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For Rosa.

For every grandmother who prayed

and it wasn’t enough.

“The gospel of the trap is this: what you build will own you.”

— Prophet, to Darius Mitchell
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The summer heat wrapped around Milwaukee like a second skin, and I could feel it rising off the asphalt on Fond du Lac Ave as I pulled into the car wash lot. Three o'clock on a Tuesday, and the place hummed with activity — water jets hissing, compressors running, the rhythmic percussion of Milwaukee's legitimate side colliding with its hidden one. This front had become the heartbeat of my operation, though most people would never understand the poetry of that fact.

The building itself was nothing special — a low-slung concrete structure painted industrial beige, the kind of place that could blend into any North Side block between Sherman Park and Capitol Drive. But that anonymity was worth more than marble. I'd learned that from Rome. The flashy operations got attention. The invisible ones got rich.

I parked the truck near the office — a pearl-white F-150 that cost more than most people made in a year, but not so much that it drew the feds' eyes away from what mattered. Across the lot, the wash bays gleamed under the June sun, and I watched the cashier, Curtis, ring up a customer paying nine-ninety-five for the premium package. Forty thousand a week, sometimes more, ran through this place. Paper cleaned so thoroughly that when the IRS looked at it, they saw only the surface reflection of themselves, nothing beneath. The mathematics were immaculate, the kind of precision that made auditors smile.

The smell hit me as soon as I stepped out — that chemical-sweet blend of soap and wax, tire cleaner and the faint copper-dust tang of well-water mixed with Milwaukee's industrial past. It was a smell that meant money moving like water, clean and invisible.

Three months. That's what it took to build an empire in Milwaukee's North Side that felt less like an accident and more like architecture. Three months since Rome had handed me the keys, literally and figuratively. Three months of strategy, discipline, and the kind of calculated risk that separated the living from the federal penitentiary. The North Side had needed someone organized. Someone who understood that territory wasn't just about muscle — it was about supply lines, cash flow, and the delicate art of staying invisible to the apparatus.

I stepped out of the truck and nodded to DeAndre, who was stationed near the entrance. He knew better than to make eye contact with me in public. The smallest gestures meant everything — a nod meant clear, a text meant move, silence meant we had a problem. This was the language of empire, and everyone on the North Side had learned to speak it. From Teutonia to Capitol Drive, from the neighborhoods around Sherman Park to the blocks in Harambee, the message had circulated: there was structure now. There was a system. And the system meant survival.

DeAndre was twenty-three, from Fond du Lac and Keefe, one of those young men who had the hunger but lacked the strategic mind to channel it correctly. He was useful for his presence, his loyalty, his willingness to learn. I'd sent Trell to work with him on the basics — how to move without being seen, how to watch without being obvious, how to understand the difference between the feds' surveillance patterns and the normal rhythms of the neighborhood.

Rome had warned me about this part. We'd talked in the back booth at a diner on Center Street last month, and he'd said, "The harder you work to secure it, the more weight it gets. The more beautiful it looks from the outside, the heavier it becomes on the inside." He was right about that. The success felt good, but the comfort was dangerous. Comfort bred carelessness, and carelessness bred investigations.

Rome understood the arc. He'd seen empires built and dismantled, had watched men move from untouchable to federal dockets in the span of a court calendar. He'd taught me that the real game wasn't about territory or violence or even the money itself. It was about understanding that every empire was temporary, that the goal wasn't to build something forever — because nothing lasted forever — but to build something sustainable long enough to get the fuck out clean. To get enough real money, legitimately invested, that when the house of cards came down, there was still something solid standing.

The feds were still watching. I could feel them the way Rome had taught me — a presence at the periphery, not constant but present enough. A car that repeated itself on Teutonia too often. A number that kept showing up on my radar, people asking questions about who the quiet kid was who'd taken over the North Side in a drought that should have killed everyone. The federal apparatus moved slowly, but it moved. They had time. They had resources. They had the infrastructure built by people who'd been doing this since before I was born.

What they didn't have was the speed. They didn't have the agility. They were building cases like they always did — slow, methodical, layer by layer — while I moved like water. Fast. Unpredictable. Always finding the path of least resistance.

