
    [image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Images]


“The Dream is birthed by a thought and is given heart, soul, and character by the road traveled in pursuit of that dream.”
K’wan


PROLOGUE

THE RAIN HAD STARTED EARLY. FROM THE dark clouds that had been brewing all morning it looked like it was going to be a full-blown storm, but so far, it had been limited to a constant drizzle. They say that when it rained it meant that God was weeping and if that was the case, then he wasn’t the only one because there were at least two dozen tear-streaked faces gathered around a hollowed plot at Rose Hill Cemetery. They had come to say farewell to a soul who was loved by almost everyone she encountered.

Ashanti stood off toward the back of the crowd trying his best to look comfortable. He was dressed in black jeans, a black t-shirt, and had two black bandanas tied around his wrists. Printed on the t-shirt was the phrase “gone but not forgotten” and a picture of the deceased. King James had been pressing him to wear a suit, explaining that it was a sign of respect to the deceased, but Ashanti wasn’t trying to hear that. A lot of the people at the funeral knew him and therefore knew how he gave it up, so wearing a suit would’ve been out of character for him. Respect or not, he would say good-bye to his friend the same way he had said hello: G’d up.

On the other side of the plot someone had broken down into tears which made Ashanti uncomfortable. He had been around death most of his young life, but this was only his second time attending a funeral. The first time had been when his mother passed, and that was only because Social Services made his current foster family take him. She had given birth to him so they would always share the bond between mother and child, but other than that Ashanti felt nothing for her. How could he bring himself to love someone who had sold his sister off into prostitution to pay her own debts and released her baby boy to the streets to feed her demons? He felt no sorrow when his mother passed, only closure, because the one person who had been able to hurt them would never be able to again.

A cold chill ran through Ashanti’s body bringing him back from the place his mind was trying to take him. Standing to his left, hands folded over each other and head bowed, was Alonzo. He had passed on the suit also and opted for a button-up and some black-on-black Prada shoes. Alonzo, known as Zo-Pound to those who knew that part of him, was the younger brother of a dude who ran with King James named Lakim. Though Lakim was notorious on the streets, Alonzo wasn’t without his fair share of horror stories. He and Ashanti had gotten tight since both of them were reluctantly recruited into King James’s crew. Like Ashanti, funerals made him uncomfortable too, but he volunteered to roll with Ashanti when no one else did. Partially because he knew how important the deceased had been to Ashanti, and partially because he knew the parts they had all played in her death.

Ashanti’s eyes drifted to two women sitting near the head of the casket. One was older wearing a large colorful hat that he had seen around the neighborhood when he and Brasco were hustling in the projects, but her name escaped him at the moment. Sadness was etched across her face, but she held back the tears that danced in the corners of her eyes behind her bifocal glasses. The younger woman was far less composed. It seemed like every time the pastor opened his mouth the younger one would break out into a wave of sobs and the older one would reach out to console her. Ashanti wanted to go over and offer his condolences but couldn’t find the words. What does one say to a woman who has just lost a child? Watching them grieve crushed him, so he turned away for fear that he may not be able to hold in the sadness that filled his own chest. Wanting to focus on something else, he scanned the sea of faces sitting, standing, and some even being held up. Many of them he knew, but there were a few he didn’t. At the end of the day it didn’t matter who knew who because at that moment the pain they all shared was what bound them. Though he was standing merely a few feet away from her casket, his mind still couldn’t process the fact that Gucci was dead.

“You look like you just lost your best friend,” someone said from behind Ashanti.

“Something like that,” Ashanti said without bothering to turn around. His eyes were misty, and he didn’t want anyone to see him on the verge of crying.

“You know, eventually death comes to us all. Some sooner than others.”

“You ain’t never lied about that,” Ashanti said, looking at the casket. “Seems like the good die young and the wicked live forever.”

“Indeed, which is why it’s up to men like us to keep the scales balanced. Killing is a dirty business, but somebody has got to do it. Ain’t that right, Ashanti?”

“Homie, you know me from somewhere?” Ashanti looked up at the man who was addressing him for the first time and was shocked to see who it was.

Animal stood there in all his glory, dressed in a long black trench coat and dark glasses. His long hair blew freely in the breeze.

“Holy shit!” Ashanti staggered backward, tripping over a hill of dirt and landing on his butt a few feet away from the casket. “Animal? No, no, no . . . you can’t be here. You’re dead, ain’t you?” Ashanti got to his feet.

“Dead as a doornail.” Animal opened the trench coat and exposed his bare chest for Ashanti to see. There were several bullet holes in his chest, some of which were still bleeding. He walked closer to Ashanti causing him to back up further until he was at the edge of the plot the casket would be lowered in. “They killed me, then they killed my lady, and none of my so-called homies did shit about it.”

“I been trying—”

“You ain’t been trying hard enough!” Animal cut him off. “Don’t worry yourself too much about it though. Hell is pretty nice this time of year, and I’ve come to give you the full tour.” Animal pushed Ashanti into the hole.
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Ashanti awoke screaming at the top of his lungs. His head whipped back and forth, expecting to see the dirt walls of the hole he had been pushed in, but found only the pale cream paint of his apartment walls. There was no ghost, and no cemetery. It had all been a bad dream.

He sat on the edge of his bed and let out a sigh of relief. Then he grabbed the half-empty bottle of tequila on his nightstand and tossed it into the waste basket. “No more Cuervo before bed. I’m switching back to dark liquor.”


PART I

MO MONEY . . . MO MURDER . . . MO HOMICIDE


ONE

“MY BABY, PLEASE TELL ME THAT AIN’T my baby.” The woman burst through the throng of onlookers, dressed in only a bathrobe and house shoes as they were all she had time to grab when the frantic knocks landed on her door. The crowd parted like the Red Sea so that she could get a bird’s-eye view of what everyone else had been staring at for the last ten minutes, a corpse under a bloody white sheet.

Alvarez was the first to notice her. The tall Hispanic detective had been standing over the body, picking his teeth with a toothpick and analyzing the crime scene in his mind. Dressed in dark jeans, a T-shirt, and white Nikes, he looked more like a spectator than a detective. “Damn,” was all he could say when he saw the distraught look on the robed woman’s face.

