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Bang… bang… ping… pang!
Bullets bounced down Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard, ricocheting off

whatever they touched. It had been a minute since Harlem had seen such
excitement, even at night. Cop cars were ablaze racing up and down avenues
and side streets, with the jump out squad stopping anyone that looked
suspicious, or just anyone.

Converging on a brownstone on 128th, right off Powell Boulevard, cops
made their move. When the officer in charge gave the signal, helmeted
patrolmen wielding shields took the steps in a hurry, kicking down the door.
Yelling–tearing up anything insight–the raid was over as fast as it started,
with nothing found.

Shaking his head and removing his helmet, a tall officer approached the
lieutenant.

“Nothing. The place is empty,” the officer said.
“Empty? Where’s our girl?”
“Not here, Sir.”

Chapter One



“Damn!” The top man stepped away, walking to a detective that just pulled
up.

“Officer Ortiz?” The stone-faced plainclothesman asked.
“They checked, she’s not there.”
“Nothing on GPS?”
“Tech to a look, nothing on that either. He must have made her dump

everything before he took her.”
“Even the camera tracker?”
The lieutenant’s eyes were blank. “Gone.” He paused, then continued. “We

have Rugger Millard at the station, though. This is his place, and the first stop
on our list.”

“Rugger, huh. What about his crew, especially that crazy younger brother.
What’s his name?”

“Rhett, and they have the same last name.”
“Well, that’s a start. Get the brother and we’ll get the crew and I hope to

God, get Ortiz back alive.”
“That’s the plan. Look, Bradley, can you hold this thing up, get us some

space? We need more time.”
“An officer’s missing, I don’t know Smoots. That’s a big one, and hard to

backtrack. The Commissioner’s office has got to tell the Mayor something in
a timely fashion, or it’s all our asses.”

“You’re the liaison, nothing gets past you.”
“In most cases, that’s right, but when it’s a cop, it’s different. The union

gets crazy and the rep will start running his mouth unless we beat him to it.”
“I hear you, just try. Give me forty-eight and we should be good.”
“Forty-eight? That’s a lifetime. Twenty-four tops, and that’s stretching it.

Work the brothers. She was on the young one’s ass when she made her last



call. I swear, I can feel it, this mess starts and ends with those scummy
siblings. Just get her back, whatever it takes–whatever!”

The uniformed man nodded, he knew the play. Looking up into the darkness,
twinkling stars reminded him there was life out there, somewhere, and
hopefully when they found his officer.

The two men shook hands, with the detective returning to his car, as the
lieutenant huddled with his officers telling them to pack it in. A new course
of action was in the works, though as to its effectiveness, only time would
tell.



"Shhhh, I told you to be quiet.” He said, tightening his grip on her throat.
"I can’t breathe. I told you I wouldn’t–” She said, in a breathy whisper.
“Quiet!” He hissed. “Sounds like they’re leaving. This place worked, I

can’t believe it. Lead walls, metal doors, all that. I thought Rugger was crazy
when he told me about it.”

When he let her go, she went to a corner sitting on the floor, adjusting her
position to accommodate her hands cuffed behind her.

“Chill, I told you I wouldn’t hurt you, Ortiz,” he said, after looking at her
name tag.

Her tone brightened.“What’s yours?”
“Rhett.”
“Straitjacket, right?”
“Forget all that. We ain’t on the Avenue.”
“Let me go, then. It’s not too late. Just say you were scared and didn’t know

what to do. The longer you wait, the worse it gets. The charges are adding
up. You’re still young, you can have a life, but trying to save him–”

Chapter Two



“Him, you mean my brother? You just happened to be there. It could’ve
been anybody.”

“Yeah, but he knows about this place, and if he tells them before you give
yourself up, how does that make you look? Like the whole thing was your
idea, and you’ll carry the weight.”

He slowed it down, letting her words sink in. If it was anybody else, she
could’ve swayed him, but not with Rugger. His brother was thorough, real to
the end.

