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			Chapter 1

			The only lighting inside the dark room was a couple of red LED lamps. They didn’t bother the eyesight of eighteen-year-old Aaron Williams, who was wide-eyed in fascination at his Ultramaker XT 3D printer going to work. The last of the white filament flew out the extruder onto the print bed, and he couldn’t have felt any more like a father watching his wife through the glass, holding their newborn baby. 

			He reached onto the platform and gripped his new plastic handgun that shot real, metal bullets. Like its predecessors, the Mini Talon had been banned from all sites hosting 3-D printing design files. However, Aaron was able to obtain it through torrents online, and now he had the opportunity to add it to his family of firearms that lay around the room, including an assault rifle with a lower receiver printed with the same material. But unlike the rest of its siblings, the MT wouldn’t be another one of Aaron’s toys to fire off rounds at tree targets deep in the woods. Some of the former models exploded on tests from the videos Aaron watched online, but he was confident the new version would not fail to take out his intended target in a few days with its untraceable ballistics. 

			Danny would be his escape. The son of a local pho restaurant owner was Aaron’s only friend outside the digital realm. Danny Phat took very little in life seriously, but for all the flaws, he knew every back road of the entire DC, Maryland, Virginia area. He could whip his raggedy-ass decade-old Nissan Altima pretty well. Either way, Aaron had no driver’s license and he wouldn’t risk getting pulled over or traced to a rideshare app. 

			The young 21st-century gunsmith couldn’t take his eyes off his latest creation. He loaded a magazine, cocked the weapon, and listened satisfyingly to the crisp click. It blew Aaron’s mind to think the ammunition clip had fit perfectly into a gun made from the same material as his storage cabinet.

			He was ready to test the gun. Would it fire smoothly? He had two days to test it and find out before he had to execute his assigned job.

			 

			August 20th, 2024. 1:30 AM.

			Washington, D.C.

			Liquor-induced shrieks and screams of laughter carried over the bass thumps throughout a bumping Adams Morgan, the corridor of D.C. that served as one of the city’s nightlife hot spots. Neon lights shined on the designer-brand, clean-cut, modern-day yuppies who strut out of the nightclubs and the plaid-shirt bearded hipsters who stumbled out of the brewing taverns. A lot were on their nights off from studying, but the cost of drinks was far higher than college town prices so the professional class of everyone from policy aides to software engineers got just as wasted. Regardless of education or socioeconomic background, many women looked for their best friend whom they lost in the partying, and many male counterparts hoped to be that lucky dude they might have run off with.

			Isaiah knew that’s what his best friend Adamu Attah wanted to be at that moment. But it was past Last Call, and Isaiah had put pressure on him for them to start heading back to their university dorms. He could tell Adamu didn’t get it. The youngest patriarch of the politically rich Attah family from Nigeria had no issues getting cheeks back home, but American girls apparently weren’t as impressed with his super-forward approach. Isaiah tried to explain this to Adamu outside the Astro Lounge on 18th Street with neither a female around his arm nor a single new contact in his phone, but before he could bother to listen, a tipsy trio of curvy young women strolled out after him and caught his eye. Long braids, luscious shapes formed from their Lycra dresses, flawless different shades of ebony skin. Isaiah just knew Adamu would try again. 

			“AY!” The belles reluctantly turned toward the source of the attempt at a mating call. “Where we goin’ tonight?”

			“Nowhere that involves ugly!” The tallest out of the three formed a smirk under her glasses, her two graduate degrees having only enhanced a life’s worth of sharp rebuttals to catcalling in her neighborhood. She laughed, and the pack began to leave the scene. No different than a kid eyeing the milk chocolate bar right before checkout, Isaiah knew Adamu just couldn’t take no for an answer. The shorter one with the most voluptuous figure became the unlucky winner to have her hand grabbed without permission. 

			“C’mon mami, ditch these bitches—” Adamu was snatched mid-sentence by a bouncer whose neck rolls formed a poop emoji and got tossed like a rag doll into the hands of Isaiah a few feet away. 

			“Dumbass!” screamed the short one as the three marched off down the street. 

			“I’m royalty, hoes! Some other BITCH will get blessed with this big dick tonight!”

			“HEY!” The head of Astro Lounge security had enough. So had Isaiah. 

			“I’m so sorry, sir, he’s drunk.”

			“Get him the fuck outta here before I break his jaw.”

			“Yes, sir. Again, I’m sorry!” 

			The situation was all too familiar to Isaiah. Except now, instead of guiding a destroyed Adamu down the Terrapin-flagged residential streets of College Park, Maryland, from one frat house to another, they had graduated to bar hopping in D.C., where the young bachelor had been able to finally drink legally for the past ninety minutes. 

			“Sometimes you’re a freaking embarrassment, Adamu.”

			“Shut the hell up and get an Uber. We’re going to Starline.”

			“Starline?”

			“Strip club.” Adamu gulped down a wad of vomit from coming out. Isaiah looked away in disgust, but something else caught his eye as they turned the corner.

			A Metrobus stop bench rested thirty yards from their position. He figured that was where they could gather themselves after such a night. He used the remainder of his stamina to finally reach the bench and slap the back of Adamu to the hard rubber as if to try to wake him up. Isaiah checked his phone. 2% battery. 

			“Dammit...Adamu!” 

			His eyes opened, barely able to comprehend where he was even at, let alone being able to give Isaiah a response. 

			“Your phone. Mine’s about to die.” Body in total slow motion, Adamu managed to tap his pockets. 

			“Sh-Sh-Sh-Shit” eeked out of Adamu’s mouth. 

			“WHAT?!” Isaiah tapped his friend’s pockets. “Where is it?! Or your wallet?” Another tap. Wow. Alcohol and a night of partying caused his buddy to lose track of his valuables. Unbelievable.

			“The hell is wrong with you? This isn’t Saint Catherines anymore!” Isaiah yelled at him, referencing their boarding school back in Victoria Island. 

			Vomit rose through his esophagus, except Isaiah could tell from the lump in Adamu’s throat that this batch was going full projectile. Isaiah jumped out of the way right in time for only a chunk to get on his shoes. The rest of Adamu’s day’s intake became a red-yellow puddle at the side of the bench. The gross site, as well as the realization that their options were fading, prompted Isaiah to throw his fist and scream a few “fucks” to himself. He looked up at the bus stop sign and saw that the 92 bus had a destination of SHAW-Howard, a Metro station. Maybe the route was their best bet if the bus got there within fifteen minutes and they made the last train, figured Isaiah as he composed himself.

