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PROLOGUE


IF YOU ASKED ANYONE ABOUT Rick Jenkins, most of them would likely have the same opinion of him: a liar, a cheat, a scum bag and all around loser. That had been the story of his life, losing, at least until recently.


Rick was a grifter who made his money playing the con game. His most recent scam was bogus apartment rentals. He would run ads on sites like Craigslist claiming to be a Realtor for a luxury apartment complex. He had a buddy who worked in maintenance at the complex, so gaining access to empty apartments for showing was easy. Rick would even go as far as giving people their keys in exchange for cash up front. By the time the renters tried to move in and realized they’d been duped, Rick was long gone. He had managed to scam ten people before management finally got hip to the scheme.


Of all the people Rick had scammed with the phony apartments, there was only one he felt kind of bad about. She was a young chick with a hard-luck story to tell that tugged at Rick’s heartstrings. She was fresh out of the hospital after a near-death assault and looking to move out of the neighborhood it happened in. Rick was going to turn her away, until she offered to pay him three months’ rent in advance. Greed got the best of him, and Rick took the poor girl’s money and got ghost.


Since Rick had a little money saved up, he decided to give the bogus rental con a break and take some time to enjoy himself. This night, he had gotten up with some of his buddies and hit the town. Toward the end of the night, they had stumbled upon a dice game. Rick saw it as easy pickings. By the time he’d left the dice game, he was five grand richer. He could’ve probably left with double that if he’d lingered around long enough, but he didn’t want to press his luck. It would only be a matter of time before someone caught on to the fact that he was switching the dice.


Rick had said good-bye to his friends and hello to a money-hungry young smut who’d attached herself to him at the dice game. Rick couldn’t wait to get her back to the motel he’d been staying at and see how far she was willing to go in the name of a dollar. It took less than five minutes after they arrived for her to show him. She was on Rick like a cheap suit. The girl had just taken all of him into her mouth when the door came crashing open.


It was dark, and the person standing in the doorway had a high-powered flashlight which he kept pointed at Rick’s eyes. Rick moved to get up, but the distinct sound of a hammer being cocked froze him. “I’m gonna need you to stay right where you are, my nigga,” a masculine voice said from behind the glare of the flashlight.


“Man, I don’t know what this is about, but—” Rick began, but his words were cut off when the flashlight collided with the side of his head.


“If you shut the fuck up, I’ll tell you,” the man with the flashlight said. The light turned to the girl, who was cowering at the foot of the bed. “Leave. Don’t get your clothes, don’t get your purse. Just get the fuck out. If you look back, I’m going to kill you. Do you understand?” The girl didn’t even answer. She just bolted from the room. “Like I was saying.” The light went back to Rick. “You know, I respect a nigga trying to get money, legal or illegal, but what I don’t respect is a fucking parasite. Worms like you ain’t got the balls to grind for it, so you take it from hardworking people. The thing you never take into account is that there are people in the world who got love for the folks you robbing, like my peoples you took for her bread.”


“My dude, I don’t know you or your peoples,” Rick said. He was racking his brain trying to think who he might’ve wronged enough for them to want him dead. The list was too long for him to even fathom.


Suddenly, the room was filled with light. Rick’s vision was blurred, but when it cleared, he found himself staring down the barrel of a large .357 being held by someone familiar. “I know you. I saw you at the dice game.”


“If you knew me, then you’d have gotten out of town the minute you saw me instead of sticking around,” the gunman said.


“Fam, if this is about the money I won at the dice game, then you can have it.” Rick scooped his jeans off the floor and held them out to the gunman. “Everything is in there except what I spent on the cab to get here with shorty.”


The gunman slapped Rick’s jeans from his hands. “Nigga, this ain’t about what you won at the dice game. It’s about you being more careful of whom you steal from. My home girl trusted you, and you did her dirty, and now you gotta make it right.”


Rick was scared shitless. He had no idea if the man was going to kill him or just kick his ass and rob him, but he wasn’t ready to gamble on the mercy of strangers. In a last-ditch attempt to save his skin, Rick lunged for the gun. The gunman moved off reflex when he pulled the trigger. The powerful slug hit Rick high in the chest and carried him sailing over the bed and crashing into the corner.


“Dumb, just fucking dumb.” The gunman shook his head. “I just came to get the money you beat my home girl for, and you’ve turned it into something else.”


“Please!” Rick gasped as he bled out onto the motel carpet.


The gunman placed the .357 over Rick’s head. “I didn’t plan on killing you, but you’ve changed that plan. I’m not a complete scum bag, though.” He moved the barrel from Rick’s head to his heart. “I’ll make it so that your people can bury you with an open casket,” he promised, and pulled the trigger.


•  •  •


The gunman walked down the motel hallway, counting the money he’d taken from Rick. With his dice game’s winnings coupled with the money he already had on him, it came to just under six grand. He wasn’t sure if that would cover what she had lost to the scam artist, but it would have to do. He’d already gone further than he planned to.