The robed woman burst through the police tape to where the corpse was laid out, followed by two young ladies and a young man. They all looked distressed. The robed woman went to pull off the sheet, but was cut off by two uniformed police officers. They were a bit overzealous in their handling of the woman, which caused a shoving match between them and the family of the victim.

“They said that’s my baby laying there! Get off me.” The woman struggled against the cops, which only agitated the already tense crowd.

“If you don’t calm down we’re gonna haul all your asses in,” one of the uniformed officers threatened. He was a beefy white cop with a salt-and-pepper mustache and a thick nose. In his hand he held a nightstick and looked eager to use it.

“Take off that badge and that gun and I’ll show you what to do with that nightstick,” one of the boys in the crowd threatened, which only stirred up the crowd more. Things were getting ugly.

From his position, kneeling beside the corpse, Detective Brown watched the officers roughly handle the grieving woman and a frown creased his dark face. Unlike his partner Alvarez, Brown was the straitlaced, no-nonsense cop who had a low tolerance for bullshit, especially from other cops. Brushing off the knees of his black slacks he approached the brewing mêlée. “Why doesn’t everybody just cool out.”

“Why don’t you tell these Nazis to cool out?” another boy shouted, getting in the mustached officer’s face. In his excitement spittle flew from his mouth and splattered on the officer’s face.

“Did this muthafucka just spit on me?” the mustached officer wiped his face with the back of his uniform sleeve. From the shock on the boy’s face it was clear that it wasn’t intentional, but it was all the officer needed to employ excessive force. When he reached for his pepper spray Detective Brown grabbed him by the arm.

“At ease,” Detective Brown whispered to the officer. “We’re in foreign territory, and the natives are restless, so we don’t need you doing something stupid to put us all in an awkward predicament. These people just lost a family member, so if you can’t show respect, at least show a little compassion.”

The officer’s eyes said that he wanted to try Detective Brown, but he wisely fell back. Detective Brown approached the grieving woman and her family. They cast intimidating glares at him, but he was unmoved. “So this is how you wanna go about it, huh?”

“Fuck that. That’s my li’l brother lying out, and these assholes are treating us like criminals,” a girl who looked like a younger version of the woman in the robe barked.

“And they’re gonna keep treating you like criminals the way you’re carrying on,” Detective Brown shot back. “C’mon, people. We all know how this is gonna play out if this gets crazy. Them bluecoats are gonna come through kicking ass and taking names, and that ain’t gonna bring your family back or get us any closer to finding out who did this. Now, we can do this the easy way and have this woman step over and identify the body or the hard way.” He looked over his shoulders at the cops gathering behind him. “Your call.”

The woman motioned for her family to be calm and stepped forward. “Please, just let me see my boy.”

Detective Brown took the woman by the hand and walked her over to the corpse, where one of the medical examiners was scraping under his fingernails. As they neared the body he could feel her begin to tremble so he squeezed her hand to try to comfort her. “Ma’am, I gotta warn you that this isn’t the prettiest scene in the world.”

The woman composed herself enough to speak. “I don’t care. Please just let me see if that’s my baby under that sheet.”

Detective Brown leaned in and whispered something to the medical examiner that made her face sadden. With a reluctant nod, she pulled the sheet from the corpse’s face. As soon as she laid eyes on her baby boy she broke down. Her eyes were telling her one thing, and her heart was telling her another. Before anyone realized what she was doing the woman snatched the sheet off the body completely and beheld what was left of her son, Slick. His eyelids had been melted shut, and the corners of his mouth were cut back to make it look like he had a permanent smile on his face. Slick’s body was covered in cuts and bruises, and his throat had been slit clean to the bone. The only thing keeping it attached to his body were shredded pieces of skin. The most disturbing thing was the word war carved into his forehead. She had seen enough.

Detective Brown barely had time to catch the woman when she collapsed into him. She buried her face in his chest, soaking his silk shirt with her tears. Her sobs were so intense that Detective Brown could feel them vibrating in his chest as they came. “I’m sorry for your loss,” was all that he could think of to say, rubbing her back to offer some sort of comfort. Being a father himself, Detective Brown could only imagine what she was going through, and the thought of losing one of his own kids scared him to death.

The woman peeled her face from his shirt and looked up at Detective Brown. Her eyes were swollen and red and would no doubt get worse before the night was over. “Who would do this to my boy?” Her voice quivered. “What kind of animal would do this to a child?”

“Don’t worry, ma’am; catching animals is our specialty. We’re gonna get the son-of-a-bitch who did this to your boy,” Detective Brown assured her. After a few more minutes of consoling and kind words the detective passed the distraught mother off to her family and walked over to join his partner Alvarez, who was scowling over the scene.

“This is fucked up,” Alvarez said in disgust.

“Tell me about it.” Brown loosened his tie. “How many does that make for us this month?”

Alvarez thought about it for a minute. “Five or six. I lost count.”

“And those are just the ones we’ve been working. Think about how many other poor bastards have been splattered around the city in the last few weeks. Nah, this whole situation smells funny. These people haven’t been random shootings or arguments gone wrong. They’ve been murdered . . . brutally.”

Alvarez finally caught on. “Like someone is trying to send a message?”

“Bingo,” Detective Brown nodded, “and from the looks of things it isn’t a friendly message. Something is afoot in the jungle, and I’d be willing to bet my pension that if we dig deep enough, you and I both know who we’ll find tied up somewhere in this.”

Alvarez didn’t understand what he meant at first but when he really thought about it his eyes widened. “You don’t mean . . .”

“Indeed I do,” Brown said. “I thought maybe I was bugging when I first started putting it together, but once I really began to roll it around in my mind,” Brown shook his head, “this has that little punk written all over it.”

Alvarez shook his head in protest. “Brown, I know you’d like nothing more than to slap a life sentence on that whole clan, but I think you’re reaching. Besides, the last time I checked, the deceased was an affiliate, so why would he whack one of his own?”

Detective Brown gave Alvarez a comical look. “J, I swear if the brass ever decided to give you a random drug test they’d kick your ass off the force. He’s not the deliverer of the message, but the recipient. Three of those messes we were called in on were current or past employees. Looks like somebody finally got up the balls to try to put Prince Charming back in his place.” Brown’s lips parted into a wide smile.

