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The alarm went off at 6:02 a.m., buzzing like something trapped and angry. Malik let it buzz. He lay on his back staring at the ceiling fan, one blade chipped, wobbling slightly as it turned. The room smelled like old laundry and last night’s fries. His phone vibrated again, not the alarm this time.

He didn’t move.

The fan clicked. The buzz stopped. Silence slid in and sat on his chest.

School was an hour away. The hoodie was already draped over the chair. His backpack leaned against the wall, empty except for a bent folder and a pencil he hadn’t sharpened in months. His diploma track schedule was folded inside the folder, creased from being opened and closed and opened again like it might change if he kept looking at it.

Malik swung his legs off the bed and sat up. His feet touched the cold floor. For a second, he imagined getting dressed for school. Jeans, clean shirt, backpack on his shoulders. Walking past the corner without stopping. Sitting in class pretending he belonged there.

The image dissolved fast.

In the living room, the TV was still on from last night, some early-morning news show talking low and serious. His mom was asleep on the couch, arm over her eyes, work shoes still on. A stack of envelopes sat on the table beside her. White. Pink. Red lettering shouting quietly.

Malik stepped around them.

He went back to his room, pulled the hoodie over his head, and felt the phone vibrate again.

Rico: Cedar. 6:30.

Malik typed bet and sent it before he could think too hard about it. He left the backpack where it was and shoved the gun into his hoodie pocket instead. The weight settled there like it had been waiting.

Outside, the air already felt heavy. Summer hadn’t decided whether it wanted to burn or suffocate yet, so it did both. Malik walked fast, hands in his pockets, eyes up. He passed the bus stop where kids laughed too loud for the hour, backpacks swinging. One of them nodded at him. Malik nodded back and kept moving.

He cut through the side streets, past houses with bars on the windows and grass that gave up trying years ago. The city was waking up slow. Sirens far off. A helicopter chopping somewhere above the clouds.

By the time he reached Cedar, Dre was already there, leaning against the duplex with a Styrofoam cup in his hand like it was part of him. Purple ring around the rim. Tae paced nearby, restless, kicking at loose gravel. Rico stood a little apart, phone in his hand, calm as always.

“You late,” Tae said.

“Barely,” Malik said.

Dre grinned. “Morning medicine,” he said, lifting the cup. “Doctor Dre in the building.”

“That shit gonna kill you,” Tae said.

“Everything kill you,” Dre said. “Some just take longer.”

Rico looked up. “Focus. He coming from the plant. Same time every day.”

They waited.

The alley felt narrower the longer they stood there. Malik leaned against the brick wall and tried not to think about his mom waking up alone. Tried not to think about school starting without him again. Tried not to think about how easy it had been to choose this instead.

Dre talked to fill the space. About some girl. About a song he wanted to make. About how he was gonna quit lean once he got his money right. He always said that. Malik had heard it enough times that it didn’t even sound like a lie anymore. Just noise.

Tae snapped at him to shut up. Rico checked his phone again.

Malik watched the mouth of the alley. Every shadow looked like trouble. Every passing car slowed his pulse then sped it back up again. He thought about the first time he’d held the gun, weeks back, Rico handing it to him like it was a tool instead of a decision. It had belonged to someone Rico knew. Somebody dead now. Malik remembered thinking how small it looked for something that could erase a life.

A figure appeared at the end of the alley.

“Here,” Rico said.

Everything after that happened in pieces. Tae stepping out. The man freezing. The word please breaking the air open. Malik pulling the gun and feeling something shift inside him, something he couldn’t put back where it was supposed to go.

The robbery itself went how Rico said it would. Fast. Clean. No screaming. No heroics. Just fear passing hands like currency.

Malik kept his eyes on the man’s face the whole time. The shaking hands. The wedding ring. The way relief flickered when Tae said let’s go, like the man had survived something he hadn’t known was coming.

They ran.

Inside the duplex, the adrenaline drained out of Malik all at once, leaving him hollow. Dre laughed too loud, poured more lean. Tae counted money. Rico sorted items like inventory.

Malik stared at the notebook with the You got this sticker until Rico told him to put it back.