“Stop trying to get me twisted. You’ve got the wrong one, I promise.”
“Or, what?”
Rhett grabbed her up, tossing her into an office chair that rolled back a few

feet. Spinning the chair to face him, he was deep in her grill. “I told you to
stop talking, didn’t I? I mean it now. Do yourself a favor, ‘cause you might
need your energy later.”

“Ahhh, the cuffs are too tight.”
“You can break your hands for all I care.”
“Take them off, where am I going? Plus, you’ve got the gun, and you’re

bigger, stronger.”
“Naw, you’re good. Keep playing though, and I’ll have something for you.”
“Threats, I thought you were smarter than that? I know the deal, don’t you?”
He looked at her curiously, as if seeing her for the first time, which would

have been stunning under any circumstances. She was fine, a tantalizing mix
of Latina and Black, that had brothers fixated on her straight hair, caramel
skin, and tight body. Both in their mid-twenties, another place and time, and
things could have been different.

“No threats, baby. I’m promising,” he said, showing the gun.



“I carry one everyday, you think I’m worried about that? My father was a
cop, God rest him. I’ve had to live with what happened to him, and my family
will do the same for me.”

He switched up. “Think you’re tough? Women these days, they swear
they’ve got it like that. Well, you don’t!”

“Look at the choices, there's nothing out there… You got a girl?” It was her
turn to spin things around.

“Maybe?”
“I don’t mean someone to play with, I’m talking about love, a woman that

knows you and cares for you. Do you have that?”
Irritation mixed with inadequacy crept over him. “No, and I’m not looking

for all that. The ones I have give me enough.”
“We all say that when we’re young, but it’s a mistake. You know what’s

gonna happen when they catch you. There’s only two things.”
“Whatever, screw you and your choices. I’ve got a third one, I’m gone,

disappearing off the face of the earth. Dead to all concerned, that’s how I see
it, while living my life on an island, alone or–”

“With that special person? Sure big boy, I hear you.”
Like a flash he was on her, the glock pointed at her temple. “I told you

about your mouth, didn’t I? You want me to kill you?”
“No, I wanna live just like you do.”
“Then let me figure a way out. When everything’s good, I’ll let you go. All

I need is what’s over there and my bro released.”
He pointed at a duffle bag in a corner.
“What’s in it?’
“Wouldn’t you like to know. Let’s say, enough to turn your sorry assed life

around. Call it heaven if you want.”



“Heaven, in a bag? Let me see it, and do something about these cuffs. Don’t
you have any zip ties?”

“No, and stop asking for things.”
“At least put the cuffs in the front.”
He eyed her tight. “You’re full of games, aren’t you. It’s one trick after

another. That’s how you do it, huh? Playing them chumps like amateurs.”
“What’re you talking about? My hands hurt, that’s all.”
“I’m sure that’s not all, the way you move.”
“You need to stop all that, and figure this thing out. The clock’s ticking on

you.”
“And you too. We’re in this together, remember?”
“I don’t know how in the hell you figure that? I just want to get this over

and get my life back.”
“You think I want to stay in a basement? I already told you what I’m about.”
“Then where is it?”
“You must think I’m stupid. You wanna a map too? You’re free when the

deal’s done, that’s it.”
“What deal?”
“When Rugger’s free, and everything’s straight, then you’re gone.”
Shaking her head, she looked at him as though examining a specimen in a

lab. “You really think that’s going to happen? Your brother’s a top dealer in
the city, probably running in other states too, and you think cops, the DA, and
FEDs are going to let him walk. How many strikes does he have? How many
do you have?”

He laughed, his tone becoming self-righteous. “Not enough to ignore what I
got. Do you think I’d go through all of this without an ace? I’m holding real



heavy, enough to blow this joint up. There may not be an NYPD when I’m
finished.”

