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		Introduction — The Last Week of Summer

								

	
				The last week before college was supposed to feel exciting. Instead, Los Angeles felt unbearably hot, loud, and expensive. Traffic crawled endlessly beneath the orange glow of late-August sunsets while helicopters drifted across the skyline almost every night. For Mateo Reyes, the city no longer looked like opportunity. It looked like a bill he could no longer afford to pay.
 Mateo sat inside his aging Honda Civic in the parking lot of Greenleaf Wellness Dispensary, staring at the glowing storefront he had walked into almost every day for the last year. The green neon lights reflected across his windshield while customers casually entered and exited the building with small paper bags in their hands. His black work polo rested in the passenger seat beside him, folded into a tight square after his manager told him not to come back. He had imagined quitting the job himself one day, not being humiliated in front of coworkers two weeks before college started.
 His phone screen remained frozen on the notification from Pasadena City College reminding students that tuition deadlines, orientation schedules, and bookstore payments were approaching fast. Mateo reread the email three times even though he already knew he could not afford half the things listed. Books alone were going to cost hundreds of dollars, and financial aid still had not arrived. Every number inside his bank account suddenly felt microscopic.
 Across town, Xavier Morales spent the evening underneath the hood of his silver Infiniti G35 while music blasted through cracked garage speakers. Grease covered his hands while pieces of a partially disassembled engine surrounded him across the concrete floor. Xavier had spent most of high school street racing through industrial sections of the San Gabriel Valley, and everyone knew he drove better under pressure than almost anyone they had ever met. Unfortunately, talent behind the wheel did not magically solve rent problems or college expenses.
 Julian Cruz was working the late shift at a burger stand near Echo Park while secretly watching bodycam police videos on his phone between customers. He joked constantly, flirted with everybody, and acted like life was one giant party, but his humor usually disappeared whenever conversations about money started. His mother had already warned him twice that she could not help him financially once classes began. Every paycheck he earned disappeared almost immediately.
 Meanwhile, Isaiah Vega sat alone inside his bedroom surrounded by unopened college supplies, acceptance papers, and carefully organized notebooks. Unlike the others, Isaiah had actually tried planning everything correctly. He applied for scholarships, searched for side jobs, and even postponed buying basic things he needed for school. None of it seemed to matter anymore because the cost of simply existing in Southern California kept rising faster than any of them could keep up with.
 None of the four friends understood that before summer officially ended, they would become the center of a citywide manhunt stretching across Los Angeles County. News helicopters would follow them across freeways while reporters speculated endlessly about the identities of the masked teenagers robbing cannabis dispensaries across the region. Police scanners, viral videos, and late-night broadcasts would slowly transform them from ordinary students into something much more dangerous. It all began with one firing, one conversation, and one reckless idea nobody should have agreed to.
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		Fired Under Neon Lights

								