“Damn,” was all Alvarez could say once the pieces started falling into place. “If that’s the case, then it’s gonna get way worse before it gets better.” Alvarez shook his head.

“Yup, and once again, we gotta step in to clean up his shit,” Brown said, disgustedly.

“The first thing we gotta do is try to get a line on who the new player in the game is. There aren’t too many powerful or stupid enough to go at him in the streets like this, so the list of names should be a short one. Where do you suggest we start our search?”

“At the source,” Brown said before heading to their car.
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Animal stood just beyond the police tape, watching the crime scene among the rest of the spectators. His mane of wild black curls was tucked deeply into a Rasta-style wool cap, and black glasses covered his eyes to protect his identity while he moved within mere yards of the men looking to bury him under a prison for the rest of his days. It was dangerous playing the crime scene so close, but Animal wanted to feel the public’s reaction to his handiwork.

When he noticed the black and brown detectives in the sea of blue uniforms, a smile parted his lips. He was both surprised and impressed that they had survived his prison escape a few years back when K-Dawg’s men came for him. Los Negro Muertes had been ruthless in Animal’s abduction, and to his knowledge, there had been no survivors. The fact that the detectives had not only survived, but had returned to active duty, told Animal that the two men were more resilient than he had given them credit for. As preoccupied as everyone was with the body and controlling the mob, it would’ve been fairly easy for Animal to kill one, if not both, of the detectives and have a good chance at escaping, but he would let them keep their lives. They’d earned them and were safe . . . unless they came between him and what he had to do.

He watched the detectives hurriedly leave the crime scene and jump in their unmarked car. He had a good idea where they were off to. The Buick zipped up the street and passed Animal, catching him in its headlights. As they passed, Animal made fleeting eye contact with the Puerto Rican detective. There was a brief moment of recognition, then the detective turned away as if he had never seen him. Animal smiled and kept walking toward where he had the rental car stashed.

He felt better after finally being able to spill the blood of his enemies, but Slick had only been an appetizer to the main course. His wrath would be the stuff of legends, and his enemies would feel what he felt—pain. He knew before fleeing to New York that the situation was bad, but he had no idea how bad. Though Tionna had tried to assure him that what had happened wasn’t his fault, he couldn’t help but to feel like it was. Had he been by her side instead of caught up in the madness of K-Dawg and Los Negro Muertes, he could’ve been there for Gucci. His only solace was that he had gotten to see her for a little while when he returned home, but the homecoming was a bittersweet one.


TWO

ONE MONTH EARLIER

AS PROMISED, RED SONJA’S PLAN WAS TO get Animal safely out of Puerto Rico and on his way to New York. It was no easy task, and he had to go the long way, via ship, because the airports were too risky. When the ship he was hiding on reached Miami, Animal was to meet a cat named Diamonds who would provide him with firearms and the means to make the rest of his journey. His brief stay in Miami had been anything but a vacation, and he’d barely made it out with his life and his sanity, thanks to the twisted games that Diamonds liked to play. But even as twisted as Diamonds was, he kept his word and helped Animal, providing him with a piece of information that would prove invaluable for what he needed to do in New York.

Diamonds had offered Animal an entire arsenal, but he passed on the heavy firepower and opted only for a few handguns. They were easier to conceal in the small rental car than a bunch of machine guns. The last thing he needed was some overzealous state trooper to find them and create a whole new set of problems. There was no doubt in Animal’s mind that he would hold court in the streets before he allowed anyone to cage him again, but he figured if he could save himself the headache he would.

The drive from Miami to New York was over twenty hours, but he didn’t mind. After what had happened with Diamonds and his crew in Miami, he needed time to think and plan his next move. The plan had been for him to go directly to his safe house in New Jersey, but he had to see Gucci. Sonja had sent word to him about what hospital she was staying in and her condition. Thankfully, she was alive, but she wasn’t doing well at all. It wasn’t a smart move for Animal to go to the hospital, but he wasn’t thinking with his head; he was thinking with his heart, and his heart longed to be reunited with his lover.

As soon as Animal crossed the George Washington Bridge, he rolled the windows down and inhaled deeply. His nose and lungs were filled with the familiar scents of exhaust fumes, rotting trash, and money. He had finally made it home, but he was still a fugitive and had to tread very carefully.

Slipping into the hospital proved to be easier than he’d thought. Security paid little to no attention to him. They had their hands full helping the doctors and paramedics deal with the heavy load of patients that were coming in from what Animal was able to pick up while ear hustling. There was some sort of drug war taking place on the streets of Harlem. Normally, he and his crew would’ve been on the streets doing recon to see how they could capitalize on the feud, but Animal had more pressing issues to deal with than street beefs.

Thinking back to his running partners, Brasco, Nefertiti, and Ashanti, it filled him with great sadness. They had been all each other had when things were good, but the events leading up to Animal’s arrest tore them apart. Secretly, he blamed himself for the decimation of their crew. Had he only listened to Gucci and left the streets alone everything would still be good, but his unwillingness to let go of old grudges had ruined everything. On more than one occasion, he had wanted to reach out to his comrades to let them know that he was okay, but he knew it was impossible. The police knew how close the four of them had been, so there was no doubt that they were being watched closely.

Animal had spent many sleepless nights worrying about his friends and how they were holding up. Nef had never really been cut out for the streets, so it wouldn’t have surprised him at all if he’d squared up and gotten a job somewhere. Brasco was a warrior, so there was no need to fear about his fate. Whatever Brasco was up to it was probably centered on chasing a dollar. Those two were good, but it was little Ashanti that worried him.

Ashanti had been the runt of their crew. He was the smallest man but had the biggest heart and the most to prove. Much like Animal, Ashanti had lived a very hard life, which is probably why they took to each other the way they did. In Ashanti he saw what Tech must’ve seen in him and took the boy under his wing, protecting him and teaching him to defend himself. Ashanti was a very quick study and proved to have a knack for violence that you didn’t see in the average teenager, but as he had proven time and again, Ashanti was anything but average. From an early age, hardship and the streets had turned his heart to stone, and he loved nothing or no one but his crew. Thinking of his mischievous face made Animal smile, and he was going to make it a point to try to get word to him that he was okay.

