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To all of the Wahida Clark Readers and Supporters around the globe.



Prologue

He awoke in darkness, a dark, dank basement, fighting to adjust his swollen eyes. The ropes were so tight, they had cut off the circulation in his hands and feet. He couldn’t feel them at all. If he didn’t know better, he’d think they had cut them off after everything else they had done to him. Being numb was a welcomed blessing because he felt no pain. His face was swollen from the beating, and he slumped in the chair they had tied him to. He knew he would die. They wouldn’t be dumb enough to let him go. But he prided himself on taking it like a G. Knowing that death was near, he was determined not to let his killers think they had won.

Soon, he heard footsteps coming down the stairs and realized he had lost track of time. How long had he been tied down? Hours? Days? Weeks? It didn’t matter, because he knew it was over. In fact, he welcomed it.

When he saw the man approach, it all made sense. “You!” he growled, hating to acknowledge he had lost.

The man chuckled. “Surprised? Not surprised? I gotta admit, I still can’t read you. But I won, and that’s all that matters,” the man gloated.

“Nigga, suck my dick! Do what you came to do. Get this shit over with because I got some bad bitches in hell waiting for me,” he spat.

“In due time, my nigga. I wanna savor this moment,” the man answered, walking around him, circling him like predators circle wounded prey. He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “You know it’s over, right? The Consortium is a thing of the past. Now I run the show . . . solo.”

The man stopped in front of him and looked him in the eyes. Despite the beating, he still had that fire in them.

“You wanna know how I did it, don’t you? How I played all you dumb muhfuckas!” the man laughed. “Don’t you?”

“Fuck you.”

“Well, I’ma tell you anyway ’cause the shit is just so fuckin’ gangsta, you gonna love it!”

•  •  •

“Bitch, you disgust me,” Sharia spat, her tongue dripping with contempt.

“You don’t understand, Sharia,” Demetria sobbed. “I love Briggen! I can’t do no shit like that.”

Sharia looked at the phone like it had shit oozing out of it. She didn’t know which fact made her sicker—that her baby sister had fallen for the same bullshit game she had fallen for, or the visions of Demetria and Briggen fucking. Her stomach turned. She wanted to vomit. She took a deep breath to steady herself as she stood gazing out at the icy Detroit River from the living-room window of her eighteenth-floor apartment. The Lafayette Lofts remained one of Detroit’s prominent waterfront residences. And thanks to her new sponsors, paying the $2,500 monthly lease was not a problem. Sharia then walked over to her kitchen window where she saw remnants of a fire blazing in the city. Stick to the plan, she told herself. Stick to the plan.

“Look . . . Demetria, I know we’ve had our differences, but despite all that, you’re my sister, and I love you,” she lied.

“I love you too,” Demetria replied, feeling vulnerable.

Sharia had to catch herself from checking Demetria. The words of her grandmother resounded in her ears. “Never show another bitch how good your man treats you. She’ll want him for herself.”

“So true, Grandmother. So true,” Sharia whispered. Ever since I can remember, this bitch always wanted my spot. “Be serious, Demetria. This nigga would not be sittin’ in jail for one minute for you. Especially not on no dope charge.” She let her words sink in. “So, what the fuck is wrong with you? This is your second time. And this time he is going to leave you for dead. Arkansas is not playing with yo’ black ass!” Sharia hoped her words scared Demetria enough to cooperate against Briggen.

This was the second time Demetria got busted in Arkansas, carrying dope for Briggen. The first time she kept her mouth shut, thanks to Sharia being the captain of Briggen’s street soldiers. But this time, the captain needed her to flip over on Briggen. The line was silent for a moment. Sharia really needed her sister to do this. She needed her to help make Briggen suffer.

“Demetria!”

“I-I don’t know. Prob-probably not.”

“You have thirty seconds,” the automated operator interrupted their mental tug-of-war that Sharia was winning.

“Demetria, that nigga don’t care about you,” Sharia said, talking fast. “Do what’s best for you, you hear me?”

“Uh-I—” Demetria mumbled.

“Demetria!”

“I hear you,” she confirmed.

Sharia started to say something else, but the phone cut off. She went back into her bedroom. “Shit!” she cursed, tossing her phone on the bed.

“So what you think?” he asked, as he kicked back naked on the bed.

“She will,” she replied, crawling up on the bed, and straddling him Sharia eased down onto his dick as if her pussy could do all of the convincing. “She better.”

•  •  •

Detroit. The city that is now bankrupt. With crime at an all-time high and the lack of consistent police presence, The Consortium felt this was the perfect place to take the game to the next level. The Motor City was in need of a modern-day Robin Hood crew. A crew that would take their ill-gotten gains and pump the monies back into the lifeless city. Dark was especially excited. He wanted to get his Nino Brown on, and Detroit was up for grabs.

Benny Thrillz. Dark was right back at the place where he got his start. And being one of the youngest and newest members of The Consortium, he arranged a meeting, anxious to get things poppin’. As he and a few members of The Consortium sat in the back of the restaurant, he could smell the spaghetti sauce from across the room. The waiter brought over stuffed flounder for Born, spaghetti and meatballs for Six-Nine, and Cornish game hen and a salad for Crystal.