“You don’t believe that. What’re you gonna kill the whole department?”
“Well, not like how you’re thinking. It’s gonna be a slow death, facts, that’s

all I’m holding. How’s it go, 'if you have the truth on your side, no one can be
against you.’ Yeah, something like that.”

“And you’ve got enough facts to bring down the department?”
“Damn straight, to the ground.”
“Okay, if it’s like you say, try them on me?”
“You?”
“I’ll tell you if it makes sense.”
“You’re a cop, and gonna protect your own. Why would you cosign your

demise?”
“Why do you think?” Her eyes swept the room. “You think I want to die in

here? Just like you, I want to go home and be with my family. I’m going to be
honest because my life depends on it.”

“Mine does too, so I’m not going to feed you any lies. I told you we’re in
this together, as crazy as it sounds.”

Pausing, she let a few beats wobble past before speaking. “Then tell me.
But first do me a favor.”

“Not the cuffs again.”
“Please, just for a while so my hands can breathe. I can’t even feel my

fingers, the tingling’s driving me crazy.”
Cutting her a look, he let her request sit, trying to discourage sentiment. He

couldn’t.
“Stand up and turn around,” he said gruffly.



She did, offering her hands. In a second the cuffs were off, clinking in his
hands. With his free hand, he spun her to face him, the cuffs swaying like a
pendulum in front of her face. Snatching the glock from his belt, he held it in
front too.

“Don’t get brave or stupid, ‘cause you’ve only got two choices, you
understand?”

Rubbing her wrists, then hands together, she nodded. “Yes.”
“Stay smart and you might make it.”
“We’ll make it, right?”
He shot her another tight gaze. “Whatever,” he snarled.



“What’s he talking about?” Smoots asked Detective Wincott outside the
interrogation room.

“It’s Rugger. He’s playing tough. We didn’t expect any different,” the
detective said. “We’ve got the first unit on him.”

“I want you and Pearl to go in. We need to break his ass, like yesterday.
The Chief and Commissioner are going nuts over this one, just like we all
are.”

Wincott nodded, a manilla folder in his grip. Opening the door, he was
followed by Detective Pearl. When they entered, Rugger–medium built,
medium height, with a bald head–didn’t move. Infact, given the heat he was
under, he was unusually calm and relaxed.

Wincott placed the folder on the table and sat facing Rugger. Pearl stood in
the corner, his eyes checking the suspect’s body language.

“Look, you know what’s happened, so we don’t have to play games. We
want our officer safely returned. Period. What’s it gonna take?”

Chapter Three



Leaning back in the chair, Rugger’s cool facade opened up enough to offer
a knowing smile. “You tell me?”

“We believe she’s with your brother, and he’s going to bargain. We don’t
have time for all that. We want her back, just like you want to see your
brother again, alive.”

“So, I’m George Jackson and my little bro is Jonathan? It’s 1970 all over
again. I’m not biting on that one. Get another pigeon to feather your nest.”

Impressed by Rugger’s smarts, Wincott ran with him for a second. “Okay,
you like history. Remember what happened to the kid? It wasn’t so good.”

“What about the hostages, or did you forget?”
Wincott backed off, letting the temperature drop. He knew that if he kept

pressing he’d get nothing. “We want the girl, that’s all. We’ll speak to the DA
if you cooperate. You’re an honorable man. I’m sure we can work something
out.”

Rugger shrugged. “Maybe, it’s hard to say. I’ve heard nothing from the
prosecutor’s office. Can I get verification?”

Wincott turned, looking at Pearl. Their expressions went blank for a minute.
Regrouping first, Pearl went to the side of the table, as Wincott chilled.

“You’re the bad one?” Rugger asked.
“Man, we’re all too savvy for those games. My partner’s laid it out, and

it’s simple.”
“We walk, or nothing. That’ll get my attention.”
“You and your brother? Naw, you know that’s not going to happen. We need

to see what you have, then maybe a reduction’s on the table.”
Rugger eyed him. “I’m not safe in here. This little bit of pressure ain’t

nothing compared to what’s on them streets. I’ve got an ace just like my



brother does. So let me speak to the prosecutor, then maybe we’ll have
something.”