As he passed the front desk, the clerk sat with her face buried in a magazine, trying her best to act like she didn’t see him. The gunman tapped the .357 to get her attention. Nervously, she looked up. The gunman peeled off ten hundred-dollar bills and slid them across the desk with a gloved hand. “This should hold you for a week or so while you’re looking for another gig. I think you’ve outgrown this place,” he said, before slipping from the motel and disappearing into the night.





PART I


UNFINISHED BUSINESS


“A man who would betray his friends is the lowest form of human being. His death should reflect that. I don’t just want his life, Priest. I want that rat fuck’s cheese-stained tongue!”


—SHAI CLARK





ONE


FOR A LONG FEW MOMENTS, all was silent in the church. Kahllah leaned against the wall closest to the raised stage, which had once been graced by some of the most beautiful voices in Harlem. A strand of her silky black hair blew across her face from the breeze seeping in through the cracked stained-glass window. Kahllah pushed the hair from her face and once again thought about cutting it. She was a beautiful girl, with flawless sun-baked skin and rosy lips that always seemed to be pouting. She was the picture of the girl you wanted to take home to meet your mother, until your eyes landed on the big black gun dangling from her hand. Her dark brown eyes took in the scene unfolding before her but revealed nothing. She watched it with the enthusiasm of a blind person at a silent movie.


Gucci, however, was a bit easier to read. She sat in the front pew, with a worried expression on her face. She had lost a bit of weight from her long stay in the hospital, and her hair was badly in need of a perm. She wasn’t exactly the curvaceous vixen she’d been, but she was a far cry from the empty shell they’d wheeled into surgery almost a month before. While out partying with friends, Gucci had been the recipient of a bullet meant for someone else. While she lay in the hospital, teetering between life and death, mass murder was being committed on the streets of New York in her name. Her lover was merciless in his vengeance, but it was the same all-too-consuming lust for revenge that had inevitably doomed both of them and brought them to the dark place, unsure if they would live or die. A few feet away from Gucci sat her heart. The man who had died as her protector and been resurrected as her dark horseman.


Animal had been sitting stone-still on the army cot for what seemed like an eternity. His head was lowered and spills of dark black curls fell around his chocolate face. His dark eyes were downcast, locked on the object in his trembling hands. It was a picture of Animal when he was a baby, with his mother and his biological father. Every so often, he would look from the picture to the man who had handed it to him and shake his head. There was no denying the resemblance. This couldn’t be!


The man in the picture, Priest, loomed over Animal, dressed in black priest’s robes, thumbing the gold rosary through his fingers. Priest was a hard-faced man with a clean-shaven head and a stubbly salt-and-pepper beard. The black patch he wore over his eye made him look more like a mercenary than a man of the cloth, but he was actually both. For many years, Priest had walked the path of the righteous, until tragedy caused him to stray. When God abandoned Priest, he abandoned God, and so began his slow walk to damnation. Priest was a reputed assassin, personal executioner for the Clark family, but he was also Animal’s father. The revelation had stunned everyone in attendance, but none seemed more shocked than Animal.


Animal’s eyes stayed fixed on the picture. It had been years since he had laid eyes on the woman who had brought him into the world and even longer since she had looked like she did in the picture. Animal’s mother, Marie, had been beautiful in her day. She was a mix of black and Hispanic, with dark curly hair and pretty bowed lips, which she had passed on to her youngest son. She was the object of desire for many men but had eventually given herself to a cancerous young punk named Eddie. Things had already been hard on them when Animal’s biological father left, but they became worse when Eddie came into the picture. The years spent with his stepfather were a living hell for Animal, and he was made to suffer all forms of mental and physical abuse. One of Eddie’s favorite methods of disciplining Animal when he was upset was locking him naked in a dog cage and starving him for days at a time. Animal would lie awake on the cage floor some nights and dream of killing Eddie for making his mother suffer, then killing his real father for abandoning them. Years later, the debt between him and Eddie would be settled in blood, but he had unfinished business with the man standing before him now.


“There is no shame in showing emotions. It’s a spiritual release when we’re in pain,” Priest said. “You must have a million and one thoughts running through your head and none of them pleasant ones.”


Animal hadn’t even realized he was crying, until a teardrop splashed on the tattered photograph. He wiped his face with the back of his hand and turned his red-rimmed eyes to Priest. His voice was heavy with emotion when he spoke. “Why?”


Priest cocked his head to the side as if he didn’t understand the question.


Animal placed the picture neatly on the cot next to him and gave Priest his undivided attention. “I lay awake many nights thinking of what I would do or say if I ever met my biological father. A bunch of scenarios played out in my head, but in all of them, I would always ask why. Why leave your little boy to face the evils of the world all by himself? This is what I said I’d ask my daddy, right before I killed him.”


Before the threat could even register in Priest’s head, Animal lunged at him. The older man was caught off-guard, so the first two punches landed square on his chin and staggered him. When Animal faked high, Priest reflexively covered his face, leaving his gut exposed to the next punch his son threw. Priest was doubled over in pain, so Animal tried to finish him with a kick to the face, but the chain clasped around his ankle threw his aim off. He launched another punch, but Priest was ready. He grabbed Animal by the arm and, with a twist, dislocated it from his shoulder. For good measure, he swept Animal’s legs and put him on his ass. When Animal tried to get back up, Priest stomped on his injured shoulder.


