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    King of the Hill

    
    “The game changed. You can stand out here and be a statue, or you can walk home to your family. It’s simple math.” Malik ‘Shadow’ Johnson leaned against the door of his black Escalade.

He shifted his body with the easy grace of a man who owned the sidewalk. It was midnight in Harrisburg. The air on The Strip smelled like fried grease from the chicken shack and the bite of diesel. Neon signs for bail bondsmen and liquor stores buzzed.

The lights flickered against the damp road. Behind him, his crew stood like a dark wall. Six men watched the street. Their faces were hidden by the shadows of the stores.

They didn't need to speak. They were ready for whatever happened. They were his strength. They were the numbers that made his logic work.

Across the cracked concrete, Marco from the East Side Kings stepped out of a barber shop. The red-and-white pole still spun behind the grimy glass. That pole was a relic from a time when this block was a community instead of a battleground. Marco’s boys fanned out—four of them, young and hungry.

Their eyes darted toward the alleyways and the dark windows of the apartments above. They were looking for the shooters they knew were there, even if they couldn't see them.

“Simple math,” Shadow repeated. His voice was a low murmur that cut through the city noise. He didn’t reach for the piece tucked into the small of his back. He didn't have to.

“You’re a smart man, Marco. Look around. You feel me?” Marco’s jaw worked.

He was built on pride and old-school grit. Right now, that pride showed in his locked shoulders and flaring nostrils. He wanted to spit. He wanted to call the bluff.

But Shadow wasn't bluffing. Marco’s gaze swept Shadow’s front line and flicked toward the empty street corners where Shadow’s scouts sat perched in the dark. The fire in Marco's eyes dimmed. He was weighing the cost of a coffin against the cost of his reputation.

Shadow watched the calculation happen. He saw the moment the adrenaline dipped and the survival instinct took over. Marco’s men were twitchy, their hands hovering too close to their waistbands. One wrong move and the asphalt would be painted red.

But Shadow kept his posture relaxed. If you look like you’ve already won, most men will believe you.

“This is my block,” Marco said. The words were empty. They lacked the heat required to hold a territory.

“Was,” Shadow corrected. He offered a small, thin smile.

“The flow is changing, Marco. It’s moving toward the river, and I’m the one holding the gates. You can ride the wave or you can drown. Your choice.

But do it now. My coffee’s getting cold and my patience is shorter than your list of allies.” A long beat of silence followed. A car rolled past, bass vibrating the Escalade’s windows, then faded into the distance.

One of Marco’s boys shifted his weight. The sole of his sneaker scraped against the grit of the sidewalk. The sound felt like a gunshot in the stillness. Shadow didn't even blink.

He kept his eyes locked on Marco, a predator waiting for the prey to realize the hunt was over. Marco didn’t look at Shadow again. He looked at the ground, gave a single, sharp nod, and turned. He walked away down the sidewalk.

His men hesitated for a fraction of a second, looking at each other, before melting into the dark after him. They left behind the territory, the pride, and the illusion of power. Rico, Shadow’s right-hand, let out a long breath and chuckled.

“Smooth, man. Like butter on a hot stone. I thought little man was gonna try his luck for a second there.” Shadow didn't join the laugh. His eyes were fixed on a dark sedan parked half a block down, tucked under the dark shape of a dying streetlamp. Lisa’s car. He knew the silhouette of the headrest. He knew the way the moonlight hit the windshield. She was sitting there, a silent witness in the periphery of his empire. Watching. Assessing. Recording.

“Clean it up,” Shadow said, pushing off the car.

“I want this block under our banner by sunrise. I want the Kings’ tags painted over. I want every dealer on this corner to know who they’re kicking up to. No traces of the Kings left.

Not even a memory.” He climbed into the driver’s seat. Rico slid into the passenger side, still buzzing from the easy victory. As the Escalade pulled away, Shadow checked the rearview mirror.

The sedan was gone. Its taillights were a red blur as it turned onto State Street. *** The Spot was a third-floor apartment in a quiet complex off Progress Avenue. It was the kind of place where people didn't ask names and the rent was always paid in cash. Inside, the only sound was the rhythmic snap of rubber bands and the crisp rustle of paper.

Shadow sat at a glass table. His fingers moved with practiced efficiency through a brick of hundreds. Rico sat across from him, stacking finished piles with the speed of a casino dealer. A single floor lamp in the corner threw long shapes against the walls.

The green sea of currency covered the table, reflecting the dim light.

“Feels good,” Rico said, a wide grin splitting his face. He was a big man, his presence filling the room. His energy was a constant contrast to Shadow’s stillness.