“Why? You’ll see the DA when you’re good with the deal and signed. Quit
trying to shake us both ways. The train’s moving this way, so get on board.”

“Or?”
Wincott jumped back in and Pearl stepped back to the corner. “Nothing,

except for doing hard time or a cold grave. You’re still a young man, not even
thirty, and have a chance to make something of yourself. Why kill all hope?
The deals are gone if we have to find her.”

Rugger drew into himself. He was tight, feeling his muscles, bones, and
nerves gather into knots. Riding the sensation, he stayed there, swinging in
limbo playing to the clock. He needed time, no matter how scarce it was.



“Who did all this?” Ortiz asked, looking around the laid out bunker.
Unfinished, yet stylish, the space featured a small living, kitchen, bathroom

(with shower), bedroom, closets and enough canned goods and essential
supplies to last a year underground.

Pridefully, Rhett responded. “Rugger set it up. He saw a show once about
the Vietnamese and how they beat the U.S. army using tunnels. He didn’t want
to be like most people who did their dirt then ran from one borough to the
other, or went down south, only to get caught. He wasn't going out like a
sucker. He got some people to build it, dropping the basement floor a few
feet and adding false walls.”

“You could live down here,” she said, impressed.
“That’s how we do it in the hood. Where’re you from?”
“The Bronx, Fordham.”
“Ain’t no different. People steal electricity, cable, whatever they need up

there, just like every place in the city.” He went to the refrigerator. “You
want something to drink?”

Chapter Four



“Yeah, sure.”
“Or, something stronger?” He went to a cabinet and removed bottles of

Grey Goose and Hennessy. “Which one?”
Her mind spun, kicking around the implications.
She pointed to the goose. “A crazy first date.”
Chuckling he cracked ice cubes from the tray, dropping them in glasses then

poured. “I wouldn’t call it that.”
“Why not? You never know how things could’ve been.”
“I don’t think like that,” he said, handing her a glass.
“Am I lying?”
He inhaled, the air running out of his nose like a deflating tire. “You need to

chill, think about things that can happen.”
“We’re both trapped, which makes us the same… I’m done anyway.”

Sipping on her drink she became forlorn.
Stopping in mid-taste, his eyes cut the rim of his glass. “You need to stop

all that. No way we’re the same. I’m done if this doesn’t go right, but you’re
good. You already laid that out. You think I’m stupid. I know the deal, just
like I’m looking at you. I’ve seen too many of my boys get taken down to
think it could be any other way. Save your pity for the people you bust, I
don’t need it.”

Leaning back in her chair, she downed the booze, gathering steam. “You
ever heard of the Stockholm Syndrome?”

“You trying to play me slow? I heard about it. So that’s what you’ve got?
I’ve got your head all twisted around?” Laughing, he filled their glasses.

“I didn’t say you’re slow… just.”
His face was a big question mark. “What, then?”



“It didn’t have to be this way, that’s all. So, if you know about the
Stockholm Syndrome, then the longer this thing goes on, the more they’re
gonna think I’m on your side, and lost to the cause as we call it.”

“What’re you saying, you can’t go back?”
“I can, but it’s not like ‘hey, what’s up?’ They’re gonna be on my ass big-

time, especially if they don’t get you. They’ll swear I turned, and helped you
escape. Even though a piece could’ve been from their plan. I’m going back to
them with my tail curled up.”

“That’d be funny. I’d love to see it.”
“Anything to humiliate me.”
“You said it, not me.”
“God, men are all the same.”
“Sure, we feel the same too.”
“You’re funny… I’m just as much a victim as you are, not your enemy.”
“Whoa, hold up. You’ve got this thing twisted. We’re on different sides of

the street, for real and you know it.”
“You think it was easy for me? As a woman and–”
“Stop, I don’t feel sorry for you, so kill that right now.”
“I didn’t say I want you to. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”
Rhett peeped her vibe, which oscillated between anger and regret. Sitting

next to her, he ran hand over his close-cut hair, a few waves sliding under his
fingers.