I pushed those thoughts down as I walked into the office. Leon was at his desk, surrounded by ledgers and the careful mathematics of money laundering. Leon wasn't street. He was the accountant type — glasses, tucked-in shirt, a nervous habit of checking his watch. I'd brought him in through Rome's connection, and he'd proven himself methodical enough that I trusted him with the numbers. That was rare for me. Trust was a liability I usually couldn't afford. But Leon understood that his cut depended on my freedom, and that created alignment.

"Afternoon," he said, looking up from his papers.

"How we looking?"

"Good. Real good." He turned the ledger toward me, pointing at the week's totals. "Forty-two thousand in the wash. Legitimate revenue up four percent. No anomalies, no red flags. IRS wouldn't see anything suspicious if they looked right now."

This was the art form nobody talked about in street fiction. Not the trap houses, not the violence, not the territory wars. It was this — understanding that money had to move like water, had to follow paths that made sense on paper. The car wash did legitimate business, ran legitimate numbers, paid legitimate taxes. On top of that, the dirty money flowed through like an invisible current, converted to clean paper that could be used anywhere. Ten thousand in here, fifteen thousand in there, never enough to trigger the automatic federal reporting that kicked in at ten grand. The money fragmented and recombined like cells dividing, multiplying exponentially while never appearing in any single threshold that mattered.

"South Side movement?" I asked.

"Alex's people picked up fifty keys yesterday. Distributed across the city. Your percentage is already accounted for. Forty-eight thousand moving into your personal accounts by Thursday."

The mathematics were beautiful in their own way. Alex Reyes controlled the South Side operation, and we'd struck an alliance that benefited us both — his distribution network was tighter than mine, and I had the supply coming through Prophet in Chicago. He moved the weight across Milwaukee, into Madison, up toward Green Bay. It was profitable for everyone who understood how to keep their hands clean while their business got dirty. Alex was smart enough to understand that territory meant nothing without supply. I was smart enough to understand that supply meant nothing without distribution. Together, we'd created something that worked.

"Any heat?" I asked.

"Nothing that's reached me. But you know how it works — we only hear about problems after they've already been problems. I've got contingencies set up if anything changes. Account in my brother's name in Madison, another one offshore through a Caribbean broker. We've also started some legitimate real estate investments on the South Side. That money's going to look clean by next year."

I nodded. This was the kind of forward thinking that kept you ahead of the surveillance. The feds built cases slowly, looking for patterns. If you moved fast enough, if you stayed unpredictable enough, if you had people prepared to disappear money on a moment's notice, you could stay ahead of the pattern they were trying to build. Leon had learned that. He'd internalized the principle that preparation wasn't paranoia — it was survival.

The office door chimed, and Keyana walked in, holding a paper bag with the smell of food drifting from it. She wore a sundress and had her hair up, and the way she moved through the space told me she felt comfortable here — which meant she thought this was my legitimate business. Which meant the lie was working perfectly.

"Brought you lunch," she said, smiling like the world was simple. Like she was dating a businessman.

Leon cleared his throat and excused himself, understanding the signal of her presence. I stood and kissed her, holding onto her like I wasn't sitting on top of an empire built on product that destroyed families. Like I wasn't wearing a watch that cost more than a year's tuition at Marquette University, where she studied social work and believed that helping people was a calling rather than a business.

There was a paradox in that. She wanted to save the world. I was profiting from its sickness. And somehow, we existed in the space between those truths without collision.

"You're gonna eat something other than that fast food garbage for once," she said, unpacking containers of rice and chicken from Uptown Chinese Kitchen. "My mom made this. She wanted to make sure you're being taken care of."

Keyana's mother, Lorraine — no relation to my Lorraine, though that irony wasn't lost on me — had been kind to me since the beginning. She didn't know what I did, or maybe she did and chose not to see it. Either way, her acceptance mattered because Keyana mattered, and Keyana had begun to represent something I might have wanted to become if the circumstances had been different. If my father's choices hadn't shaped my childhood in certain ways. If Rome hadn't found me at fifteen and shown me there was a different kind of path to power than the one the world had laid out for me.

We sat in the small office, and she talked about her classes — she was studying human services policy, trying to understand how systems that were supposed to help people actually functioned when you looked beneath the surface. The irony was sharp enough to cut. She was studying systems thinking while sitting across from someone who'd built the most sophisticated system in the North Side. But her system helped people. Mine helped myself.