Moving as quietly as possible, he entered the room. Sitting in a wooden chair next to the bed was Tionna. She was hunched over the bed sobbing. Knowing how close Tionna and Gucci were, he knew Tionna had to be taking it hard, just as hard as he was. He and Tionna had never really seen eye to eye, but they both loved Gucci so they tolerated each other. Looking past Tionna, he saw Gucci’s sleeping form. Seeing her hooked up to all the machines monitoring her vitals almost made him cry, but he had to be strong for her.

Tionna must’ve felt his presence because she turned around and scanned the room nervously. Animal pressed himself further into the shadows behind the door and watched as she cautiously approached. She looked into the hallway before closing the door and turning to go back to Gucci’s bedside. Animal thought about calling out to her, but he didn’t want to startle her and risk drawing the attention of the hospital staff, so he moved behind her and clamped his hand over her mouth. Tionna struggled and tried to scream, but Animal had a firm grip on her.

“I’m going to remove my hand, and you are not going to scream, do we understand each other?” a familiar voice whispered in Tionna’s ear. She nodded. “Good,” he released his grip. As soon as he moved his hand she shrieked and broke for the door. Before she could get it open, she was grabbed roughly from behind and forced against the wall. “Damn it, Tionna, shut up before hospital security comes,” Animal told her.

Tionna turned as white as a ghost when she saw Animal. “But you’re dead; everybody said you were dead,” Tionna blinked, thinking her eyes were playing tricks on her.

“No, I’m very much alive, which is more than I can say for the men who did this to Gucci.” He approached her bedside and stared down at her. She was just as beautiful as he remembered her, if not more so. “How long has she been like this?”

“For over a week now. The doctors say she had a mild stroke during the last surgery,” Tionna explained.

Animal took her hand in his and kissed her cold fingers. “My poor baby.” Tears fell from his eyes and splashed on her arm. “Look what they did to you. Don’t worry. I’m here now, and I’m gonna make this right, I promise.” Animal leaned in and kissed Gucci on the lips before turning to make his exit.

Tionna followed Animal to the door. “What are you going to do?”

He looked over his shoulder at her. “What do you think I’m going to do?”

Tionna nodded. “Can I ask a favor of you, Animal?”

“I’m all out of good will, T,” he said seriously.

“It ain’t for me; it’s for Gucci . . . well, kinda. I know I might be wrong for saying this, but I don’t care. When you find the ones who did this, punish them.” Tears welled in Tionna’s eyes. “Make them suffer for what they did to my girl.”

“That I can do.” Animal agreed. “Get word to your friends and loved ones, T. Tell them that they might wanna stay off the streets for a time. The sky is gonna rain blood over Harlem, and I don’t care too much who gets wet.”

Tionna nodded. “Animal, I’m not gonna ask where you’ve been or what happened because I’m sure it’s a long story, but I’m glad you’re alive, and I know Gucci will be too.”

Animal cracked a half smile. “I hope so. I was afraid she wouldn’t want to see me after all that’s happened.”

“Boy, you know Gucci loves you more than anything. No matter how much we all tried to get her to go on with her life, she never gave up the hope that you might come back to her one day.”

Animal ripped a piece of paper off one of the hospital charts and scribbled down the number to one of the burn-out cell phones he had. “Here,” he handed it to Tionna, “this is for your eyes only. Try to only use it in cases of emergencies. Keep me updated on her progress, and I know I don’t have to tell you not to give it to anyone or tell anybody you’ve seen me.”

“Animal, I’m not stupid.” She put the piece of paper in her pocket. “I’ll call you the minute there’s a change in her condition. Now you better go before—” The words hadn’t completely left her mouth when the door to the room opened.
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“Oh my God,” Ms. Ronnie gasped, her mouth falling agape. The bag of Chinese food she’d been carrying dropped to the floor. She had intended to surprise Tionna with the late-night meal, but she ended up being the one surprised to see her daughter’s boyfriend who had risen from the grave.

“Hey, Ms. Ronnie,” Animal said sheepishly.

There was an awkward silence, and then Ms. Ronnie moved cautiously toward him wearing a shocked expression. She touched his arms, then ran her hands along his baby face to make sure what she was seeing wasn’t some warped dream. Ms. Ronnie’s lips began to tremble, and she tried to speak but couldn’t. She smiled at Animal, before slapping him viciously across his face twice. She raised her hand a third time, but instead of slapping him, she pulled him into an embrace and broke down into tears.

“Do you know how worried you had us?” she sobbed into his chest. “We all thought you were dead.”

“I was for a time,” Animal said honestly.

“Well, at least tell me where you’ve been.”

Before Animal could answer Ms. Ronnie’s question a portly, dark-skinned nurse came into the room. She was so focused on the clipboard in her hand that she literally walked into Animal. When she looked up at the wild-haired young man she took a cautionary step back. “What’s going on in here? Visiting hours were over at 8 p.m.” She was talking to all three of them, but her eyes were locked on Animal. He looked familiar to her, but she couldn’t place him.

“Sorry, Nurse Jenkins.” Ms. Ronnie stepped up. Nurse Jenkins had been Gucci’s attending nurse over the last few weeks, so she knew Ms. Ronnie and Tionna and let them bend the rules from time to time. “I was just checking in on Gucci and bringing Tionna some food because she’s been here half the night.”

“That’s fine, Ms. Ronnie, but you know we can only allow immediate family in here after a certain time.” She cut her eyes at Animal.

“Oh, this is Gucci’s—”

“Cousin Mike,” Animal cut Ms. Ronnie off. He flashed his winning smile at Nurse Jenkins, and she softened a bit.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Cousin Mike, but like I said, only immediate family can be here after visiting hours. I could get in trouble if one of the doctors finds all of y’all in here.”

“We wouldn’t want that, now would we? My apologies, Nurse Jenkins, and thank you for letting me check on my cousin,” Animal said.

“You’re welcome, sugar, but you got to be going now. As a matter of fact, I need all of you to step out so I can check on Gucci and change her dressings.”

Animal took one last look at Gucci and walked silently into the hallway, followed by Ms. Ronnie and Tionna. He could feel tears welling again, so he placed his head against the wall and closed his eyes to compose himself. A few seconds later he felt a soft hand on his shoulder. When he turned around and saw the sadness written across Ms. Ronnie’s face he couldn’t hold it back any longer, and the tears rolled freely down his cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“It ain’t your fault,” Ms. Ronnie wiped the tears off Animal’s face.