The waiter made sure everyone had their entrées. Dark held his glass above his seafood and pasta dish and proposed a toast. Just as the waiter filled their crystal champagne flutes and they clinked, Dark’s cell phone vibrated. Since it was that 757 area code he answered it.

“I heard you were doing real well for yourself, so I wanted to send you a gift.”

Fuck. He loved and hated the sexy, chilling, overconfident voice. “Bitch, don’t call my fuckin’ ph—” Dark started to say, but his words were cut off by screams. The restaurant erupted into chaos.

Suddenly, three masked gunmen burst through the door and let loose with semiautomatic weapons, emptying their clips in the direction of Dark’s table. Stunned and slow to react, Dark’s eyes fell on Born and Six-Nine, who were still grinning over the proposed toast.

And then . . . Six-Nine died stuck with his last expression, a grin. One shot blew through the back of his head, and true to the nature of a dum-dum bullet, ripped open the side of his face. Born moved as if he had a sixth sense, diving to the floor an instant before Dark. They looked at each other as they lay flat on the tiled floor, their eyes both asking, What the fuck?

Dark looked up at Crystal who sat frozen in place with terror. Blank face and eyes void she obviously wasn’t ready for this part of the game. If it hadn’t been for the fact that someone behind her tried to duck away, but instead ducked into the bullet, it would’ve blown her wig back.

“Yo!” he yelled out, shocked to see her not taking cover. He reached up and snatched her under the table as a barrage of shots exploded exactly where she just was.

“Go! Go!” one of the gunmen barked, and then they all ran out the door.

And just like that . . . It was over.

Dark and Born remained still for several moments after the gunshots stopped to be sure they were clear. Then they slowly got up. Dark snatched Crystal up and surveyed the scene. Several innocent bystanders had been hit, including a small boy. What most likely were the screams of his mother could be heard as she kneeled down, cradling her son. Dark was ready to move. His gaze fell on Six-Nine laid out on his back, faceless. Born’s eyes fell on him too, then they looked at each other.

“So this is how niggas wanna play?” Born seethed, ready to blaze the entire city. He especially wanted to go to war with whoever was responsible for this.

“This wasn’t a nigga,” Dark replied, thinking of the call that came seconds before the hit.

Born started to ask what he was talking about, but sirens wailed in the distance.

“We gotta go,” Dark spoke up first out of reflex he grabbed Crystal with his cast-clad arm, and then winced in pain. She was still in a daze. This bitch ain’t nothing like her sister Janay, Dark thought as they all made their getaway.

He remembered when he first met Janay. Right here in Benny Thrillz, his first Consortium meeting. She had recognized Melky, who sat in a wheelchair, as one of the lames who had come to her house and tried to kidnap and rob her and Crystal. She grabbed a bottle of Grey Goose and smashed the nigga across the head. Then she stabbed him in the throat twice. No one could stop the blood from gushing out of his neck. Yeah. Janay had heart. She was made for the game. And from that moment he was very impressed with her gangsta. Crystal, on the other hand . . . well, he would have to see.

My Dearest Nyla,

Baby, if you are reading this note then things are going exactly as I predicted they would. I need you to do this for me; go into the basement. You know that old sofa you kept trying to get me to throw out? Give it to my baby girl and tell her daddy loves her. And then that picture frame of that $2 bill on the wall in the bedroom, open it. That’s a gift from me to you.

Nyla was confused. Forever was dead. Who had sent the note? What’s going on? She made her way into the basement and approached the worn-out old sofa. She had promised herself she’d throw it out a thousand times.

Give it to my baby girl.

Why on earth would he want our daughter to have a sofa? It . . . made no sense. She looked at the couch. Still, it made no sense. Raggedy as it was, it needed to get thrown into a dumpster. Out of anger and confusion, she grabbed one of the cushions and unthinkingly ripping it. She now knew why it was so heavy.

It was filled with money!

Nyla frantically ripped away the rest of the cushion, revealing the neatly stacked and plastic-wrapped money. She could hardly catch her breath, not believing her eyes.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!” she gasped, tears of joy clouding her eyes. “Thank you, baby.”

“You’re welcome.”

Hearing the familiar voice froze her to the bone.

It can’t be! Can it? She spun around and came face-to-face with Forever. He was standing, smiling unwittingly.

Nyla backed away.

“It . . . It can’t be,” she gasped. “I-I-I must be dreaming!”

“No, bitch, I’m your nightmare!”

Nyla spun back around and came face-to-face with Shan holding a pistol aimed at her face.

“I win, bitch,” Shan hissed, and then pulled the trigger.

Nyla woke up in a cold sweat. It was the third time she had had that dream. She couldn’t get Shan out of her head. Her obsession with payback was so ingrained in her mind, even her subconscious was getting in on the game.

Nyla had to have hers. She couldn’t stand the thought of Shan being somewhere happy, while she continued to struggle with the loss of her soulmate. Yes, Forever brought this fate on himself, but she still loved him. Therefore, she was the only one suffering. But she vowed it wouldn’t be that way for long. Whatever she had to do, wherever she had to go, she vowed to Forever and to herself that she would put in the sweat, she would draw first blood, and she would get her payback.



Part I

THE BEGINNING AND THE END




Chapter One

FIVE MONTHS EARLIER

Push!”

“I . . . am!”