Outside, sirens wailed closer now. Not for them. Never for just one thing.

They split up a few blocks away. Malik walked home alone, money heavy in his pocket, the city moving around him like nothing had happened. Kids played. Cars passed. A woman yelled from a porch.

At home, his mom still slept. The bills still waited.

Malik went to his room, sat on the bed, and laid the money out. He didn’t feel rich. He didn’t feel powerful. He felt tired.

His phone buzzed.

A voicemail notification. School number.

He stared at it for a long moment, then locked the phone and lay back, listening to the helicopter circle overhead, patient as time.

Tomorrow was Monday.

He closed his eyes.
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Dre didn’t die the night everybody expected him to.

He made it home with his head buzzing and his feet light, music bleeding through his headphones like it was keeping him upright. The streets blurred past him, streetlights stretching into yellow streaks. He laughed at nothing once, loud enough that a woman walking her dog crossed the street.

By the time he reached his aunt’s place, his cup was empty. That bothered him more than it should have. He stood on the porch longer than necessary, fishing in his pocket for the key, then realizing he didn’t need it. Door always unlocked. Always had been.

Inside, the TV glowed blue. Some late-night preacher talking about salvation. His aunt slept in the recliner, mouth open, one shoe kicked off. Dre moved quietly, like he still believed in rules.

His room welcomed him the way it always did. Sweet smell. Chemical calm. Bottles lined up like proof he’d been here, like proof he existed. He tossed his hoodie on the floor and sat on the bed, heart still racing from earlier. The robbery replayed in flashes. The man’s face. Malik’s gun. Tae’s voice sharp as broken glass.

Dre poured again.

He told himself it was just to take the edge off. Told himself it wasn’t even that much. Told himself he knew his limits.

He texted Malik.

Dre: Light work tonight.

No reply.

He shrugged and drank.

Malik woke up late the next morning with his jaw clenched and his head pounding. The house was quiet in a way that felt wrong. His mom was already gone. A note sat on the table next to the bills.

Double shift. Be good.

He stood there longer than he meant to, staring at the handwriting. Then his phone buzzed.

Rico: Call me.

Before Malik could hit dial, another message came through.

Tae: You hear about Dre?

Malik sat down.

He typed nah and waited, stomach twisting. Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.

Tae: He fucked up bad.

Malik called Rico.

“He alive?” Malik asked as soon as Rico answered.

“Hospital,” Rico said. “ICU.”

“For what?”

There was a pause. Just long enough.

“Overdose.”

Malik closed his eyes. Purple syrup. Ice clinking. Dre smiling like peace lived at the bottom of a cup.

They met at the basketball court behind the school because it was neutral ground. Nobody asked questions there. The court was cracked, weeds pushing through like they’d earned the space. Rico leaned against the fence, phone pressed to his ear, listening more than talking. Tae paced, cursing under his breath.

“What happened exactly?” Malik asked.

Rico hung up. “Lean. Pills. Whatever else he had in him.”

“He done this before,” Tae said. “Why now?”

“Because now caught up,” Rico said.

They walked to the hospital because it felt wrong not to. Because Dre had walked everywhere with them. Because leaving him alone felt like betrayal.

The hospital smelled clean and hopeless. Machines beeped
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They were just kids trying to survive a city that eats its own.

Dee and Malik grew up leaming fast lessons in slow streets: loyalty

is cumency, silence is armor, and one wrong move can cost everything.
When money starts coming easy and attention follows, their cew
believes they've finally aacked the code. But the streets never give
without taking interest.

As the group splinters under pressure, paranoia creeps in.

An informant whispers. The feds drde doser. Bodies start
dropping, one gunshot at a time, until survival stops meaning
freedom and starts meaning escape.

When the last job goes wrong, everything collapses.

Dee stands on the edge of a future he barely believes in,
while Malik faces the brutal weight of consequences that
cant be outrun, only endured.

YNs is a raw, unflinching street-lit novel about brotherhood,
recklessness, and the quiet moments where choices seal fate.
It's about the dreams that almost make it out, the ones that
dor't, and the cyde that never seems to end.

Some live long enough to change.
Some live long enough to watch it repeat.

MIKE THOMPSON
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