Priest squatted down beside Animal, who was rolling around on the ground, clutching his shoulder. “I ain’t some punk-ass gun boy who shits his pants every time he sees them shiny grilles of yours, Tayshawn. I’ve been doing this since before I shot you outta my nut sack. You’re good, son, but I’m still better.” Priest grabbed Animal by the back of his shirt and helped him to the cot.


“Fuck off me.” Animal jerked away from him. His arm was throbbing, and he couldn’t feel his fingers.


“You got a lot of fire in you, boy, and that’s a good thing. You’re gonna need it for this shit you plan on pursuing,” Priest said.


“And what do you know about my plans, old head?” Animal asked.


“I know that you got a fire burning in your belly that’s eating you up a chunk at a time. A wise man would’ve taken the pass and high-tailed it to greener pastures, but the men in our family aren’t known for their smarts, we’re known for our need to hurt people. You might look like your mother, but it’s my demons that live in your heart.”


Animal chuckled. “Listen to you, trying to sound all fatherly and shit, like you give a fuck about what’s in my heart. Let’s be clear, I lay no claim to you or anybody else from your side of the gene pool. I ain’t yo son, the gutter spit me out. I was birthed by a drug whore and raised by the streets. Where the fuck do you come in?”


“There’s that rage again,” Priest said.


Animal stood and got nose-to-nose with Priest, but the older man didn’t even flinch. “You have no idea what rage is until you’ve been violated to the point where you feel subhuman.”


“The good Lord places obstacles in front of us as tests of our faith. From the most faithful to even the wretched, we are all tested. To reach the kingdom of heaven, we must first brave the fires of hell,” Priest said.


“So says your fake biblical ass,” Animal said, mocking him. “You know, I actually think this is kinda funny, the priest who fathered the omen. My birth was a sure sign of things that would come to pass. For as much grief as I’ve brought into the world, I can’t even say that I blame you for cutting out on me.”


Priest sighed. “If only you understood the whole story.”


“The way I see it, there ain’t much to understand. You were just another bitch-ass nigga who was afraid to take care of his responsibilities,” Animal said venomously.


Priest felt his hand twitch, but he fought back the urge to knock Animal’s head off his shoulders. “Tayshawn, you can either keep acting like a spoiled-ass kid with a chip on his shoulders or get your head back in the game and act like you want to live through this. I’m trying to help you.”


“I don’t want your help!” Animal spit.


“What you want and what you need are two different things, Tayshawn, but all roads lead to your ultimate goal: Shai Clark. If you move wrong this time, I doubt if there’ll be another resurrection. Kahllah.” He turned to her.


“Yes, Father?”


“Take them upstairs to the place we’ve prepared for them. Tend to Animal’s injury, let him shower, and give him the fresh clothes I left. I need him ready to travel by the time I come back from my meeting,” Priest told her. After issuing some last-minute instructions, he pulled Gucci to the side. “For all that you’ve gone through with and for him, I take it you love my son?”


“I don’t think whether I love your son or not is the question. I’ve been in his life longer than you have,” Gucci said with a hint of attitude. Flashes of the older her were coming back.


Priest’s bowed lips cracked into a half grin. “A bit of fire in the soul is a good thing, but don’t let that fire get so big that it burns you. My ties are to Tayshawn, not you. As far as I’m concerned, your life serves as nothing more than a distraction to the grand scheme. The only reason there are two empty graves in that scrap yard instead of one is that I know my son cares about you, and your passing would no doubt leave him irreparably broken. You don’t have to like me, but you will respect me. Are we clear?”


“Crystal,” Gucci said, but she’d taken some of the bass out of her voice.


“When I return, my son and I are going for a little ride so we can have a long-overdue talk. Kahllah will tend to your needs in our absence,” Priest told her.


“Where are you taking him?” Gucci asked.


“That isn’t your concern. What you should be focused on is helping me persuade him to do the right thing so that you may both walk away from this with your lives.”


“I can try, but Animal has his own mind. Once it’s set, it’s hard to change,” Gucci said honestly.


“You’ll do more than try, for your own sake. There are a great many things in motion which neither you nor Tayshawn totally understand. Things that have been years in the making, and we will not see them ruined because my son couldn’t control his emotions. I am tolerant, but Kahllah is not, and there’s no doubt in my mind that she won’t hesitate to hurt you to control him,” Priest warned, and left the church for his meeting.





TWO


THE MEETING WAS SET TO take place at a truck stop off the New Jersey Turnpike, just over the George Washington Bridge. It was early in the afternoon, so the parking lot was busy with cars coming and going. The tall black man in the priest’s robes drew more than a few stares as he crossed the lot, headed to the diner. A trooper, who was coming out of the diner, stopped to hold the door for the holy man.