I listened and said things that sounded supportive, and part of me meant every word. I wanted this for her — this future she was building, this belief that the world could be better if people like her worked hard enough to change it. Maybe they were right. Maybe there was a version of Milwaukee where the North Side didn't need someone like me to create order. But it wasn't this version. Not yet.

"DeShawn asked about you the other day," she said, eating her rice carefully, the way she always did. "Asked if you had any job opportunities. He's been getting into some stuff I don't like."

DeShawn was her brother, seventeen, smart but directionless. The streets were calling to him the way they'd called to me. He saw the money, the respect, the power, and he didn't see what came with it — the weight, the paranoia, the knowledge that every relationship was a calculated transaction. Every connection was either leverage or liability.

"Tell him to focus on school," I said. "Tell him the real money is in legitimate business."

The lie tasted like copper in my mouth, but I delivered it smoothly, without flinching. This was necessary. Keyana needed to believe that her boyfriend was transitioning, that the car wash wasn't just a front but actually a future. She needed to believe I was becoming someone different. Maybe I was. Maybe the act of performing a legitimate businessman would eventually make me into one. Maybe if I kept the performance going long enough, it would calcify into something real.

My phone buzzed. A text from Trell: "North side clear. South side movement confirmed. Young Murda handled the Sherman situation like you wanted."

Sherman Park was the dividing line. North of it was my territory. South was Alex's. The "situation" Trell referenced had been a turf encroachment — some independent dealer thinking he could set up shop without permission. Young Murda had handled it with the kind of violence that made a point. I didn't need to know the details. The point was enough.

I pocketed the phone without responding. Trell was handling the day-to-day with a precision that impressed me. He'd moved naturally into the enforcer role, understanding that discipline kept the operation clean. Young Murda was a different story — the kid was raw potential with too little regard for consequences. But Trell was good with him, could channel that energy into usefulness.

After Keyana left — she had to get to her evening shift at the UWM library — I sat alone in the office and let the weight settle onto my shoulders the way it always did. The car wash hummed around me, the legitimate side of the business moving forward, and beneath it, the hidden current flowed. Forty-two thousand this week. Probably seventy by the end of it, factoring in the South Side movement and the direct sales from Teutonia and Fond du Lac. By the end of the month, I'd have more money than my mother would see in five years of nursing shifts at Aurora Sinai.

The problem was that money wasn't actually what I'd been after when this started. Money was just what kept score. What I'd wanted was control — control over the circumstances of my life, control over my family's future, control over my father's mistakes. And I'd gotten that, at least the version of it that mattered.

The federal surveillance didn't change that. It just meant the clock was running, and I didn't know how much time remained before they had enough threads to pull the whole thing apart.

•    •    •
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I drove home as the sun started to set, watching the North Side neighborhoods slide past — Harambee with its historic buildings and deep poverty, Brewers Hill with its corner stores and people posted up on stoops, Riverwest where the artists and the addicts and the dealers all moved through the same spaces. Rome's words echoed in my head: "Enjoy it while it lasts."

The empire was at its peak. The question was what happened when the peak became a cliff.

I didn't have an answer for that yet.
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The North Side wakes up when I say it does. That ain't just talk — that's the reality of how this operation runs. By eight in the morning, every corner from Teutonia to North Avenue had people posted. Every dealer knew their numbers, their quotas, their positions. I'd set that up over the last three months, and it runs tighter now than most actual businesses run their franchises.

I'm standing on the corner of Teutonia and Capitol at the tail end of summer morning, watching the machinery I built tick like clockwork. The Milwaukee heat is already pressing down on the city, humid and thick, the kind of August heat that makes the asphalt shimmer and every breath feel like you're pulling air through wet cloth. The smell of overheated garbage comes from the alley behind us — rotting fruit, spilled beer, something else I don't want to identify. Somewhere down the block, a car alarm keeps wailing like it's begging for mercy it'll never get.

Dae gave me the blueprint, but this — this is my part. The street discipline. The enforcement. The knowledge that when I show up, people straighten up because they know I don't have patience for bullshit. I'm the architect of the daily tension that keeps everyone sharp, keeps everyone hungry, keeps everyone just scared enough to stay focused. That's a power that doesn't feel real until you're in it, until you watch bodies move at the sound of your voice.

"Move that spot," I tell Darnell, who's been sloppy about where he's standing. Too visible to the corner store camera, too close to the bus route where surveillance cameras point. "You're three feet forward and two back. You look casual, not like you're advertising."