			He looked away, and something else caught his eye. Several blocks down Marion Street walked a hooded figure. Not too brisk, but certainly with purpose right toward their position. Isaiah squinted, and the street lamps revealed a teenager in a dark blue hoodie with jeans. The getup, time of night, and even the location were enough for Isaiah’s nerves to merge into his skin. Yeah, they were in the “nice part” of D.C., but Isaiah’s classmates had been robbed on campus, so it could happen anywhere. The young male got closer. When he was thirty feet away, Isaiah was still unsure of how to react or whether to react at all. The feeling might have been what his student counselor emphasized as overthinking. 

			“Com’on now.” Shifting from foot to foot, Isaiah sunk his hands deep into his pockets, a reflex move he made whenever he was nervous. At the same time, he heard his parents’ judgmental biases about inner-city youth, fighting to stave off his own similar thoughts.

			“Hey, bro,” the figure said once he reached the bus stop. They traded ‘sup’ nods. Isaiah’s was way more reserved. “My phone’s dead. You got the time?” 

			“Mine’s dead, too. Sorry.”

			“Hate when that happens out of nowhere.” Isaiah started to ease up to the source of the voice that seemed extra friendly with a hint of anxiety. The jitters he noticed from the kid were probably from him panicking over his phone being dead, figured Isaiah. Something he clearly could relate to, given his own situation. The original image shaped in his head was starting to look too judgemental. The teenager looked at Adamu who hung over the bench, motionless and barely conscious. “I’d ask him, but he looks done.” 

			“Yeah, he lost his at the club. Long night.” Isaiah gandered at his friend draped over the bench, now sharing sympathy with his comrade. 

			“Ah, so THAT’S why the phone is dead. Had it out the whole time booking them females. Can’t even be mad at him.” 

			“Not even,” laughed Isaiah, trying to shake off whatever anxiety he had left. 

			“Word, y’all heading to Howard?” 

			“Nah. We go to Maryland. Trying to figure out a way back, actually.” 

			“Shit, I’m in the same position. Know where the closest metro is? Wonder if we can make the last train...” 

			The sign, Isaiah remembered. They had to just keep walking down Marion.”Yeah, I think—” POP POP. The friend of the target was not getting up from the two .380 caliber bullets that were just blasted through his skull with the utmost precision and professionalism. Aaron didn’t waste a beat as he tactically shifted the open sights of his plastic 3-D printed pistol to a groggy Adamu struggling to get his words out. “Please,” he cried. “I-I don’t have my wallet, but I can give you anything. I’m rich as fuck I swear—” POP. Three total gunshots. The first one might have caught attention, but the second one was supposed to send any potential eyewitnesses running. At least, that’s what he learned from observing the few shootings he witnessed around his way. Aaron stowed the pistol away in his waistband holster. He checked the surroundings for the fifth time that night. There was no sign of anybody. He picked the right spot and predicted Adamu’s every move since the club perfectly. But where the hell was Danny? His Altima was supposed to be turning that corner before the first shot. VROOM. SCREECH. There it was. Revved and making too much damn noise as it peeled from an alleyway to scoop Aaron. The passenger door flew open, and Aaron jumped in. They took off before any sirens could be heard. 

			“Woo!” yelled Danny as he whipped around another corner. The two dressed pretty similar but everything Danny did was exaggerated in an attempt to blend into the projects they were heading back to. Everything from the Commander’s fitted hat to his Foamposite pressed against the gas pedal contrasted the plainer attire of Aaron, who didn’t care at all about the brands his former classmates worshipped on a daily basis. 

			“Fool you a BEAST!”

			Aaron needed a moment to gather himself. Despite his success so far, taking someone’s life for the first time was a difficult realization to settle into. Let alone two lives. His parents never intended to raise a killer. His dyslexia limited the options the school offered. Danny’s advice about selling drugs or sketchy affiliate marketing plans wasn’t a solution either. He knew what would end up to him down that familiar path. He also took note of how naive Danny’s hype was in the latest additions to the district’s homicide rate. 

			“You were late” was the first thing out of Aaron’s mouth. 

			“Chill, fam. Traffic around the corner was O-C. Stop acting like I ain’t do my job.” Aaron’s eyes just rolled in response. Maybe if it was another debate at Danny’s spot about Harden Vs. Curry over some french fries drenched in mambo sauce, he’d entertain the bickering. But not after carrying out his first homicide. He wanted silence. 

			“But yeah, slim, you did the damn thing. How much did those lames have anyways? Real live starving in this bitch.” Aaron’s eyes widened. Unbeknownst to Danny, Aaron was just supposed to make it only look like a robbery. 

			“Shit, I forgot to run through their pockets.” 

			“The fuck you mean forgot? Nigga what was the whole point of tonight?”

			“I still got you...and I told you not to use that word around me.” 

			“Imma call you a whole lot of other things if you don’t get my bread, muh fucka. Fuck type shit you think this is—”

			“DANNY! SHUT THE HELL UP! Please.” Aaron didn’t yell often, but the authentic rage in his voice shut down whatever gangsta persona Danny was going for. By then, Aaron knew Danny finally realized it wasn’t another discussion about the NBA playoffs. 

			“Just get us to P-G,” Aaron said. P-G was the county of their home right outside the nation’s capital, Prince George’s. “Stop somewhere, and I’ll cover, but I can’t talk right now.” Nothing but the sound of road bumps and night traffic until Danny began to piece together a hint as to what the real motivation for that night had been. 

			“Aaron.” Danny had to pause for a moment. “Are you saying this was a hit?” Aaron didn’t care to answer Danny’s curiosity. He stared at the night-lit city outside the car window. He had just clocked out, and there was no desire to talk about work. The murder of Adamu happened two hours after midnight, meaning his death landed on the date Aaron had bet on the assassination market called the Bazaar. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			 

			Yemi arrived at the metro station and was greeted by the same familiar good-morning smell of cannabis and urine that marked his commute every day. The bright spot was that he didn’t have to wait long as the Green Line train was already pulling up to the platform. He was still several stops from L’Enfant Plaza, where he would transfer to the Silver when he received an incoming call. 

			“You get my text?” asked Yemi immediately once he slid the green phone icon. 

			“File on all four of them will be ready by the time you get off,” the voice of a young woman replied to him. Yemi heard a loud slap, like the sound of two kitchen mits slamming together, while he spotted a fast blur of motion from the side of his face. He took notice of an urban professional in headphones tensed up like something had just hit the stomach area of his purple Ralph Lauren polo. Next to him, retracting his arm into his body, was a man with a sloppy white turban complimenting his disheveled, mostly white amalgamation of a robe and loose shirt plus pants combo. The man was in some type of a trance, muttering a language Yemi had never heard before, but Yemi didn’t need to make sense of anything he was saying to realize he had just hit the kid wearing headphones. 