“Bless you, my son.” Priest gave him a phony smile and stepped into the diner. The man he had come to see wasn’t hard to find. His was the only booth flanked by minions who looked every bit of the hired guns they were, dressed in off-the-rack suits and wearing sunglasses indoors. The man they were protecting sat at the rear of the booth, facing the door. He was dressed in a white collared shirt, with a salmon-colored blazer and blue jeans. He was joined by two other people. A woman, who had her back to him, and a young light-skinned man with dusty brown hair. When the man in the salmon blazer spotted Priest, he motioned for him to come over.


“Thanks for coming.” Shai Clark stood and greeted Priest with a handshake and a smile. He was a handsome man, with a baby face and joyful eyes. Shai looked more like a college kid than a ruthless crime boss who controlled the New York City underworld.


“You call, and I come, that’s the way it works, right?” Priest said with a smirk. “I thought this was a private meeting.” He glanced from the young man to the woman at the table. She was older than Priest but had the body of a woman half her age. Her skin was smooth and dark, in contrast to her silver hair, which she wore up in an elegant bun. The green skirt suit she wore fit her body perfectly, no doubt tailored to fit. Around her neck, she wore a string of white pearls. When her dark eyes glanced up at Priest, her red-painted lips parted into a smile that said she had a secret that she couldn’t wait to tell. For all intents and purposes, she was the picture of someone’s loving grandmother, but those who knew her knew better.


“No worries. This is a friend of ours. I’d like to introduce you to—”


“Who in the underworld doesn’t know Machine Gun Ma Savage?” Priest cut him off.


Ma smiled, showing off two perfect rows of white teeth, one capped by a gold crown. “Machine Gun Ma is only for niggers I plan on killing or nosy reporters. It’s just Ma to my friends. Are we friends these days, or do you still wanna lock ass over that lil’ misunderstanding we had back in 1982, Tay?”


Priest stiffened at her use of a name he had buried when he first donned the black robe. “I prefer Priest, and yes, I’d say we’re friends these days, Ma. The past is the past.”


“That’s good to know, because you never can tell with members of y’all’s clan. I swear I could never figure out how a bunch of muthafuckas as pretty as you all are could be so deadly. I’m still holding on to the hope that one of my boys gets accepted into your little club.” Ma gave him a wink.


Shai was surprised. “You two know each other.” He looked from Priest to Ma Savage.


Ma cackled. “Of course we do. Me and old Priest got history, don’t we?”


“Indeed we do,” Priest said in a less-than-pleasant tone.


“Ma, is this the old nigga you always going on about?” The light-skinned young man spoke up. “Shit, he don’t look like much to me.”


Ma Savage slapped him upside the head with her purse. “You mind your damn manners, Bug Savage. Excuse my youngest boy. Sometimes he lets his ass speak for his mouth. How you been, Priest?”


“I’ve been better, but I’m alive, so I can’t complain,” Priest said with a shrug. “How’re the kids?”


“Still ornery as ever. Big John is finishing up a dime in a fed joint somewhere in Illinois, so Dickey and Maxine have been handling the business. I got no idea where Mad Dog is these days. He comes and goes as he sees fit, and most of the time, he’s got the law a few steps behind him.”


“Same old Mad Dog.” Priest shook his head. Even as a kid, Mad Dog had been the wildest of the Savage boys. He had no understanding of right or wrong. He was like an animal and moved off instincts rather than rational thought. “And Killer?” he asked of the forth-oldest Savage boy.


“Killer goes by Keith these days,” Ma told him. “My delusional son has abandoned his evil ways and is working for the other side now. He just graduated law school. Can you imagine a Savage working on the wrong side of the damn law? His daddy is probably turning over in his grave right now over that blasphemous shit!” She spit on the floor, drawing some less-than-pleasant stares from the people eating at the next table. “I don’t bother with him, but he speaks to Maxine and Dickey pretty regularly. Outside of that, he keeps his distance, and that’s fine by me. Whether I pushed ’em out my pussy or not, I got no care or no time for ungrateful kids. You know how many muthafuckas I done shot to keep food in his prissy-ass mouth, and this is how he repays me, by leaving his poor old mom and siblings to fend for themselves while he’s out trying to save a world that don’t wanna be saved? He prances around rubbing shoulders with his new white friends, like his last name ain’t Savage same as the rest of us. Let’s see how friendly them crackers would be if they knew his education was paid for with blood money.” She cackled. “A walking contradiction, that Killer is.”


Priest nodded in understanding. “He always was a bit different from the rest.” He reflected on the man formerly known as Killer. Keith had always been the quiet one, who kept his head buried in books. He was docile in contrast to his brothers, but when provoked, he was one of the most dangerous of the Savage boys.


Ma placed her hand on the light-skinned young man’s shoulder. “And of course, you met my youngest, Fire Bug. We call him Bug for short.”


Priest studied the young man. He didn’t look to be much older than sixteen or seventeen. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking about getting into the family business, too?”


“I’m the future of the family business,” Bug said proudly.