	
				The smell of cannabis still clung to Mateo Reyes long after he left the dispensary parking lot. Even with the windows rolled down, the scent lingered inside the Civic along with the frustration boiling in his chest. Sunset painted the streets of Pasadena in deep orange light while traffic lights flickered across crowded intersections. Every passing car somehow made him feel more stuck.
 Earlier that afternoon, Greenleaf Wellness had been packed with customers preparing for the weekend rush. Mateo moved quickly behind the counter while scanners beeped nonstop and impatient customers complained about wait times. The store manager, Darren Kim, spent most of the shift pacing around the registers pretending to help while barking orders at employees already overwhelmed. Nobody liked Darren, but everybody tolerated him because the job paid slightly better than fast food.
 Around six-thirty, Mateo accidentally handed a customer the wrong pre-roll cartridge bag during the chaos near Register Three. The mistake was caught less than a minute later, and the customer barely seemed upset once the order was corrected. Mateo apologized immediately and fixed everything without an argument. Darren still reacted like somebody had robbed the store at gunpoint.
 Darren pulled Mateo into the inventory hallway near the employee lockers while cameras blinked silently overhead. His voice stayed low, but every sentence carried enough attitude to make the humiliation worse. He claimed Mateo had become distracted, unreliable, and careless during the last few weeks. Mateo wanted to argue back, but deep down he already knew the real reason they were getting rid of him.
 Greenleaf Wellness had recently cut employee hours after opening two new locations in neighboring cities. Several workers quietly complained about missing shifts and reduced paychecks while management insisted business was “still growing.” Mateo had overheard supervisors discussing layoffs near the loading entrance earlier that week. The cartridge mistake simply gave Darren an excuse to make the decision look justified.
 “You’re done after tonight,” Darren finally said while crossing his arms. “Turn in your badge and employee discount card before you leave.”
 Mateo stared at him in disbelief for several seconds. The fluorescent hallway lights buzzed overhead while employees walked past pretending not to notice the conversation. Anger climbed into his chest so quickly it almost made him dizzy. After everything he had done for the store, Darren could not even bother pretending to care.
 By the time Mateo walked out of Greenleaf Wellness carrying a small backpack filled with personal belongings, the neon dispensary sign had already turned on outside. The glowing green letters reflected against the darkening sidewalk while customers continued entering like nothing had happened. Nobody inside realized the former employee walking toward the parking lot was mentally replaying every security weakness inside the building. He remembered camera angles, cash-drop schedules, employee exits, and delivery routines without even trying.
 Mateo climbed into his Civic and slammed the driver’s door hard enough to shake the entire vehicle. His phone vibrated immediately with another automated college payment reminder. For a moment, he simply stared at the notification while helicopters echoed faintly somewhere beyond downtown Pasadena. Then he laughed quietly to himself, not because anything was funny, but because everything suddenly felt impossible.
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		Four Friends, One Terrible Idea

								

	
				By ten-thirty that night, the heat across Pasadena still felt unbearable. Cars crowded Colorado Boulevard while music spilled from restaurant patios and open car windows throughout the city. Mateo drove aimlessly for nearly an hour before finally pulling into the parking lot behind a small taco stand near Highland Park. The group had been meeting there for years whenever somebody needed to vent, celebrate, or escape problems at home. Tonight, the atmosphere felt heavier than usual before anybody even arrived.
 Xavier Morales showed up first in his silver Infiniti G35, the engine rumbling loudly before he parked beside Mateo’s Civic. Grease stains still covered the sleeves of his black T-shirt after spending most of the evening repairing engines in his uncle’s garage. Xavier climbed out carrying two bottled sodas and immediately noticed the frustration sitting across Mateo’s face. Normally, Mateo joked constantly whenever they hung out, but tonight he barely looked up from his phone screen.
 A few minutes later, Julian Cruz arrived wearing his burger stand uniform while carrying a half-eaten bag of fries and smelling like grease from the restaurant. Isaiah Vega walked over from the nearby bus stop with headphones hanging around his neck and a backpack still strapped over one shoulder. The four friends gathered around an old metal picnic table behind the taco stand while traffic noise echoed through the warm summer air. Helicopter lights drifted faintly across distant buildings somewhere beyond downtown Los Angeles.
 Nobody spoke at first because Mateo looked genuinely furious. He sat leaning back against the bench with both hands folded tightly across his chest while his college reminder emails continued vibrating across his phone screen. Xavier eventually broke the silence by asking what happened at work earlier that afternoon. Mateo stared at the parking lot for several seconds before finally answering.
 “They fired me today,” Mateo said quietly. “One stupid mistake and suddenly I’m apparently the worst employee in the building.”
 Julian immediately started insulting Darren, the dispensary manager, while Xavier shook his head in disbelief. Isaiah stayed quieter than the others while listening carefully to every detail. Mateo explained how management had already been cutting employee hours for weeks and likely planned to replace several workers before the semester started. The cartridge mistake simply gave Darren an excuse to push him out faster.
 The conversation slowly shifted from anger into financial panic once college expenses entered the discussion. Xavier admitted he still owed money after replacing the transmission inside his Infiniti earlier that summer. Julian confessed his mother already warned him that she could not help financially once classes began. Isaiah had spent months trying to save money responsibly, but even he was falling behind before the semester officially started.
 Every conversation somehow circled back to money none of them actually had. Tuition deadlines were approaching fast, textbooks were ridiculously expensive, and basic transportation costs alone felt impossible in Southern California. Mateo listened quietly while the others vented about bills, schedules, and stress piling up around them. Then he looked back toward the glowing city streets and said something that instantly changed the atmosphere at the table.
 “I could rob the place,” Mateo said calmly.
 For a moment, Julian laughed because he assumed it was another joke. Xavier smirked while twisting the cap off his soda bottle, but Isaiah immediately stiffened in his seat. Mateo did not smile or laugh with them, though. He simply stared toward the traffic moving through the intersection while the idea continued forming inside his head.
 “I know every camera angle inside Greenleaf,” Mateo continued. “I know where they keep cash before pickups. I know which exits employees use during shift changes. Half the workers there panic anytime something stressful happens.”
 The energy around the table changed immediately. Xavier slowly lowered his drink onto the metal surface while Julian’s smile completely disappeared. Isaiah looked uncomfortable enough to leave, but nobody moved because the conversation suddenly felt too serious to ignore. Mateo finally turned toward them with an expression far calmer than before, which somehow made the idea sound even more dangerous.
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		The First Plan

