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		Introduction - Los Angeles Never Sleeps

								

	
				Los Angeles looked beautiful from far away, but Edgar Reyes knew the city too well to trust it. From the hills above Hollywood to the crowded apartment blocks of East Los Angeles, everything in the city felt temporary, exhausted, and constantly moving. People came to Los Angeles chasing dreams, but most of them ended up chasing rent instead. Edgar had learned that lesson years ago. Every night he drove strangers through neon streets, expensive restaurants, luxury hotels, crowded clubs, and dangerous neighborhoods while pretending he still had control over his own life. The rideshare app on his phone had become both his paycheck and his prison. Some nights were peaceful, but most nights felt unpredictable the moment another passenger opened the back door of his car. Edgar never realized one of those passengers would destroy his entire life.
 At twenty-nine years old, Edgar felt older than he should have. The long hours behind the wheel were beginning to wear him down physically, but mentally was even worse. Traffic, fake personalities, drunk tourists, rude influencers, entitled businessmen, and endless late-night pickups had slowly drained the patience out of him. Still, he kept driving because he needed the money. Bills were overdue again, the gas tank constantly sat near empty, and his apartment manager had already warned him twice about paying rent late. Edgar tried not to complain because complaining never solved anything. He simply kept moving through the city one ride at a time, hoping something in his life would eventually change before he completely burned out. Unfortunately for him, change was already waiting.
 That Friday night started like every other exhausting night in Los Angeles. Helicopters hovered somewhere over Downtown, sirens echoed through side streets, and the freeways glowed red beneath endless lines of traffic. Edgar sat inside his black Honda Accord near West Hollywood while eating cold fries from a fast-food bag balanced on his lap. His rideshare app kept throwing weak requests at him, but none of them paid enough to justify the gas. He leaned his head back against the seat and rubbed his tired eyes while another notification buzzed across his phone screen. Around him, expensive cars rolled past packed clubs while tourists stumbled across sidewalks pretending they belonged there. Edgar watched the chaos quietly from behind the windshield like he always did. In Los Angeles, everybody looked important until the city swallowed them whole.
 His phone buzzed again.
 SURGE ACTIVE — +$84.75 BONUS.
 Edgar stared at the screen for a second longer than usual. The pickup location sat only a few blocks away near Hollywood Boulevard, and the destination was short enough to finish quickly before heading home. Normally he would have ignored another late-night pickup because the weird passengers always appeared after midnight. Still, almost eighty-five dollars for one ride was difficult to refuse when his bank account looked the way it did. Edgar sighed heavily, tossed the cold fries aside, and accepted the request before the timer disappeared. The passenger name read “Daniel V.” with no profile picture attached. Something about the account already felt strange to him, but money had a way of silencing bad instincts. Edgar placed the car into drive and pulled away from the curb toward Hollywood Boulevard, unaware that he had just accepted the most dangerous ride of his life.
 Above the glowing streets of Los Angeles, a helicopter drifted slowly across the night sky while Edgar disappeared deeper into the city traffic below. Music pounded from nearby clubs, police lights flashed somewhere in the distance, and strangers filled the sidewalks without realizing how quickly the night was about to turn violent. Somewhere ahead of Edgar, a frightened man carrying a black suitcase waited nervously outside a fried chicken restaurant while checking over his shoulder every few seconds. Black SUVs were already searching the area. Men with guns were already moving into position. And before sunrise, millions of dollars would vanish into the streets of Los Angeles while half the city hunted the same terrified rideshare driver.
 Edgar Reyes thought he was accepting one final pickup before going home. Instead, he was driving straight into a nightmare.