“Come on, baby. You can do it,” Nick urged Shan as he stood by the hospital bed, dabbing her forehead with a wet, cool cloth.

“Uuugh, Nick . . . Nick, please,” Shan panted, “I can’t . . . take this.”

“We’re almost there, baby. You can do it,” he hoped to encourage her.

Weak to the point of exhaustion, Shan found strength in Nick’s presence and assurance in the sound of his voice. Since leaving Briggen, Nick had been her rock. He had moved her to New York and bought her one of Harlem’s newly renovated brownstones in a section called Sugar Hill. He also bought her a brand-new navy blue Audi A-5, even though driving in New York was a headache, she appreciated all of his kind gestures. And he did everything with no strings attached, because she had told him as soon as they got to New York, “Listen, Nick, I truly, truly appreciate what you’re doing for me and my kids. But I’m not ready for anything serious. I’ve always had a man to take care of me, but I need to get myself together before getting into anything serious. Plus, you are like family. So I’d understand if you want to . . . fall back.”

Nick smiled knowingly. He then gave her a tender but passionate kiss, and replied, “I understand, Shan. Believe me, I do. And I’ma ignore that like family comment. But I did promise Peanut and now myself that I would be there for you, and I’m a man of my word. But don’t worry. No strings attached. No expectations. Wherever destiny leads, I’ll follow.”

With one final push, the baby slid out. And at 4:43 a.m. January 19th, she announced herself to the world with a strong wail.

“Congratulations, Mrs. Thompson, it’s a big baby girl,” the doctor announced.

After the baby was handed to her mother, Nick looked on happily as Shan held her daughter for the first time. Even though deep down he wished the baby was his, in the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but think of Briggen, his enemy. He couldn’t help but notice how much the baby looked like her father.

Am I really gonna play daddy to this nigga’s kids? he thought, then his mind started fucking with him. When he looked at the baby again she looked just like his ex-love Brianna. Nick ran his hands over his face in an attempt to clear his head. Briggen and Brianna? I’m trippin’. He pushed the crazy thoughts out of his mind and asked, “What are you gonna name her?”

Almost without hesitation, she answered, “Brianna.” Brianna was her best friend, her confidante, her sister from another mother. She was her everything. But the streets ate her up and spat her out. She blew her own brains out.

Nick’s eyes widened. He had to get up outta there for a few minutes. “I’ma go by the house and pick up Li’l Nut.” He kissed her gently on the forehead and left abruptly.

A few hours later, Nick entered the hospital room with Li’l Peanut and a fistful of flowers and balloons. It saddened Shan to see Nick walk in. She secretly wished it was Briggen coming through the door instead.

“Mommyyyyy!” Li’l Peanut squealed. “Can I see the baby?” he asked dashing over to her bed and clumsily scaling the side until he was safe in her arms. He had been hanging out with Nick, and when he wasn’t with Nick, he was stuck in the house with Ms. Josie, the nanny.

Nick laughed. “Damn, Li’l Nut, you must be part monkey!”

Shan giggled. “No, my baby ain’t no monkey. He misses his mommy. Don’t you, baby?”

Li’l Nut nodded vigorously. “Say hello to your little sister, Brianna. Brianna, meet your big brother, Peanut.” Shan kissed him on the cheek.

“Can I take the baby’s hat off?” Li’l Peanut asked.

“No, baby. You don’t want her to catch a cold, do you?”

He shook his head no.

Nick handed her the flowers and balloons with a smile.

“Thank you, Nick, but why the big smile? What are you up to? Why the flowers?” she teased.

“What? I can’t get my favorite lady some flowers? And I’m smiling because you are glowing.” He winked. “So how you feelin’? And stop being all skeptical and shit.”

“I’m feeling as tired as you look.” She snickered, letting out a sigh that she hoped he didn’t catch. Again she felt guilty seeing him walk in holding Li’l Peanut’s hand. Deep down inside, she knew it should have been Briggen walking into her hospital room holding her son’s hand and bringing her flowers. But Shan had made her choice. The choice to leave him high, dry, and alone.

“I almost missed the birth. They had to de-ice the wings on the plane and some other shit.”

“Yeah, well, the red-eye from Detroit’ll do that to you,” she tried to joke. “You almost missed it but you better be glad you didn’t.”

She could tell Nick was worried. He still had that pending case. Since moving to New York, he had spent a fortune flying back and forth every few days, and he flew back and forth between New York and Detroit almost weekly. He was facing some serious charges that held a lot of time, dinosaur numbers. Not to mention the streets that he still had to run without a right hand man, or someone to be out front in his stead. All the while trying to play house with Shan. It was taking a toll on him.

“How’s it looking?” she questioned with genuine concern.

He shrugged. “Shit, ma, I ain’t gonna stunt. Shit lookin’ fucked up. Bottom line is, I’m working on some things, and the show must go on, and that’s what I want to talk to you about.”

“What?”

“Not now. When you get home. Just know it’ll put you in a position where you can eat for life,” he promised.

“Nick, you don’t mean—”

“Not now, but just do me and you a favor. Keep an open mind. I gotta go.” He gave her another kiss, pried Li’l Peanut away from her, then left her with the nagging feeling that shit was about to get hectic.

