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Chapter One — The Check Ain’t Even Clear Yet
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The first time I saw a man eat a contract, I was nineteen. It was in the back room of a go-go club off Westheimer, Houston humidity heavy enough to drown in. The walls dripped condensation, not sweat. That’s how thick the money was in the air.

His name was Dominoe. Local DJ turned artist, turned liability. He owed us three singles, hadn’t delivered one. Instead he started shopping demos to other labels. My boss at the time—Mr. Trenton “T-Money” Gray—decided to teach him what exclusivity meant.

“You see this?” T-Money said, waving Dominoe’s original contract like it was a coupon. “This ain’t just paper. This is paper with weight. Paper with teeth.”

He slid a knife across Dominoe’s palm—just enough to draw blood—and rubbed the red into the contract. “Now it’s binding.”

Dominoe laughed at first. Then he looked around the room, realized nobody else was laughing. Then he cried.

T-Money told him to eat the contract or swallow a bullet. He ate it. Took him ten minutes and a bottle of Hennessy. Chased the last page with vomit and ink-stained tears.

I stood in the corner, fresh out of high school, watching this like it was normal. Like this was how all labels worked. I didn’t flinch. And that’s when T-Money noticed me.

Three weeks later, I was on his payroll.

The First Dirty Dollar

My name is Maurice Raymond Bell. People call me Mo Ray now. Back then I was still Maurice from A-Leaf. The kid who brought coffee, held the doors open, made sure the strippers didn’t clock in late when the studio was rented out for shoots. I learned the business the same way you learn to survive in prison: head down, mouth shut, ears open.

T-Money didn’t teach me to be clean. He taught me to be useful.

My first real payday came off a broken jaw.

There was this local producer named Sparks who had a heat tape circulating—raw, sample-heavy Southern grime that made your trunk rattle from blocks away. Everyone wanted his beats, but he wasn’t signing. Said he was “protecting his IP.” Said he was “building leverage.”

T-Money didn’t like that.

So I paid Sparks a visit. Alone. Just me, a blank beat lease contract, and a sock full of quarters.

When I left, he needed six stitches, had one working eye, and a folder of stems that belonged to us now. T-Money gave me fifteen hundred in cash and a gold pinky ring. Told me I was family now. Told me I had “dirty hands,” and once they’re dirty, there’s no going back.

He was right.

Death of a Mentor

T-Money died the way all loud men die: in a quiet room, surprised it happened.

It was supposed to be a sit-down with a Miami distributor who’d been undercutting our sales. But the room was bugged, the feds were circling, and T-Money, for all his bravado, had two priors and no exit plan. When he got popped, he begged me to take over the label—TMC Records.

I was twenty-three.

He said, “You got the mind, Mo. Just don’t get soft.”

I didn’t.

The New Regime

I rebranded TMC into something sleeker. Harder. Concrete Psalms Publishing was born on the ashes of his empire, and I ran it with the kind of fear only the desperate respect. If T-Money taught through intimidation, I taught through silence. My office had no gold plaques, no throwback photos. Just a table, a safe, and a crucifix with no Jesus on it.

Artists signed with blood. Advances came in cash or cars. And if you tried to leave? Let’s just say I had a few ways to remind you what loyalty costs.

But this isn’t about how I built the empire.

This is about what it cost me.

The First Crack

There was an artist named Sixxx—with three Xs, because of course there were. He was raw talent. Pain in every bar. Face tattoos before they were trendy. We scooped him up out of a halfway house and dropped twenty racks on his first tape.

It blew up.

Streaming deals. Radio push. A slot opening for Boosie.

Then his mom called me one night, crying. Said he wasn’t answering her texts. Said he hadn’t come home.

We found him slumped in his apartment, OD’d, arm still warm. The only thing colder than his body was the beat looping on his cracked laptop—his next single. Unfinished. Untouchable.

I gave his mother five thousand for the funeral. She never even got a royalty check.

I didn’t go to the wake.

I went to the studio instead. Poured whiskey on the console and swore to God I’d never get sentimental again.

Lessons in Control

You don’t become a king by asking nicely. You take. You manipulate. You threaten, you sign, you silence.

There was a period—three years deep—when I had five artists on Billboard at the same time. I controlled the touring routes from Baton Rouge to Atlanta. My lieutenants ran the street teams, the marketing, even the gas stations where we placed mixtapes by the cash register.

I had my name on contracts I never signed. I had publishing percentages on hooks I didn’t write. I even owned the name of a rapper’s dead brother because we trademarked it for merch without him knowing.

And when people tried to leave?

Let’s just say there’s a reason the contract says “only once.”

End of the Beginning

By the time I turned thirty, I had three houses, two passports, and no sleep. The label was expanding West. We had a foothold in LA, scouting a boy genius producer with drill and gospel in his DNA. I was also dating a publicist who thought she could fix me.

She was wrong.

I gave her diamonds, silence, and eventually a settlement.

But she left me something better—perspective. A moment when she said:

“You’ve built a graveyard and called it a label.”

I didn’t argue. I just lit a Cuban and told her the truth:

“I’m not running a graveyard. I’m running a kingdom. And every king’s got a pit where the bones go.”

She cried. Then she left.

Good.

That was Chapter One.

The next time we speak, I’ll tell you how I buried my first executive.

He was alive when I started.
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Chapter Two — Bodies Sign Better Than Talent
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There’s a myth that record labels are built on hits. Nah. Labels are built on bodies.