“Marco’s gonna be eating that L for breakfast for the next six months. The Hill is ours, Malik. Every inch. We got the East Side folded, the South Side paying taxes, and the supply line from Philly is wide open.”
“The Hill is a responsibility, Rico. Not a trophy.” Shadow’s phone buzzed on the glass. He didn't have to look to know who it was. He let it vibrate for three beats before picking it up.

“Yeah.”
“Fifteen thousand from the Strip collections is missing,” Lisa’s voice came through, sharp and clear. There was no late-night fatigue in her tone. She spoke with the cold precision of an auditor.

“The math doesn’t add up, Malik. Where is it?” Shadow leaned back. The leather of his chair creaked. He caught Rico’s eye and mouthed, The accountant. Rico snorted and kept counting, his thumbs flicking through a stack of fifties.

“Lisa, baby, relax,” Shadow said. His voice dropped into that persuasive, rhythmic lilt he used to soothe the people he didn't want to kill.

“It’s handled. Not everything needs a line item in your little book. Some things are just… overhead. You feel me?

We had to grease a couple of wheels to make the East Side see reason.” There was a pause on the other end. He could imagine her sitting at her kitchen table. She’d have her glasses perched on the bridge of her nose.

Her pen would be hovering over a ledger that held his entire life in its margins. Lisa didn't care about the street logic. She cared about the balance sheet.

“Fifteen thousand is a lot of grease,” she said.

“I’ll record it as a discrepancy. For now. But don't think I won't notice if it happens again next week. You’re getting sloppy with the numbers, Malik.”

“Do that. Don’t worry your pretty head about it. I’ll handle the details. Go to sleep, Lisa.

You get mean when you don't get your rest.” He ended the call and tossed the phone onto the table. It slid across the glass, coming to rest near a stack of fifties. He felt a small prickle of annoyance.

Lisa was getting too comfortable questioning him. She was useful—necessary, even—but she was starting to act like a partner instead of an employee.

“She clocked the sergeant’s bonus already?” Rico asked, not looking up from his stack.

“She clocks everything. It’s a gift and a curse.” Shadow reached for a bottle of amber whiskey sitting on a nearby side table. He poured two fingers into a tumbler and slid one over to Rico.

“But she keeps the books clean enough for the IRS to stay blind. That’s what matters. Long as the government thinks I’m just a guy with a few laundromats, I’m happy.” They clinked glasses.

The ice rattled with a sharp, clear sound. The whiskey was a slow burn, a momentary anchor in a world that never stopped moving. Shadow surveyed the room. There was enough cash on the table to buy a fleet of cars.

Enough to pay off a dozen cops. Enough to disappear for a decade if things went south.

“This is the last one,” Shadow said. Rico paused. He held a stack of bills halfway to a rubber band. He looked at Shadow. His expression shifted from triumph to a weary kind of skepticism.

“You said that last year, man. Right before we took the South Side. You said it the year before that, too.”
“This time I mean it. I can feel the pressure of it, Rico. The air is getting thin at the top. The Kings are gone, but someone else will rise up. There’s always another Marco. There’s always another young buck looking to make a name by taking a shot at the King.”
“You meant it last year, too,” Rico reminded him. His voice softened, losing its playful edge.

“And the year before that. The game is like a swamp, Malik. You don't just walk out. You sink or you swim until you can’t move your arms no more. You know how this ends. It ends in a cage or a hole.” Shadow shook his head. His gaze stayed fixed on the money.

“No. This shipment from Philly, the one coming in next month… that’s the exit. It’s the biggest score we’ve ever run. We move it, we split the take, and we’re out.

I’m talking clean. No more corners. No more looking over my shoulder every time a siren goes off. No more dealing with Marco and his bums.”

Rico studied him for a long moment. He wanted to believe. Shadow could see the hope fighting with the reality of their lives. Rico was a man who lived for the moment, but even he was starting to see the edges of the map.

He’d been Shadow’s right hand since they were boosting cars in Allison Hill. They were brothers in everything but blood.

“Walk where?” Rico asked.

“You’re Shadow. What are you gonna do? Open a grocery store?”
“Anywhere. Buy a little something legit. A car wash. A bar. Something that doesn’t keep you up at night wondering if the door’s gonna get kicked in by the feds.” Shadow leaned forward. His intensity filled the space between them.

“I’m serious, Rico. I want to see my son grow up without wondering if his father is coming home. You in?” Rico raised his glass again. The skepticism was still there, buried deep, but the loyalty was on the surface.

“To quiet.”
“To quiet.” They drank. The silence of the apartment returned, punctuated only by the whir of the refrigerator.