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		The Pickup

								

	
				Friday nights in Los Angeles always brought out the strangest people after midnight. Edgar Reyes had learned that within his first month driving for Flash Ride, but after almost three years behind the wheel, nothing surprised him anymore. Drunk tourists cried in the back seat almost every weekend, influencers argued loudly over livestreams, and rich couples treated rideshare drivers like invisible furniture while stumbling out of clubs in West Hollywood. Edgar usually ignored all of it because the less involved he became with passengers, the easier the night went. His black car smelled faintly of pine-scented air freshener, old coffee, and fried food from the endless takeout meals he survived on during long shifts. The city lights reflected across his windshield while music from nearby clubs echoed through crowded sidewalks filled with strangers pretending they belonged in Hollywood. Edgar leaned back in his seat near Sunset Boulevard and rubbed his tired eyes while waiting for another decent-paying ride request to appear on his phone.
 The week had already been terrible before the night even started. Edgar’s landlord had called twice about overdue rent, his gas bill was almost past due, and his mechanic warned him the car needed new brakes soon. Every time Edgar checked his bank account lately, he felt like the numbers were personally insulting him. Still, he kept driving because he didn’t have another choice right now. He had tried warehouse jobs, security work, delivery driving, and construction before settling into rideshare work full-time, but every job somehow ended the same way: exhausted hours for barely enough money to survive Los Angeles. Edgar hated admitting it, but the city was slowly beating him down. Some nights he thought about leaving California completely, maybe moving somewhere cheaper where life didn’t feel like a nonstop emergency. But people always said they wanted to leave Los Angeles before somehow getting trapped there forever.
 A loud notification suddenly interrupted his thoughts.
 SURGE ACTIVE — +$84.75 BONUS.
 Edgar immediately sat forward and grabbed the phone from the dashboard mount. The pickup location sat only four minutes away near Hollywood Boulevard, and the ride distance looked short enough to finish quickly before heading home for the night. Normally Edgar avoided late-night pickups offering huge bonuses because those passengers almost always brought problems with them. Still, nearly eighty-five dollars for one ride felt impossible to ignore when his gas tank sat below a quarter full. Edgar pressed ACCEPT before another driver could steal the request from him. The passenger profile appeared instantly afterward: DANIEL V. No profile picture. No ride history visible. Five-star rating. Edgar frowned slightly because brand-new accounts usually meant trouble, but he pushed the thought aside and started the car.
 Hollywood traffic crawled slowly as Edgar drove toward the pickup point. Neon signs flashed across crowded sidewalks while groups of tourists crossed streets without paying attention to traffic lights. Music pounded from bars packed with people trying to forget their lives for a few hours before work the next morning. Edgar passed street vendors selling fake jewelry, exhausted food delivery drivers parked illegally beside clubs, and aspiring actors smoking cigarettes outside dimly lit apartment buildings. Los Angeles looked glamorous in movies, but Edgar knew the city smelled more like gasoline, hot concrete, and desperation after midnight. A police helicopter drifted somewhere overhead while distant sirens echoed across nearby intersections. The city never truly became quiet because somebody somewhere in Los Angeles was always running from something.
 The pickup location sat beside a brightly lit fried chicken restaurant crowded with late-night customers. Edgar pulled against the curb and checked the passenger app again while impatient cars honked behind him. At first he thought nobody was there. Then he noticed a tall man wearing a gray hoodie stumbling out from the side alley beside the restaurant. The man carried a massive black suitcase with both hands while looking nervously over his shoulder every few seconds. Even from inside the car, Edgar immediately noticed something was wrong. The passenger moved too quickly, breathed too heavily, and kept touching the side of his stomach beneath the hoodie like he was hiding an injury. Edgar lowered the passenger window slightly just as the man reached the curb beside the car. “You Edgar?” the man asked quickly. “Yeah,” Edgar replied cautiously. “Pop the trunk, man. Please.”
 Edgar pressed the trunk release beside the steering wheel while studying the passenger more carefully. The guy looked pale beneath the restaurant lights, and when he turned sideways for a second, Edgar noticed dark blood staining part of the hoodie near his ribs. Before Edgar could say anything else, the passenger hurried toward the back of the car and lifted the large suitcase into the trunk with visible difficulty. The entire car dipped slightly from the weight when the suitcase landed inside. Edgar frowned again because no normal suitcase should have weighed that much. He glanced toward the rearview mirror just in time to notice two black SUVs turning slowly onto the street from the far intersection. The passenger slammed the trunk shut, rushed toward the back seat, and climbed inside while breathing hard enough to fog the window beside him.
