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    To my children —
You are the reason I keep dreaming bigger, pushing harder, and believing in myself even on the difficult days. Every late night, every sacrifice, and every page written was fueled by the love I have for you.
No matter where life takes us, always remember that strength grows through struggle, and even in the hardest seasons, beautiful things can still bloom.
I love you forever.
— Kimberly Chanel
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Ace
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The bullet in Ace's side was the second thing he felt when he woke up. 

The first was her name on his tongue, still wet from a dream where Milan was walking away and he couldn't move his legs to follow. He'd been reaching for her — hand outstretched, fingers stretching toward the back of her hoodie, that cheap green one she wore when she didn't want anybody noticing her — and every time he got close, the sidewalk stretched longer. Like the city itself was pulling her away just to watch him fail. Then the bullet reminded him. It was still in there. He could feel it — not just the pain but the presence of it, like a bad tooth you can't stop touching with your tongue. Somewhere deep in his side, below the ribs, above the hip. A hot little piece of lead that had traveled across a parking lot, through the rain, past three parked cars, and into him because he'd been stupid enough to stand up when he should have stayed down. 

Stupid. That's what Trey called it. Love. That's what Ace called it. They were probably the same thing. He opened his eyes. The ceiling above him was stained yellow, water damage blooming in circles like tree rings. A fan blade turned slow, clicking every time it passed a certain point. The air smelled like bleach and old cigarettes and something else — something metallic that he realized after a second was his own blood, still wet on the sheets beneath him. He was in a bed. Not his. Not Milan's. Not any bed he'd ever seen before and he was alone. "Trey," he tried to say, but his throat was sandpaper and the word came out like a cough. He tried again. 

"Trey!" Footsteps. Heavy. Coming from somewhere to his left. Trey appeared in the doorway, and Ace almost didn't recognize him. Not because he looked different — same close-cropped hair, same gold chain, same face that had been getting him into and out of trouble since they were fourteen — but because he looked tired. Not sleepy. Tired the way a man looks when he's been holding something heavy for too long and isn't sure he can hold it much longer.

"You awake for real this time?" Trey asked, leaning against the doorframe. "Or you gon' talk in your sleep again? 'Cause I ain't tryna hear about your dreams, bro. I got enough problems."

Ace tried to sit up. His body said absolutely not. He fell back against the pillows, breathing hard, and felt something warm trickle down his side. "Damn," he whispered. "Yeah." Trey pushed off the doorframe and walked over, holding a towel that used to be white. "Damn is right. You been out almost fourteen hours. I been stitchin' you up, wakin' you up, puttin' you back down. You talk in your sleep." "What'd I say?" Trey pressed the towel against Ace's side, and Ace bit down on a groan. "Her name. Mostly. Some other stuff I'm gonna pretend I didn't hear." He looked up, and his eyes weren't joking anymore. "You love that girl, don't you?" Ace didn't answer. He didn't have to. "Yeah," Trey said. "That's what I thought."

The pain was everywhere now. Not just his side — his chest, his shoulder, his jaw where he must have hit something when he went down. Every part of him ached with the memory of that night. The compound. The alarms. The way Milan's hand felt in his right before the world exploded.

He closed his eyes and saw her face. Not the way she looked when she was scared — though he'd seen that plenty — but the way she looked that one morning in the duplex, before everything went bad. She'd been standing at the window, watching the sun come up over Charlotte, and she didn't know he was watching her. Her hair was a mess. She was wearing his hoodie. And she was smiling. Not at anything. Just... smiling. Like for five seconds, she forgot the world was trying to kill her.

He wanted to give her five more seconds. Five hundred. Five thousand. "You hear me?" Trey was saying. "Ace. Bro. You hear what I'm saying?" "No." "I said she's gone." Ace's eyes snapped open.

Trey's face was still, careful, the way people get when they're about to say something they know is gonna hurt. "After you went down, I dragged your ass out through the south tunnel. By the time I got back to look for her, the whole north side was crawling. Atlas. Cops. Didn't matter whose side they were supposed to be on — they all had the same target." "She's not—"  "I don't know if she's dead, Ace. 