•  •  •

The man watched Nick putting Peanut in his car seat and then walk around to the driver’s side of his platinum Range Rover. It would’ve been easy to have put a bullet in Nick’s head; he was that close. But that wasn’t the assignment. He had instructions to simply watch so that’s what he did. Still, surveillance was boring. Killing is what got his blood going. He told himself . . . Soon.

•  •  •

Nick smiled as he pulled off looking straight-ahead. “Fuckin’ amateur.” He chuckled, thinking that whoever had put a tail on him hired the worst.

He had been aware of the tail every time they tried to follow him. He gripped his .40 cal, resting it in his lap. He wouldn’t flip the script yet. Not just yet.

•  •  •

Briggen sat on the other side of the glass holding the phone while his lawyer Rudy Harrington explained the situation. Rudy had fought every one of Briggen’s cases. From the early days of him catching petty drug charges to the more serious crimes like attempted murder to murder. And each one of them he won. He was more like family than his attorney.

“So basically you’re tellin’ me that this whole case rests on that bitch Demetria,” Briggen summed it up.

“Minus the legal jargon, more or less,” Rudy affirmed. “Everything comes down to her.”

Briggen ran his hand over his face in frustration. To be so close yet so far away. Pushing a button on that bitch Demetria should be so easy, but he had burnt one too many bridges. He no longer had a decent team or decent money, especially after paying Rudy so much for his case. The Feds already confiscated his home, a few cars, and two bank accounts. He had to face reality. Things weren’t like they were back in the day. His money was running low, his crew had been dismantled, and the clock was ticking.

“A’iight, look . . . I need you to—” Briggen finished the statement on paper, writing. Find my man Silk.

Rudy looked at the paper, then back at Briggen. “Calvin, I’m an attorney, not a private detective, okay? I do not—cannot—I will not be involved with anything—”

“Fuck that!” Briggen growled, cutting Rudy off. “For the kind of money I’m payin’ you, you should be sending me thong shots! Make some fuckin’ calls, and if you don’t get him, find him!”

From the look in Briggen’s eyes, Rudy knew it was best to appease him. “I’ll do what I can,” Rudy answered, jotting down the number.

“Yeah, you do that.”

Rudy stood up, but before he hung up, he said, “Listen, Calvin, how long have I been your lawyer? Have I ever failed you? Then give me a little credit, okay? I’m on the case,” Rudy assured him with a cocky grin.

Briggen sighed and let off a little steam. “Yeah, man, I hear you. I’m stressed the fuck out.”

They both hung up. Rudy left, and then the officer on duty came to escort Briggen back to his unit. When he got back, his celly was asleep. Briggen woke him up.

“What up, though?” his celly groggily asked.

“Lemme hold that Jack,” Briggen told him.

His celly reached in his stash spot and pulled out a small flip phone and handed it to Briggen. With one ear listening out for the guards, Briggen dialed a number by heart.

“Speak on it,” Keeta, his first cousin, answered. Since he could remember she had always been closer to his brother Forever.

“Yo, Keeta, what up? This Brig,” he whispered, looking over his shoulder.

Keeta sucked her teeth. “Boy, you know I know who the hell this is. What you hidin’ under your bunk?”

Briggen chuckled. “Man, fuck you. What up, though? You find Silk?”

“Naw, baby. Niggas all sayin’ he went back to New York.”

Briggen shook his head. “Goddamn, Keeta. We gotta find this nigga, ASAP!”

“I hope you don’t think I’ma go lookin’ for his ass, not with this stomach,” she snapped, rubbing her baby bump.

Briggen shook his head. Now it came down to Wise. He was his only hope. He couldn’t trust anybody else to take care of Demetria, or anyone else who would do it, for that matter.

“A’iight, yo,” he said, not waiting for a reply before breaking the connection.

Keeta felt for her cousin, but what could she do? She was four months pregnant, and she wasn’t a killer. She was simply the cousin of two kingpins. She couldn’t help who she was related to. Her baby daddy, Mo’Betta, rubbed her naked back, as he reclined on the two pillows behind his neck. He was basking in the afterglow of good sex.

“Who was that? Briggen?”

“How you know my cousin?” she asked.

“Shit, ma, who don’t know yo’ cousin? I was at his brother Forever’s funeral,” Mo’Betta explained.

Mo’Betta was an up-and-coming hustla, born and bred in Detroit. Hearing Briggen’s name made his ears perk up because he was looking for a come up.

“Oh,” was all she said as she got down onto the floor where he was. They were in the living room of his unfurnished house. She went to straddle him again. “Now . . . where were we?”

Goddamn, this bitch is a nympho, he thought. Playing it off, he pushed her off him. “Goddamn, li’l mama, let a nigga catch his breath.” Pregnant pussy may’ve been good, but goddamn! “Naw, I’m sayin’, what’s good wit’ cuz?” he questioned.

As soon as he asked, Keeta was hipped to what Mo’Betta was fishing for. She didn’t want to expose too much, but she knew if Mo’Betta could help solve Briggen’s problems, he’d put him in a better position. And being his baby mama, she stood to eat too. They both were plotting.

“Ain’t too much, he just lookin’ for his man. He holdin’ some money for him,” she lied.

“His man who?” he probed.

“Damn, nigga. Nosy, ain’t you?” Keeta was just testing where his head was before she brought him up to speed.

