couch that costs more than most people's rent.

Ari pushed through the door at 8:47 AM. She hadn't slept.

Mia looked up from sweeping hair off the floor. She was thirty, thick in all the right places, with honey-blonde bundles that fell past her waist. Her nails were done. Her makeup was beat. She'd been there since six.

"You look like death warmed over," Mia said. No hello. That wasn't their way.

"I feel like it too." Ari dropped into the salon chair nearest the window. "You got any coffee?"

"Behind you. Cold, but it's caffeine."

Ari reached for the Styrofoam cup. Took a sip. Made a face. Drank more anyway.

Mia leaned her broom against the wall and crossed her arms. "You gonna tell me why you're here at sunrise, or do I gotta guess?"

"Trell's home."

The words hung in the air like smoke.

Mia didn't flinch. She'd been Ari's best friend since seventh grade at West Charlotte Middle. She'd watched Ari fall for Trell. Watched her fall apart when he went away. Watched her build an empire out of the pieces.

"I know," Mia said.

Ari's head snapped up. "You knew?"

"Girl, I know everything. You think hair stylists don't hear shit? Black men can't keep secrets in a salon chair. They talk more than the women." Mia walked over and sat in the chair next to Ari. "He been home three days. Stayin' with Britney off West Boulevard. He already asked about you twice."

Ari set the cup down. Her hands were steady, but her voice wasn't. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because you woulda done something stupid. Like go find him before you was ready."

"I drove to Sugar Creek last night."

Mia's eyes widened. "You saw him?"

"No. He was gone by the time I got there." Ari paused. "But somebody sent me a photo. And a text. Said Britney sent him."

Mia was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, "Britney ain't stupid. She wouldn't send him to you unless she wanted something."

"Everybody wants something."

"True. But Britney? She wants her brother alive. And the only way Trell stays alive in Charlotte is if you're watching his back or Black puts him in the ground."

Ari closed her eyes. The chair hummed beneath her. For a second, she let herself feel tired. Not the kind of tired that sleep fixed. The kind that lived in your bones.

"I left him in there, Mia. Five years. Didn't write. Didn't visit. Didn't send a dime."

"I know."

"He's gonna hate me."

Mia reached over and grabbed Ari's hand. "He might. But hate ain't the opposite of love. Indifference is. And Trell ain't indifferent. If he was, he wouldn't be asking about you."

The front door rattled.

Both women looked up.

CJ walked in — Ari's younger brother, twenty-three years old, built like their father but with their mother's reckless eyes. He wore a hoodie that cost three hundred dollars and sneakers that cost twice that. His dreads were fresh. His jaw was tight.

"Yo," he said. "We got a problem."

Ari stood up. "What kind of problem?"

"Black sent somebody to the warehouse on Wilkinson. Took three cars. Left a note."

CJ pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Ari.

She unfolded it.

One sentence, written in black marker:

"Tell Trell I said welcome home."

Ari read it twice. Then she folded it carefully and put it in her pocket.

Her face didn't change. But something behind her eyes went cold.

"When did this happen?" she asked.

"Two hours ago. I came straight here."

"Anybody hurt?"

"Nah. They was gone by the time my people got there. But they left the note on the hood of a stolen Hellcat. Like they wanted us to find it."

Mia stood up. "This is bad, Ari."

"I know what it is." Ari turned to CJ. "Where's Duke?"

"Fish camp. He been asking for you too. Said come see him before the weekend."

Ari nodded. Then she looked at Mia. "I need you to find out where Britney is. Not Trell. Britney. I need to talk to her before I talk to him."

Mia pulled out her phone. "I got a client who lives next door to her. Give me ten minutes."

Ari grabbed her bag. "CJ, you're with me. We're going to see Duke."

"You want me to bring something?" CJ patted his waist. He was carrying.

"No. Duke don't like heat in his spot. And I don't need you starting nothing you can't finish."

They walked to the door. Ari paused with her hand on the frame.

She looked back at Mia. "Ten minutes. Call me soon as you know something."

"You got it."

Ari stepped outside. The Charlotte morning was gray and wet. The parking lot smelled like fried chicken from the spot next door.

CJ unlocked the car — a black Durango, stolen but registered to a dead man in Georgia. Ari got in the passenger seat.

"Where we headed?" CJ asked.

"Brookshire. Duke's camp."

"You gonna tell me what happened with you and Trell? The real story?"

Ari stared out the window. "No."

CJ sighed and pulled out of the lot.
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THE FISH CAMP
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The gravel crunched under the Durango's tires as CJ pulled off Brookshire Boulevard onto a hidden driveway that most people would miss. Pine trees pressed in on both sides, their branches low and scraggly, blocking out the gray November sky. The road curved twice before opening up to a clearing.