“You ain’t the only one,” he said, staring off into an imaginary distance
through the wall and up over the Avenue. “I had dreams just like you
probably did. But life put an end to those.”

“You talk like an old man, it’s not too late.”



Irritated, her implications bugged him. “I’m not an office guy, a stiff. I need
to be out, doing things my way without a simp, afraid to get his hands dirty,
looking over my shoulder.”

“Who wants a boss? It’s just the way it is, if you play the game and want
more in life than the people that raised you.”

“It’s all up here,” he said, pointing to his temple. “If you keep demons out
of your head you’ll be alright.”

“That’s what you and your brother did?”
“Leave him out of it. I can only speak for myself. I’ve got mine, right there

in that bag, everything: dreams, success, all of it. And I’m not letting anyone
take it from me.”

“When, though?”
“What?”
“When is this masterpiece going to happen?”
“It always goes back to that, right?”
“Are we besties? You’re holding me hostage, what do you think?”
“Yeah, but you’re good. So stop worrying. Nothing’s gonna to happen to

you. Just stay in your lane.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Relax and chill. You see, look at what I’ve got here…” He opened his

arms, as though displaying extravagance.
Exasperated, she lay on the sofa, imagining what her family, friends, and

fellow officers were thinking. Dead or alive was the only answer she came
up with, though unsure which one she would be.



Coming out of the bathroom, she entered the living room, sitting on the sofa.
Leaning back in the reclining chair, he gripped the bottle of Goose that rested
on the floor. The Glock was at his side.

“All clean, now?” He asked, pulling up the Goose for another hit.
She ignored him, seeing only the glock.
Feeling her vibe, he knew. “Go ahead. We can finish this right now, then all

your questions will be answered, hell they won’t even matter.”
Holding up his phone, he turned it her way. “They’re running all over the

city looking for you. Listen, the Mayor’s got something to say.”
He replayed the segment, raising the sound: “We will not rest until Officer

Ortiz has been found and is safe at home with her family where she belongs.
While our officers, and the entire department, are working around the clock
to facilitate Officer Ortiz’s safe return, we still need the community’s help,
your help. Any information you have is not too small, or insignificant. Call
us, tell us, stop an officer, and share what you know. Please, just as we’re
working for you, we need you right now. Thank you.”

Chapter Five



He lowered the sound again. “He sounds like he’s begging. Damn, all this
heat for one cop. Brothers are getting it every day, but they’re tripping over
you.”

“I told you why.”
“Yeah, some time limit shit, before I turn you out,” he said, with a snicker.
“You think it’s a joke?”
“I can’t worry about your issues now.”
“They aren’t mine, they're yours too.”
“How’s that? You’re the one over here tripping. Man, you’re lost in this

game.”
“I don’t think you understand, or maybe you don’t want to. If they got you

brother, they’re going to kill you. Why do they need you both?”
“I’ve got you, or did you forget? Besides, me and bro have the same story,

which is the truth; and there’s no way around that.”
Shaking her head, she looked at the ceiling expecting divine intervention, a

wish impossible to fill. “We’re both finished. Are you happy with that?” She
asked.

He jumped up, as if on a trampoline, getting in her face. “You don’t listen. I
told you we’re good, how many times now?”

“It doesn’t matter, not anymore. It’s been too long. They’ll say your brother
was the brains and used you as muscle. This thing’s every day, an old-time
play. And now it’s your turn.”

He grabbed her jaws with one hand, putting pressure. He wanted to hurt her
bad to make all the questions go away.

For a minute their eyes locked like two fighters in a stare-down. Never had
she looked more beautiful and vulnerable.

“Let go,” she whispered through puckered lips.



Checking her with a tight stare, he relented. “Then stop talking crazy, I’m
tired of telling you.”