			“Yemi?” asked the woman over the phone. 

			“Do you know him?” Yemi asked the young man. He shook his head ‘no.’

			“Know who? What are you talking about?” 

			“Not you,” Yemi said back to his sister. The man in the white rose out of the seat he had just sat in and started a dazed shuffle to Yemi’s side of the car. His motion was somewhere between a religious praise dancer and a drunk Usher performance. He took a step toward Yemi and got within a couple of feet of him, his back against the Metro Map. He was in a position quite similar to when he struck the man in headphones. 

			“One sec, Karen.”

			“Yemi—.” He dropped the call. The Libyan tribal rebel reject was over six foot, and while maybe not athletic, he wasn’t crystal meth skinny either. Yemi launched out of his seat.

			“Back up. Now.” His new adversary immediately took some steps back while he muttered in his inaudible language. 

			“Sit the fuck down,” Yemi continued to order him. The man did as he was told, but Yemi could tell even in his delusional state, he was still full of enough pride to continue antagonizing his more diesel foe. The man removed something from his pocket. It was bright orange, and Yemi thought it could’ve been anywhere from a bright-colored flashlight to a travel-sized container of detergent. But a blade soon protruded from its end, and Yemi recognized it as a boxcutter from Home Depot. 

			The man three feet across from him started to slice the air and make threatening gestures toward Yemi. Still talking in his faux foreign language, it looked like a character from a 1970s kung fu flick getting ready to strike his opponent but in a seated position. Yemi kept his eyes glued on the threat. The train suddenly stopped. 

			“There is a medical emergency on the Hyattsville Crossing Platform,” the conductor voiced over the intercom. “We’ve been told to hold.” There was about to be a medical emergency right here, Yemi thought. The only question was who would be leaving this train car on an EMT’s gurney. He was always open to his daily routine having an exciting tangent every so often, but being stuck on a Metro car engaged in a standoff with an armed man sick in the head who had already assaulted someone would be the last thing he’d want on his agenda. 

			The man continued to violently cut the air. Yemi had his eyes on him, but his mind was racing through the different options of action. The intercom button to alert the conductor must have been on the opposite side of the car since he didn’t see it anywhere near their automatic double doors. Walking away to find another seat on that end was the smarter decision anyway. However, the savior complex was itching at him to stay put to ensure the rest of his fellow passengers were safe. No matter how much his career went in the direction of gathering intelligence instead of directly protecting the public, those instincts were still present, no matter how much Yemi tried to convince himself that he didn’t care anymore. 

			Yemi’s lack of verbal response or actions seemed to entice the man to rise back up. The passengers in rows parallel to Yemi bolted from their seats, but a young Latino family of three behind the knife-wielding man was trapped in the corner of the car. Yemi could tell the father wanted his family safe, but he could tell the man was resorting to a cowering position and wasn’t aware of how to respond to active threats. Yemi knew then he had to take action. 

			The man in white rambled some more in his faux language. Yemi looked for openings in the man’s wide, haymaker-like swipes slicing through the air, but he stayed seated. The man then turned 90 degrees and was only a couple of feet from the Latino man’s toddler daughter. Yemi had seen enough. 

			Yemi had never taken a formal martial arts class, but he knew a kick to the back of the knee would force him to collapse. The man had barely turned ninety degrees, but Yemi had his foot planted in the middle of the man’s hamstring and had the man’s wrist locked in a firm grasp within a few movements. Having control of the man in white’s weapon hand, Yemi used his free left to quickly grab his head through his turban and smashed the man’s face into the metal bar of the Metro seat, right in front of the entire family. 

			“Go!” Yemi ordered to the family as he shifted his head in the left direction. 

			A tooth went flying from the man’s mouth at the same time Yemi heard the knife drop to the floor. The loose denture didn’t hit any of the family, but the mother and father of the daughter leaped out of the seat, grabbing their little girl with them to escape. Yemi used his arm to hold the top back of the man’s neck, to keep him pinned against the bar, and he didn’t see her flinch once. Once the family was out of the way, Yemi picked his head up and slammed the man against the bar again. 

			“P-p-please, brother.” Yemi could finally hear English from the man’s voice, even with metal pressed into his face. The voice sounded less like surrender and more like a man admitting to being a victim of his demons. “I’m just a crackhead. I’m sorry.” 

			“Do you need help?” asked Yemi. Yemi kept the same grip on him, but he eased up a bit once he kicked away the blade.

			“What kind of help?” the man pleaded. “I can’t stay in the ward or any of those places, man.” The train finally started to move. 

			“Next station,” the intercom announced. “L’Enfant Plaza.” Yemi patted down both sides of the man in white. No other object seemed to be on him. 

			“You and I are getting off at the next stop,” Yemi said down to him. He looked down the car to make sure the family had made it to the opposite end of the car. They did. The man and woman faced toward the front car, but the daughter wrapped around her mother’s neck stared back at Yemi to the point they even made eye contact. He focused back on the man. “I’m going to call to get you help, but I’ll let you go. It’s up to you if you stay.” He could feel the man in white give a few heaves through his lungs. The silence provided enough of an answer for Yemi to know how to wrap up the situation. He would just text Karen an update from the platform. 

			It took an additional twenty minutes to get from L’Enfant Plaza to Northern Virginia on the Metro. The Tysons Corner skyline used to impress and motivate Yemi in the early days of the countless times he had taken this trip. He remembered the streets of Lagos on the tail of rapidly moving kidnapping cartels, and it’s itched at him to return to the work that made him feel alive. But as he saw downtown Tysons at eight in the morning welcoming his entry, he decided he was going try to enjoy the sight of the closest thing to a mini East Coast Silicon Valley. 

			Whenever he entered Titus HQ, Yemi would see the same Bahamian security guard, Orlando, almost every morning. Yemi had noticed that Orlando was never the one responsible for watching the baggage scanner. 

			

			“Peas n’ rice, man. Been trying to tell you,” snickered Orlando as he took Yemi’s laptop bag from the conveyor belt. “Jollof by itself just doesn’t cut it. You gotta put some protein in there to give it any taste.” Yemi chuckled as he went through the body scanner. Orlando had dragged on this ‘debate’ for weeks. And by debate, it was mostly just the security guard trying to assert West Indian cultural superiority over the motherland.

			“Not even in the mood today.” He grabbed his stuff. “Let’s just admit we’d both rather be back home.” 

			“Shit. I hear you on that.” 