In the corner of the room, near the darkened kitchenette, a younger crew member named Deon leaned against the wall. He had been there the whole time. He was a shadow within the shadows, tasked with running security until the count was over. He watched the two men.

His arms were crossed over his chest. He didn't smile. He didn't toast. He just watched the money.

His eyes reflected the dull glow of the floor lamp like a cat’s in the dark. *** Keisha’s apartment always smelled the same. It was a mixture of lavender baby powder, simmering onions, and the scent of the cheap incense she burned to ward off the smell of the hallway. Shadow toed off his shoes on the plush beige carpet.

The soft pile yielded under his feet. It was a sharp contrast to the cold concrete of the warehouse he’d just left. The living room was a minefield of plastic toys. A playpen took up half the floor.

Keisha emerged from the hallway, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She wore gray sweats and a faded t-shirt. Her hair was pulled back in a messy knot. She looked tired in a way that sleep wouldn't fix.

“He just went down,” she said. Her voice was a low warning.

“Don’t you wake him up with that street energy, Malik. I just got him to stop crying an hour ago.”
“I wouldn’t.” Shadow walked over to her. He slid his hands around her waist. He could feel the tension in her spine. She didn't quite lean into him.

“It’s been a long night, baby. I just wanted to see you.”
“They’re all long nights for you.” She pulled back. Her eyes searched his face with a familiarity that was more burden than comfort. She had seen him through the lean years and the fat ones. She knew the lies before he even told them.

“When, Malik? When do you stop for him?” She gestured toward the hallway where their son was sleeping. He used his charm. He used the smooth, rhythmic tone that had built his empire. He pulled her back into his space and rested his chin on the top of her head.

“Soon. Real soon. I promise. I’m closing the books on all this. We’re almost at the finish line. One more month, Keisha. That's all I need.” She was quiet for a moment. Her breath was steady against his chest, but her heart was beating fast.

“You’ve been promising that since before he was born. The finish line keeps moving. Every time you get close, you find a reason to run another mile. I’m tired of waiting for the day you don't come back.”

“Not this time. This time it’s locked in. Just a few more moves.” She pulled away.

A tired smile touched her lips—the kind that didn't reach her eyes. It was a smile of resignation. She was a woman who had heard the same song so many times she knew every lyric and every flat note.

“Okay, Malik. Whatever you say. You always have a plan, don't you?”
“Always,” he said. He kissed her forehead. The gesture felt more like a goodbye than a promise, but he didn't let himself think about that.

“Gotta go. Early meeting with the suppliers. I'll be back tomorrow to take you out.” He left her standing in the living room.

The glow of a blue cartoon nightlight threw a long, distorted shape against the wall. As he drove through the empty streets, the city lights blurred into long streaks of neon. His phone buzzed. A text from Keisha. Did you leave the money on the counter?

I don’t see it. He felt a flash of irritation. He’d just given her two thousand last week. Did she think he was a walking ATM?

He didn't have time for the constant drain on his resources. His thumbs flew over the screen. Stop nagging me about that shit. You’ll get what you get. I’m busy.

He hit send and tossed the phone into the passenger seat. He didn't see the response, because there wasn't one. He assumed she’d just deal with it. They always did.

They always took the money and the excuses and stayed in their lanes. *** In her silent kitchen, Keisha read the text. The bright light from the overhead fixture made her skin look pale. She didn't cry. She’d moved past tears months ago.

Her face remained perfectly still, a mask of calm that hid the anger moving inside her. It was a cold, hard anger that had been building for years. She tapped the screen. She took a screenshot of the message.

She opened a hidden folder on her phone. It was buried three layers deep behind a passcode disguised as a calculator app. The folder was titled “Bills.” Inside were seventeen other screenshots.

There were recordings of calls where he talked about "shipments" and "collections." There were photos of the gym bags full of cash he’d left behind when he thought she wasn't looking. She saved the new image. She locked the phone and set it face down on the laminate table.

She looked at the clock. 2:15 AM. She had six hours before the baby woke up. Six hours to decide if the promise of "soon" was worth the reality of "now." She thought about the way he’d kissed her forehead.

It wasn't love. it was a payment. *** Lisa’s kitchen was a study in clinical order. There were no toys on the floor. There were no lingering scents of cooking. The counters were white.

The appliances were stainless steel. The air was cool and still. The only light came from a single pendant lamp over the breakfast nook. Lisa sat there with her notebook open before her.

The pages were filled with her neat, vertical handwriting. It was a masterpiece of forensic accounting. She had dates, times, locations, and the precise amounts that had flowed through Malik’s hands. She had two sets of numbers: the ones she gave Shadow, and the ones she kept for herself.