When he started pacing, gathering his words, she sat on the sofa rubbing her
face.

“You want some ice?” He asked, standing at the fridge.
“No,” she hissed with resentment.
“What about a drink?” He didn’t wait for an answer, coming back with a

glass of red wine for her and a beer for himself.
She took the glass, holding it to the side of her face, as he sat in the chair.
“Look, I’m sorry about that,” she said, remorseful. This thing’s going in so

many directions, getting all twisted, when it’s not really that complicated.”
“Then tell me, so I’ll know and we can maybe both get out of this alive.”
He settled on the sofa, chugging the beer. “You want a lot, don’t you?”
“If you call wanting to live a lot, I guess so. Put yourself in my situation,

you’d want the same.”
“You’re a cop, how can I trust you?”
“How can you not? We’re all we’ve got.”
He chugged some more, finishing one, and got another, coming back to his

seat. When he’d gotten up she sipped her wine, trying to keep her nerves at
bay.

“Come here,” he said, beckoning her to sit closer to him. She did so, tasting
the wine then putting the glass on a coffee table.

He put his beer on the table at his end, then took her hand, cooling it with
his. Their eyes locked up again. This time with less fury and more
understanding.

“I’ve got to trust you for real, no faking. Just all in. You with that?” He
asked.



She nodded, thinking words would be too much of a distraction. Finally,
they were getting somewhere, right where they needed to be.



“You’re bucking hard for a man with few options,” Wincott said.
Rugger shot him a tight look. "That's what you're saying. I'm not sweating

nothin’."
"That's good. I like your confidence. The DA may not see it that way."
"Man, I told you. There's nothing I need to worry about. I’m sitting on a

bomb."
“Okay,” Wincott said, appearing to concede that Rugger might be playing a

solid hand.
Pounding at the door cut everyone short. Pearl answered, for a second

stepping outside, then sticking his head back in.
"He's lawyered up. Let's take a walk."
Wincott looked at the suspect, firing daggers. Rugger fired right back.
In the hallway, Smoots pulled them into his office. Waiting was a well-

dressed Black man, who radiated authority.
Going behind his desk, Smoots introduced the guest. "Wincott, Pearl, this is

Detective Landry from the special investigations unit at 1 PP. He's been

Chapter Six



brought in to give insight on Rugger and how he moves."
"Gentleman, Rugger has been on our radar since he was a kid. And until

now, he’s been one step ahead of us, never really doing any hard time. Smart
as a whip, and clever as a fox, we believe the game has changed–in our
favor. He's got one weakness, though; his brother, Rhett, who is the last of his
immediate blood relatives. Anyone else connected to him is in his gang, the
Young Boy Gs, and he never lets them get too close. While only 28, Rugger
has molded the YBGs into a hoodlum movement uptown, moving serious
weight, and linking with other dealers in the city and up and down the East
coast. But we’re determined to put him out of business, and his kin is going to
help us."

Wincott’s cheeks balled up, tightening hard when he exhaled. "With all due
respect Sir, I don't see how this is going to get Ortiz back. She's way overdue
and damn near collateral damage. If this boy has answers, we need to get
them now."

Hearing boy, Landry's eyes tightened, then released when he saw the give
in Wincott’s expression, knowing he'd made a mistake. "What's your
suggestion, detective?" Landry snapped.

Hemmed in, Wincott shot Smoots a look, then ran it over to Pearl. Nobody
had anything to say, leaving Wincott dangling from a limb.

"No Sir, nothing really, except to keep pressing him with the DA's deal."
Landry smiled at Wincott being caught up. "The deal was a ruse. We fed it

to you whole cloth because you had to believe it, in order to sell it. Rugger’s
a master at reading people. He'd have smelled you out quick, just like he can
smell two divorces and a tidal wave of alimony."

"Captain! Is this necessary?" Wincott blurted.



His tone relaxed, Smoots leaned to the side in his chair. "Rick, these men
are two of our best. They'll get what you need."