			Police were baffled by the double murder on Marion Street. The first twelve hours of it was a robbery gone awry after nothing was found on the second victim. By the following day, it was revealed that Astro Lounge handed over Adamu’s iPhone 15 and the wallet found in the bathroom by one of the bouncers. That made two bodies, two wallets, two phones, three bullets, and no motive or leads. Adamu clearly got into trouble that night, yet all trails to any possible suspect were cold. But even though Yemi may not have identified the killer, he knew the fertile ground in which the roots of the murder were planted in. Yemi was 100% certain it was the first major homicide in the United States to be tied to Bazaar.tor, a marketplace on the dark web that listed bids for predicted death dates to various figures ranging from a conservative politician caught in a massage parlor after lobbying against prostitution to liberal pop stars who pissed off the wrong tax bracket. Such concepts were nothing but academic thesis until the Adamu Attah killing. 

			Yemi’s office at Titus didn’t differ much at all from his studio apartment. Plain, no attempt to “reflect his personality,” just the tools to get his job done. Multiple computer monitors revealed months of intense research. Some carry-out containers littered the desks and a trash bin. 

			Yemi had seen the first half of Fight Club, but he knew it was a privilege to even be able to clock into a guaranteed income. His father always reminded the two children about how their upper-middle-class upbringing in Rockville, Maryland, was a far cry from the poverty-stricken Niger Delta he had grown up in. Yemi’s co-workers were friendly people for the most part. Kenny Simmons, the new junior consultant who had been promoted from intern, pushed the limit sometimes with his Lion King references and other stereotypical African jibes. Kenny and Jacob, the other junior, were the Black/Asian Beavis & Butthead of the Titus Strategic Development wing. 

			A couple of knocks on the door, and Yemi already knew who it was. The 25-year-old walked into Yemi’s space without any permission. Kenny gandered at the computer monitors, seeing the Bazaar lists. 

			“The Daily Attack, huh?” Some of the opened tabs were somewhat on the sensational side of headlines. As Yemi had come to find, it was only the individual renegade journalists or rogue bloggers who began to connect Adamu’s murder to the Bazaar. From Kenny’s attitude, it seemed he had the same assertion about their credibility the mainstream outlets did. 

			“Fake news like shit.” Yemi rolled his eyes at the kid’s voluntary ignorance and continued to work. Kenny looked around at the room’s decor. “Didn’t you say you’ve been here for almost a year? Why does it feel like a cell block with wifi in here?” 

			“Can I help you with something, Kenny?” Yemi was not easy to offend and he didn’t even bat an eye from gathering his documents together. But he wasn’t going to let Kenny get away with throwing zingers freely on a day that important. 

			“Oh nah, nah. I’m just saying...” Kenny backtracked, knowing he had come close to crossing that line. “I’m just saying we’re the same breed, brother. Driven. No days off in this corporate jungle. Feel me?” 

			In Yemi’s eyes, those types of statements with empty ambition didn’t warrant a response. He continued to get ready for the presentation. Kenny saw an ID badge with a ‘Raptor’ logo next to one of the computers. He took notice of the logo, the face of a hawk staring right at him.

			“Never understood that.”

			“What?”

			

			“Raptor. Why didn’t your sister call it ‘Falcon’ or ‘Eagle Security’ or something if she wanted that logo.”

			“Raptor also means a bird of prey. You know, the thing velociraptors evolved into.”

			“Oh, right... Where did she get the capital anyway?”

			“Investors.” Yemi kept it brief in answering the shallow questions. 

			“You finally got enough people to believe that you’re a prince after all those e-mails?” Kenny smirked as Yemi stopped his work in motion. The joyous smile on the naive kid faded as Yemi looked up, his eyes piercing through Kenny’s soul. He crossed the line. Big time. Yemi knew that Kenny knew he wouldn’t be able to take on the older Yemi in a mental OR physical battle. “Hey, sorry, I didn’t mean—”

			“Get your clowning ass out of my office,” Yemi scoffed with laughter. A visibly shaken Kenny pretended to laugh along with the returned prank, but Yemi could sense it was hard for Kenny to hide the fear that was generated in him for those few seconds. 

			“Uhm, uhm. You getting breakfast?”

			“Yeah, just give me a second.” 

			────

			“It’s able to avoid prosecution from law enforcement because, in all legal terms, it’s still just a prediction market. Now, given the proximity of so many international V.I.Ps, I predict the Washington, D.C. area to be one of the top 5 global cities that will be impacted by the Bazaar along with cities like New York, Istanbul, Hong Kong, and Dubai,” Yemi quipped in the dark room only lit up by the PowerPoint. It switched to the next slide, a heavily zoomed-in graphic of Adamu’s Bazaar listing. “I believe the murder of Adamu Attah over the weekend was linked to the marketplace.” 

			A slide of an online news posting from the website Afrileaks.org with the big, bold headline THE ATTAH-POPCO FILES loaded up next. 

			“According to the popular whistleblower site, Afrileaks, when Chiedu was serving his term as an ambassador, he gave the oil company POPCO a little too much leeway in domestic policy... Initially, this pissed off the Biafra Freedom Movement, who I think put the first bid down as it seems they might not always be trying to gamble on boat raids in the Nigerian Delta. But you see...”

			Click. A Venn diagram followed with several different groups that all had an interest in killing Chiedu Attah. One circle was labeled The Anat Network. 

			“Since two weeks ago, the economic activity of the Bazaar has multiplied twelve times more than it’s ever been in its four-year existence. And over seventy percent of the new waves of income I’ve traced are sources connected to the Anat Network.” Everybody in that conference room was familiar with the Anat Network, given that some of their friends were actively waging a covert war against their offshoots in the Middle East. Although a minority religion, Sydykism was a movement that had outpaced Islam, Christianity, and Judaism in its international growth. The followers found themselves marginalized in the nations of the dominant belief systems and what started as a resistance movement soon turned into another excuse warlords used to pacify populations into submission. Of course, the majority of Sydykists opposed the blatant terrorists such as The Anat Network, the most notorious of the fundamentalist factions. The Anat Network was a big global push to have the world run under harsh religious law and pursued an aggressive mass internet promotion strategy. Yet despite all the social media accounts and video channels attached to their name, they proved quite adept at constantly evading capture from counter-terrorist operators. 

			“I’m positive they are the ones who infused capital into targeting the entire family of Chiedu. The bitcoin value on his head has tripled in just the past week. With the completion of the Attah homicide, I’m sure they see it as a new source of income.” 

			“So this is gonna turn DC into some kind of war zone or something?” The comment came from the young Jacob, who quickly slid his Galaxy back into his pocket, wasting data on another LinkedIn flex. And not a care in the world for the data Yemi was presenting. 