The ones she kept for herself were the ones that told the real story. She reviewed the entry she’d made earlier. $15k - Strip - Shadow says he’ll handle. Underneath it, she wrote: Second discrepancy this month. Pattern suggests off-book diversion to private account.

Subject is losing control of subordinates or skimming for personal exit. She closed the notebook. She reached for a second, smaller one she kept in a drawer. This one didn't have numbers.

It had names. It had notes on Rico’s growing gambling habit. It had notes on Deon’s silent observations. It had notes on the way Shadow was starting to lose his grip on the variables of his own life.

She knew Malik thought she was just the accountant. He thought she was a useful tool he’d plucked from a community college business class and brought into his bed. He thought her loyalty was bought with the BMW she drove and the apartment he paid for. He didn't understand that for Lisa, the math was about more than money.

It was about security. It was about an exit strategy that didn't involve a prison cell or a funeral. She had watched him for three years. She knew his patterns.

She knew his weaknesses. And she knew that his arrogance was the biggest weakness of all. He didn't think any of the women in his life talked to each other. He thought they were all separate islands in his ocean.

She picked up her phone. She scrolled through a contact list that was remarkably short. She stopped at a name she hadn’t called in over a year. A name that represented a bridge she’d burned to get to where she was.

Tasha. She looked at the name for a long time. Tasha was the one before her. She was the one who had seen the rise of the Shadow.

She was the mother of Malik’s second child. Tasha was volatile and loud. She lived in a constant state of fury that Malik dismissed as "drama." But Tasha knew things.

She knew where the foundations were buried before the empire was built on concrete and glass.

    

  
    One Last Score

    
    Lisa didn’t wait for a greeting. She sat at her kitchen table in her Harrisburg condo. A ledger lay open in front of her. Her finger traced a line of red ink from two years ago. Outside, streetlights cut through the mist rising off the Susquehanna River. The phone rang four times. Tasha picked up with a jagged intake of breath. She sounded like she’d been staring at the caller ID, debating whether to run or fight.

“Why you calling me, Lisa? Malik find out you been snooping?”
“I’m looking at a number, Tasha. I need you to confirm it.” Lisa’s voice lacked any tremor. She picked up a ballpoint pen. She clicked the cap on and off with rhythmic, mechanical precision. Click. Click. Each sound was a second of her life she wouldn’t get back.

“You lost your mind? I don’t talk business. Not with you. Not since you decided to be the one on his arm while I’m out here scraping for rent.”
“October twelfth,” Lisa said, cutting through the static of Tasha’s resentment.

“Two years ago. A cash pickup at the old laundromat on Market Street. The runner was a kid named Jalen. He was supposed to bring back twenty-two thousand. The books say he vanished. Malik told me it was a total loss, a casualty of the game.” Silence followed. In the background of Tasha’s end, a television blared. The canned laughter of a game show audience sounded hollow and distant. It was the soundtrack for the life Tasha was trapped in—small rooms and loud noise.

“Why you digging that up?” Tasha’s tone lost its defensive edge. It was replaced by a low, wary vibration.

“That’s ancient history. Jalen’s gone. Everyone knows the kid caught a bus to Philly and never looked back. Or he’s at the bottom of the river.

Either way, the money’s gone.”

“The amount, Tasha. Was it twenty-two?”
“I don’t remember. I got a kid to feed and a job that keeps me on my feet ten hours a day.

You think I’m keeping a diary of every bag that passed through my kitchen?”

“You do. You were the one who bagged it. You told me three months ago, while you were drinking that cheap Moscato and crying about your car note, that you were pissed. Malik blamed you for the count being off.

If Jalen stole the bag, the count wasn’t off. If the count was off, Jalen didn’t have twenty-two.” Lisa heard a lighter flick. The hiss of a cigarette being dragged into life followed.

A long, slow exhale sounded like a tire losing air.

“It was twenty-two,” Tasha said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial rasp.

“Exactly. I counted it twice because I knew Malik was looking for a reason to put me in a box back then. Jalen took the bag, he looked me in the eye, and he walked out. He was a good kid. Scared of his own shadow, funny enough.”
“Malik wrote it off as a fifteen-thousand-dollar loss in the primary ledger,” Lisa said. She made a small, clean checkmark next to the entry. The ink looked like a drop of dried blood.

“That’s a seven-thousand-dollar gap.”
“What are you saying? That Jalen only took a piece?”
“I’m saying Malik didn’t lose twenty-two thousand. He pocketed seven and used a kid’s disappearance to cover the spread. Or he paid the kid to disappear so he could keep the change.” Tasha laughed, a dry, rattling sound that ended in a cough.