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		Blood on Hollywood Boulevard

								

	
				Edgar pulled away from the curb slowly while checking the rearview mirror again for the black SUVs he noticed earlier. The passenger sat low in the back seat with his hood partially covering his face, breathing heavily like every movement caused him pain. For several long seconds, neither of them spoke. Outside the car, Hollywood remained alive with flashing neon signs, loud music, crowded sidewalks, and tourists stumbling between clubs pretending they owned the city for the night. Edgar adjusted the mirror slightly and noticed the passenger pressing one hand tightly against his ribs beneath the gray hoodie. Dark blood continued spreading through the fabric little by little, making Edgar’s stomach tighten immediately. He had seen drunk passengers before, angry passengers before, even violent passengers before, but never somebody actively bleeding in the back seat of his car.
 “You okay back there?”
 Edgar finally asked cautiously while keeping his eyes on the road. The passenger ignored the question at first and turned toward the rear window instead. Edgar followed the man’s gaze through the mirror and immediately spotted the black SUVs several cars behind them, slowly weaving through traffic without losing sight of the car. The passenger leaned forward slightly between the seats, breathing unevenly while watching the vehicles approach closer through the boulevard traffic. Up close, Edgar could see sweat running down the side of the man’s face beneath the hood. The guy looked terrified. Not nervous. Not paranoid. Terrified. Edgar tightened his grip on the steering wheel as traffic lights reflected across the windshield in streaks of red and gold.
 “Just keep driving west,” the passenger said quietly.
 “And don’t stop unless you have to.” Edgar frowned. “You got shot or something?”
 “No hospitals,” the passenger replied immediately. “No police.”
 “That usually means I should definitely call the police.”
 The passenger looked directly at Edgar through the mirror for the first time since entering the car. “You do that,” he said calmly, “and both of us die tonight.”
 The words settled heavily inside the Honda while traffic crawled through Hollywood Boulevard around them. Edgar glanced toward the mirror again and noticed one of the SUVs forcing aggressively through nearby traffic to remain close behind. Horns erupted somewhere behind them as drivers slammed brakes and switched lanes to avoid collisions. Edgar’s pulse started climbing faster now because the entire situation felt wrong in every possible way. Before he could say anything else, the passenger suddenly reached into the pocket of his hoodie and pulled out a thick bundle of cash wrapped tightly with a rubber band. Without hesitation, he tossed the stack onto the front passenger seat beside Edgar. Hundreds stared upward beneath the dashboard lights while the bundle slid slightly against an empty soda cup near the console. “Just drive,” the passenger muttered.
 Edgar stared at the money for half a second before looking back at the road ahead. He had no idea how much cash sat beside him, but it was more money than he usually made in weeks. Every instinct in his body told him to stop the car immediately and get away from whatever nightmare he accidentally picked up tonight. Unfortunately, the black SUVs behind them made that decision feel impossible now. Edgar pressed harder on the gas pedal while weaving carefully through slower traffic near the next intersection. Outside, Hollywood still looked glamorous to everyone else. Inside the car, Edgar felt like he accidentally drove straight into a crime scene.
 The first gunshot exploded somewhere behind them without warning. The sharp crack echoed violently through the boulevard, causing pedestrians on nearby sidewalks to scream and duck instantly. Edgar jerked the steering wheel slightly while tires screeched across the lane beside them. Another gunshot followed almost immediately afterward, then another. Panic erupted across the street within seconds as people ran into restaurants, abandoned crosswalks, and flipped over metal patio chairs while trying to escape the chaos. Edgar looked into the mirror just in time to see one of the black SUVs smashing into another vehicle while forcing through traffic directly toward them. The passenger suddenly leaned forward between the seats with panic flooding his voice.
 “Stop the car!”
 “What?!”