“But it is. If I had been here, then Gucci wouldn’t have gotten shot. I could’ve stopped it,” Animal said emotionally. “I gotta make ’em pay, Ms. Ronnie. My heart won’t let me rest if I don’t make this right.”

Ms. Ronnie took Animal’s hands in hers and spoke softly to him. “Tayshawn, I know you’re hurting; we all are, but flying outta here mad at the world ain’t gonna change nothing. Let go and let God.”

Animal laughed menacingly and snatched his hands back. “God? Where was God when they hit my baby up?”

“Tayshawn, even when it seems so, God never abandons his children.”

“Then I must be adopted because he sure left me for dead when I needed him most. Ms. Ronnie, I respect your faith in the higher power, but I’m gonna put my faith in firepower.” He patted his waist. “I gotta go, but Tionna knows how to reach me if y’all need me.” Animal redonned his hood and started for the exit.

“Tayshawn,” Ms. Ronnie called after him. Animal stopped but didn’t turn around. “I’m gonna pray for you.”

Animal nodded. “Thank you, but I think the ones who done this are gonna need those prayers more than I will.” And just as silently as he had come, Animal was gone and the wheels of murder were set into motion.


THREE

PRESENT DAY

THE CORNER OF 114TH AND BROADWAY WAS lit up like the Times Square strip. Expensive-looking cars were double-parked as far as the eye could see, while people dressed in their Sunday’s best crowded the sidewalk in front of what had once been a small bistro until it had come under new ownership and undergone its grand transformation. The entire front was covered in a black tarp and guarded fiercely by rough-looking men in black suits. Drivers of passing cars rubbernecked, and residents of the neighborhood stood around talking about what was going on. The solemn look on the faces of the staff of the neighboring pubs and restaurants said it all. It was last call and all their asses were out.

Two cars pulled up to the curb, the first being a sleek black Benz and the other a black stretch limo. From the passenger’s side of the Benz emerged a well built young man wearing black shades and a black silk shirt. Dangling from his neck was a white gold and diamond cross. He braced his cane on the ground and took a step onto the curb where he was immediately swarmed by paparazzi. The young man smiled and adjusted his collar as his picture was taken from all angles.

The second man to step from the Benz was older and slightly taller. He wore a smoke gray suit and simple gray fedora. From beneath the brim of his hat he scanned the crowd of people for familiar faces and old scores. When one of the cameramen snapped his picture he barked something that made him clear out so fast that he almost fell. Unlike the younger man, Holiday, Angelo did not crave the spotlight. He had lasted as long as he had in the game for flying under the radar and didn’t intend to change it, no matter what the rest of his crew chose to do. Both Angelo and Holiday positioned themselves at opposite ends of the limo just as the valet was opening the back door.

Swann stepped out first, sporting a red Armani button up and a pair of shades. That night he wore his hair out and pulled into a ponytail as opposed to his signature braids. He gave a nod to his partners and extended his hand to help his lady Marisol out of the whip. She was dressed in a cute red strapless number and some mean heels that were killing her feet, but she endured for the sake of making a good show of it. Through her man she was a member of the royal court and had to be on her A-game at all times. Swann escorted Marisol to the front of the establishment, where security was posted up, before returning to the limo and taking up his position as the third guard. This was the inner circle, and all three of them had pledged to live and die for the man who was just climbing out of the limo.

To say that Shai Clark stepped onto the curb would’ve been an understatement. He moved with such fluidity that his body appeared to be missing bones when he walked. He wore a three-piece black suit that hugged his wiry form like a second skin. There were more people out that night than Shai had thought there would be, but Sol had told him as much and he didn’t listen. No matter, the more that were on hand to witness it the better it was for his rapidly growing legacy. The streets knew what time it was with Shai, but he was still fighting tooth and nail to strengthen the Clarks’ stronghold in the legitimate business world. The move he was making that night was a power one, and he wanted everyone to know it.

Making it a point to avoid the cameras he busied himself helping Honey from the limo. She was wearing a cute black dress that was trimmed in sequins along the shoulders and around the waist. As usual, her golden silk locks were flawlessly curled. Around her hairline was a handmade headband that was sprinkled with little yellow and white diamonds. Honey’s face was so flawlessly made up that she looked like she had just stepped off a television set. The cameramen swooped in and started snapping pictures of her. From the crowd she heard someone shout, “Madam Queen,” to which she just smiled.

As Shai pulled her through the wall of flashbulbs, she placed her hand protectively over her ever-growing stomach to try to sooth the child growing inside it, who was reacting to her nervousness. Honey knew how important this was to Shai, and she wanted to make sure she was the epitome of the perfect fiancée, supporting her man. Shai must’ve picked up on her nervousness because he squeezed her hand and gave her a little wink, letting her know everything would be fine.

Shai continued to ignore the cameras and walked Honey to the entrance, with Angelo, Swann, and Holiday in tow. Looking like a gray dot in the middle of the black-clad security guards was Sol Lansky, an old friend and business partner of the late Poppa. He had once sat at the table as Poppa Clark’s advisor, and now he whispered into Shai’s ear. The gray-haired old man gave Shai a proud smile, the tension immediately drained from Shai’s chest, and he was ready to address the crowd. Shai raised his hands for silence and the clambering people quieted like the president was about to give the State of the Union address. He might not have been the president, but in Harlem, he had just as much power, because he was the boss.

“God is good all the time,” Shai began in his silky voice.

“And all the time God is good,” the crowd responded accordingly. Poppa Clark had always taught him that if he wanted to get a room full of people’s attention, then start with something religious because if they tried to ignore you, that would feel like they were blaspheming. When Poppa had first said this to him, he thought that his old man was out of his mind, but over the years, he learned that Poppa was right more than he was wrong.

“I would like to take this time to welcome you all to the latest piece of the Clark empire.” Shai waved his hand, and the tarp was snatched away to reveal the chic restaurant that had been hiding beneath. “Daddy’s Kitchen!”