“You think you’re so smart because you got that degree. You think you’re the only one who noticed the leaks? Malik’s been skimming from himself for years. He’s building a floor under his floor, Lisa. He’s a snake. And you’re just the latest skin he’s wearing before he sheds you too.”
“The math doesn’t lie,” Lisa said, staring at the numbers until they blurred.

“People do. Thank you, Tasha.”
“You’re gonna get yourself killed, girl. You think he won’t see you coming?

He’s Malik ‘Shadow’ Johnson. He sees everything.”

“He sees what I show him.” Lisa hung up. She stared at the ledger for a long minute. The numbers were beginning to form a map.

It was a trail of small, deliberate thefts Malik had been making from his own organization since long before she’d arrived. He wasn’t just a king; he was a vulture picking at his own kingdom’s bones. He was preparing for a life where the kingdom didn’t exist anymore. She closed the book and tucked it into the hidden compartment she’d carved out beneath the silverware drawer. *** The warehouse on South Front Street smelled of damp concrete and the sharp, biting tang of motor oil.

A single industrial lamp hung from a rusted beam. It threw a hard white circle onto the floor. The light failed to reach the dark, weeping corners of the building. Malik ‘Shadow’ Johnson stood in the center of that light.

The gray afternoon sun filtered through high, grime-streaked windows, barely helping. Rico leaned against a metal shelving unit. His hands were shoved deep into the pockets of his leather jacket. Deon stood a few feet back.

His arms were crossed over his chest. His eyes tracked the dark spaces between the crates as if he expected the walls to start talking.

“It’s simple math,” Shadow said. He held up his hand, ticking off fingers with the confidence of a man who had already spent the money.

“One big noise, then silence forever. You feel me?” He spread a hand-drawn map over a plastic crate. It was a layout of the Riverwind Casino’s rear loading dock. The ink was fresh. The lines were sharp and clinical.

“Armored car arrives Friday morning. Ten-fifteen. They’re delivering the weekend float. Two point three million in untraceable cash. No ink packs, no GPS trackers in the bundles. Just pure, beautiful paper.” Rico let out a low whistle that echoed in the rafters.

“Two point three? That ain’t a score, Shadow. That’s a change of zip code. That’s retirement.”
“It’s the exit strategy,” Shadow said.

“One clean hit. We use the construction chaos from the hotel expansion as cover. Two cars. One blocks the alley, the other takes the bags. We’re ghosts before the first cruiser clears the highway.” Deon shifted his weight. His sneakers squeaked on the grit. The leg of a metal chair nearby scraped against the floor with a short, agonizing rasp.

“That’s broad daylight, Malik. The casino has its own security. Ex-cops. Guys who don’t mind pulling triggers for a paycheck.”
“They expect trouble at night,” Shadow countered. His voice was smooth. It was a practiced instrument of persuasion he’d used a thousand times to talk men into graves.

“They expect some desperate crew to try and hit the vault or the floor. They don’t expect three men in high-vis vests and hard hats to walk up to an armored car during a shift change. We don’t look like a threat. We look like the help.”
“And the cameras?” Deon pressed.

“Those high-def joints can see the brand of your cigarettes from three blocks away.”
“Blind spots,” Shadow said, pointing to a specific corridor on the map.

“The construction scaffolding creates a tunnel. The angles are blocked for forty yards. We hit them there. Ninety seconds.

That’s the window. We hit it, we’re out, we’re done. No more corners. No more looking over our shoulders for the East Side Kings or the feds.

We split it three ways and we vanish. You buy that boat you’ve been talking about, Rico. Deon, you go buy that franchise in Atlanta. We exit on our own terms.”

Rico was nodding. A slow, hungry grin spread across his face. The promise of the money was a drug. Shadow was the dealer, handing out hits of hope.

But Deon’s jaw remained tight. He stared at the map like it was a death warrant written in his own blood.

“You with me?” Shadow asked. He stepped closer to Deon. His eyes locked onto the younger man, demanding the loyalty he assumed he’d earned.

“This is the one, Deon. The score that makes the rest of our lives a vacation. You feel me?” Deon looked up. His expression was unreadable in the harsh, top-down light. He gave a single, stiff dip of his chin.

“I’m with you, Malik. But ninety seconds is a long time when the lead starts flying.”
“It’s a lifetime,” Shadow agreed.

“If you’re the one standing still. But we won’t be. Rico, get the vehicles. Something heavy, construction-grade.

F-350s or better. Deon, source the tools. We need industrial
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