 “STOP THE DAMN CAR!”
 Edgar slammed on the brakes near the entrance of a narrow alley lined with overflowing trash bins and flickering security lights. Before the car even stopped completely, the passenger threw open the back door and stumbled out into the street while clutching his bleeding side. Another gunshot echoed nearby as terrified pedestrians scattered around Hollywood Boulevard in every direction. Edgar watched in disbelief while the wounded man disappeared into the alley without looking back once. For one brief second, Edgar considered chasing after him to figure out what was happening. Then the roar of engines behind him erased the thought immediately. The black SUVs were coming fast.
 Edgar didn’t think anymore after that. He slammed the car into drive and accelerated hard through the intersection while chaos exploded behind him across the boulevard. Horns blared from nearby traffic as Edgar pushed recklessly between lanes trying to put distance between himself and the gunshots. His heartbeat pounded violently inside his chest while helicopters drifted faintly above the city skyline in the distance. The bloodstain across the back seat suddenly felt much more terrifying now that the passenger was gone. Edgar kept driving without any destination in mind, barely realizing that the massive black suitcase still sat locked safely inside the trunk of his car.
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		Taco Stand Confessions

								

	
				Edgar drove through Los Angeles without any real destination in mind while adrenaline continued hammering through his body after the gunshots on Hollywood Boulevard. Every pair of headlights behind him suddenly looked suspicious, and every black SUV on the road made his stomach tighten immediately. He kept checking the mirrors while weaving through late-night traffic near Sunset Boulevard, half-expecting armed men to appear beside him at any moment. The blood smeared faintly across the back seat made everything feel terrifyingly real instead of something Edgar imagined in panic. Several times he thought about driving directly to a police station, but the wounded passenger’s warning repeated inside his head over and over again. Los Angeles suddenly felt much darker and far more dangerous than it had only an hour earlier. Edgar tightened both hands around the steering wheel and kept driving while helicopters drifted faintly somewhere across the city skyline.
 Nearly fifteen minutes later, exhaustion and hunger finally started cutting through Edgar’s panic. He realized he had barely eaten anything all day except cold fries and terrible gas station coffee. A brightly lit taco stand near Silver Lake caught his attention from across the street, surrounded by folding tables, hanging lights, and customers laughing loudly beneath drifting smoke from the grill. The entire scene looked completely normal compared to the chaos Edgar had escaped in Hollywood. He hesitated at the corner for several seconds before finally pulling into a nearby parking spot facing the street. Music played softly from a speaker hanging beside the taco stand while workers shouted orders over the sound of traffic moving through the intersection. Nobody around him looked dangerous, armed, or even remotely aware that Edgar felt like his life was beginning to collapse. For the first time since the shooting, he allowed himself to breathe slightly easier.
 Edgar stepped out of the car carefully and locked the doors behind him while scanning the street one more time. The cool night air smelled like grilled onions, carne asada, gasoline, and cigarette smoke drifting from nearby sidewalks. Somewhere in the distance another helicopter crossed slowly through the sky while traffic rolled endlessly through Los Angeles like the city itself never slept. Edgar walked toward the taco stand and ordered three carne asada tacos with a horchata, trying desperately to convince himself the situation was already over. Maybe the wounded passenger escaped successfully after disappearing into the alley. Maybe the men in the SUVs stopped chasing once they lost sight of him. Maybe the suitcase in the trunk only contained drugs or clothes or something Edgar wanted absolutely nothing to do with. He repeated those thoughts silently while waiting for his food, but deep down he already knew none of them were true.
 A few minutes later Edgar sat alone beneath the taco stand lights while staring absentmindedly toward his parked car across the street. The tacos tasted incredible, but his attention kept drifting toward the trunk without him even realizing it. Every time he looked at the car, the large black suitcase suddenly felt heavier in his imagination. Edgar tried focusing on his food instead, but curiosity slowly began overpowering fear with every passing minute. He replayed the night repeatedly inside his head: the blood on the hoodie, the terrified expression on the passenger’s face, the black SUVs forcing aggressively through traffic, and the gunshots exploding across Hollywood Boulevard. None of it made any sense. Eventually Edgar lowered the final taco back onto the paper plate and exhaled heavily through his nose while shaking his head in frustration. He knew he would never relax unless he finally saw what was inside the suitcase.