He palmed and caressed her soft, ample ass in an attempt to soothe the answer out of her. Little did he know, she was only looking for a reason to give it up.

Angles.

“Listen, ma, we ’bout to start a family, and your cuz yo’, he family. So therefore, his beef is mine. So let a nigga know what’s good, and I’ll handle it,” he assured her.

She looked at him a few moments and then said, “Silk.”

“Silk?” he echoed. “Silk, Silk, the cat own Full City? That whole strip is rakin’ in the dough.”

She nodded.

“Shit, since them indictments started droppin’, niggas been gettin’ ghost. He might be in goddamn Mexico speakin’ Spanish.” Mo’ chuckled. “Naw, but on the real, let me see what I can do,” he said, as if it was going to be difficult. Deep down he was amped because he knew exactly where to find him. Silk had been fucking his little sister Tee-Tee.

“Uh-huh. Well, now that we got that straight, you think I could get some of my dick now?” Keeta purred.

He gave her the sexy gaze she loved so much. “You can always get it, li’l mama.”

She massaged the base of his half-hard dick until it stood up fully, and then she slid it up inside her. “Ssssss,” she sucked her breath in, feeling him fill her up. Her pussy walls twitched with each stroke.

Her pussy was sloppy wet. Mo’Betta gripped her by her hips and pumped himself in and out, longer and harder.

“Ohhh, yess, big daddy. That’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Keeta groaned, playing with her own clit while Mo’Betta long dicked the pussy.

“Cock your leg up,” he growled at her.

He grabbed her left knee and pulled it forward, positioning her where she was half-squatting on his dick. The angle had her leaning to the side, so he lifted his hips and began to pound away, his dick hitting her spot every time.

“No . . . no . . . no. Oh yeah,” she gasped, scared of how good it felt from that angle. It made her feel like she had to pee, and she tingled all over.

Her squeals got louder as Mo’Betta went into a line, beating the pussy with the stamina of a nigga working on a second nut.

“Oh my God! Mo! I’m squirtin’! I’m squirtin’!” Keeta squealed as the clear, juicy liquid shot in spurts from her pussy. She had never squirted before.

Mo’Betta pushed himself as deep as he could go and came hard and long, his body jerked three times before his seed was spent.

Keeta collapsed on his chest and covered his face with kisses. “Goddamn, I love you, baby,” she barely got out in between breaths.

“I love you too,” he replied, but his mind was on other things. Because the whole time he was digging up in Keeta’s guts, he was putting together a plan to dig in Briggen’s pockets.



Chapter Two

Yo, Kay-Gee, man. Please, yo. Tell this nigga it wasn’t me,” Silk begged, banged up in the middle of his own garage. “I don’t know nothing about no restaurant shooting.” Silk was one of Briggen’s most trusted soldiers but now his loyalty was being tested.

He lay in a pool of his own blood, his ribs broken and several teeth gone. Born, Kay-Gee, Slim, JoJo, and Teraney surrounded him. Born held a golf club while everyone else had guns.

“If he don’t believe you, fuck make you think he gonna believe me?” Kay-Gee joked, and the rest of the crew laughed.

“Gee, I told you I’ve been practicing my swing, yo. You can’t be a corporate nigga if you don’t play golf,” Born explained in a maniacal tone that Silk feared more than the pain. “But it’s all in the swing!” Born grunted as he swung the G iron club dead into Silk’s nuts.

Silk let out a sick moan, his eyes rolled up in his head, and his whole body shuddered right before he threw up.

“Oooooh!” The crew collectively cried, all of them grabbing their nuts.

“Goddamn!”

“Now that hurt!”

“You wrong for that, dawg!”

Silk tried to speak, but it was so low the words came out in a hoarse whisper.

“What was that? Speak up,” Born taunted. He crouched down and leaned into Silk.

“I . . . didn’t . . . set you . . . up,” Silk swore with all the strength left in his body.

“Then why you ain’t show, huh? You was ’posed to be there, then at the last minute you don’t show? Really? Now you wanna play with the God’s intelligence? Huh?”

“It wasn’t—”

“Man, this fuckin’ fag sound like a broken record,” Born spat. Then without hesitation he stood up, rearing the golf club back and commenced to beating Silk’s head into a bloody pulp. Gray matter oozed from his eye sockets.

“Goddamn, Born! If he ain’t dead by now, you can’t kill ’im,” JoJo cracked, looking down at the bloody mess that used to be Silk’s head. “Born. Born. He done, God!”

The sound of JoJo’s voice brought Born out of his zone.

“Fuck that, maine. Niggas tried to body me, so nobody in this city sleeps until I find out who,” he vowed. He looked at Teraney and said, “Burn this muthafuckin’ house down to the ground.”

•  •  •

As soon as Dark walked through Crystal’s front door, she was all over him. “It’s almost ten and you ain’t even dressed. I thought we were goin’ out,” he asked, while at the same time enjoying her raging hormones.

“Mmmmm, I want you in—” she shot back, kissing and sucking his bottom lip. “My mouth, my pussy . . . my ass,” she added, yanking off his coat.