I don't know if she's captured. I don't know if she ran. What I know is I pulled you out of that yard, drove forty-five minutes with you bleeding on my seats, and stitched you up with fishing line and cheap vodka because I couldn't take you to a hospital without every badge in Charlotte showing up." He leaned closer. "I did all that because you asked me to. But I can't find her for you. I can't. I got people to protect too." Ace stared at the ceiling. The fan clicked. The blood kept coming. "Where are we?" he asked. "Abandoned house off Brookshire. Owner died last year, family's in Florida, nobody's checked on it in months."

"How'd you find it?" "I got cousins." Trey sat down on the edge of the bed. The mattress sagged under his weight. "Look. I ain't saying give up. I'm saying rest. Heal. Let the bleeding stop before you go running back into the fire." "She doesn't have time for me to heal." "She doesn't have time for you to die either." Ace turned his head on the pillow and looked at Trey. Really looked. The bags under his eyes. The way his hands were shaking — just a little, the way hands shake when they've been holding pressure on a wound for hours. The blood on his shirt that wasn't his. "You saved my life," Ace said. Trey shrugged. "Somebody had to." "You coulda left me." "Coulda." Trey pulled out his phone, stared at the black screen. "I didn't." "Why not?" Trey was quiet for a long time. 

The fan clicked. The house settled. Somewhere outside, a dog barked twice and stopped. "Because you the only person I know who still believes in something," Trey said finally. "I don't know what it is. Justice. Love. Whatever. But you believe in it like it's a real thing, like it's something you can hold in your hands. And I wanted to see if you was right." "And?" Trey looked up. His eyes were wet. "I still don't know. But I figured I'd stick around long enough to find out." Ace reached out — slow, careful, every movement sending fire through his side — and put his hand on Trey's shoulder. Just for a second. Just long enough for Trey to suck his teeth and look away. "Don't get soft on me, man," Trey muttered. "Too late bro."

Twenty minutes later, Ace was sitting up. Propped against a stack of pillows that smelled like mildew and somebody else's laundry detergent. Trey had brought him water, Advil, and a story about how he'd hotwired a church van to get them out of the industrial district. "A church van?" Ace said, wincing as he shifted his weight. "Jesus provides." "Jesus ain't have nothing to do with you stealing." "Jesus made the keys fit." Trey grinned, but it didn't last. "Your phone's dead. Charger's in the car. I'll grab it in a minute." Ace nodded. His mind was already somewhere else — turning over the night like a rock, looking for what was underneath. Milan had been at the fence. He'd seen her. She'd been right there, her hand reaching for his, her mouth forming his name. 

Then the explosion. The lights. The bullet that felt like someone punched him with a hot knife. She saw me go down, he thought. She had to have seen me. Which meant one of two things: either she ran because she thought he was dead, or she got caught because she stayed to help. Both options made him want to throw up. "Trey." "Yeah." "Her phone. You got the number?" Trey pulled out his own phone, scrolled, handed it over. Ace stared at the screen. Milan's name. A string of numbers he'd memorized weeks ago but still looked like a prayer he wasn't sure he believed in. He hit call. It rang. Once. Twice. Three times. Then: "The number you have reached is not in service." He tried again. Same message. "The hell?" he muttered. Trey took the phone back, frowned at the screen. "She either turned it off, or somebody else turned it off for her." "Or she's—" "Don't say it." Trey's voice was hard. "Don't you say it. You don't know nothing yet." Ace closed his eyes. The fan clicked. The blood kept coming. The call came at 4:17 AM. Ace was half-asleep, drifting in and out of that gray space between pain and medicine, when Trey's phone buzzed so loud it sounded like a bee trapped in the sheets. Trey grabbed it, looked at the screen, and went still. "What?" Ace said. Trey held up the phone. The screen read: UNKNOWN NUMBER. "Answer it," Ace said. "You sure?" "Answer the damn phone."

Trey swiped, put it on speaker. Neither of them spoke. For a second — just a second — there was nothing. No breathing. No static. Just the empty silence of a call that hasn't connected yet. Then: "Ace." His heart stopped. It was her. It was her. Not a recording. Not someone pretending. Milan's voice — tired, scared, but alive — coming through the speaker like a message from the other side of a war. "Milan." He said her name like a prayer. "Where are you?" "I don't know." Her voice cracked. "Some church. The one from before. The one Messiah marked." "The one on Tuckasegee?" "Yeah." A pause. He heard her breathing — fast, shallow, like she'd been running. 