Ma hit him in the head with the purse again. “You ain’t the future of shit just yet, Bug Savage. My word is still law in the Savage household. Now, why don’t you take your pyromaniac ass outside and try not to set anything on fire while we’re in here finishing up our business?”


“But Ma—” Bug began, but Ma’s glare cut his words off. “A’ight.” He got up from the booth. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Clark. And we’ll make sure that business gets handled for you.” He shook Shai’s hand. On his way out, he looked up at Priest. His lips parted as if he wanted to say something, but he wisely kept his mouth closed and kept walking.


“You’ll have to excuse him,” Ma began once Bug had gone. “He’s the baby, so I keep him close to me, but unfortunately, he’s picked up some bad habits, same as the rest of my boys. Bug’s smart like Keith and got more heart than Mad Dog did at his age. I can’t count how many times I tried to turn Bug off to this lifestyle, but he’s got that Savage blood in him. If he insists on playing the game, all I can do is show him how to win.”


“Sometimes all we can do is make sure they’re the best at what they do, even if it isn’t right,” Priest agreed.


“Right on.” Ma nodded. “How’s that pretty boy of yours?”


Priest felt his heart skip but didn’t miss a beat when he answered. “Dead. He was killed a while back.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Ma said sincerely. “You know, I always hoped that he and Maxine would hook up one day. That marriage there would make our families mighty damn powerful out here.”


“I never knew you had a kid, Priest,” Shai interrupted.


“That’s because you were probably too young to remember. You boys spent some time together while your fathers were talking business,” Priest said with a wink.


Shai thought back. Poppa had never allowed very many around his children, so Shai’s play dates were few and far between. He vaguely remembered during one of Priest’s late night visits to the Clark estate there having been a kid with him. The reason it stuck out was one of the very few times that Poppa had allowed him to stay up late, eating candy and watching movies. Shai didn’t remember much about the kid other than the fact that he had very sad eyes. Poppa had taught him from an early age how to read people’s eyes to get a sense of who they were, and it was obvious, even to young Shai that the little boy with Priest had been through some terrible things. With a father like Priest, it was no wonder. Shai had shared his toys with the boy and it seemed to cheer him up, but the sadness in his eyes remained. Shai wanted to ask Priest how the boy had died, but the question would’ve been disrespectful, especially in front of outsiders, so he didn’t press it further.


“Let me get going, before Bug gets restless and tries to set something on fire. It was good seeing you.” Ma gave Priest a hug. “Shai”—she turned to him—“don’t you worry none about that piece of business, either. My Fire Bug is disrespectful and a little anxious, but he’s good at what he does.”


“You know your word is as good as gold, Ma. Thanks for meeting with me, and take care.” Shai gave her a hug.


“All right, now, and give my regards to Tommy Gunz.” Ma waved and left the diner.


Priest waited until he had watched Ma and Bug get into their SUV and pull off before speaking. “If you’re meeting with the Savage family, it could only mean somebody is about to die. If you’re meeting with Ma Savage, it must be somebody important. Is everything OK, Shai?”


“Yeah, everything is good, Priest. Sit down.” Shai motioned toward the seat Ma had just vacated. Once Priest was seated, Shai sat back down. He leaned in to whisper so that only Priest could hear what he was about to say. “I needed to make someone vanish, but it had to be done by someone who has no affiliation with me or this family. So I outsourced.”


Priest felt slighted by the fact that Shai hadn’t come to him to take the contract, but he didn’t show it. “Where’s your shadow?”


“Swann? In the streets with it, like he always is. A few of our people got hit up on some bullshit. I swear these lil’ niggaz are forgetting their places.”


“Any idea who did the deed?” Priest asked.


“From the viciousness of the hit, I’d say it was Animal, but we all know he’s dead, right?” Shai watched Priest’s face for a reaction.


“Dead and stinking,” Priest lied with a straight face.


Shai nodded in approval. “Word on the streets is that it was one of King James’s people. You know he’s got all these little niggaz thinking they’re superheroes.”


“Speaking of King James, when are you finally gonna put that rabid dog to sleep?” Priest asked, happy to change the subject.


“That nigga on borrowed time. When I take him out, I wanna do it in grand style for the whole hood to see. They gonna respect the Clark name,” Shai declared.


“Shai, let me tell you a story. Years ago, there was another little nigga with a chip on his shoulder named K-Dawg. Like King James, he had big ideas, too. Everybody ignored K-Dawg, because his crew was too small to pose a legitimate threat, but they realized their errors when K-Dawg and his crew staged a mutiny and whacked out several of the old bosses. They damn near took over this whole city, because they were underestimated. If you want my advice, I’d say let me put King James to sleep for you immediately.”


“I hear you, Priest, but I didn’t call you out here for your advice. I need your services,” Shai told him. “A friend of ours has called in a favor.”


Priest didn’t need Shai to speak the name to know whom he meant. A friend of ours meant Mr. Gee, a.k.a. Gee-Gee, acting boss of the Cissero crime family. He had been a business associate of Poppa Clark’s, and when the mantle was passed to Shai, he kept the lines of business open, albeit grudgingly. “And what is it that our little balding friend wants?”