Crystal looked at Dark as her knight in shining armor. She couldn’t get enough of him ever since he had pulled her to safety in the hit attempt at Benny Thrillz. That same night she didn’t want to be alone and found herself bent over Dark’s couch getting fucked like never before. The two of them had been inseparable, and Dark had been fucking her ever since. He was her new addiction. For Dark, it was a win-win, fucking his connect who had a killer head game.

Crystal dropped to her knees as she pushed him back against the front door and lowered his True Religion jeans. His dick popped straight out. She wasted no time running her tongue around the head, giving it a firm squeeze so she could taste his precum. Then she ran her tongue tantalizingly along the shaft until she reached his nuts. She sucked from one nut to the other, her right hand jacking his shaft and never losing eye contact.

“Put it in your mouth,” Dark demanded, his voice raspy with lust.

She didn’t hesitate to please him. Crystal slid his dick inside her warm, wet mouth and began to greedily slurp him, like she knew he loved. He placed his hands on the back of her head, and he began fucking her face as she deep-throated him with no hands.

“Stand up and bend over,” Dark told her. He knew he was about to come, but he wanted to fuck that tight pussy first.

Crystal crawled seductively to the stairs and planted her knees on the fourth stair. Leaning upward, she braced her hands on the sixth step as Dark plowed into her, spreading her ass cheeks so he could watch himself beat that pussy.

“Fuck me, Dark! Fuck your pussy!” she urged him, bucking back to meet him thrust for thrust.

Not only did she have killer head, but Crystal had to have one of the tightest pussies Dark had ever had. If he wasn’t all about money over bitches, he could’ve easily fallen in love.

“Oh, Daddy, I’m comin’, I’m comin’, I—” Crystal gushed as she creamed all over his dick, making her pussy that much juicier and causing Dark to explode inside of her.

He sat down on the stairs, pulled her onto his lap, and kissed her passionately as he caught his breath.

“You tryin’ to turn a nigga out or something?” Dark teased with a skeptical grin on his face.

“Ummmm. Nigga, you know you already open!” Crystal giggled. She was definitely feeling Dark. Not only was his dick game on one thousand, he was so fucking gangsta that she always felt secure around him. A part of her had been traumatized by the hit attempt. She still had nightmares about it. But she had Dark, and psychologically, he calmed her fears. Besides, she used his team for the muscle, so all she had to do was keep him supplied and sit back counting money. Fair exchange was no robbery.

“So, I guess dinner and a movie is out, huh? What we gonna eat, ’cause you damn sure ain’t cookin’.” He chuckled, remembering the last time she tried.

Crystal playfully hit him. “Boy, I can cook!”

“Yeah, just not in the kitchen!”

They both laughed.

“I talked to Daddy today,” she told him on a more somber note.

“How is he?”

“Not good,” she answered, holding back tears as she once again pictured the frail figure that was now her father.

Dark shook his head. He really didn’t give a fuck about Big Choppa. He just wanted to make sure the dope would keep pumping even after Big Choppa’s heart didn’t. “Wheneva you talk about Big Chop, it always makes me think, you know. Like . . . this life is all we got, and it ain’t long, you know? So when you find happiness . . . you gotta hold on to it,” Dark remarked, running game like a pro.

The way he said it and the words he used made Crystal’s heart jump. Her heart knew what he was trying to say. He was going to ask her to be his wife, but her mind wanted to be sure. “Wh-what are you saying, Dark?” she asked, looking into his eyes tenderly.

He looked back, softening his gaze as best he could without laughing at how truly easy it was to lie to someone who wanted to believe. “You know what I’m sayin’, baby. Even though I have a son and a baby mama, I don’t want you to ever trip about that or feel threatened. It ain’t about her. It’s all about him. I have to do right by him. But now . . . this ain’t planned or rehearsed. I’m sayin’,” he paused, putting her hand in his. “I’ve never met someone who was so much like me. I know you not like the rest of these chicks tryin’ to come up off of my money. You really fuck wit’ me, and I really fuck wit’ you. But I’m trying to take shit to another level. I do a lot of dirt in these streets, and I need somebody stable in my corner. Crystal, I want you to be my wife,” he announced as he gazed into her eyes.

Crystal didn’t respond.

Fearing she was going to reject him, he said, “I’m sorry. I know I don’t have a ring, and I will get you one. But shit, you got a thousand rings upstairs, and I know and you know that you don’t need a ring to be my wife.”

Crystal’s whole body trembled, and she covered her mouth with her hand as tears welled up in her eyes. “Oh my God, baby, yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!” She squealed, wrapping him up in a big hug and almost knocking them both down the stairs.

They laughed as Dark pushed off the wall to right their balance.

“I love you, Crystal.”

“I love you, Jerome,” she responded, calling him by his government name. She gave him a quick kiss. “Love and all, I still want my ring!”

They were both ecstatic, but for different reasons. Because for Dark, the only thing better than fucking the connect was being married to his daughter.

•  •  •

“Janaaayyyy!” Crystal screamed into the phone. “He went there! My baby went there!”

“Crystal, who went where and why are you screaming?” Janay peered over at the clock on the nightstand. 3:12am.

“Jerome, girl! Jerome! He proposed to me, Nay. He really proposed. I am getting married!” She squealed out in excitement.

“Who is Jerome?”

“My man, silly. Dark. Jerome is his government name.”

There was silence on the phone.