Big Duke's place sat back there like a secret.

The trailer was blue, faded to a color that didn't have a name anymore. The porch sagged in the middle. A rusted metal chair sat next to the door with a pillow on the seat that had been rained on so many times it had turned gray. The smell of fried fish hung in the air — old grease, salt, and something else. Something that smelled like memory.

Ari had been coming here since she was fifteen years old.

Back then, Duke was just "Uncle Duke" — her father's best friend, a man who ran the east side of Charlotte before getting out clean. He'd taught her how to shoot a gun, how to count money without moving her lips, how to tell when a nigga was lying by the way he blinked. He'd held her when they buried her father. He'd bailed CJ out of jail four times. He'd paid for Mia's salon when the bank said no.

Duke was the closest thing to a father Ari had left.

And he'd been keeping secrets.

CJ parked next to Duke's F-150. The truck was twenty years old, rusted around the wheel wells, but the engine was brand new. Duke didn't believe in flash. Flash got you noticed. Noticed got you killed.

"You want me to come in?" CJ asked.

"No."

"I'm just saying, if Black got people out here—"

"I said no." Ari turned to face her brother. His dreads were fresh. His hoodie cost three hundred dollars. His eyes were too young for the shit he'd seen. "You wait in the car. Keep the engine running. And stay off your phone."

CJ sucked his teeth. "Man, I ain't no kid."

"Then stop acting like one." Ari opened the door. "Ten minutes. If I ain't back, you call Mia and you leave. You don't come looking for me. You hear me?"

CJ's face changed. The smart-mouth faded. "Ari, what you think is gonna happen?"

"I don't think nothing. I prepare." She stepped out of the truck. "Ten minutes."

The porch groaned under her weight. Ari knocked twice — pause — then three times fast. Duke's signal. The one he'd taught her when she was sixteen, the night she showed up at his door with blood on her hands and tears on her face.

The door opened.

Big Duke stood in the doorway, six-foot-four, two hundred and sixty pounds, with gray in his beard and a belly that hung over his belt. He wore a t-shirt that said "Kiss My Grits" in faded letters and house shoes with no socks. His feet were cracked. He didn't care.

His eyes were the same as always — sharp, knowing, older than God.

"Girl," he said. His voice was gravel and whiskey. "You look like death warmed over."

"Good morning to you too, Duke."

He stepped aside. She walked in.

The trailer smelled like fish grease and coffee and old man. Duke had lived alone since his wife, Cora, passed in 2012. She'd been the love of his life. Thirty-two years. He didn't talk about her much. Didn't need to. Her picture sat on the mantel — a young woman with a gap-toothed smile and a church hat — and that was enough.

Ari sat at the kitchen table. It was covered with a plastic tablecloth that had flowers on it from the 90s. A salt shaker. A pepper shaker. A bottle of hot sauce that had never been used.

"You hungry?" Duke asked.

"No."

"You lying. But I ain't gonna force you." Duke poured himself a cup of coffee from a pot that had been sitting there since God knows when. He didn't offer her any. That wasn't his way. "CJ told me about the warehouse."

"Then you know Black left a note. Mentioned Trell."

Duke nodded slowly. He sat down across from her, the chair groaning under his weight. "I know."

"How long you known Trell was home?"

Duke took a sip of coffee. He didn't rush. He never rushed. "Longer than you. But that ain't my secret to tell."

Ari leaned forward. Her elbows on the plastic tablecloth. Her voice low. "Duke, I need you to be straight with me. No riddles. No old man wisdom. Why didn't you tell me he was back?"

"Because you wasn't ready." He set his cup down. "You still ain't ready. But here you are anyway."

"I been ready."

"Girl, please." Duke pointed a thick finger at her. His nail was yellow. "You been running from that man since the day he got sentenced. You ain't visited. You ain't wrote. You ain't even said his name out loud in five years. Mia told me. Every time somebody mentions Trell, you change the subject like it's a fucking allergy."

Ari's jaw tightened. "This ain't about me and him."

"The hell it ain't. Black killed two of your people last night. He hit your warehouse. He left a note with Trell's name on it. That ain't about territory. That's about you. That's about him. That's about whatever happened between y'all that you ain't never told nobody."

Ari was quiet.

Duke leaned back. "I ain't stupid, Ari. I know you got secrets. Everybody got secrets. But secrets get people killed. And right now, you got a city full of people who love you walking around blind."

"You know what happened."

"I know what I was told. I don't know what's true."

"Then what do you know?"

Duke looked at her for a long moment. The clock on the wall ticked. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere outside, a bird cawed.

"I know Trell didn't take that charge for CJ," Duke said.

Ari's face didn't change, but
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