Darnell moves without hesitation. He doesn't ask why. That's the culture I've built — the understanding that questioning the structure gets you removed from it.

Young Murda walks up from Fond du Lac, and the kid moves different than everyone else on the block — like he's got nothing to lose because he genuinely doesn't. Javon is his real name, but everybody calls him Young Murda because he caught a body at fourteen and got away with it, and because his whole energy says he's got nothing but violence in his future. He's sixteen now, and I recruited him three weeks ago. Dae was hesitant about it — Dae's always calculating risk-reward in that patient way of his, thinking three moves ahead like a chess player. But I saw what I saw: a kid who could do work that other kids wouldn't do because they were still scared of consequences. Young Murda? That kid was scared of nothing. Or maybe he was scared of everything and had just learned to use it as fuel.

"What's good?" he says to me, and there's no respect in his voice, not yet. There's just recognition that I'm the one in charge, that I'm the current hierarchy he needs to navigate.

"You got the package for the Northeast run?" I ask him.

"In my jacket."

"Don't keep it visible. And don't give it to nobody unless they use the code. You remember the code?"

"Foe nem," he says, and I nod.

That's the thing about Young Murda — he learns fast. Too fast sometimes. He's got none of that hesitation that normal people carry, none of that pause where they think about consequences or morality or the weight of what they're doing. When I told him what the code was, he didn't ask why we needed it or what happened if people used the wrong words or tried to play tough. He just took the information and made it part of his operating system, integrated it into the machinery of who he is.

I watch him head north on Teutonia, his silhouette getting smaller against the morning haze, and I feel something that might be pride or might be the beginning of something that'll destroy us all. There's no way to know which one until it's too late. That kid's got a future that's either incredibly bright or incredibly short, and the scary thing is I'm not even sure which outcome would be worse for him.

•    •    •
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By noon, I'm in the back of the trap house on Sherman Boulevard, counting paper with DeAndre and Kwon. The house looks abandoned from the front — boarded windows, cracked paint, weeds pushing through the concrete porch, the kind of place cops drive past without slowing down because they've already written it off as irrelevant. But the back room is set up with scales, baggies, rubber bands in colored piles, and a small fortune in cash arranged by denomination. Twenties in one stack, fifties in another, hundreds in neat little towers that represent someone's entire year of work compressed down into paper.

We move fast here. The product comes from the Dae pipeline, gets distributed through my network, and the money comes back like a tide pulling toward shore, constant and inevitable.

"Seventeen thousand so far," DeAndre says, stacking bills in neat bundles with the concentration of a surgeon. "Day's only half over. We're running ahead of pace. Cream's territory pulled in nine just this morning."

The margins are beautiful if you understand how to read them. We buy weight from the supply for maybe two grand a unit. We break that down into street quantities, and those units move for thirty, forty, fifty bucks depending on the desperation of the customer and the availability of their other options. The multiplication is simple mathematics that makes you rich if you've got the discipline to handle volume, if you've got the stomach to accept that you're making money off people who are desperate enough to sacrifice their own lives for a temporary escape.

"Anything from the South Side?" I ask.

"Alex's people called. They want to talk about expanding the movement. Said the product's moving faster than they expected, that they could move double what they're moving now if we could supply it."

That's good news for Dae, and therefore good news for me. The more weight Alex moves, the more consistent the pipeline has to stay, the more Dae stays solidified in his position as the North Side king. And my position is only as secure as his is — I understand that completely, understand that I'm only here because he trusts me, and that trust is a fragile thing that requires constant maintenance. One mistake, one miscalculation, and I could be replaced by someone hungrier and younger.

"Tell them yes," I say. "Whatever expansion they want to talk about, tell them we can supply it."

Kwon looks up from the scales, worry lines already creasing his forehead. "That's a lot of product, Trell. That's putting a lot of weight on the pipeline. That's the kind of expansion that brings attention."

"And that's why we're running this operation and you're counting money for me," I say, not mean but just fact. "Dae's got the supply locked. Prophet's supply is consistent. We expand, we own the city. We own the city, we control the price. We control the price, we control everything."

It feels true when I say it. It feels like we can just keep expanding, keep getting bigger, keep printing money until the number becomes so large that it's almost abstract, until it stops meaning anything real and becomes just a number on a paper that proves you're bigger than you were yesterday. That's the fantasy that keeps everyone grinding, the idea that if you just push a little harder, move a little more weight, take a few more risks, you'll get to the point where the money is so much that it doesn't matter anymore, where you can retire and just exist.