“Nay, he’s my man. And he proposed to me. Can’t you be happy for me? Damn. Say something.”

“You don’t want to hear what I have to say, Crystal, and you know it.”

“What do you mean I don’t want to hear it? What can you possibly say? You don’t even know Jerome like that.”

“Exactly. And you don’t either. But even a blind man can see that the nigga has motive and is just going through the motions. He’s not going to marry you, Crystal. He’s just using you. And that’s all I have to say because you’re going to do you anyway. So, congratulations.” Janay hung up, leaving a stunned Crystal on the other end.

•  •  •

The next day when Choppa called Crystal he got more than he anticipated. “Married!”

“Daddy, don’t start.”

“No! You don’t start,” Choppa shot right back, breaking into a coughing fit. He may not have had his health, but he still had his fire. “That boy in love with me, more than he is you, Crystal! I know you ain’t that goddamn stupid!”

Hearing her daddy’s objection only made her resent him and want to marry Dark even more. She wanted to spaz, but she remembered who she was talking to, took a deep breath, and replied, “Daddy . . . This is my life. I’m not asking you for permission to live it, but it would be nice if you could be happy for me.”

Choppa grumbled something under his breath. “Look, bring the boy to see me. I wanna look him in the eyes before I welcome him into this family. Can you at least do that?”

Crystal’s heart leapt. She had always been spoiled, so she thought she had won out on will. “Yes, Daddy, of course. We’ll be up there next weekend. I love you!”

“Yeah,” Choppa grumbled. He hung up, hoping he had bought himself enough time to do something about the situation.

Thinking about Crystal only made him madder at Janay for walking away from the family business. After getting shot, Janay went on some holy roller, straight and narrow, want-to-live-my-life-right type shit. And went as far as packing up and moving away. She was adamant about being out of the game, but more so, not being her father’s puppet. With Janay out, he had to put Crystal in charge, but seeing her falling weak for this nigga, Dark, made him regret the day he made that decision. He didn’t like Dark, and he damn sure didn’t trust him.

“It ain’t over, baby girl,” he vowed, searching his mind for a way to get Janay back in the game.

•  •  •

Joy was the quintessential bad bitch. From the Kewpie doll nose to her dimpled smile, her hazel bedroom eyes to her pouty lips, she looked like Halle Berry in her prime. Her style of dress only spoke Italian and French. She rocked every designer from Dolce & Gabbana, Versace, Valentino, Christian Lacroix, and Jean Paul Gaultier, just to name a few. Her strut was so fierce, her Red Bottoms looked like the blood of the broken hearts she had trampled on. She wasn’t ghetto thick or corporate petite. Her body was perfectly proportioned and turned heads wherever she went. Now that her husband Cisco was gone, all she wanted was more money, power and lots of respect.

As she walked along the halls of Congress, she was doing just that . . . turning heads. But she remained strictly business and focused on her alligator skin briefcase in her right hand. She knew exactly where she was going, literally and figuratively. Being that she used to be Congressman Duffy’s chief of staff, that last fact was a given. She went directly to his office, knocked, and then politely entered.

The office consisted of only two rooms, the office of the chief of staff and Duffy’s secretary. Because he wasn’t a ranking member in the House, his accommodations were less than ideal. But thanks to gerrymandering, he now had a district that was 90 percent African American, which all but ensured him reelection for life. A politician with that kind of job security could amass a lot of power, and Joy planned on using it to her advantage.

When she walked in, she was met by the polite smile of the new secretary, who, to Joy’s amusement, was a cheap knockoff of herself.

It was obvious Duffy had had Joy in mind when he selected her replacement after she resigned. Seeing the new hire was like seeing a fake Gucci handbag. Joy could tell the woman saw it too, because even though her smile was polite, it was plastic, trying to mask the resentment in her eyes.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Maurice.”

“Do you have an appointment with Congressman Duffy?” She asked as if she was correcting her.

“No, but he’ll see me. Tell him it’s Joy Parker. You have my old job.”

“I’m sorry, but the congressman doesn’t see anyone without an appointment,” she said, happy to find something to deny Joy and acting as if she didn’t know who she was.

Joy smirked, hit speed dial, and put the phone on speaker.

“Yeah?” Duffy’s voice came through loud and clear.

“It’s me, I’m coming in,” Joy announced, more for the girl’s benefit than his.

“About time.” Duffy chuckled.

Joy hung up, sashayed over to his office door, and cracked it. She swung her bag over her shoulder, stopped and then told the secretary, “Hold his calls. And I’ll have a bottled water.”

She closed the door, leaving her knockoff to stew in her own resentment. “Bitch,” Joy hissed.

When Joy waltzed toward Duffy, he rose from his seat. She smiled at the fine figure he cut. He was only thirty-two, looked like a young Will Smith, and had the charm to match. He was a hell of a politician, and if he could keep his dick in his pants, Joy could see him as the next black president.

He rounded the desk to give her a warm hug and a warm kiss on the cheek.

“Joy, Joy,” he said, hitting her with his dimples, “your mother named you well. Are you back for your position? Go ahead, tell Simone she can leave now.”

Joy snickered. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Maurice.”

“And with you, everywhere is where I wanna be,” he shot back smoothly and kissed her hand.

They both laughed.