 Edgar crossed the street cautiously and unlocked the car while glancing around the parking lot once again. Everything still looked completely normal around him, which somehow made the entire situation feel even stranger. He pressed the trunk release beside the driver’s seat and slowly walked toward the back of the car while his heartbeat started climbing again. The trunk lifted open softly beneath the parking lot lights, revealing the massive black suitcase sitting exactly where the wounded passenger left it earlier. Up close, the suitcase looked expensive, scratched, and unbelievably heavy. Edgar grabbed the handle carefully and dragged it toward the edge of the trunk before placing it flat against the carpet lining. For several seconds he simply stared at the metal latches while debating whether opening the suitcase was the worst decision of his life. Finally, he exhaled slowly and popped both locks open.
 Bundles of cash immediately filled his vision the second the suitcase cracked open beneath the dim parking lot lights. Stack after stack of tightly wrapped hundred-dollar bills sat packed tightly inside beneath clear plastic wrapping stained faintly with blood. Edgar froze completely while staring into the suitcase like his brain suddenly stopped functioning correctly. He had never seen that much money in his entire life, not even remotely close. The amount looked unreal sitting there in front of him, like something pulled directly from a crime documentary or a movie trailer. Edgar actually laughed once out of pure disbelief before stepping backward and running both hands through his hair while trying to process what he was seeing. His pulse hammered violently inside his chest while a thousand terrified thoughts crashed through his mind at the exact same time. Whatever this money belonged to, people were clearly willing to kill for it.
 The familiar FlashRide notification sound suddenly echoed from inside the car, causing Edgar to flinch so hard he nearly slammed the trunk shut instantly. He stared toward the glowing phone screen inside the car for a second before slowly reaching for it with nervous hands. A new notification appeared across the display from the rideshare app showing a freshly submitted passenger review. Edgar frowned in confusion and opened the notification immediately while his pulse continued racing uncontrollably. The message appeared beneath a five-star rating from Daniel V., the exact same passenger who disappeared into the alley only minutes earlier. Edgar felt every ounce of blood drain from his face as he read the review in complete silence. The message contained only one sentence, but it instantly confirmed his worst fear. Somebody had the passenger’s phone now, and somehow, they already knew exactly where Edgar was.
 “Great tacos. Now bring back my suitcase.”
 Edgar slammed the suitcase shut, threw himself into the driver’s seat, and sped out of the parking lot hard enough for the tires to screech against the pavement while confused customers turned toward the noise from across the street.
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		Five Stars to Die

								

	
				Edgar flew through the intersection so fast that a delivery driver slammed on his horn while the car cut recklessly across two lanes of traffic. His pulse hammered violently inside his chest while the suitcase shifted heavily inside the trunk every time he made another sharp turn. The glowing review notification remained open on the dashboard screen like something haunting him in real time. Edgar kept staring at the message every few seconds while trying desperately to convince himself it was some kind of joke or system error. Deep down, however, he already knew the truth. Somebody had the wounded passenger’s phone, somebody watched him stop at the taco stand, and somehow those people already knew exactly where he had been only minutes earlier. The realization made the entire city suddenly feel claustrophobic around him despite the endless streets stretching across Los Angeles.
 Traffic thickened near Echo Park while Edgar gripped the steering wheel harder and checked the mirrors repeatedly for black SUVs weaving through nearby cars. Every dark vehicle suddenly looked dangerous now, especially after everything that happened in Hollywood earlier that night. A black Escalade turned behind him at the next light, causing Edgar to immediately accelerate harder through the yellow before it changed red. He nearly clipped another car while cutting across the boulevard, earning another explosion of angry horns from surrounding traffic. Sweat rolled down the side of his face despite the cool night air blowing through the partially opened driver window. Edgar finally reached toward the dashboard and muted the FlashRide app completely, but even after the notification sound disappeared, the phone still felt radioactive sitting beside him. He could not stop thinking about the review message repeating inside his head over and over again while the city blurred around him beneath streaks of neon and brake lights.