I don't know that the point doesn't exist. I don't know yet that the only way the math ever stops is when you stop breathing.

•    •    •
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My grandmother calls around three. She's been calling more lately, which tells me she can sense something's off about me even from across town where she stays in that little house on North Avenue, surrounded by her collection of church pamphlets and my baby pictures she keeps on the mantle. Her voice over the phone always carries that note of concern that makes me feel guilty in a way that nothing else can.

"You eating?" she asks, which is how she starts every conversation. That's Rosa for you — she measures love in calories.

"Yeah, I had something this morning."

"You taking care of yourself?"

"Rosa, I'm good," I tell her, using her name the way she hates, trying to deflect the conversation with a mild insult that reminds us both of the distance between what she knows and what I tell her. "Just been working."

"Working," she says, and there's a weight in that single word that could crush mountains. She knows I'm in the streets. She's never said it directly, but I know she knows. She raised me after my mother couldn't, spent nights up with me when I had fevers, paid for my school supplies with money she made cleaning houses. And now I'm out here, playing a game where people break bones and money gets counted in the back of abandoned houses.

"I'll come by," I say, which is a lie I tell myself first before telling her. "This week."

"Trell—"

"I gotta go," I say, and I hang up, which is cold but necessary. If I stay on the phone, she'll pull the truth out of me with just her voice, the same voice that got me to confess to every mistake I ever made when I was a kid. And I don't want to hear myself explain this life to someone I actually care about, don't want to see the disappointment crystallize in her expression even though it's just a phone call.

•    •    •
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By six in the evening, I'm riding through the neighborhoods with Young Murda in my Cadillac, the windows cracked just enough to let the hot air pass through without giving up the illusion of control. The kid is telling me about something that happened on North Avenue. Some old dealer named Cream was shorting his customers — cutting the product with too much filler, pocketing the difference. That's a violation of the rules that keep everything running smooth, a violation that creates a ripple that'll spread if nobody catches it.

"So I went to his spot," Young Murda is saying, excited like he's telling a success story, his whole body animated with the energy of violence executed and justified. "and I told him that wasn't how business works. He tried to play tough, said he'd been in the game longer than me."

I can see where this is going, and I feel something like dread in my stomach, like I already know this kid is about to tell me something that proves he's either exactly what I need or exactly what's going to bury us.

"I put him on the ground," the kid continues, his voice still bright with what he thinks is accomplishment. "Broke his arm in two places. Then I took the money he was skimming."

"Jesus Christ," I say, pulling the car over to the curb hard enough that the tires scrape. "That's not how we do this."

"But he was stealing," Young Murda says, genuinely confused by my reaction, like I'm criticizing him for solving a problem instead of praising him for being ruthless. "That's against the rules."

"The rules don't include putting people in the hospital," I tell him, but even as I'm saying it, I know that's not exactly true. The rules include whatever maintains the operation, and sometimes that means violence. Sometimes that means disproportionate violence, the kind that makes other people think twice about crossing the line. The kid did what needed to be done, just did it too well, did it with a joy that made it clear he enjoyed the breaking part more than the disciplining part.

"He's gonna cooperate now," Young Murda says, and there's something in his expression that scares me more than anything else has in months. "Nobody's gonna short us again if they know what happens."

There's a logic to it that I can't entirely refute. There's a part of me that actually respects the kid for understanding the principle beneath the action — that fear is the real currency in this business, that money is secondary to the terror that keeps people in line. Fear is a better management tool than money when money isn't enough. That's what separated the real operators from the small time, the ones who understood that this wasn't actually about the product or the profit. It was about the power to make people afraid.

"Just make sure next time you check with me before you get that creative," I tell him. "That's how we do it. You handle problems with me, not by yourself."

"Cool," he says, and he goes back to looking out the window like we just had a regular conversation about regular business, like I just gave him directions instead of boundaries he's already testing.

•    •    •
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I'm in my apartment on North Avenue by eight o'clock, the sun finally starting to set and take some of the oppressive heat with it. I can hear the streets outside starting to transition — the daytime dealers heading in, the nighttime crew heading out, the whole operation shifting gears like an organism with its own heartbeat.

I decide I deserve a reward for a long
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