The senior cop eyed Wincott and Pearl. "Sure, your vouch is solid," Landry
said.

"Okay, you want in,” he directed at the two detectives. “Then keep selling
the DA's deal. We'll–"

Hard knocks on the door cut him off.
"Come in!" Smoots yelled.
A young officer entered, looking sheepish in the face of so much authority.

"Rugger’s ready to deal."
"Thanks," Smoots said before the officer closed the door.
“Alright boys, you’re on,” Landry said. “But Rugger’s got to take us to his

brother, or no deal. It’s face-to-face all the way. Hear me?”
The men nodded and closed the door. Once they were alone, formalities

between old friends evaporated.
A smile creased Smoot’s usually stern face. “Same old ass licker I see?”
Landry lightened up too. “It’s their only play, running the us against them

game. We need Rugger to flush out the brother, and save our girl.”
“We could’ve gone in from the jump, blitzed him. The boy would’ve been

target practice.”
“And desperate.”
“True, leaving us bodies. Terrible PR.”
“For sure… We’ll let Rugger think he’s calling the shots. Little does he

know we’re already there. The GPS trackers embedded in each officer’s
nameplate came in handy, and to think, the commissioner had issues about
them, right to privacy and all that. It was simple enough, when you’re off
duty, ditch your uniform and you’re good.”



Smoots chuckled. “It’s not like the old days when we did everything in
blues.”

“Hell no, we’d be docked for sure in this era.”
“Hell yeah.”
“And if our young cutie has done her part, the brother will be primed for

the taking.”
“Emergency Services?”
“Keep them on deck, with the hostage unit.”
“Of course… Ahhh, a sweet play.”
“As can be…”
The two men shared a hard pound then switched up the discussion, dipping

into ever-changing policies within the NYPD that drove them nuts.



The kiss was hard, awkward at first, until they got their nerves under control.
“Naw,” he said, pushing her away, to the other side of the sofa. “This ain’t

right.”
“What’s wrong? You want it, just like I do.”
“Not like this, though. We’re jammed up, nothing’s right about it.”
She took his hand, and when he turned, going deep into his eyes. “We’re all

that we’ve got now. Nobody else is coming.”
“My brother, I’ve got to wait for him. We’ve got the ace and he’s working

his end.”
“Can you tell me now, please? What’s this about?”
He stood up, inhaled, giving it all he had then let it out while pacing.

“We’ve got some of your people, dead ass. I’m not gonna call names. We’ve
been working for them, hitting them off each week.”

“Paying off cops?” Her mouth hung open a little too long.
“Yes, all that. We’ve been doing it for a minute. They even keep our blocks

free of other dealers so that we can work, and that’s what we did, killing it.”

Chapter Seven



“How much?”
He looked up, squinting, adding things up. “All these years, a few mill.

They’re sitting good, real good.”
“But?”
Smiling, he cut her a sly glance. “You’re a sharp girl, that’s why I like

you… there’s always something, right? Bro was tired of the cops leaning on
him. The whole thing was based on threats, that’s how they got us. We were
young and dealing heavy numbers. Two cops pulled up on us, put us in the
back of the car and talked all this junk about how we could be doing time in
juvie, then escalated. But if we worked for them, everything would be cool
and nobody would have to know. They’d handle the competition and we’d
handle the product. They could never touch anything, only that envelope we’d
leave for them each week in the mailbox of an old warehouse off broadway.
We’d see them drive by just looking, knowing it was business, always
business. Trapped like rats in a maze. Who was going to believe two Black
boys from the hood, over cops? Nobody, until Bro wanted his freedom and
this whole thing went down.”

“That’s why they came for you?”
“Girl, you know the story, don’t play. We were dead from the jump. There

was never a way out. Your people weren’t gonna let us walk away with all
we had on them. When they were done with us, or we with them, this is
where we’d be anyway.”