 Edgar’s thoughts spiraled faster the longer he drove through Los Angeles. Part of him wanted to dump the suitcase into the middle of the freeway and disappear before sunrise ever came. Another part of him kept thinking about the money itself and what it could change in his life. There had to be over a million dollars sitting inside the trunk right now, maybe more. Edgar thought about overdue rent, unpaid bills, his dying car, and every exhausting rideshare shift he worked simply to survive another month in California. The money represented freedom from all of it, but the bloodstains and gunshots attached to the suitcase made the fantasy feel poisonous almost immediately afterward. Nobody chased people through Hollywood with guns over harmless cash. Whatever operation Edgar accidentally stumbled into tonight clearly involved people willing to kill without hesitation. The more he thought about it, the more Edgar realized he was already trapped in something far bigger than he understood.
 His phone suddenly vibrated against the dashboard mount again while traffic slowed ahead near another intersection. An unknown number flashed across the screen while the vibration rattled through the quiet car interior. Edgar stared at the phone for several long seconds while debating whether answering the call was the stupidest decision he could possibly make. Fear and curiosity finally overwhelmed his better judgment. He pressed accept while keeping one hand tightly wrapped around the steering wheel and his eyes locked on the road ahead. At first only static answered him through the speakers. Then a calm male voice finally spoke quietly enough to sound controlled and dangerous at the exact same time. Edgar immediately felt his stomach tighten the moment he heard the man’s voice.
 “You drive like shit, Edgar,” the voice said calmly.
 Edgar swallowed hard while tightening his grip on the wheel. He glanced nervously toward the rearview mirror again before speaking carefully into the phone. “Who the heck is this?” he asked while weaving around slower traffic near the boulevard. The man on the other end laughed softly, not loudly or crazily, just enough to sound completely confident about the situation. “We’re trying to solve a problem tonight,” the voice replied calmly. “You have something that belongs to us.” Edgar glanced nervously toward the trunk through the rearview mirror while headlights streaked across the back window behind him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied immediately, even though both of them clearly understood exactly what the conversation was about.
 “The suitcase, Edgar,” the man replied quietly.
 Silence settled heavily inside the car for several seconds while Edgar’s heartbeat pounded harder with every passing moment. Whoever this man was, he sounded completely relaxed, which somehow terrified Edgar more than screaming would have. Outside the windows Los Angeles continued glowing beneath endless lights and crowded sidewalks completely unaware that Edgar Reyes was currently being hunted across the city. Traffic crawled ahead while helicopters drifted faintly across the skyline somewhere beyond Downtown. Edgar suddenly realized he had nowhere safe to go anymore. The city he spent years driving through every night no longer felt familiar to him at all. He exhaled slowly before finally speaking again while trying desperately to keep his voice steady.
 “You can have it back,” Edgar said quickly. “I don’t even want it.”
 “That’s the problem,” the voice answered calmly. “Now we don’t believe you anymore.”
 The call disconnected immediately afterward, leaving only silence inside the Honda while Edgar stared forward at the glowing streets ahead of him. He ran one hand across his face while trying desperately to think clearly about what to do next. The review message, the phone call, the SUVs, and the gunshots all pointed toward the same terrifying truth. The moment Edgar accepted that ride request, his normal life ended permanently. Somewhere out there armed men were already searching Los Angeles for him while he drove through the city carrying millions of dollars inside his trunk. Before Edgar could even process the situation further, the FlashRide app suddenly lit up again with a brand-new ride request connected to the same account from earlier that night. Edgar stared at the screen in complete horror after seeing the passenger name appear once again: Daniel V. His breathing slowed immediately while the request timer continued counting downward on the dashboard. Somebody out there was playing with him now.
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