			“DC’s always been a war zone,” the follow-up to Yemi’s answer was senior consultant Kirk Fitzgerald. 

			“Just this time it’s not in Southeast,” remarked Kenny next to Jacob. 

			“Or Congress,” added Kirk. The last statement spurred some obligatory chuckles from the rest of the group his age. Kirk nodded for his colleague Yemi to continue. 

			“Local groups with connections overseas may get orders from a superior to ensure that a prediction goes through. This creates an ample opportunity for specially trained private security teams to offer local protection for 24 hours on dates our research point to being the highest value.” 

			Kirk clapped first, and a low-scale applause filled the room of 8. Even if everyone didn’t pay full attention, it was the future direction of the company, at least for Kirk’s division. 

			“Lights, Jacob.” Kirk caught the nephew of his supervisor on the phone. If only H-R could see the brat whom they gave the position over one of his far more qualified Marine Corps buddies, he wondered... The embarrassed Jacob quickly abided and hit the switch. 

			“Mind-blowing stuff, Yemi. Really. I think I’ve heard enough to take this to the next level... Does anybody have any further questions for Mr. Uzunma?” 

			“Nope.”

			“No. Great presentation, Yemi.”

			“Good. I should have something in everyone’s inbox by tomorrow morning,” stated Kirk. The meeting was adjourned. 

			Tysons, Virginia. A model for what an “edge city” was supposed to be of skyscrapers, foot traffic, and accessibility. Not even fifty years prior, Tysons Corner was a parking lot added to farmland. The checks from the politically-tied bureaucrats twenty miles away had turned it into the hub of activity that Yemi had belonged to for the past couple of years. He looked out the window onto the downtown business district of the suburb and realized it may be the last time he would have that view from the fourteenth floor if he stuck with his decision. The purified water out of the cone cup had never tasted so good. 

			An elevator ding from the center of the lobby interrupted his reflection. He heard the voice of Ted, one of the attendees of his presentation. 

			“I’m telling you, this place will blow your mind. They’re opening up another one in Olney. I’m sure you’re fucking sick of the Y by now...” 

			Yemi went to get another refill. He was parched today more than usual. The conversation swung from around the corner of the elevator walls. Ted was talking to Kirk, whose body language suggested he was mostly an unwilling listener throughout their dialogue. Kirk spotted Yemi, the man he probably was much more eager to speak with. 

			“Basketball courts, Krav maga classes, a cafe with a full keto menu... You get all that with the platinum membership. But look, just come check it out. I can get you a free day pass.” 

			“Ted. Do your own thing, man. Just stick to this one for more than two weeks, for Christ’s sake,” Yemi watched Kirk shove Ted in his jelly roll beneath the chest. Ted couldn’t help but laugh at his constant failure to convince Kirk of any of his lifestyle choices. “I gotta talk with Yemi. I’ll Slack you within an hour.” 

			They bumped their fists and split. Kirk nodded his head towards Yemi excitedly. It was time to take the executive protection market to a whole new sophisticated level never before seen on this side of the Western world. Kirk had already gotten a text confirming their possible first client worth millions. This murder had scared some in the high echelons of the D.C. power structure who found themselves or family members on the dark web through their private connections. The Bazaar was no longer just a subject for a Vice documentary. It was the real deal. And it created opportunities for real money on all sides of the law. 

			“This is what I live for, honestly,” Kirk said as he slapped his comrade on the back in solidarity. “We could just be any two guys in the corner of a mall somewhere with some trade school dropouts and still land these kinds of contracts based on your research alone.” Yemi smirked and nodded, not saying a word but doing his best to share in his superior’s excitement. Kirk has always supported him. That fact and the current mood made the inevitable incoming news harder to deliver than it already was. Yemi needed another gulp of water before he could respond. 

			“But it’s here. At Titus. We’re connected, so inside the beltway, I think sometimes we’re a subdivision of Homeland Security.” A pause between them, but Kirk stayed smiling. Yemi figured his presentation was the best news his superior had heard all week. 

			“How’s Karen?” Kirk asked. “She got a handle on things over there?” 

			“Yeah,” chuckled Yemi. He may have had enough water, finally. 

			“Was she part of some 30 under 30 thing I saw online recently?”

			“Yup,” Yemi said. “Forbes.”

			“That’s crazy,” Kirk said as he made his way to the same five-gallon fountain. “You, though. You’re a busy man yourself. And it’s about to get a whole lot busier.”

			“The team is going to be all yours, brother.” 

			“Huh?” Kirk jerked around from the fountain. “All mine? How is that possible when you’re the reason all this is happening? Give yourself a little credit, man.” Yemi could tell Kirk was reading that he didn’t see the same common groove they had always shared after small victories.

			“I’m sorry this is last minute. I’m going full-time at Raptor and due to unforeseen reasons, today has to be my last day.” Kirk took a 180-degree turn. He wasn’t even able to lift the cup of filtered water to his mouth as he tried to process the new information. 

			“You’re starting your own squad over there, aren’t you?” 

			“We’re in totally different markets.”

			“That’s not what I asked.” Kirk stopped himself. Both he and Yemi knew taking things too personally could burn a bridge that could always be crossed in the future from either direction. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—” 

			“Perfectly fine. Your frustration is understandable, given my timing.” Yemi watched Kirk nod his head to get his focus together and finally take a sip. 

			“Well, it’s hard to believe Titus is going begin this journey without its hardest working consultant. Nonetheless...” Kirk stuck his hand out, and Yemi gladly shook it. “I wish you and your sister the best in your endeavor.”

			“Thank you. I want you to know this was a very difficult decision to make. I can’t imagine being where I am without our efforts.” But in reality, Titus had felt like a cage, and Yemi yearned to fly again. 

			“I’m confident the two of you will succeed, but if anything doesn’t go as planned, there will always be a spot here for you. Same with Karen.” It was hard to tell whether Kirk was being genuine or if he thought Yemi was going to launch his entrepreneurial parachute only to crash land back in Titus within a year. But out of respect for his former partner, Yemi gave him an assuring head nod. Their friendship was still intact. 

			“We never hung out outside of this place. I have to introduce you to my family sometime. You know, if it’s not too awkward, given that we’re going to be competitors and all.” The two shared grins. Beneath the smiles was the shared knowledge there was a better chance of balancing the national deficit than that ever happening but once again, no love was lost. “Anyways, time to go entertain some boring ass emails from the board. Take care, Yemi.”