Ask anybody who’s really been behind closed doors. Ask who vanished. Who got dropped. Who got bought out just to be buried.

I buried my first executive in a ditch off Route 6, just outside Baytown.

His name was Lorne Whitaker. A&R out of Dallas. Slick-talker. Old silk suits and a perm he swore was natural. Lorne wasn’t talent. He was a middleman. The kind who used to handpick artists for T-Money, take a cut, smile for the cameras, then cry about backend later.

When I took over, I told everyone: No middlemen. No vultures. No extra mouths at the table.

Lorne didn’t listen.

He tried to sneak a distribution deal behind my back. Some young artist named C-Kelz who was buzzing off a YouTube freestyle. Lorne made promises he couldn’t back. Had the kid rapping about “Concrete Psalms affiliation” like it was official. It wasn’t.

I told Lorne to meet me at a Waffle House on a Wednesday. Broad daylight.

I sat across from him. He ordered eggs, grits, extra butter. I didn’t order anything.

“You tryin’ to go solo?” I asked.

He smiled like he’d already won. “Just tryin’ to maximize the value chain, Mo.”

I leaned in. “You know how many people said that before I had to open up the chain and pull out their tongue?”

He stopped smiling.

I paid the bill. Followed him to the parking lot. He never made it to his car.

They found him two days later floating in the Trinity River. No signs of struggle, no press coverage, no memorial. I sent his family a check. It bounced.

Consolidation Season

After that, nobody crossed me.

Not producers. Not distributors. Not interns.

That’s the real music business—fear over function. Forget ethics. Forget culture. You control people by reminding them what happens if they stop being useful.

I started buying out small imprints one by one. Silent takeovers. No press. Just contracts slid under doors and checks that made people disappear. I didn’t even show up. I had lieutenants for that now.

There was Bo Legs, ex-DJ turned enforcer, who handled street politics.

Tasha Rae, my legal mind—flawless in court, ruthless in rooms.

And Rye, my studio ghost, who knew how to make a no-name sound like a legend with two takes and a threat.

The team was tight. The empire was rising.

The Young Blood

That’s when we found Nevah.

Real name: Nevan Hawkins. Seventeen. Northside. Bad teeth. A voice like gravel in a blender. He’d been recording in a church basement on a bootleg copy of FruityLoops and rapping about shit grown men wouldn’t say in therapy.

Tasha found him first, sent me a link. I played the track on my phone in the back of a Benz, somewhere on I-10, just after midnight.

The song was called “Walkin’ On Broken Checks.”

He said:

“A&R callin’, say I’m chosen / but the bread light like communion”

“Mama prayin’ I don’t sign / but I’d sell my soul for a ride to school”

I hit pause. Looked out the window.

“This kid’s either gonna be a millionaire or a memory,” I said.

Tasha nodded. “So what’s the move?”

“We sign him. And then we keep him from dying.”

She smirked. “That’s the hard part.”

The Offer

We flew Nevah in with his aunt. No parents in the picture. Just the woman who raised him, who looked tired like God forgot to rest on the seventh day.

He came in the studio wearing his school hoodie, one AirPod in, chewing on the drawstring like it was a pacifier.

I didn’t talk for the first ten minutes. Just let him roam. Let him feel what power sounds like through speakers he couldn’t afford.

Then I handed him a folder. One-page contract. 20K advance. Production, marketing, tour support. Five-album option. Publishing split 60/40.

His aunt read every line.

He didn’t.

He asked one thing: “Y’all got a chain?”

I nodded. Opened a drawer. Laid a Concrete Psalms pendant on the table. Silver dipped in violence. The same one I wore when I buried Lorne.

“You earn it,” I said.

He signed.

His aunt cried. She knew what it meant. She knew we were buying his future one comma at a time.

Before the First Single Dropped

Before we even pushed his first single, I sent Nevah into isolation.

No phones. No internet. No home visits. Just beats, pen, and engineers. Artist development by force. I called it “the monastery.” Rye called it “the shoebox.”

Nevah called it hell.

But the bars got sharper. The hooks got meaner. And somewhere between pain and Stockholm, he made a record that changed everything.

It was called “Underneath the Check Stub.”

It had rage, silence, and truth. Three things labels don’t know how to handle.

And I knew, right then, he’d either live long enough to resent me—or die before he knew he was a product.

I didn’t care which.

Legacy Play

That same month, Billboard ran a spread on the “Dark Architects” of the industry. I was number seven.

They didn’t get the photo right.

Too clean. Too centered.

They didn’t see the graves.

A Final Word

Some people say I got lucky. That T-Money dying opened the door. That I inherited the dirt and just knew how to package it better.

Let me be clear.

I earned this.

With blood. With silence. With strategy.

And if the industry ever tried to erase my name, they’d have to rewrite the contracts of half the rap game to do it.

Trust me.

I own too many masters for that.
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Chapter Three — Demo or Die
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There’s a reason I don’t believe in “artist freedom.”

Freedom is dangerous. Freedom gives a kid the idea he can say no. I don’t want poets in the booth—I want weapons. Controlled. Trigger-ready.

That’s why I built the Monastery.

It wasn’t a real church, though it used to be one—a stripped-down Pentecostal shell we gutted and rebuilt as a compound. No Wi-Fi. No windows. Concrete floors. Foam on every wall. Four rooms: booth, kitchen, bunk, and isolation. A mic, a laptop, a bed, and a door that didn’t lock from the inside.
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