								

	
				The city felt quieter after midnight, but Los Angeles never truly slept. Sirens echoed faintly through distant neighborhoods while traffic continued flowing across the freeways like glowing rivers of white and red lights. The taco stand behind the parking lot had almost closed by the time the conversation turned serious again. What originally sounded like an angry joke now sat heavily between the four friends like something alive. The warm air smelled like gasoline, grilled meat, and exhaust drifting through the streets around them.
 Mateo leaned forward against the metal picnic table while explaining how Greenleaf Wellness handled its nightly cash procedures. He described the locations of the registers, the timing of employee shift changes, and the moments when the dispensary became most vulnerable during the evening rush. Xavier listened more carefully with every sentence while Julian kept nervously glancing around the parking lot as if somebody might overhear them. Isaiah remained completely silent while absorbing every detail Mateo described about the store’s layout. The conversation no longer sounded reckless or emotional anymore because Mateo spoke with unsettling confidence.
 Mateo explained that most of the dispensary employees were young workers who panicked whenever stressful situations happened inside the building. Security guards rarely paid attention unless physical fights broke out near the entrance, and the company depended heavily on surveillance cameras instead of trained protection. According to Mateo, the biggest weakness was how quickly management tried expanding across multiple locations without properly staffing the stores. The company cared more about profits and customer volume than actual security preparation. Hearing the details out loud made the dispensary sound far less intimidating than the others originally imagined.
 Julian rubbed both hands across his face before shaking his head in disbelief. He continued insisting the entire idea sounded insane, but his voice no longer carried the same confidence from earlier in the night. The possibility of quick money had already entered everybody’s mind whether they admitted it or not. Xavier stared down at the metal table while mentally calculating details the others had not even considered yet. Isaiah looked increasingly uncomfortable because he understood the conversation was drifting dangerously close toward becoming reality.
 Xavier finally asked how much money the dispensary actually handled during busy weekends. Mateo hesitated briefly before explaining that some nights brought in thousands of dollars before armored pickups arrived. Registers regularly overflowed during heavy customer rushes, especially after payday weekends or local events throughout Pasadena and neighboring cities. The more Mateo described the operation, the less impossible the robbery started sounding inside everybody’s head. Even Julian stopped interrupting because curiosity had quietly replaced disbelief.
 Isaiah eventually spoke after sitting quietly through most of the discussion. He reminded the group that armed robbery carried serious prison time and would permanently destroy their futures before college even started. His voice remained calm, but the anxiety across his face became impossible to ignore. Unlike the others, Isaiah still believed stressful situations could be solved responsibly if people stayed patient long enough. Unfortunately, desperation had already started overpowering logic around the table.
 Mateo quickly responded that nobody would get hurt because the entire plan depended on speed, fear, and surprise instead of violence. He insisted they would use fake guns, masks, and gloves before disappearing within minutes. The goal was money, not chaos, and he kept repeating that detail as if saying it enough times would somehow make the situation safer. Xavier eventually admitted he knew several industrial streets perfect for avoiding police during nighttime traffic. Julian nervously laughed after hearing that because the conversation officially stopped sounding hypothetical.
 Mateo finally pulled out his phone and opened satellite images of the dispensary parking lot. He pointed toward employee exits, nearby alleys, and freeway entrances that could work as escape routes after the robbery. The glowing screen illuminated all four faces while passing headlights flashed across the parking lot around them. Somewhere deep down, each of them understood they still had time to stand up and walk away from the table. None of them moved.
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		Reconnaissance Night