			“You too, Kirk.” Kirk left Yemi to finish his self-reflection at the end of that chapter for his career. He stared one more time back out at the tallest buildings in Northern Virginia. He knew someone like Kenny or Jacob looked at the same things every day, dreaming of owning it all and speeding out of the parking garage to hit I-495 in a Porsche Boxster. Such shallow ambitions, Yemi thought. They would never be a Sun Tzu or a John Boyd. They would never push the boundaries of strategic intelligence in the field of international security, blinded by their material greed. They were going to end up being another two useless cogs in the machine by the time they were his age and that was only if the taxpayer was still clueless enough to be footing their salary. He gulped the water down and tossed the cup into the recycle bin. He hoped the new venture would be able to help pay off Karen’s student debt, though. 

			────

			

			Unbeknownst to Kirk, the actual headquarters of Raptor was close to what he joked about being the “corner of a mall somewhere.” The Greenbelt Shopping Plaza had six occupants left when Raptor moved in. There was the check cashing place, which had been the most consistent business there, having operated for twenty years straight. The International Latin market had steady, loyal local customers and managed to stay around for five years. The restaurants, though, were always changing, and another Peruvian chicken spot to add to the dozens in Prince George’s County became the tenant beneath Raptor’s offices. One space was vacant, having been an Ethiopian coffee shop that failed to attract any of the runoff from the nearby University of Maryland. Raptor rented out the outdated top-floor suite, converted from a tax office whose accountant passed away from a stroke a year prior to getting their first client.

			Yemi had never been happier to pull into the desolate parking lot. Karen mentioned in a text that she and Jasper had narrowed the search down to four candidates for the squad positions. Jasper Kidanu was Yemi’s closest friend, and it was Jasper who introduced the siblings to the potential of Bazaar.Tor for the security market in the D.C. area. Jasper’s background was Ethiopia’s intelligence agency, the NISS, and he came to the West side of Africa to assist Yemi in counter-terrorist operations when the Boko Haram situation was out of control. When the Titus opportunity arrived at Yemi’s feet, and Karen wanted to launch Raptor, he decided to bring along Jasper to the States. It turned out the 28-year-old Karen wouldn’t have even survived the first six months of entrepreneurship without the strategic expertise of Jasper. At the moment, they were just a small firm patrolling garages and warehouse facilities, but their head was above water, according to Yemi. With the new Executive Protection Team, they could finally jump ahead of the DC market with their knowledge of the Bazaar. 

			While the exterior wasn’t dilapidated in the slightest, the inside of Raptor HQ might as well have belonged to private investigator Thomas Magnum from the 1980s. Yemi made his way through the disorganized file cabinets and peeling tables to join Karen and Jasper in the back meeting room, eating Chinese. 

			“There he is,” said Jasper with a mouthful of lo mein. He swallowed before continuing. “The man with the plan to get us rich.” 

			“Define rich,” Yemi responded as he sat and motioned for some of the take-out. He then glanced towards Karen. “You know what, I like what your boyfriend Isaac said about money.”

			“Oh God.” Karen shielded her face behind the chopsticks. “Don’t do this, Yemi.”

			Jasper laughed, amused. 

			“Who’s Isaac?” 

			“Old boyfriend of hers from the Wake Forest days. Rasta man. Babylon dangles the gold in our face he stole from under our feet.” Jasper and Yemi laughed at Yemi’s exaggerated Jamaican accent when he landed on the word “Babylon.” 

			“Okay, right now, you’re forgetting I cut your check. At least part-time,” said Karen, even as she couldn’t help but smile a bit at her own past. 

			“Nope.” Yemi bit a piece of General Tsos and swallows. “Full-time as of today.” The room was in shock for a brief moment at the realization Yemi quit Titus. Jasper had been trying to convince Yemi to follow his intuition for months but didn’t know Yemi was going to go through with it. Karen, on the other hand, was hoping Yemi would use his former employer as some kind of middleman for their future clients. The siblings always had differences in this arena. Even though they both were eager for their startup to take off, Karen had dreamed for the past four years of looking out her floor-to-ceiling office windows onto the packed K Street corridor before she clocked out and rode the Red Line to her quaint condo in Columbia Heights. Several of her classmates built the life she envied through their summer internships in D.C. in between semesters while Karen sweltered in Carolina heat, helping her boyfriend plant community gardens to provide food security for low-income communities. Isaac dropped out his sophomore year, though, and his jealousy after her graduation turned toxic. Eventually, Yemi visited Winston-Salem to explain to Isaac that Karen wasn’t one of the vegetables in his plant beds, and if he laid a finger on her, Yemi would make sure his corpse served as the next season’s fertilizer. Karen left him but ended up with a sociology degree in her parents’ basement. Yemi watched her shed whatever rigid lifestyle idealism Isaac planted in her mind and even considered interning at Titus while maybe going to grad school until she saw the subsidies for minority-owned businesses in the county of the house she had grown up in. When she became a blurb in a blog about women of color in the private security industry, it lit another fire under her to explore unchartered territory with her brother leading an executive protection squad. 

			“I thought you said Kirk was interested in a possible collaboration.” 

			“It’s never really a collaboration with behemoths like Titus. Plus, they would never let me command my own squad.” Yemi enjoyed his meal as Karen came to the realization stubbornness is a family trait, but Yemi specifically had never liked someone outside of the bloodline taking charge of his future. “Better this way, trust me. It’s more ideal to be small and efficient nowadays.” 

			“We’ll be more lean,” chimed in Jasper. 

			“Yeah, more broke, too,” laughed Karen. The rest chuckled along because it was true. The Executive Protection Team was keeping their profit margins on the line. If this next client pulled out, they would be in the red the next quarter for sure. “Anyways. Here are their files. You’ll recognize one of them.” She slid a manila folder to her brother. He broke from chowing down and opened it. He gandered down at profiles of the four proposed squad members. 

			NAME: TERRY BLACKWELL 

			AGE: 38 

			SQUAD POSITION RECOMMENDATION: Protective Intelligence Agent, Driver

			BACKGROUND: Formerly a medical technician with the USAF Security Forces. Served in Saudi Arabia on the base’s Special Reaction Team where he received active-shooter training. After his discharge at 26, he joined the US Park Police and was a member of their SWAT Team for a decade. Last year, he was forced to resign but is currently involved in a legal situation with the USPP under details he is legally barred from disclosing. 

			REASONS: Is very proficient in squad tactics in addition to being the only candidate with combat first-aid experience. Very high marks on firearms-related skill tests as well. Can be a good buffer when dealing with law enforcement in tricky situations involving our clientele. 