Shai was immediately met with applause and whistles. Daddy’s Kitchen was a decent-sized establishment, but what it lacked in size it more than made up for in swag. There was a large two-way glass with the words Daddy’s Kitchen scrawled across it in gold letters. The two-way glass is so that people who valued their privacy could enjoy a nice meal without worrying about prying eyes, while still enjoying the view of the neighborhood. The spot would surely attract the cream of the socialite and underworlds, but it was also open to the people of the neighborhood. Daddy’s Kitchen was a place where regular folks could mingle with stars on a level playing field. All were welcome at Daddy’s Kitchen.

“This has been a long time coming,” Shai continued, “and it was no easy road we took to see it happen. When my father first brought the idea to the table of putting money into rebuilding Harlem, everybody thought that he was crazy. They said that the glory days of Harlem had come and gone and that it would be a waste of time and money to bother with it. As we stand here tonight on this special occasion in the midst of Internet cafés, less than two blocks from the prestigious Colombia University, I guess we see who was right in that debate.”

The crowd laughed.

“Tonight is a special occasion, but it is only the first in a string of many occasions such as this because we’re not gonna stop here. I intend to keep putting money into the neighborhoods that I grew up to love so much until we restore the glory of Harlem, where we looked out for each other and keep the money in our own neighborhoods. I intend to show the naysayers that the people who were born, raised, and live in these neighborhoods have just as much right to make their fortunes in them, if not more so, than the people who are only here to make money off it. After all, that is the American dream, isn’t it?”

The crowd went crazy, as he had hoped they would after the well rehearsed speech. After a few more words of thanks to those who had helped to make it possible, Shai cut the ribbon and officially opened Daddy’s Kitchen to the public.

“Bravo, sweet prince.” Sol clapped his hands, coming over to congratulate Shai. Everyone else had gone inside except Shai and a few of his team. “Kid, you know if you ever decide to get outta the life, you’d have a bright future in politics.”

Shai smirked. “Thanks, but no thanks. I do my best work out here among my people.”

“Indeed you do,” Sol agreed. “Shai, over the years I’ve seen you put legitimate dollars in quite a few pockets, and I’m proud of your progress, and you know without me saying that Poppa would’ve damn sure been proud of you.”

“Thanks, Sol, that’s big coming from you.”

“Yo, I can’t even front; this shit is fly!” Holiday cut in. “Man, I seen some bad bitches roll up in here that I need to get at.”

“You will mind your manners and do your job. We’re here to work and not chase bitches, as you love to call them,” Angelo told him sternly.

Holiday twisted his lips. “Angelo, you need to loosen up and stop being so stiff.”

“Better to be stiff in the streets than stiff in the dirt, and you’d do well to remember that, li’l nigga,” Angelo shot back. He had served during the reign of three different bosses in the Clark family and was one of the few left from the original regime. He had seen some twisted things in his days, so Angelo was always waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“Whatever.”

A brown Buick pulled up alongside Shai’s limo, boxing it in. Before they even got out of the tinted bucket, Shai and his whole crew knew who they would see. Alvarez and Brown hopped out of the whip, walking with a swagger that said they owned the night, but everyone knew who it really belonged to, which was part of the reason the detectives hated Shai so much. The limo driver rolled his window down to let the detectives know he couldn’t move out of the parking spot, but they ignored him and headed straight for Shai.

“Well, well, if it ain’t Cagney and Lacey.” Holiday stepped between Shai and the detectives. He gave them a look that said exactly how he felt about them.

Detective Alvarez smirked and shook his head.

“What the fuck is so funny?” Holiday asked.

“The fact that you’re too stupid to be afraid of us,” Alvarez told him seriously. “You know, one of these days they might find you slumped in an alley behind that big-ass mouth of yours.”

“Yeah, but I’ll bet when they find me they’ll find at least three niggaz that I took with me too.”

“You really wanna do this here?” Alvarez asked. His eyes said he was ready to go there, but so did Holiday’s.

“We can do it anywhere you want,” Holiday matched his tone.

Angelo stepped over and pulled Holiday away. “Know how to pick your battles,” he whispered in Holiday’s ear as he positioned himself between him and the detective. “How can we help you, gentlemen?”

“What’s up, Angie? Been awhile since I last saw you,” Brown said addressing Angelo by his nickname.

Angelo shrugged. “My lady thinks that police contact is bad for my health.”

“Your lady is very wise,” Brown told him. The detective didn’t like Angelo, but he respected him. He was an old-school hustler and understood the unspoken rules of conduct between the law and the lawless. “We just need to have a few words with your boss.” He looked over at Shai.

Angelo looked over his shoulder at Shai, who was making his way toward them with Sol and Swann in tow. Shai placed a hand on Angelo’s shoulder letting him know that it was okay.

“What up?” Shai asked, not bothering to hide his irritation with the detectives.

“Not much. Just came to have a short chat with you,” Detective Brown told him.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea without his legal representation present,” Sol spoke up. He looked down at his watch. “Mr. Scott should be here shortly if you gentlemen care to wait.” Sol was referring to Scotty, Poppa Clark’s one-time protégé and current legal counsel and coconsigliore to the family.

“That won’t be necessary. This is a social call, not business,” Detective Brown said, tapping the manila envelope he was carrying against his leg. It made him smile to see how Shai’s eyes kept cutting to the envelope, wondering what was in it.

“Speak and be gone. I got people waiting on me,” Shai said shortly.

“So I see.” Alvarez craned his neck to see inside of Daddy’s Kitchen. “This your new spot, Shai?”

“Something like that. Does the grand opening have anything to do with why you’re here?”

“Nah, man, I was just wondering how the pork chops were in this joint. I might wanna bring a couple of the fellas from the department here for dinner,” Alvarez said sarcastically.

“This ain’t your kinda spot. We don’t serve or allow pork, but there’s a Dunkin’ Donuts not too far from here.”

Detective Alvarez laughed. “You’re a funny guy, almost as funny as Tommy Gunz. Speaking of big bro, how is he? I haven’t seen him around much lately.”

“Tommy is good.”

“Glad to hear it. You know Tommy Gunz was one of the last stand-up guys out here, no pun intended,” Alvarez said with a cunning smile. A few years earlier Tommy had been paralyzed in the shooting that claimed his father’s life and had since been confined to a wheelchair. Alvarez knew he was hitting below the belt with that statement, and so did everyone else.