								

	
				Two nights later, Mateo parked his Civic across the street from Greenleaf Wellness while keeping the headlights off beneath a row of palm trees. Midnight traffic still rolled steadily through Pasadena, but the sidewalks had mostly emptied except for scattered pedestrians leaving bars and late-night restaurants nearby. A helicopter drifted slowly somewhere over the city while distant sirens echoed through the warm summer air. Inside the car, tension sat heavily between the four friends as they prepared to study the dispensary for the first time together. Nobody openly admitted it, but crossing into reconnaissance somehow made everything feel far more real.
 Xavier sat in the driver’s seat of the Infiniti parked several spaces behind Mateo’s car while quietly monitoring police scanner apps on his phone. He treated the entire situation with calm focus, almost like preparing for a race rather than a robbery. Julian kept adjusting the hood of his sweatshirt while nervously watching customers enter and leave the dispensary beneath the green neon sign. Isaiah remained silent in the back seat beside Mateo while staring toward the building with obvious hesitation. Every instinct inside him kept warning that the situation was moving too far too quickly.
 Mateo pointed toward the front entrance and began quietly explaining the nightly routines he remembered from working there. He described which employees usually handled register closings and which managers became careless whenever the evening rush slowed down. According to Mateo, the security guard working most weeknights spent more time flirting with receptionists than paying attention to the cameras. He also explained that cash pickups often happened late because armored services regularly arrived behind schedule. The details flowed naturally from his mouth, which somehow made the entire situation even more unsettling.
 For nearly forty minutes, the group simply watched the dispensary operate from across the street. Customers entered laughing, texting, and carrying small shopping bags while music pulsed faintly through the storefront windows. Delivery drivers parked carelessly near the side alley while employees occasionally stepped outside for smoke breaks behind the building. Xavier carefully studied every possible escape route connecting to the nearest freeway entrance. He mentally mapped intersections, traffic lights, and side streets with the same concentration he normally reserved for street races.
 Julian eventually asked what would happen if somebody inside resisted during the robbery. The question immediately shifted the atmosphere inside Mateo’s car because nobody had seriously addressed that possibility yet. Mateo responded quickly by insisting the masks and fake weapons alone would force everybody to cooperate without problems. He claimed most robberies succeeded because people panicked before thinking clearly. Isaiah still looked unconvinced, especially after noticing how confidently Mateo kept discussing situations involving terrified employees and frightened customers.
 A black SUV suddenly pulled into the dispensary parking lot before parking near the side entrance. Two armed security employees stepped out carrying heavy deposit bags toward the rear of the building while Mateo quietly watched them through the windshield. The sight immediately caught everybody’s attention because it
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