			NAME: LYLE EVANS

			AGE: 29 

			SQUAD POSITION RECOMMENDATION: Criminal Intelligence Specialist

			BACKGROUND SUMMARY: Lyle is one of our highest-performing property guards. We are already familiar with his bounty-hunting career in Georgia. However, apparently, he got his start in residential security in Jamaica. His father’s firm, Quick Alarm Response, was shut down by the Jamaica Constabulary Force when his funds were tied to a drug kingpin with ties to a Colombian cartel hence why he left this off his original resume.

			REASONS: He saw a lot of action and has deep knowledge of tracking gang patterns or other criminal behavior we may need on the strategic side. Will not show any law enforcement bias in understanding potential problems tied to the Bazaar. 

			NAME: VICTOR OSORIO 

			Age: 51 

			SQUAD POSITION RECOMMENDATION: Explosives Specialist

			BACKGROUND SUMMARY: Victor recently moved to D.C. from Venezuela, where he served in their military before joining the tactical unit of the National Police in 2011. When things got hot for the federal government during the Guaido coup, he left for the States, where he currently works at a controlled demolition firm in Phoenix, Maryland. 

			REASONS: Highly skilled along with squad-based experience at a low rate as it seems the HR of local establishments don’t take kindly to his former employer. He also demonstrated to us extensive knowledge of improvised explosive devices. 

			NAME: NICK RICE 

			Age: 23 

			SQUAD POSITION RECOMMENDATION: Communications Specialist 

			BACKGROUND SUMMARY: A recent Computer Science (minor in Criminal Justice) graduate from Morgan State University. He was valedictorian of his class, ran cross country, and served as a part-time MSUPD officer on campus while still finishing his last two years as a full-time student.

			REASONS: By far the most technically proficient of any applicant. Has a wide demonstrated knowledge in everywhere from countering cybercrime to advanced drone infrared surveillance. His youth and lack of combat experience (but still firearms certified) give him an affordable rate. 

			“Kid’s young,” said a concerned Yemi. He told them nobody below the age of 25.

			“You gotta see what he can do,” assured Jasper. “Minutes into our interview, Mr. Rice had the cameras in all of our locations on his iPhone.” 

			“Android,” corrected Karen. “But yeah, it was wild.” 

			“Why in the world would you give him access to the portal?” 

			“We didn’t.” The two laughed at their response in unison to reveal how shocking Nick’s ability to hack their systems was. Most places would probably end the interview, and Titus would certainly notify the authorities, but Raptor needed a maverick to help stand out early in the game. Plus, Yemi knew he wouldn’t get another opportunity for his squad’s technical expert to be this cheap. 

			“Well, he clearly doesn’t want to be a cop anymore,” chuckled Yemi as he shuffled the folder in approval. 

			“Surprise you about Lyle?” asked Karen. 

			“Nah,” Yemi said as he shrugged. “I always sensed he’s creating an image in our heads to distract us from something. But he’ll work.” Yemi picked back up the chopsticks as he was ready to listen as he ate. “So who’s paying us next?” 

			────

			From taking tear gas straight to the chest alongside his fellow student protestors back home to grinding his way into the US State Department, Chiedu’s life work was the foundation of the Vienna, Virginia villa he sat in. The master’s degree from Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service hung with the same amount of pride next to the framed bachelor of arts from the University of Ibadan. But even with the presence of his veteran bodyguard, Obi, his young assistant, Sade Gazama, and POPCO Public Relations director Francine Van Zandt, it was an empty dark castle created by the sudden death of his only son. Chiedu didn’t consider himself an alcoholic, but he had turned to taking shots in the daylight once Sade reluctantly revealed to him the Bazaar listing of Adamu and his wife, Halima. He didn’t care if it was a staff member of his former employer or a disgruntled Popco contractor who leaked the documents. It was irrelevant to Chiedu whether the price on his head was funded by the Biafra Freedom Movement, which felt betrayed by their former student activist ally, or some terrorist group tied to rival oil interests. What drove him to the bottle of Jack Daniels was that if it wasn’t for his line of work, the pride and joy of his existence would still be alive. 

			“October first?” Chiedu asked as he poured himself some dark whiskey. 

			

			“Yes, that’s what our research has revealed,” Francine said, watching with quiet concern as the shot glass got filled. Although both she and Sade sat with more poise than Chiedu, Sade seemed more relaxed in her shoulders while Francine puffed out her chest with each sentence as if she was eager to get to the bottom of the purpose of their meeting.

			“Imagine this, Miss Van Zandt. On the right day, anybody from a trained killer to an ambitious busboy can make a few dollars off a bullet to your head or...” Chiedu took his shot. His face grimaced from the hard liquor burning his throat as it went down. “A little cyanide in your glass.” 

			“That’s why we’re here, Mr. Attah. Your protection is a high priority for Popco.” A snort of a laugh that came from Chiedu hinted he didn’t have high regard for the true intentions of his formerly covert business partners. 

			“Obi, come in here.” The 6’4, 280-pound Obi had been waiting outside the office as he always respected the privacy of his boss’s business meetings. “I want you to hear this... Miss Van Zandt, tell him that if you had stuck to the jobs agreement, we would not be here today.” 

			“Chiedu—”

			“Tell them!” The sharp outburst rendered cold silence for several seconds. 

			“I can’t imagine—” Francine cleared her throat. She breathed and realized she couldn’t take offense as she sympathized with Chiedu. “We have been informed that our executive security partner, Titus, has an initiative already in motion to address the threats posed by this type of new age threat.” 

			“Titus...” Where had Chiedu heard this name before? 

			“They consulted on the Harcourt incident, sir,” reminded Sade. During Attah’s term as ambassador, Nigeria’s oil pipelines had been attacked by gunmen in speedboats, upset at what they viewed as a parasitic economic relationship between American businesses like POPCO, the government, and the people of the Delta. While Chiedu attempted to use his connections to the Biafra Freedom Movement to see if he could get a channel to cool tensions with the militants, POPCO covertly hired an eight-man squad of Titus contractors to intercept them. The team vastly underestimated the well-organized Niger Delta Defenders and ended up as hostages along with a half dozen employees of a refinery at Port Harcourt. The operation was a miserable failure, and its secrecy destroyed any negotiations between Attah and the BFM. 

			“I’m not leaving my life in the hands of Western games anymore,” demanded Chiedu. 

			“I have a company we should look at,” Sade said before Francine could respond to Chiedu’s concerns. “It’s a small startup based in Prince George’s but I read an article online about the founder, Karen Uzunma.” That was a Nigerian name, Chiedu noticed. Sade definitely had his attention at this point. “I contacted her, and she is actually about to launch an executive protection program that caters specifically to the Bazaar. Her brother, Yemi, is the detail leader and used to work for State Security Services.”