Shai took a step toward the detective, fist balled and ready to pop off. Sol placed a calming hand on his arm and gave him a slight squeeze. Shai didn’t go any further, but he stared daggers at the detective.

“If you’ve got something to say, then say it; if not, get the fuck from around my establishment before I have you brought up on harassment charges,” Shai said through clenched teeth.

Detective Brown chuckled. “That shit sounds good, but we know people like you don’t talk to the police . . . at least not all of you.” He let his eyes sweep Shai’s soldiers accusingly. “Anyhow, we’ve had our fun, so now let’s cut the bullshit and get to the point of why we’re here. Word on the streets is that you’ve got a problem, Shai.”

Now, it was Shai’s turn to chuckle. “Nah, I ain’t got no problems. Everybody loves the Clarks. I’m afraid you boys are getting bad information.”

“Yeah, maybe if you paid your informants a li’l more for their souls they’d do their jobs properly,” Swann added.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t be so quick to make jokes, Swann. We hear your name is still on somebody’s piece of paper for what you did to Tech. Word has it you’re number one on the Blood Hit Parade,” Brown said slyly.

Swann shrugged. “I don’t know nothing about no Bloods, and I don’t know anybody named Tech.”

Detective Brown sneered. “So you say, but the hood is saying otherwise. We all know Tech was a piece of shit. Hell, that whole bastard clan from Jah down to Ashanti have all been rotten from the inside out, but the streets love a degenerate like that. Tech was a man of respect, and he got done dirty. Right now, the only thing that’s keeping you off the front page of the Daily News is the fact that you’re Shai’s number-one hand job. If the Clarks ever decide to lift that veil of protection, it’s over for you, Blood,” Brown said sarcastically.

“Whatever, nigga. I told you I don’t know nobody named Tech,” Swann said, trying to keep his voice steady, but Detective Brown was getting under his skin.

Brown shrugged. “Just the same, I’d grow eyes in the back of my head if I were you. Now, back to what I was saying.” He turned to Shai. “Shai, I think we all know that there is a laundry list of people who don’t like the way you’re running your father’s organization and would love to see you crushed by the shadow you’ve been living in. They’re saying that your reign as king is over, and it’s time for some fresh blood,” Brown taunted him.

Shai waved him off. “If all you’ve come here to do is tell me a bunch of shit that people are saying, then we ain’t got nothing to talk about. You gentlemen have a good night.” Shai turned to walk away, but the picture Detective Brown pulled from the envelope and tossed at his feet made him pause. He looked down at the picture of a man and woman in a car riddled with bullets and turned to look at Detective Brown.

“I thought that would get your attention.” Brown pulled the rest of the pictures from the envelope. “That was Willie Jones and his girlfriend. They were murdered leaving a baby shower.” He tossed another picture at Shai’s feet. This one was of a young man who was missing one side of his face. “We found him in an abandoned drug house. His mama had to give him a closed casket funeral. And this is one of my personal favorites.” Brown held up the picture of Slick’s mutilated face. “Poor bastard left behind a child and a grieving mother. The killer left a little note for you too.” He pointed out the word carved into Slick’s forehead.

“Fuck does any of this have to do with me?” Shai turned away from the picture.

“It has everything to do with you, baby boy.” Brown tapped Shai in the chest with the picture. “All of these stiffs lead back to you. At one point or another, all of these guys worked for the Clark family.”

“Unless you’ve got a paycheck issued to one of these men from one of our companies you can’t prove that,” Shai said dismissively.

Detective Alvarez’s cheek twitched at Shai’s arrogance. He wanted to slap the young man, but he knew the game that he and his partner were playing was hurting Shai more than his hands could. “We may not be able to prove it, but we all know there’s truth in what my partner is saying. Since being coy about it ain’t getting us nowhere, let’s be frank, shall we? Shai, I don’t give a fuck about your ex-stripper girlfriend or the faggot with the ponytail standing at your side like he wanna do something.” He jabbed his finger at Swann. “I ain’t got a problem with a nigga putting two in ya head, because that’s probably the only thing that is gonna knock some sense into it, but it becomes a problem when it happens on my streets and innocent people are placed in danger, all because you dickheads wanna make movies in the streets. We ain’t having it, Shai, not from you or anybody else in this city. You wanna kill each other, take it to New Jersey. New York is off-limits, and I’m willing to go the extra mile to keep it that way, feel me?”

“Nah, I don’t feel you,” Shai said. “I don’t feel you coming out here fucking with my groove, nor do I feel you fucking with my time over some murders that ain’t got nothing to do with me. You talking fantasies right now, my nigga. If you wanna sell stories, get yourself a Facebook page and a graphic designer to put ‘bestseller’ on the cover,” Shai mocked him. “Whoever did this is a slum nigga, and you know that ain’t never been my style. I’m a businessman, and when I took over this family, all illicit dealings were shut down. Now do you feel me?”

“Shai, we didn’t come here to argue or embarrass you on your special night, so let’s not make it more than what it is. All we want is a name and a reason so we can shut this down before more blood is spilled.” Detective Brown tried to sound sympathetic.

Shai looked him square in the eyes. “I’m afraid I can’t help you. Good night, gentlemen.”

“G-code, huh?” Alvarez asked Shai.

“Live by it, die by it,” Swann answered for him.

“If y’all like it, we love it,” Brown said, “but Shai, I’d like to leave you with a little something to think on, if I may.” Shai’s face remained unchanged, so Brown continued. “Whoever is going at you don’t give too much of a fuck about what your last name is and is going out of their way to let you know as much. It’s one thing to play war from a distance, but it becomes a whole different animal when the feud spills over into your neighborhood and eventually starts to soil your doormat. This is the part of the game that your daddy couldn’t teach you, but I guarantee the streets will if you don’t wise up. Y’all have a good night.” Brown started back for the Buick. Alvarez gave Shai and his crew the once-over before following his partner.

“You gentlemen have forgotten your pictures,” Sol called after them, referring to the graphic photos that were still lying on the ground in front of the restaurant.