“Still the smoothest politician inside the Beltline, I see,” Joy remarked as she walked around the desk and sat in his swivel seat.

“And you still look better in my seat than I do. What can I do for you?” he asked, propping up GQ style on the edge of the desk.

She crossed her long sexy legs and let her Red Bottom dangle delicately from her right foot. “It’s what we can do for each other,” she corrected.

“Reciprocity.” Duffy smiled evilly as the word rolled off his tongue. “The grease that makes this country spin. Better yet, I rub your back and you can massage mine,” he flirted.

Joy set her briefcase in her lap, faced him, and then popped the clasps. She lifted the lid to reveal seventy-five thousand dollars neatly filling it.

Duffy ran his eyes over the money but kept it poker. “And that would be . . ?”

“A campaign contribution . . . the first of many, we’ll call it.” She smirked.

“Which of my . . . policies are you interested in? Immigration reform, foreign affairs . . .”

“Law enforcement. Federal jurisdiction. Nicholas Powell,” she told him. Nicholas “Nick” Powell. The number one drug supplier to the city of Detroit.

Duffy nodded, pinching his lip pensively. “I see . . . Sounds to me like you need a lawyer more than a congressman.”

Joy saw the game he was playing so she decided to jump right to the point. “There are several vacant federal judgeships. One in your district. The road to confirmation may end in the Senate, but it runs through your office. Nicholas Powell doesn’t go to jail. He doesn’t even go to court. Make it happen. The number is five hundred grand. Do we have a deal?”

Duffy liked the way she ran it down. She knew politics cold. He had taught her well . . . maybe too well.

“Leave the briefcase and a number.”

“Here’s the number,” she answered, handing him a business card. “Our man is one Detective Sherman of the Detroit Police Department. He calls all of the shots for their Drug Task Force. But as for the briefcase . . .” Joy stood up and dumped the money out on the desk before closing and retaining it,“—it was the only mauve one in Milan.”

He chuckled at her femininity as she headed for the door.

“Oh, and, Maurice, I ask only one thing of the politicians I buy.” She had his undivided attention as she placed one hand on the doorknob.

“What’s that?”

“That they stay bought,” she responded, blew him a kiss, and then she was gone.



Chapter Three

I Miss You . . .

What was it about those three little words that could so easily tug on the heartstrings? They weren’t like the words ‘I love you’ that were in the present and always seemed like something to be desired. Love was so big . . . so vague . . . so all-encompassing. But miss was a word that said despite time, distance, and circumstance, I am thinking of you. It was the one word that let her see beyond those rose-colored memories.

When her phone chimed, Shan was sitting in the den playing with Li’l Peanut. She picked it up. She didn’t recognize the number, but her heart said it was Briggen. She stared at the screen before opening the text. Her hands were trembling. She knew. She rushed to her bedroom and sat in the recliner next to the window. She opened the text and there they were. Those three words . . . I miss you. Her heart skipped a beat. She closed her eyes and placed the phone to her heart. “I miss you too,” she whispered.

Shan acknowledged that she did him dirty. Yes, she took his money, refused to help him out while he did his bid. She ran off with his kids. And then there was Nick. She thought that ‘for better or worse’ meant everything to her. And then there was Nick. She felt guilty because she still loved Briggen. In spite of everything that went down, Briggen was her husband. The father of her children. And now it took everything inside her not to call the number attached to the text.

All throughout the day those three little words interrupted her. At the stoplight, while getting her hair done, or sitting on the couch with her feet curled up under her, while the rain beat a soft pattern on the window. Especially as she sat holding their daughter. She couldn’t help opening the text over and over again, hoping the phone would ring. That’s one of the reasons she never changed her number . . . just in case.

Then it happened. Another chime. She grabbed her phone, and the next text warmed her up.

No matter what I’ll always love you. I need you and my kids.

She rubbed the screen of her iPhone as if touching his face. She knew this wasn’t a good idea, but it did wonders for the guilt she was carrying. Maybe it had something to do with just having the baby. Now she wanted to text back but knew she shouldn’t. Especially after getting a text from Nick not too long ago that read: Be home soon—I love you.

The guilt. She went to delete Briggen’s text, but couldn’t, and then, as if he were reading her mind, he sent another one.

Tell me about our little girl.

Briggen sat back on his bunk waiting for Shan’s reply. It didn’t bother him that she didn’t text back after the first one. In fact, it was a good sign. After all the fly shit she popped about taking the money. If she was still on some bullshit, she would’ve used his emotions to twist the knife.

Because she hadn’t he knew he had her stuck. Deliberately, he waited a long time to text again, allowing her to stew in her own juices. He knew he had to be extra gentle so he could rock her to sleep and get close enough to do what he needed to do.

Her name is Brianna Michelle.

She texted back and included a picture, the one she felt showed that she had Briggen’s eyes and her nose. A perfect combination, she thought like a blending of their best features. The best of them, to make her. Before she knew it, they were texting back and forth about the baby’s weight, her birthday, her ways, and joking about who she got them from.

The baby broke the ice and helped to melt the tension. She knew she took her anger against him too far. The guilt had been eating her up. Hell, it still was. What did he do to her that justified her to turn all the way against him? How angry was he at her? Did he hate her? She had to know. But the elephant in the room went unacknowledged until Briggen’s next text:
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