			“He was one of ours...” Chiedu remembered the name. Yemi’s contingent of DSS authorities nabbed Peter Ikwe, who wasn’t just the financier of the Delta Defenders but was the architect of organizing several other guerrilla forces in the region under a single political movement. Yemi’s efforts exposed a web of arms deals, hired guns, and open-sourced warfare that outflanked the dated combat waged by the Nigerian government or their multi-national corporate partners. It was the same technology-driven chaos coalition forces dealt with in Iraq, except without nearly as many casualties. Yemi had studied these concepts and knew exactly that the State going after a central entity like the rebellions of the 1970s was a waste of time. Yemi’s foresight greatly impressed Chiedu. 

			“Yemi Uzunma. Yes, I know of him. He worked for Titus until recently. What’s the name of this firm?” asked Francine with as much genuineness as she could, but Sade had the fine-tuned bullshit detector, and she could see Francine would shut down any talk of an alternative to the wishes of the establishment she represented. 

			“Raptor.”

			“I like that name,” said Chiedu as if he had already made his decision. “Miss Van Zandt.” 

			“Yes, Mr. Attah?” asked Francine, but she already knew where this was going. Her superiors weren’t going to be happy but convincing Chiedu would be impossible at that point. 

			“This is the man I want in charge of protecting me on October first.” Chiedu spotted a smirk on his loyal bodyguard. “My apologies, Obi. Of course, I know you have always been my trusted guardian.” 

			“No need to apologize at all, sir. My ego will never get in the way of your safety.” 

			“My man, have a drink with me.” 

			“Only if you insist, sir.” Chiedu pulled out four glasses. 

			“Oh, I’m fine, Mr—,” Francine blurted out. 

			“Nonsense. You will need it when you tell your bosses they’re going to be sending their check to Raptor Security.” Francine couldn’t help but smile as Chiedu’s mood was on the up-swing. 

			“Your safety is our primary concern, Chiedu.” She accepted the drink, it would help her deal with the fact her upcoming promotion was nonexistent. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3 

			Aaron’s father always talked about how fun the early 80s were. It didn’t matter how much the news would yap about heroin or how high the crime rates were back then. According to him the neighborhoods had everything they needed to enjoy the company of their fellow people to party together through the hard times. He would drive his son from the suburbs to get his hair cut all the way on the old block in Temple Hills just to try and infuse some culture into his son stuck in a world of nonstop message board trolling in between Call of Duty sessions.

			Aaron reminisced, sitting on the front porch and wheeling his father’s body to the ambulance with his crying mother following behind. He walked through the courtyard of Marlow Heights, three blocks from where Errol Williams grew up. But it wasn’t a trip to his father’s barbershop that time. Aaron was walking back to the apartments under the housing authority he and his mother had called home since the foreclosure.

			The joyous community unity Errol had described to his son seemed to be long gone. The face of Denise, a woman Aaron saw every other day, said it all. He only knows her name because she was almost always in her outfit that represented a different fast-food franchise each time. The previous year, it was Subway, but Danny and he pulled up to the Rally’s drive-thru a few months prior to see her working as a manager. Every time she gave him the same courteous smile covering a longing desire to find better living conditions for her children. They rarely spoke, but neither needed to. 

			Aaron walked past her and spotted a group of five men around his age hanging out by the building entrance. They were all sharing a blunt of some top-grade cannabis, as Aaron could tell by the smell, a knowledge he had acquired from hanging around Danny so much. 

			Aaron saw them multiple days a week and their interactions had been minimal. This time, though, the face-tatted Qasim stared straight through to his soul like an owl scouting a field mouse. Aaron profiled Qasim to be a street lieutenant in a crew that sold substances far more addictive and harmful than the one he was smoking.

			Whatever, Aaron thought. Deep down, Aaron was ready for anything at any time. If Qasim made a move for the $1,200 stuffed in his inner jacket pocket...the tatted-up gangster would end up like Adamu Attah, plain and simple. To Aaron, Qasim was no different than the countless teachers who gave up on his dyslexic tendencies so he knew the way up for him was either mining crypto coins or what he pulled off a few days ago. One hobby Aaron never let go of was discovering the corners of internet economics, whether it be the white, black, or gray markets. 

			Qasim said nothing, he just kept his eyes occupied with Aaron’s presence. The crew watched Aaron step through the glass doors but he just ignored them and checked the mailbox. Most were bills, probably the cable television his mother refused to cancel because no level of poverty would stop her from HGTV. Aaron figured covering that would certainly make his mom happy. He made his way through the center of the decaying beige interior to the second floor. 

			Nobody promised life would go as planned, but Aaron knew Errol worked so hard to give his family the American dream in one of the richest African-American zip codes on the East Coast that figuring out how to approach Aaron’s learning disability appeared to be their biggest hurdle, not paying for his education. For that reason, he was caught off guard discovering his father’s body swinging in his parents’ closet from a noose made with the zebra-colored tie he had worn to work for the previous decade. Aaron would have never guessed that a man so confident in his abilities as a system administrator would break under the financial and mental consequences of the pandemic shutting off his employment. Getting immersed into the limitless potential of the income to be made from cryptocurrency was therapeutic for Aaron, while the cheap vodka from behind the bulletproof glass at the local corner store seemed to somewhat ease Rita Williams’s pain, albeit only temporarily. 

			The door swung open. 

			Aaron hated that his mother had become a drunk, grieving widow, but he knew he had to continue to shower her with love until the day he would surprise her with keys to a place far from nightly gunshots and crackheads knocking on the front door at 3 AM. 

			“Got something for you, Momma.” Aaron handed the mail to Rita, and a plain white envelope rested on the top. She lifted the seal and took out the wads of 20s. She didn’t even bother to count them.

			“He would’ve beat your ass if he caught you getting in trouble again,” stated the unamused Rita, remembering the days of driving to the court with her husband for all of Aaron’s computer hacking escapades in high school. The last straw for the system was when he used a backdoor to deface the school’s website. 

			“Not doing anything illegal, Mom. Remember what I said about my online business? Don’t worry, though... We’ll be out of here soon.” When that same conversation took place months ago, Aaron had successfully highjacked the servers of a local unsuspecting IT firm to mine cryptocurrency. He switched careers from cryptojacker to a crypto-paid hitman, however, when they finally hired cyber forensics experts to delete his malware after they reviewed their electricity bill. 

			Rita still had no clue as to what her son did to pay their electric bills.

			“Mmmhmm, everybody trying to get out. Except for that Chinese friend of yours. He seems to love the ghetto.” 

			“He’s Vietnamese, Mama.” 

			“What?” 

			Aaron sighed. He couldn’t
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