Shai gave a look around as if he expected someone to be eavesdropping. “There’s this smuggler, they call him the Little Guy. He’s connected to just about every crime faction in the United States and a few outside the country. His connections with the unions make him the man you see if you want something moved from point A to point B with no questions asked. From drugs to immigrant whores, he can move it. The Little Guy was the darling of all the crime families until the dumb fuck got himself pinched in some slum-ass motel room for kicking the shit out of a junkie whore and in possession of enough blow to cater a small party. It ain’t looking good for him, and our friends are concerned about what the Little Guy might be willing to do for his freedom.”


“How much does he know?” Priest asked.


“He knows enough to topple the whole house of cards. The Little Guy has shaken some very important hands.”


Priest clasped his hands in front of him on the table and thumbed his gold rosary while he weighed the situation. “Can you remind me again why we give a fuck about some snitch turning state’s on the Italians? The last time I checked, none of those pasta-eating bastards were Clarks.”


“Italians aren’t the only ones the Little Guy has dirt on,” Shai said.


Priest didn’t need to ask who else the Little Guy had dirt on. The look on Shai’s face said it all. “What happened to cleaning up the Clark backyard and not creating new legal troubles?”


“I didn’t create this problem, Priest. I inherited it. The Little Guy’s arrangement with the Clarks goes back to before I was born, so I kept doing business with him when I took over,” Shai explained.


“You don’t have to say any more. I’ll take care of it, Shai. Dead men tell no tales.” Priest said. He stood to leave, but Shai had some parting instructions.


“A man who would betray his friends is the lowest form of human being. His death should reflect that. I don’t just want his life, Priest. I want that rat fuck’s cheese-stained tongue!”





THREE


ABOVE THE CHURCH WAS A small kitchenette apartment. It was sparsely furnished, with only a sofa bed, a radio, and a wooden table with a laptop resting on it. The paint was peeling, and the carpet smelled slightly like mold. It was a far cry from their house in Houston, but Animal and Gucci would have to make do, seeing as how it would be their new home until Priest said otherwise.


Animal had finally calmed down enough for Kahllah to free him and reset his arm. Popping it back into place hurt more than when Priest had dislocated it. Kahllah had expected Animal to try to escape, but he didn’t. He was still angry, but he stewed in silence. When Kahllah looked into his eyes, he seemed drained. Not so much physically tired, but his soul seemed drained. He moved as if he was in a daze, while she handed him some fresh clothes and directed him to the bathroom where he could clean himself up a bit.


While Animal showered, Gucci and Kahllah sized each other up from opposite sides of the room. Gucci wasn’t sure how to feel about Kahllah. When Priest had first brought them there, it was Kahllah who tended her wounds and tried to comfort her while they waited for Animal to regain consciousness. It was almost like they were girlfriends, but her demeanor changed whenever Priest was around. She became withdrawn and cold, more like a solider. She didn’t understand what kind of strange hold Priest had on the girl or how she played into everything.


“For as long as I’ve known Animal, he never mentioned having a sister,” Gucci said, breaking the silence.


“Because he didn’t know about me,” Kahllah replied.


“But you knew about him?” Gucci asked.


Kahllah weighed it before responding. “Not at first. I only learned of Animal when he made the news a few years back for killing all those people. Since then, Priest and I have been watching him from a distance, measuring him to see if he was worthy.”


“Worthy of what?” Gucci asked.


“That’s none of your concern,” Kahllah said.


“If you’ve been watching him all these years, I’m sure you know what he’s been through. Why not come to him sooner?” Gucci asked.


“For the same reason a man sees a woman being abused by her husband on the street but keeps walking. It wasn’t my business,” Kahllah explained.


Gucci’s facial expression betrayed the disgust in her heart at Kahllah’s statement. “Not your business? That’s your brother!”


“Tayshawn and I are siblings in name only,” Kahllah said.


Gucci was confused. “But I heard Priest refer to you as his daughter, so I thought––”


“No, he’s Animal’s biological father, not mine. My parents were killed when I was very young, and Priest adopted me, so to speak. He’s responsible for the woman I am today.”


Gucci shook her head. “This is some country we live in, where decent folks can’t adopt kids, but they give little girls to killers.”


Kahllah laughed. “Don’t be so quick to pat your government on the back and condemn my father until you know the whole story. I was born just outside East Kalimantan, Indonesia, to a dirt-poor family. My mother was a native, my father a black man from the States. I never got to know either of them very well. Cancer took my mom when I was six, and a burglar took my dad when I was nine. For the next few years, I wandered the countryside, stealing when I could and starving when I couldn’t. I thought starvation was the worst pain imaginable, until I found myself passed through a network of slave traders. Do you know what slave traders do to pretty young virgins? Sometimes they would go one at a time, and other times they would have their way with me in groups. They call it conditioning, but rape by any other name is still rape. They broke me, body and soul.”


“I’m sorry,” Gucci said sincerely.


“Don’t be sorry for me, Gucci. Be sorry for the little girls who weren’t fortunate enough to make it out. I offer up a prayer for them every morning.”