"Ace, I got the page. The one from the folder. The one with McCree's signature. I kept it." "Are you hurt?" "I'm... I'm okay." "That ain't what I asked." She was quiet for a second. Then: "I'm bleeding. But it's not mine." Ace closed his eyes. Relief and fear mixed in his chest like two chemicals that weren't supposed to be in the same bottle. "Stay there," he said. "Don't move. Don't call nobody else. I'm coming to get you." "Ace—" "I said I'm coming." "You're hurt." "So are you." "That's different." "How?" Another pause. When she spoke again, her voice was softer. Smaller. The voice she used when she was trying not to cry and not sure she was gonna make it. "Because you matter," she said. "I don't." The words hit him like a second bullet.

"Milan, listen to me." He tried to sit up straighter, ignored the fire in his side. "You matter. You matter to me. You matter to Shay. You mattered to Messiah. And if you ever say you don't again, I'm gonna be real upset." "You gonna come upset me in person?" "Count on it." He heard something that might have been a laugh. Might have been a sob. Might have been both. "The church," she said. "Tuckasegee. The basement. There's a room behind the boiler." "I know it." "Ace?" "Yeah." "Don't die before you get here." "I wasn't planning on it." The line went dead. Trey was staring at him. "You ain't seriously thinking about going out there," Trey said. "You got a bullet in your side. You can't even stand up without turning white as them sheets." "I can stand up." "You can barely stand up." Ace swung his legs over the side of the bed. The room spun. He grabbed the mattress to keep from falling. "See?" Trey said. "Shut up." "I'm just saying—" "I know what you're saying." Ace took a breath. Held it. Let it out slow. "But she's out there alone. In a church basement. With a page of evidence that could put McCree away for the rest of his life. And she just told me she doesn't matter." He looked up at Trey. "I gotta go." Trey stared at him for a long time. The fan clicked. The house settled. Somewhere outside, the sky was starting to lighten — that gray hour before dawn when the world is still deciding whether to wake up or keep dreaming. "Alright," Trey said finally. "But I'm driving." "You don't know where the church is." "Then you navigating." "Trey—" "And we stopping for breakfast first. I ain't saving your life on an empty stomach." Ace almost smiled. Almost. "Deal," he said.
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Milan
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The church basement smelled like God forgot it.

That was the first thing Milan noticed when she crawled back through the same broken window she'd escaped from twenty-four hours ago. Not musty. Not damp. Forgotten. Like the building had been praying for somebody to come back and nobody ever did. The air was thick with dust and something older — mildew, maybe, or the ghost of candles that had burned out years ago and never been replaced. She landed hard on the concrete floor, knees buckling, and for a second she just stayed there. On all fours. Breathing. The page from Messiah's folder was still pressed against her chest, tucked into the damp cup of her bra, the ink bleeding through onto her skin like a bruise she couldn't see.

One page, she thought. One page is all that's left. Her phone was dead. She'd known it was dying when she called Ace — had watched the battery icon flicker from red to black as his voice cracked through the speaker — but she'd said what she needed to say. Tuckasegee. The basement. The room behind the boiler.

If he was coming, he knew where to find her. If he wasn't... She didn't let herself finish that thought.

Milan pushed herself up and limped toward the back of the basement, one hand trailing along the wall to keep her balance. The concrete was cold against her palm, rough in some places, smooth in others where water had worn it down over decades. 

She'd been here before — with Messiah, before everything went bad — but that time they'd walked in through the front door like they belonged. This time she was crawling through windows, hiding in shadows, becoming the kind of woman who knew which churches had unlocked basement access and which ones didn't. Messiah would be proud, she thought bitterly. Or maybe he'd be disappointed. Hard to tell anymore. The room behind the boiler was smaller than she remembered. A closet, really. Maybe eight feet by eight feet, with a low ceiling and walls that had once been white but were now the color of old teeth. There was a wooden bench against the far wall, the kind church volunteers used when they were folding bulletins or counting offering money. She sat down heavily, her thighs burning, her ankles screaming from where she'd twisted them running through the yard.

She pulled the page from her bra. The ink was smudged but still legible. Project East — Disbursement Ledger. Names. Numbers. Dates. And at the bottom, in blue ink that had bled into a blurry star, H. McCree. Her hands were shaking. Not from cold — though she was cold, colder than she'd ever been, cold down to the bone where the river water had soaked through her clothes and settled into her blood. She was shaking because this piece of paper was the only thing standing between McCree and everything he wanted. And she was sitting in a dark room with a dead phone, a torn
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