Detective Alvarez ignored him and got back in the passenger seat, slamming the door firmly behind him. Detective Brown paused and addressed Sol. “Nah, you guys keep them. We’ve got plenty more at the station.” He paused. “Mr. Lansky, you’ve been around the block a few times. If you love Shai like you profess to, then talk to him and let him know what time it really is before he makes it to our collection of photographs.” Brown got behind the wheel of the Buick and peeled off.
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Just as the detectives were pulling off, Scotty was hopping out of a taxi in front Daddy’s Kitchen. He was wearing a simple black V-neck sweater under a cream-colored blazer. Chugging along behind him was a thick Spanish chick, who was wearing a dress that was so tight you didn’t have to wonder what her intentions were for the night. Scotty was smiling from ear to ear because he couldn’t wait to come through the event sporting the porn star, but the smile faded when he saw the Buick pulling off and the look on Shai’s face. In less than three seconds his demeanor changed, and he went from homeboy to consigliore. He whispered for the porn star to meet him inside and walked over to see what was good with his friend.

“Was that who I think it was?” Scotty asked, giving Shai dap and nodding in salute to the others.

“Yeah,” Shai said, still staring out into traffic. He was so mad that he felt one of his fillings shift when he flexed his jaw. Shai had worked his ass off to clean up the Clark image and gain the support of the people who made the world go round, and the detectives tried to throw a monkey wrench in it by showing up there. People with power generally had secrets, and seeing him being accosted by the police might make some of them skittish.

Scotty noticed the pictures on the floor at Shai’s feet and frowned. He scooped the pictures up and flipped through them. “Take these shits somewhere and burn them,” he told Holiday, passing him the pictures. “Shai, what did them two dicks want?”

Shai dismissed it. “They ain’t want shit, just fishing as usual.”

Scotty screwed his face. “My nigga, pictures of dead bodies at your feet on one of the biggest nights of your life don’t look like fishing. Somebody tell me what the fuck is going on,” he said, looking at all the men assembled.

“They’re saying that somebody murked them cats in the pictures to send a message to Shai,” Angelo spoke in a hushed tone.

“Did they say who?” Scotty asked.

“That’s what they came to ask us.”

Scotty ran his hand over his face in frustration. “Leave it to the police to be more clueless than most. Well, we ain’t at war with anybody that I know of so my question is; who might’ve been holding a big enough grudge to risk getting wiped off the fucking map for disrespecting this thing of ours?” He looked at Shai.

“Someone with very little to lose,” Sol answered for Shai.


FOUR

ANIMAL SLOUCHED IN THE CHEAP MOTEL CHAIR with his feet outstretched and crossed at the ankles. Playing softly in the motel’s cheap CD player was the first mix tape he had released under Big Dawg. With his eyes half-closed, dreamily, he nodded and mouthed the lyrics. He had been sitting in that position almost the entire night, chain-smoking and replaying the night’s events over and over again in his head like his favorite movie. The heady rush of the kill had him too wired to sleep.

Sleep hadn’t come easy to Animal in a long time, and it became harder for him with every sin he committed. He was afraid of the things he would see when he closed his eyes. Sometimes he would stay awake until his body forced him into deep, dreamless sleep just to avoid the images that lived in his subconscious.

Old San Juan would forever be a stain on Animal’s already splotched soul. The war between Poppito and Cruz had torn apart the very streets that they both claimed to love so much. Poppito was a powerful drug baron who commanded a small army, but Cruz was a crooked police captain and had the government on his side. Poppito couldn’t match Cruz’s resources, and it looked as if he would lose the war when, in an act of desperation, he made a pact with the devil and in came Los Negro Muertes.

Los Negro Muertes was a crew of mercenaries known throughout the Caribbean and coastal U.S. as the Black Death, a title they had earned from the trail of dead bodies they left in every city they visited. Their numbers were made up of outlaws from different ports who had sold their souls to the ringmaster of the deadly circus, K-Dawg. Animal watched as K-Dawg twisted the wills of his followers to where they were loyal to him above all, including their families. Animal had seen this firsthand when he found himself in a fight to the death with his own brother.

When Animal fled the clutches of Los Negro Muertes in an attempt to get back to Gucci, it was Justice who K-Dawg sent after him. Animal couldn’t believe his eyes when he came out of the church to find his brother waiting for him with some of K-Dawg’s men and orders to bring him back dead or alive. Animal sought to reason with his brother, but when Justice pointed that M16 at him, he knew there was no more to be said between them. In the shadow of a church in Old San Juan, history repeated itself and pit Cain against Abel, but in this version, it was Abel who bested Cain. When Animal opened his brother up and saw the blood, the same blood that pumped in his veins, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He spared Justice’s life, but left him with a scar letting him know he wouldn’t be as merciful the next time they met.

The first rays of the sun crept through the motel window and kissed Animal’s eyelids, bringing him back to the here and now. Animal stood and stretched the kinks out of his body from sitting in one position for so many hours. He stiffly pulled his hoodie over his head, then went about the hassle of stuffing his hair into the wool Rasta cap. With his disguise in place, Animal armed himself and headed for the door. As an afterthought, he went back and grabbed the CD from the player and took it with him.
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Traffic was light at that hour of the morning. Animal rolled through the drive-through to grab two breakfast wraps and two coffees. He mashed both breakfast wraps and guzzled one of the coffees by the time he was pulling out of the McDonald’s parking lot and hung a left for the West Side Highway. He steered the rental with one hand and used the other to pour the last bit of liquor from the pint into the other coffee cup. It was way too early for him to be drinking and far too late for him to care.

Animal shot north on the West Side and merged with the morning commuters into the traffic leading toward the George Washington Bridge, heading into New Jersey. The ride to Jersey City was longer than it had to be because of the route that Animal had chosen to take. Going through the Holland would’ve put him in Jersey City in less than five minutes, but he took the G.W.B. because it was a less secure route. The last thing he needed was to be a victim of a random checkpoint and have some overzealous cop lose his life for trying to stand between Animal and fate.

He pushed the rental through the streets of Jersey City, navigating more by instinct than the directions of the GPS on his lap. He wasn’t too familiar with Jersey, but he knew the place where he was going like the back of his hand. He turned into the driveway of the park and coasted through the parking area but didn’t see the car he had been tailing for the past few weekends. Since he didn’t see it, he pulled to the far end of the lot and decided to wait. One thing he had learned was patience. After checking to make sure his gun was loaded and a round chambered, he turned his attention to the basketball court a few feet away.
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