“So Priest bought you?” Gucci asked.


“No, he took me. I had been purchased by a man and taken to Africa, where he kept me as a servant and sometimes a bedmate. To this day, I shudder when I think of the things he did to me. Fortunately for me, the man who owned me had offended a very powerful man. For his offense, the man sent Priest to claim my owner’s life. Priest killed my owner’s family and everyone else who was in the house at the time, but he spared me. To this day, I don’t know why, and I don’t care. All I know is that he took me out of that hell and gave me a home, an education, and a purpose. He was my salvation.”


Gucci shook her head. “I never would’ve thought a man like Priest was capable of compassion.”


“Some might say the same thing about Animal,” Kahllah countered. “They are both murderers, are they not? Yet we love them unconditionally, because, unlike those who fear them, we know that death is not the sum total of who they are. They are lovers, fathers, sons, and protectors.”


“I can’t argue with you there, because Animal has risked everything to keep me safe,” Gucci admitted.


“Yes, he has. Now, my question for you is, what are you prepared to do to keep him safe?” Kahllah asked.


“Anything,” Gucci said confidently. Animal was her heart.


“It’s easy to say it when it’s just the two of us having girl talk, but what happens when you have to prove it? What do you do when his enemies are scratching at the door, and the only choices are to kill or be killed?”


“I do whatever it takes,” Gucci said.


Kahllah regarded her for a few moments. She stood up and removed the gun from the holster clasped to the back of her pants and cocked the slide. Gucci watched nervously as Kahllah handed her the gun.


“What’s this all about?” Gucci asked.


“Shoot me,” Kahllah told her, shoving the gun into her hands.


“Kahllah, I ain’t playing this sick little game with you,” Gucci said.


“It ain’t no game, Gucci. Shoot me,” Kahllah repeated.


“Look, I’m not––”


“Gucci.” Kahllah drew a blade from her bra and popped it open. “One of two things is going to happen. You’re going to shoot me, or I’m going to cut your fucking throat.”


Gucci studied Kahllah’s face to see if she was serious. She was. When Gucci took too long to make up her mind, Kahllah moved in on her with the blade. Gucci raised the gun, finger hesitating on the trigger. She didn’t want to kill Kahllah, but she didn’t want to die, either. When it was clear to her that Kahllah intended on making good with her threat, Gucci pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.


Kahllah slapped Gucci’s hand, sending the gun flying in the air. She fluidly moved behind Gucci and threw her into a choke hold, catching the gun with her free hand. She flicked the lever on the side of the pistol and dug the barrel into Gucci’s cheek. “If I was one of Shai Clark’s shooters, you’d be dead, all because you didn’t know to take the safety off first,” she whispered in Gucci’s ear.


Gucci shoved Kahllah off her and spun in anger. “What the hell is your problem?”


“My problem is that you don’t understand the seriousness of your situation. I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention or not, but Animal isn’t going to let this thing with Shai go, and that’s your fault!”


“Animal is pressing the issue because he doesn’t want to leave his friends in harm’s way. You can’t put this on me!”


“The hell I can’t. My sucker-for-love-ass little brother came out of hiding because of you.” She jabbed her finger at Gucci’s chest. “He went at Shai Clark because of what happened to you.” She jabbed her again. “And he’s likely going to die because he loves you.” Her voice was heavy with emotion. Although they had only met twice, she had been watching Animal for years and felt an attachment to him.


“You act like I asked for this to happen!” Gucci shouted. Kahllah’s words cut her because of the truth in them. “I know I’m the cause of all this, but it’s out of my hands. What am I supposed to do, Kahllah?”


Kahllah turned the gun, butt first, and shoved it into Gucci’s chest, forcing her to take it. “When my brother’s enemies come for him, be more than just a pretty fucking face.”


“What’s going on?” Animal’s voice startled both of the girls. Neither of them had heard him come out of the bathroom. He was shirtless, wearing a pair of black fatigue pants and construction Timberlands, which were untied. The clothes were courtesy of Priest. He didn’t know his son, but he sure knew his style. Animal’s mop of curly hair was wet and hung down around his bare shoulders in tangled strands.


Kahllah’s eyes lingered on his chest a second longer than she intended, before answering, “Just having some girl talk.”


“With a pistol?” Animal asked, looking back and forth between them suspiciously.


“Don’t worry, I’m not gonna hurt your little girlfriend, unless her hand calls for it,” Kahllah told Animal.


“She’s a bit more than a girlfriend, and you’d do well to keep that in mind.” Animal turned his attention to Gucci. “You good, ma?”


“Yeah, I’m fine, baby. Kahllah was just schooling me about firearms in case I ever needed to pop off,” Gucci said, holding the gun up like she was posing for an album cover.


Animal took the gun from her hand. “Guns are dangerous, and you don’t need to be fucking with them. Leave the artillery to me.” Animal gave the gun back to Kahllah. “She ain’t ’bout this life, and I’m not gonna force her into it.”