“Damn, I can’t believe it. Cops, dirty like that and using kids.”
“You just don’t know. But we have a surprise for them. Rugger wanted to

get caught, so that he could negotiate my release and get himself out of the
jam by giving a sworn statement to the DA, that’ll be sealed and only to be
released if we meet a sudden end.”



“Blackmailing cops?”
“If you wanna call it that.”
“Baby, I don’t know. Those waters can be treacherous.”
Hugging her he smiled. “I learned a long time ago how to swim. We’re

good, and if those cops stay cool, they’re good too.”



A text pinged Rhett's phone.
"He'll be here in twenty," he said. "They must’ve bit hard. But that's good

for you, right?"
Caught up in her feelings, she seemed lost. "I guess… Rhett… I… how

much is in that bag?"
"You mean is there enough for you?"
Eying him, she wanted to say something to give context and validate the

time they shared. But no words seemed to fit.
"If we leave now, it'll be alright. It’s not too late."
"What're you talking about–leave? This is what we want. There's no turning

back now. I'm out, me and Bro. I told you that."
For a second their eyes held tight with feelings criss-crossing between

them.
"You're right," she said. "Just forget it."
He grabbed her up. "If you want to, baby. You know I've got you."

Chapter Eight



Again with the eyes, more feelings, and fear that their simmering passion
couldn't smother.



"You're gonna do that?" Rhett asked.
"It doesn’t matter anymore, the job nothing. I'm ready and want out, just like

any slave, it's time to be free."
He smiled, looking her over, liking everything he was hearing. "Don't play

with me, it's too late in the game."
"I'm being straight. Let's go, I don't wanna think about it. If I keep looking at

it, maybe it won't make sense and I'll…"
"What?"
"It'll get crazy, that's all."
"I don't think you understand. This is more than a dream."
Two thumps could be heard on the side door, resonating down to the sub-

basement. He knew Rugger’s signal and looked up in the direction of the
sound, then he went into a closet safe and removed her Glock, handing it to
her.

"Just in case," he said, going to the stairs.
She looked at the piece, then at him. "Rhett?"

Chapter Nine



He looked back, nodding at her, a slight smile traced his lips, with a
glimmer of awareness sparkling in his eyes.

He entered the code at the top of the steps and then slid back the false wall.
There was a kitchen door a few steps away, where they exited.

Outside two stone-faced detectives stood behind Rugger, with Ortiz behind
Rhett. For a second the brothers were transported back to their youth, an
innocent time when anything seemed possible.

Stepping to each other, they embraced.
"I love you bro," Rugger said.
"I love you too," Rhett answered.
The older brother glanced over at Ortiz. "The girl, huh?"
"Yeah, but she’s good."
Rugger’s face flattened out, he looked pale. "Naw bro, none of them are. I

had to make a deal."
"Alright," one of the detectives said. "Your minute's up."
The man gestured to Ortiz who hurried past the brothers.
A look of terror came into Rhett's eyes. "What kind of deal?"
Struggling to find words, Rugger found them. "To see you again."
Bullets cracked the night as the detectives, and Ortiz fired. There was no

chance for Rhett to fire his piece, it wouldn't have mattered anyway.
When it was over, Ortiz looked at the man who thought he knew her, feeling

nothing.
"You good?" A detective asked.
"Yeah, I just wanna get home."
The detective nodded, and his partner pulled a Glock from his belt, coming

up behind Ortiz as she went to the SUV.



The bullet hit her square in the back of the head. She was out instantly,
never felt a thing.

A detective pulled out his cell phone, while the other one tossed the clean-
up piece next to the bodies, dragging Ortiz a few feet away from them.

"It's done," the man said, ending the call.
A minute later sirens cut the night air, before going silent the closer they

got.


	1. Chapter 1
	2. Chapter 2
	3. Chapter 3
	4. Chapter 4
	5. Chapter 5
	6. Chapter 6
	7. Chapter 7
	8. Chapter 8
	9. Chapter 9