Kahllah spun the gun on her finger, before returning it to the holster expertly. “Wrong. You brought her into this life as soon as you started whacking people in her name, so don’t cry foul now, lover boy.”


“I ain’t crying foul, I’m just saying I wanna do everything I can to keep Gucci out of harm’s way,” Animal said.


“Bullshit.” Kahllah mock-coughed. “If that were the case, then you’d accept the blessing Priest has bestowed on you and vanish with her. You could ride off into the sunset, yet you chose to plunge head-first into a fire, after having already been burned twice. All for what, because you want to try and save a bunch of knuckleheads who’ll likely be dead by next summer anyhow? Priest always praises you for being intelligent, but I think you’re an idiot.”


“I don’t care what you think, nor do I expect a mercenary to understand loyalty,” Animal spat.


Kahllah smirked. “I understand loyalty far better than you ever will. When I took the vow, I pledged to put the will of my father and my Lord before all others, including myself. I have forsaken life and love to serve God, as my father has directed.”


Animal looked at her as if she had lost her mind. “So you mean to say that Priest has convinced you that murdering people is God’s will?” He shook his head. “I know I’m a little fucked up in the head, but you’re on another planet with it.”


“Animal, you will never understand, because you’ve not received the word,” Kahllah said seriously, “You haven’t been shown the light. While people like you pop bottles with rapists and killers, I smite them. Do I get paid for the bodies I drop? Absolutely, because praises for doing what must be done don’t pay bills. You call me a mercenary, but I am much more than that. I am the antidote to the sickness that has corrupted our society. I am the Black Lotus amongst the weeds.”


Animal saw the passionate look in Kahllah’s eyes when she spoke. It was as if Priest was speaking but through her lips. Obviously, he had been conditioning her from an early age. He had raised her with one purpose: taking lives. Animal tried to imagine what it would be like if their roles had been reversed, with him being nurtured by the killer instead of a base-head mother, and reasoned that he had gotten the better end of the deal than Kahllah. Animal had been through more than his share of hardships, but he at least had free will. Kahllah belonged to Priest, mind and body.


“You don’t get it.” Animal turned to walk away, and Kahllah appeared in front of him, blocking his path.


“Oh, but I do get it, Animal. You’re an honorable man, and I respect that about you, but there is no honor in suicide. The world thinking you’re really dead this time is the only thing you’ve got to your advantage. It puts the element of surprise on your side. Shai Clark isn’t some street punk; he’s the king of this city. Rushing back into the battle head-first will unquestionably be the death of you, and all this will have been for nothing.”


“So, I leave Ashanti and Zo to the dogs after they tried to help me?” Animal asked.


“Not at all, but going at Shai with guns blazing isn’t going to help anyone,” Kahllah said.


“Which is what I’ve been trying to tell him.” Priest appeared in the doorway. He had traded his robes for a black suit, white shirt, and black tie. “My wayward son is determined to see either the light or the darkness. I hope by the time we return from our little outing, I’ll be able to show him the light.”


“Whatever, nigga,” Animal said, pulling the thick black hoodie over his head. He turned to Gucci. “You gonna be OK here with her?” He nodded at Kahllah.


“I’ll be fine, you just hurry back.” Gucci kissed him on the lips.


“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her, Animal,” Kahllah promised.


“I’m going to hold you to that,” Animal told her.


“My word is my bond.” Kahllah placed her hand over her heart dramatically.


“Kahllah will keep your lady safe,” Priest assured him. “Now, let’s go. We have a lot to cover, and time is not our friend.”


“So where are we going?” Animal asked.


“To a funeral,” Priest told him with a knowing smirk, and walked out.


Reluctantly, Animal followed Priest.


When he got to the door of the apartment, Kahllah called after him. “While you’re gone, I’ll check in on your comrade Ashanti. I know you’re worried,” she told him.


Animal smiled. “Thanks for that, Kahllah. I wonder what the little homie is up to.”


Kahllah shook her head. “Knowing him, probably mischief, as usual.”





FOUR


ASHANTI SAT IN THE PASSENGER seat of the rental car, watching the block from behind hooded eyes. Every so often, he would take a toke of the blunt pinched between his fingers. The weed was primo, so good that it stung his nostrils every time he blew smoke through them. When his finger grazed his lip, he noticed that it was damp. His palms were sweating. He set the blunt in the ashtray and wiped his hands on his pants. No sooner had he dried them than they started sweating again. That was a bad sign.


“I should’ve stayed on the block,” Ashanti mumbled to himself. He had been thinking it for the past few hours, but that was the first time he’d said it aloud. Ashanti didn’t know why he had allowed himself to be persuaded to go out that night, other than he needed some action in his life. He’d been sitting around for days, and it was driving him nuts. It had been a rough time for Ashanti. He had lost some friends and gained some enemies, with the scale being tipped toward the latter. His test scores during his first few semesters at the University of the Streets had elevated him from the status of mischievous kid to recognized shooter, and his name was ringing in the hood. Ashanti would bang on anything if the price was right or the offense serious enough, and everybody knew it.
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